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Elixir of Life in a plastic bottle: Michael Smith's 
Fountain

Michael Smith's latest exhibition Fountain is a concise but 
touching exploration of the fleeting potency of youth and one 
man's search to find it again. That search, however, takes him to 
the most unusual of locations, allowing us to see that youth is 
something that is a reward for those to look for it, but a reward 
that is never found.

The exhibition uses the narrative of Smith travelling to The 
Fountain of Youth, a kind of gaudy, tourist-centric archaeological 
park in Florida. Here, apparently, Spanish explorers came across 
a natural spring which, for reasons that still seem to attract 
thousands of visitors, gained a legendary status for being able to 
reinvigorate youth and turn back time when a person drinks the 
magical water. A brief visit to the attraction's website gives an 
instant idea of what one can expect there – actors dressed as 
14th century Spanish soldiers, live cannon-firing demonstrations, 
a scattering of historical information and, most importantly, the 
privilege to drink from the legendary spring (at a price). Then 
visit the shop, and take home the mythical water contained in 
plastic bottles, a portable fountain of youth for your conveni-
ence.

Smith's documents his visit to this site in a series of frames 
entitled Fountain of Youth State Park, Journey No. 1 (2012), 
each containing four photographs, most featuring Smith himself 
playing the character of "Mike" (an everyman persona, the man 
you pass on the street, or the person you see taking pictures 
of nothing at any tourist site in the world). His expression one 
of permanent bewilderment for what he is meant to be enjoy-
ing here. It's an amusing series of images, each depicting a new 
discovery that Mike has made at the site and each one plunging 
him deeper into a world of misunderstanding. The ending of the 
series is ambiguous. Has Mike reached the fountain itself? Has 
he drunk from the magical water? It's up to us to decide. But 
given the photos shown, it is the journey, not the ending that's 

significant here. Mike looks for the fountain of youth, and on 
that journey he encounters distractions, from life-size models of 
Spanish soldiers, to actors demonstrating a traditional campfire. 
The last we see of him, he is looking confusingly at a marooned 
Spanish galleon which has led him astray from his goal. 

Although humorous, the photos speak of a wider investiga-
tion into how a journey for something can be manipulated by 
those controlling it. Mike's desire to see the fountain of youth is 
jeopardised by the attractions surrounding it. Our own searches 
for youth, be it buying into cosmetics or reliving our teenager 
years when the responsibilities of adulthood have emerged, are 
constantly contested by something else that might let us reach 
the ending sooner. Trapping us within a cycle of searching for 
our youth, all the while we age and move further away from 
what we can never actually reach fully anyway.

On the north wall of the exhibition, two screens play Fountain 
(2012), a looped video of a heavily-treated image of a fountain. 
The photograph is pixelated and moves with the pace of an 
old computer trying to load an image. Its effect is to create an 
aesthetic similar to a video-game that one might have come 
across in the 1990s – heavily pixelated, jerky movement, bright 
radioactive colours. Here the fountain has been reduced into 
something instantly identifiable with youth, and something inac-
cessible to the unfamiliar.

Two video installations titled Avuncular Quest (2012) por-
tray Smith himself searching for his keys, glasses and wallet. 
His search for each item is quiet and seemingly peaceful on 
the surface. Although this kind of search – something that we 
all experience – immediately brings frustration, for Smith the 
feeling appears to be a simple distracted search. He is in no 
rush and doesn't appear to have anywhere to go. As one item 
is found, another is quickly remembered and the search begins 
again, checking each pocket carefully and with an expression of 
restraint. It is a hypnotic and strangely moving film – a gentle 
exploration of how one's own mind floats and is distracted at 
every moment. A search for something yields something else, 
and one is content in that distraction, until the next thought of 
wanting something else. He has nowhere to go, but is packing to 
go somewhere. The cycle is apparently never-ending.

This small exhibition meditates wonderfully on the question of 
age versus youth, and the journeys we take in order to revisit 
a time that is impossible to fully belong to again. Youth has be-
come a commodity to sell to those who don't have it anymore. 
For Smith, the journey to find it is never ending, and one that 
can carry you to the most unlikely of places. The search is com-
pulsive, though inevitably the ending is always unfinished.


