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"SOME PEOPLE THINK
WHAT I'VE DONE IS ALMOST SACRILEGE":

A TALK WITH JEFF KOONS

BY BILL POWERS



BILL POWERS: HOWY DO YOU SEE THE "GAZING BAILL" PAINTINGS AS
BEING ON A CONTINUUM WITH THE “GAZING BALL" SCULPTURES?
Jeft Koons: With the sculpture, you feel a constant polarity between
the biological and Platonism. The sculpture also places an emphasis
on form. With the paintings, you have a more ancient dialogue. You
think of going through the Lascaux caves, where a bison painted on
the contour of a rock formation emphasizes the three-dimensional
quality of the drawing. Or if you think about antique sculpture—
everything was painted, so the two-dimensional and the three-
dimensional were brought together. The “Gazing Ball” paintings
have that same confrontation. There’s a dialogue taking place about
the humanism of art and how important connectivity is in our lives.
I wanted to make work that would add to the dialogue of the ready-
made and the concept of objective art.

BP: WHAT DO YOU MEAN BY "OBJECTIVE ART"2

JK: Things that are externalized. The idea of the readymade is an out-
side object, outside the body. Everything is like a Klein bottle, where
the inside becomes the outside and vice versa. Picasso’s work is com-
pletely objective. It goes full circle, the objective becomes the subjective.

BP: WHITNEY MUSEUM CURATOR SCOTT ROTHKOPF HAD AN IN-
TERESTING THEORY ABOUT YOUR INFLUENCES. HE SUGGESTED
THAT DUCHAMP PROVED A BETTER ROLE MODEL FOR YOU EARLIER
IN'LIFE, BUT THAT FOR JEFF KOONS AT AGE 60, PICASSO BECOMES
MORE ATTRACTIVE BECAUSE HE'S SEEN AS BEING SO ACTIVE IN
HIS STUDIO AND EVEN SEXUALLY AS AN OLDER MAN, VWHEREAS
DUCHAMP WAS VIEWED AS RECEDING FROM SOCIETY.

JK: Duchamp has been a huge role model since the late 1970s, but
there was a certain point, maybe 15 years ago, where I felt like I was
losing freedom. The idea of objective art, of gestalt, got lost in verbal
dialogue. I started to look more at Picasso’s work. It brought me
closer to an intuitive process.

BP: SO THERE'S NO HIERARCHY OF INFLUENCES?2 PICASSO AND
DUCHAMP HOLD EQUAL GROUND IN YOUR MIND?

JK: The more references one is making, the more connectivity, the
higher the level of consciousness.

BP: YOU ALMOST SOUND LIKE YOU'RE TALKING ABOUT THE PATH
TO ENUGHTENMENT.

JK: Absolutely. For me, 'm always trying to seek a higher level of
consciousness. I would like to experience the ultimate freedom of
gesture, to exercise that freedom.

BP: THE POSITIONING OF DIFFERENT "GAZING BALL" PAINTINGS
WITHIN THE ROOMS AT GAGOSIAN, WAS THAT ANl EVOLVING
CONVERSATION®

JK: T started by making various models of the gallery. I laid out the
show in the most aesthetic way, not wanting to have, say, two couple
paintings side by side, or two landscapes across from each other. Each
of these paintings is its own individual unit and they’re all equal.
They’re about the idea of metaphysics, the right-here-right-now, the
eternal. In science, we know that in a short time period you can change
your genes, your DNA, through ideas. I know my genes are different

since coming across Manet. I'm head-to-toe a different person.

BP: THERE'S OBVIOUSLY A LOT OF ART HISTORY IN THIS SERIES.
FOR INSTANCE, BY INCLUDING EL GRECO YOU MAKE AN INDI-
RECT NOD TO THE DAYWN OF CUBISM CENTURIES LATER.

JK: T actually wanted to have a Giotto painting in that room with the
Picasso, but I wasnt able to get it finished in time. Yes, I knew I was
positioning Picasso near El Greco and had Titian nearby. The Picasso
painting is actually one from my own collection. Picasso was 88 years
of age when he painted that couple, and experiencing perhaps the
highest state of consciousness he ever achieved. I love the late work.

