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Jeff Koons at The Ashmolean, co-curated by the artist
himself, is a response to the museum’s collection.
Koons was born in Pennsylvania in 1955, and studied
at the Maryland Institute College of Art in Baltimore,
before moving to Chicago and then to New York where
he had his first solo show in the 1980s.
Gallery 1 has three early sculptures which introduce
motifs that have continued throughout the artist’s
work. The awareness of breath as a signifier of both
birth and death is a recurrent theme. Inflatables made
of steel retain the appearance of something vulnerable
and filled with breath. He has also continued to make
use of ‘ready made’ objects and to re-imagine massproduced toys and ornaments. The last work in this
room - Gazing Ball (Birdbath) shows Koons developing
these ideas in more recent work.

The second gallery has pieces from a particular group
of works called Antiquity where Koons’s starting points
are classical sculptures, but transformed, collaged, and
re-invented. The final room is all taken from Koons’s
recent Gazing Ball series which integrates the spectator
into the history of Western art. These notes highlight 6
works from the 17 pieces of work in the exhibition and
include quotes from Jeff Koons in pink.
N.B. Photography for personal use only (including
social media) is permitted in the exhibition.
No touching of the objects is allowed. For information,
one painting in the exhibition contains sexual conent.
This is a charging exhibition but FREE for pre-booked
UK school groups and for under 12s.
To book a group visit please contact the Learning
Department:learning@ashmus.ox.ac.uk

Gallery 1
Rabbit, 1986
stainless steel
Artist’s Proof
The Eli and Edythe L. Broad Collection
‘The surface of my stainless steel pieces is pure
sex and gives an object both a masculine and a
feminine side: the weight of the steel engages
with the femininity of the reflective surface.’
Rabbit is one of the works that defines Koons. Based
on a ‘ready made’,existing, mass-produced inflatable,
Rabbit is unexpectedly complex.

Ushering in Banality
polychromed wood, 1988
Private Collection
‘I wanted to make works that just embraced
everyone’s own cultural history and made
everybody feel that their history was perfect
just the way it was.’
The Banality series re-imagined mass-produced
trinkets and figurines on a hugely enlarged scale.
They were meticulously crafted in porcelain or wood
at specialist workshops in continental Europe. In
this piece, the tracksuited boy pushing the pig from
behind is the artist himself. Koons’s intention was to
give people permission to love their cultural pasts however lowbrow. Giving the cute and the kitsch
the artistry and status of, say, a Rococo sculpture,
encouraged people to stop feeling guilty about their
guilty pleasures.
‘I used it to remove judgment and to remove
the type of hierarchy that exists. I don’t
like to use the word ‘kitsch’ because kitsch
is automatically making a judgment about
something. I always saw ‘banality’ as a little
freer than that.’

Part of the viewer’s pleasure (and giving pleasure
is important to Koons) is in the precision with
which the steel imitates plastic. The puckers and
seams of the original material keep trying to fool
the brain. At the same time, its scale gives it the
prominence of a classical or renaissance sculpture.
The disconcertingly blank face with its spherical head
is perhaps a spaceman. It is what the viewer brings
to it. The perfect sheen of the stainless steel surface
means that the viewer is always aware of themselves
in multiple, distorted reflections.

Gallery 2
Seated Ballerina, 2010-2015
mirror-polished stainless steel with transparent
colour coating
Artist’s Proof
Collection of the artist
‘Seated Ballerina is like a Venus. You could be
looking at a Venus of Willendorf or some of the
oldest Venuses. It is really about beauty and
even a sense of contemplation, a sense of ease.’
It is hard not to see Koons’s work as ironic but he
insists it is not. “Irony causes too much critical
contemplation.” His Seated Ballerina is taken from a
porcelain figurine but it is reproduced on the scale of
a monumental sculpture in reflective coloured steel.
Her pose echoes that of a classical crouching Venus
while the work also references Degas’s sculptures
and images of ballet dancers at rest.

Balloon Venus (Magenta), 2008-2012
mirror-polished stainless steel with transparent
colour coating
one of five unique versions
The Broad Art Foundation, Los Angeles
‘To connect the present to the past is to
continue to tie people to the narrative of
biology. It is different from instinct but similar
to instinct; we carry things with us in a very
profound way, and this connecting force is a
powerful narrative.’
Balloon Venus (Magenta) is inspired by a tiny Stone
Age fertility figure known as the Venus of Willendorf.
She has been put through a double transformation:
from limestone sculpture to balloon model, and from
balloons to his trademark, super-reflective, coloured
steel on a huge scale. Koons insisted on the model
being made from a single balloon to maximise the
sense of a continuous pressure all over. Instead of
simply making a 3D scan of the model, he used an
industrial CT scanner to produce minutely detailed
information that could be further manipulated on a
computer. The vast, one and a half ton finished figure
is “a symbol of life energy”. For Koons, she has the
energy of a cult figure, an ancient tribal goddess but
in materials which also place her firmly in the present.

‘I’ve tried to make work that any viewer, no
matter where they came from, would have to
respond to, would have to say that on some
level ‘Yes, I like it.’ If they couldn’t do that, it
would only be because they had been told they
were not supposed to like it. Eventually they
will be able to strip all that down and say ‘You
know it’s silly, but I like that piece. It’s great.’’

Gallery 3
Gazing Ball (Belvedere Torso), 2013
Plaster and Glass
Collection of the Artist
The muscular Belvedere Torso is an Ancient Greek
sculpture, and probably the most reproduced
classical sculpture in history. The original is in the
Vatican but there are casts of it - and casts of casts
- all over Europe. There is one in the Ashmolean.
Generations of art students have had to draw it as
part of their training, from Raphael to the present.
‘People are going to have their own
perceptions. They will look at things
differently. I think looking at art, the way
people respond to it, gives a kind of view into
how open people are to the world around them.
And if they’re closed about really exposing
themselves to a painting or to a sculpture then
you can imagine they’re probably relatively
closed to other experiences.’
Gazing Ball (Rubens Tiger Hunt), 2015
oil on canvas, glass and aluminium
Collection of the Artist
Peter Paul Rubens painted the Tiger Hunt in
1615-16 in his studio in Antwerp. The original
is even bigger, almost life-sized. The gazing
ball covers up the view through to a bright,
blue seascape; the world behind the action is
replaced with the world in front of it.

Reflect on recurring themes and ideas in the
exhibition:
>How does Koons transform the ordinary into the
extraordinary?
>Where and how are you reflected in this artwork? How
does this feel?
>How does the past connect to the present in artworks?
>How does the artwork play tricks on your mind?
>In what ways does the artwork demonstrate extremes in
terms of scale, materials or technique?
>Choose an everyday object. How might Jeff Koons
transform it into an artwork?

Rubens was Flemish but had travelled in Spain
and Italy absorbing the influence of the
Renaissance masters. The Tiger Hunt draws
directly on a painting by Leonardo da Vinci.
Rubens also made a copy of Titian’s Diana and
Actaeon which is also included in the Gazing
Ball series on display nearby.
‘I love to make reference to other artists
– kind of art about art in that it’s a way to
time travel, to pay homage to our forebears. Everything – all the information, all
the knowledge, everything that has been
brought to the table to this moment.’
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