
CLASS and SOCIETY: 
GLOBAL ART since 1980: FOCUS 

(Jeff Koons, Moriko Mori, and Takashi Murakami) 



ONLINE ASSIGNMENT: 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ba

nality_(sculpture_series)  

 

TITLE or DESIGNATION: 

Pink Panther 

 

ARTIST: Jeff Koons 

 

CULTURE or ART 

HISTORICAL PERIOD: 

Postmodernism or Neo-Pop 

 

DATE: 1988 C.E. 

 

MEDIUM: glazed porcelain 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Banality_(sculpture_series
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Banality_(sculpture_series


TITLE or DESIGNATION: 

Rabbit 

 

ARTIST: Jeff Koons 

 

CULTURE or ART 

HISTORICAL PERIOD: 

Postmodernism or Neo-Pop 

 

DATE: 1986 C.E. 

 

MEDIUM: stainless steel 

 



TITLE or DESIGNATION: 

Puppy at the Guggenheim 

Bilbao Museum 

 

ARTIST: Jeff Koons 

 

CULTURE or ART 

HISTORICAL PERIOD: 

Postmodernism or Neo-Pop 

 

DATE: 1992 C.E. 

 

MEDIUM: flowers with steel 

platform 

 



TITLE or 

DESIGNATION: 

Pure Land 

 

ARTIST: Mariko 

Mori 

 

CULTURE or ART 

HISTORICAL 

PERIOD: Global 

Contemporary 

 

DATE: 1998 C.E. 

 

MEDIUM: color 

photograph on 

glass 

 



ONLINE ASSIGNMENT: 

http://www.learner.org/cour

ses/globalart/work/82/index

.html  

 

TITLE or DESIGNATION: 

Miss ko2 

 

ARTIST: Takashi 

Murakami 

 

CULTURE or ART 

HISTORICAL PERIOD: 

Global Contemporary 

 

DATE: 1997 C.E. 

 

MEDIUM: oil, acrylic, 

fiberglass, and iron 

 

http://www.learner.org/courses/globalart/work/82/index.html
http://www.learner.org/courses/globalart/work/82/index.html
http://www.learner.org/courses/globalart/work/82/index.html


CLASS and SOCIETY: 
GLOBAL ART since 1980: SELECTED TEXT 

(Jeff Koons, Moriko Mori, and Takashi Murakami) 



Jeff Koons. Encased - Four 

Rows, 1983–93 

 

Jeff Koons (b. 1955)- self-

publicist and critical celebrant 

of the superficial, consumption-

crazy suburban society of the 

1980s- has enshrined as art 

such household objects as 

vacuum cleaners, inflatable 

bunny rabbits, topiary puppy 

dogs, and porcelain 

pornography, all with sly 

references to Duchamp.  

 

Jeff Koons is a well-known 

artist of the 80s who is often 

condemned for being a symbol 

of everything bad about that 

time- its artificiality, 

commercialism, corporatism, 

shallowness. And from this 

perspective there’s not much 

that could be said to save him 

from the guillotine.  



Jeff Koons. Bear and Policeman, 1988 

 

For his series Banality of the 1980s, Koons 

ventured further into the realm of kitsch. Unlike 

his earlier sculptures based on readymade 

sources, those in Banality are mash-ups of stuffed 

animals, gift shop figurines, and images taken 

from magazines, product packaging, films, and 

even Leonardo da Vinci.  

 

Nothing was too corny, too cloying, or too cute. 

Working with traditional German and Italian 

craftsmen who made decorative and religious 

objects, Koons enlarged his subjects and rendered 

them in gilt porcelain and polychromed wood, 

materials more associated with housewares and 

tchotchkes than contemporary art.  

 

As with his previous series, he conceived of 

Banality as an elaborate allegory, this one aimed 

at freeing us to embrace without embarrassment 

our childhood affection for toys or the trinkets 

lining our grandparents’ shelves. 