BP: | COULDN'T HELP BUT DRAVWW SOME PARALLELS BETVWEEN YOUR
"EQUILIBRIUM" SERIES AND THE NEW PAINTINGS, WHERE THE
GAZING BALLS OPERATE SIMILARLY TO THE BASKETBALLS FLOATING
IN TANKS, AND THE NIKE BASKETBALL POSTERS ARE REPLACED BY
OLD MASTER PAINTINGS.

JK: The basketball was always a very simple form, and in “Equilib-
rium” it represented social equilibrium, but it was also the cell and
the womb, the beginning of life, the embryo. If you deal with antique
concepts of beauty, it’s always about equilibrium. It’s about bringing
together polarities: the masculine and the feminine. And the more
polarities you bring together, the higher state of beauty you have.

BP: DOES THE GAZING BALL ALSO ACT AS A WOMB?

JK: T see it as the cell and as an affirmation of the self. These paint-
ings, as finished works, have a high presence of me in them. They're
my paintings. It’s what 'm bringing to the idea of the artist.

BP: DO YOU THINK THAT BY HAVING GAZING BALLS PLACED IN
FRONT OF THEM THE PAINTINGS BECOME LANDSCAPES, IN A
WAY2 YOU KNOW, BY BEING GIVEN A FOREGROUND?2

JK: T think about how they connect to Poussin. If you look at a
Poussin painting, especially from his Bacchanal period, there might
be a tambourine on the floor, or a wine vase. You'll see very three-
dimensional elements, because he learned about antique times not
from painting but mostly through sculpture.

BP: WHAT SPECIFICALLY ABOUT THE PICASSO PICTURE IN THE
SHOW RESONATED WITH YOU?2

JK: In this couple painting, it almost looks like she’s sucking his
brains out. At this time of his life, Picasso was reflecting on his ar-
tistic and sexual conquests. You can see a Marie-Thérése-type body
on this woman, even though it’s Jacqueline. He has the hair up in a
bun almost like a beret. It’s my belief that he’s actually going back to
1906, when he and Fernande adopted a child.

BP: THEN WITH REMBRANDT'S [UCRETIA HANGING ACROSS
FROM THE PICASSO, WE SEE A YOUNG WOMAN READY TO DIE
[N DEFENSE OF HER VIRTUE. IS THERE A CONNECTION?

JK: Actually, the Turner painting in the show is making reference to Lu-
cretia, to the fall of Ancient Rome, which occurs because of her suicide.

orposttE Jeff Koons photographed in his New York City studio on January

13, 2016.
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BP: STANDING AT A CERTAIN ANGLE, YOU CAN SEE LUCRETIA
AND MANET'S THE SURPRISED NYMPH TOGETHER, WHICH IS
SUCH A CRAZY JUXTAPOSITION OF MOOD.

JK: The sight lines are like arrows going through walls.

BP: I'VE NEVER SEEN THE ORIGINAL, BUT THE DRAPERY IN SPRANG-
ER'S HERCULES, DEIANIRA AND THE CENTAUR NESSUS LOOKS

MORE EXPRESSIVE IN YOUR PAINTING. WAS THAT A CONSCIOUS

DECISION TO PUNCH UP THE RED? v

JK: I really tried to be faithful to the original as much as possible. I
took some liberties because of how the paintings might have aged
or patinaed over time.

BP: WAS IT A HARD DECISION TO INCLUDE THE “MONA LSA,"
GIVEN THAT IT'S SUCH A LOADED IMAGE?

JK: At first I thought, “No, I don’t want to do that.” Then I decided,
“Well, at least let’s try blowing it up.” I always had to take into ac-
count the size of the gazing ball in terms of scale.

BP: WERE YOU SURPRISED BY ANYTHING ABOUT THE “MONA LISA"2
JK: The background is almost like a Chinese painting.

