
DOI: 10.4018/IJACDT.301969

International Journal of Art, Culture, Design, and Technology
Volume 11 • Issue 1 


Copyright©2022,IGIGlobal.CopyingordistributinginprintorelectronicformswithoutwrittenpermissionofIGIGlobalisprohibited.



*Corresponding Author

1

Factories of Banality:
The Role of Works by Jeff Koons in the Art 
World’s Discourse of Wealth and Power
Nadia Issa, University of Arkansas, USA*

Paulina Tendera, Jagiellonian University in Krakow, Poland

ABSTRACT

Anexaminationoftheomnipresentrelationsofpowerwithintheartworld,focusedonmarketing
strategiesand theprocessof identificationanddifferentiation in theperceptionof JeffsKoons’s
artworksrevealsacomplexinterestinJeffKoons’spersonality.ItshowstherelationshipsofKoons’s
artworkswiththeeconomyandidentifiesthemasproductsofbig-businesstransactions.Italsoexplains
howtheartworldproducesbrandequity.Suchartworkischosentoserveasasymbolofopulence
andasthelocusofcapital.Identification,differentiation,theelite,andartcommodificationarethe
mainthemesexplored.Thisisareflectiononthestateofthecontemporaryartworld.

KeyWoRDS
Art Market, Art World, Commodification, Commodity Fetishism, Elite, Kitsch, Koons, Marketing, Power 
Relations, Wealth

INTRoDUCTIoN

WhenIwasaboutfouryearsoldIrememberadressthatIdreamtof:asparkly,sequined,pinkdress
thatmymotherrefusedtobuyme,justifyingherdecisionwithwordssuchas:“Youarenotgonnawear
thatkitsch.”1Ididnotknowthenthat,asmydreamsofbeingadressedinpinkprincesswerevanishing,
thepublicwasadmiringthepinkish,reflectiveBalloon Dog (Magenta)fromtheCelebrationseries
byJeffKoons(http://www.jeffkoons.com/artwork/celebration),andpeoplewereevenpayingmillions
ofdollarstoownoneofthesechildish(inmyopinion)sculptures.Since1980,Koonssculptureshave
beenexhibitedinternationallyinsuchprestigiousplacesastheCentrePompidou,VeniceBiennale,
WhitneyMuseumofAmericanArt,ChâteaudeVersailles,andGuggenheimMuseumBilbao(Koons,
n.d.).Whenworkisshownorpurchasedbyamuseum,itisthehighestkindofinstitutionalapproval
in thecontemporaryvisualartworld (Becker,2008).Whathappened, then?Didmymothernot
recognizethatIhad“sublimetaste”sinceIwasalittlechildbecauseIadmiredshinyandpinkish
objectsanddresses,ordidI,asa4-year-old,alongwithhalfoftheartworld,becomedrawnintothe
illusionandpleasureofthe“simpleaesthetics”thatpost-pop-artmovementsmightoffer?

AccordingtoRosler(1997),“Thepopularandfinancialsuccessofpopartprovedthattheremight
bebothawidepublicandareadymarketforhighart,aslongasitdidnotchallengethereceived
worldviewtoostrenuously”(p.21).Doestheworldviewofthevieweraffecttheperceptionofthe
artworkand thusdictateaesthetic judgmentwithin theartworld?Does theemergenceof“new”
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elitesaffecttheredefinitionofgoodandbadtaste?Whatistheroleofkitschinthisneweconomicand
intellectualdiscourse?Further,isittruethatonlythecollector’swealthaffectsthepriceofaworkofart,
ordoanyideologicalfactorsplayarole?Isittruethat“itisclearthatthepriceofanartobjectislimited
onlybytheamountthatcollectorsarewillingandabletopayforit”(Goetzmannetal.,2011,p.222)?

PaulMaltby summarizedClementGreenbergsdefinition ofkitsch as “profit-seeking, mass-
producedartpitchedtotheuncultivatedtastesofthepopulace”(Maltby,2012,p.53).Onthecontrary,
afamousLatinproverbsays,“De gustibus non est disputandum”(literally,“abouttastes,itshouldnot
bedisputed/discussed”).Categorizingviewertastemightberegardedasenforcingthedominanceof
theelites2andtheirlong-lastingdistinctionsbetween“highart”and“popularart,”butitmightalso
pointoutwhatshouldberegardedasvaluableinthemodernworldandwhatmightbetoorecentto
standthetestoftime(Botti,2000,p.21).Theauthorityandresponsibilityofdevelopingacomplex
aestheticjudgmentratherthana“vicariousexperienceandfakedsensations”(Greenberg,1961,p.
10)lay,inmyopinion,inthehandsoftheelites,ormycaseinthehandsofmymother,whosince
youngagehelpedmetodistinguishelegantclothesfromwhatGreenbergwouldcall“trashaesthetics”
(Maltby,2012,p.53).Ascontroversialasitmightsound,andasmuchopposedtotheideaoffreedom
andafreeaestheticjudgmentoftheviewersitmightseem,Ibelievethattasteissomethingthat
canbetrainedanddeveloped,andIamsayingthatbasedonmyownexperiencesasavisualartist.
Inmyopinion,itisjustamatteroftraining,practice,andknowledgeinsteadoftakingshortcutsto
theexperienceofaestheticpleasure.Althoughusingthewordkitschmightseemjudgmentaland
hierarchical,IwouldidentifykitschinthecontextofworksbyJeffKoonsasoneofthemeansof
hisartisticexpression(andhere,Imeanaphilosophytowardsart,morethantheaestheticvalueof
theworksthemselves).

Kitsch, as described by Greenberg, “predigests art for the spectator and spares him effort,
provideshimwithashortcuttothepleasureofartthatdetourswhatisnecessarilydifficultingenuine
art” (Greenberg,1961,p.15).Forcenturiesartistshaveviewed theiractivityas“theproduction
ofmeaning—oftendisruptivemeaning—ratherthanastheproductionofobjectsperse”(Rosler,
1997,p.23).ThefamousreadymadesculptureFountainbyMarcelDuchamp,whohighlyinspired
Koons,aimedfirstofalltoredefinetheperceptionoftheworkofart;secondly,itwasbasedondeep,
intellectual,provocative,andcontroversialthought;andlastly,itwascreatedmorethanonehundred
yearsago!Itwasvaluedforsolvinganartisticproblemthatrelatedtothetimesthattheartistlived
in.JeffKoons’sdeclarationsofbeinginspiredbyMarcelDuchamp,withoutgoingdeeperintothe
contextinwhichtheworksofDuchampshouldberegarded,betrayshiftingDuchamp’sphilosophy
infavorofhisinterests,asseeninthewayhetalksaboutDuchamp’sinfluence:

He’s given me the ability to be able to remove a physical involvement with my work, and by removing 
that physical involvement, it’s let me focus on what the initial interests have been and not to get kind 
of manipulated by the medium itself. (Art and Object, 2021, 0:14)

Takingapartusingsuchphrasesas“abilitytobeable,”being“manipulatedbythemediumitself”
isoneofDuchamp’sessentialthoughtsandthemainideaofthereadymadeobjectsexhibitedinthe
galleryspace,inwhichtheirfunctionisbeingredefined,andweasviewersarebeingmanipulatedbythe
contextinwhichtheyarebeingshown.3Ontheotherhand,thenotionofremovingphysicalinvolvement
perfectlyillustrateshismodelofartproduction.4Takingalloftheaboveintoaccount,Imightargue
thatJeffKoonsreferencesDuchampasoneofhismarketingstrategies.Thereisahighprobability
thatKoons’effortsinthismatterareconscious,planned,anddeliberate.Maintainingthe“aura”that
characterizedtraditionalartisnecessarytostabilizetheartworldasaworldoffinancialinvestment.

Marketingisquiteanadequatewordinthatcase,aswellasproduct,commodity fetishism,and
art market.Wecannotsimply imposeageneralmodelofexchangeorcommodityproduction to
dealwiththepoliticaleconomyofartbysimplyreferringittoacontemporaryMarxisteconomic
analysis.Wecannot,asWartofskyargued,“impose . . . an ‘interpretation’ofartisticproduction
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