BP: OVERALL, THE "GAZING BALL" PAINTINGS ARE UNIFORMLY
WESTERN. DID YOU CONSIDER INCLUDING SOME EAST-
ERN ARTZ | KNOW YOU LOVE JAPANESE WOODCUTS, AND

OBVIOUSLY YOU REFERENCED THE KAMA SUTRA FOR YOUR
“MADE IN HEAVEN" WORKS.
JK: Yes, when I started this series I looked at some Japanese wave
paintings, among other things.

BP: WHEN | SAW THE REMBRANDT SELF-PORTRAIT WITH THE GAZ-
ING BALL, | THOUGHT ABOUT THE MIRROR HE WOULD HAVE
USED TO PAINT IT, ABOUT HOW HE'S PAINTING FROM HIS OWN
REFLECTION.

JK: When you read philosophy, one of the words you'll come across
the most is “reflection.” And looking at this Rembrandt now, you
also think of Rothko, the darkness of the painting.

BP: VAN GOGH'S WHEATFIELD WITH CROWS [1890] WAS PAINT
ED IN THE LAST YEAR OF THE ARTIST'S LIFE. CAN WE SEPARATE THE
BIOGRAPHY FROM THE IMAGE ITSELFe OR MUST WE IMAGINE
THAT ANYONE WHO SEES THIS PAINTING WILL KNOW WHERE
IT FALLS CHRONOLOGICALLY?

JK: These things are loaded, and that’s what’s interesting about this
series, because you think about your relationship with van Gogh.

BP: WHEN | SAW YOUR RAFT OF THE MEDUSA PAINTING, |
THOUGHT ABOUT YOUR CANCELED LOUVRE SHOW. WHICH
WAS SUPPOSED TO HAVE YOUR BALIOON-ANIMAL SCULPTURES IN
THE SAME 19THCENTURY GALLERIES AS GERICAULT'S ORIGINAL
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SO IN SOME WAY YOU STILL CAPTURE THAT LOST EXPERIENCE FOR
THE VIEWER.

JK: I love 19th-century art because our whole understanding of the
avant-garde is born from that time period. And I feel like I'm at the
tail end of that, not just me, but my community, my generation.

BP: DID YOU EVER THINK TO INCLUDE A ROY LCHTENSTEIN OR AN
ED PASCHKE OR A DAL IN THE “GAZING BALL” PAINTING SHOW?
JK: T have Duchamp and Picasso here, and of course Andy [ Warhol]
is here in the “Mona Lisa.”

BP: IS THERE ANY RELATIONSHIP TO TROMPE L'OEIL2
JK: 1 don't think so. It’s purer than trompe loeil. It’s not a substitute.
This isn't about Richard Pettibon or making a copy of something.

BP: YOU DON'T THINK THIS SERIES IS USHERING IN' A NEW BA-
NALTY, SO TO SPEAK?

JK: Not at all. I think they’re knockouts. The “Banality” series was
about opening oneself up to the world, not to exclude things, not to
make judgments, not to segregate.

BP: AS A CHILD, YOU MADE REPRODUCTIONS OF OLD MASTER
PAINTINGS, WHICH YOUR FATHER HUNG IN THE WINDOW OF
HIS FURNITURE STORE. CAN WE SCROLL BACK TO THAT TIME
OF YOUR LIFE AS THE INITIAL IMPETUS FOR THE "GAZING BALL"
PAINTINGS?

JK: But even if you look at my Rabbiz [1986], it’s a gazing ball; the
head is a round gazing ball. You're always carrying information with
you. It’s about exercising that freedom.

BP: IS THERE A KUBRICKESQUE ASPECT TO THIS WORK? LKE A
MONOLITH BURIED ON THE MOON, ONLY NOW [T'S DISCOV-
ERED ON THE FACE OF A BOUCHER?

JK: The gazing ball is like Duchamp’s urinal in that it’s a confronta-
tional object, but it’s also very retinal.

BP: WHEN WE LOOK AT MANET'S OLYMPIA [1863], MOST VIEW-
ERS WILL REMEMBER THAT THIS PAINTING IS A REFERENCE TO
TITIAN'S VENUS OF URBINO [1538]. IS THAT PART OF YOUR INTER-
EST IN THE PICTURE®

JK: There’s a lot of different social and psychological information
here. People speculate that the flowers are from a lover who has just
walked in to surprise her.

BP: OR THAT THE BLACK CAT IN THE BOTTOM RIGHT CORNER IS A
SYMBOL FOR PROSTITUTION.

JK: A painting like Olympia changed my life. I remember in an art
history class learning about Manet’s work I was taught that all the
humanities are really being dealt with in this painting. That was such
an eye-opening moment for me.

BP: TELL ME ABOUT RUBENS'S THE TIGER HUNT[CA. 1616)].

JK: Rubens is making reference to Leonardo’s lost painting 7he Bat-
tle of Anghiari [ca. 1505]. It’s kind of a confrontation between East
and West.

BP: DO YOU THINK PEOPLE, IN HIS DAY, THOUGHT RUBENS WAS
ARROGANT TO TACKLE THE SAME COMPOSITION AS LEONARDO?

JK: No, everyone is constantly making reference to what came before.

BP: IT CAN BE BAFFLING AT TIMES, THE RANGE OF REACTIONS TO
NEW WORK. I'M SURE SOME PEOPLE WOULD LIKE TO SEE YOUR
KLIMT PAINTING AT NEUE GALERIE, WHILE OTHERS WILL BE HORRI-
FIED BY ITS VERY EXISTENCE.

JK: Some people think what I've done is almost sacrilege, but it’s the
complete opposite. It’s not copying Rubens’s The Tiger Hunt, it’s the
idea of Rubens, and it becomes something else. When I was install-
ing this show, if a painting didn’t have a gazing ball on it yet, you
could feel it crying out for the ball.

BP: | REALLY THOUGHT YOU WOULD MAKE A "GAZING BALL"
PAINTING OF MASACCIO'S EXPULSION FROM THE GARDEN OF
EDEN [1426-28], KNOWING HOW MUCH YOU LOVE THAT
RIECE.

JK: But it is here in the pudica pose of Manet’s The Surprised Nymph.

BP: EL GRECO SAID THAT COLOR REIGNED SUPREME OVER FORM.
DO YOU SHARE HIS PERSPECTIVE? '
JK: No, I think they’re equal.

BP: OUT OF All THE HERCULES PAINTINGS YOU COULD HAVE
CHOSEN, | WOULD HAVE IMAGINED YOU'D SELECT CORNELIS
VAN HAARLEM'S, OVER GOLTZIUS'S VERSION.

JK: I really like the Goltzius painting. I think it’s a self-portrait of him.

BP: HOW DO YOU DECIDE WHERE TO PLACE THE GAZING BALL2
JK: With all of these paintings, it’s never at the same location.
They’re always below the centerline. I think the highest I come up is
with Monet’s water lilies. I like a little sense of gravity.

BP: WHAT WAS YOUR IMPETUS TO INCLUDE PERUGINO'S MA-
DONNA AND CHILD?

JK: T wanted to be able to convey the history of feminine form and
spirituality, and how we shift from male gods to female gods, and
how the tensions in the world affect our imagery.

BP: WHEN | SAW COURBET'S THE DEAD FOX | IMMEDIATELY
THOUGHT OF TIMAN'S THE FLAYING OF MARSYAS [CA. 1575).

JK: I love The Dead Fox. It was in the [Courbet] retrospective at the
Grand Palais in Paris, which was the first time I'd seen it in real life.
It was just a knockout. This is such an existential painting because
you feel empathy for the fox. It’s dead, with its genitals exposed,
strung up, humiliated. Then you realize: it doesn't matter anymore,
because the fox is dead.

opposITE opPosITE Jeff Koons photographed in his New York City studio
on January 13, 2016.

Jef Koons’s exhibition “Gazing Ball Paintings” at Gagosian Gallery
closed December 23. His sculpture Balloon Venus (Orange) is on view in
the rotunda of the Natural History Museum Vienna through March 13.
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