Left: Jeff Koons. St. John the Baptist, 1988, glazed porcelain 

Right: Jeff Koons. Michael Jackson and Bubbles, 1988, glazed porcelain 



Rendered larger than life in gilded porcelain, this sculpture depicts the late pop 

superstar Michael Jackson and his beloved pet chimpanzee, Bubbles. Koons admired 

Jackson as the epitome of mainstream appeal, and praised him as someone willing to do 

“absolutely anything that was necessary to be able to communicate with people.” In 

Koons’s eyes this included plastic surgery and skin-lightening procedures that he 

claimed Jackson undertook to reach more middle-class white audiences.  

 

“That’s radicality. That’s abstraction,” Koons said. With his ivory skin tone and rosy 

cheeks, the sculpted Jackson hints at this transformation as well as at the fraught 

entanglement of celebrity, money, and race in the United States. The work’s composition 

is indebted to Michelangelo’s Pietà (1498–99), in which Christ lies on the lap of Mary 

after his crucifixion, an association that suggests the extent to which Pop stars sacrifice 

themselves for fans who shower them with an almost religious adoration. 



Jeff Koons. Pink Panther, 1988, glazed porcelain 

 

No artist among cool “postmodernists” of recent 

decades has flirted more openly with 

commercialism than Jeff Koons, nor has anyone 

struck so steadfastly earnest a pose in the 

endeavor.  

 

Unapologetically, indeed some say brazenly 

appropriating advertising strategies, off-the-shelf 

merchandise, and kitsch icons from the 

inventories of mass-marketers and carriage-trade 

purveyors, Koons pursues his ambitions with 

missionary zeal.  

 

Self-appointed prophet of a heaven-on-earth of 

unashamed materialism and sexual bliss, Koons 

has gone Pop art one or two better, making an art 

of ‘the pitch’ and ‘the deal,’ as well as objects out 

of the flotsam and jetsam of consumer culture. 

The Banality series consisted of gigantic 

tchotchkes executed in polychromed wood and 

porcelain, of which Pink Panther (1988) is a prime 

example.  



On one level Koons's humor is pleasurably 

sophomoric. His mating of Jayne 

Mansfield and the eponymous cartoon 

character in Pink Panther is a thoroughly 

enjoyable send-up of heterosexual rapture 

and celebrity romance.  

 

This series with its focus on object-lust 

and needy sentimentality, shifted the 

progression into a darker key, even as the 

things Koons was fabricating to represent 

his evolving program were becoming 

bigger, brighter, and more alarmingly 

cheerful.  

 

Ephemeral reality scares Koons, so he 

makes indestructible totems to things that 

never lived and so cannot perish. His big 

yes to excess is a big no to irrepressible 

guilt. Despite all his put-ons and 

superficial cynicism, Koons is at bottom a 

deadly serious artist, a pivotal figure of 

his increasingly pessimistic generation.  



Pink Panther shows a cheesy centerfold pin-up’s unsettling embrace of the cuddly 

cartoon figure. At more than 3 feet tall, this slick and glossy work is almost life-size, 

made from porcelain, a material more commonly used for knick-knacks than 

sculpture.  

 

The flat pastel colors recall Warhol’s Marilyn Monroe portraits. Koons’s unsettlingly 

bland and pretty work invites, even welcomes, critical disapproval, embracing kitschy 

lower-middle-class consumer culture without seeming to critique it, openly 

materialistic and straightforwardly shallow.  



 

Jeff Koons. Ushering in Banality, 1988, glazed porcelain 

 

The bourgeoisie, the aristocratic, the objective realm, banality, sexuality, advertising, 

the media, God, love, society, a position of weakness, a position of strength, right now, 

puppy, embrace, humiliate- these are his often-used words and phrases. He only picks 

the ones that already have a good feel about them. In the 80s he saw banality 

everywhere and he thought it should be embraced like a cuddly kitten.  



Jeff Koons. Balloon Dog (Magenta) at Versailles, 1994-2000, mirror-polished stainless 

steel with transparent color coating 

 

Koons, like the Pop artists, took consumer goods and transformed them through 

alterations in scale and material. By making them dysfunctional, he turned them into 

metaphoric artifacts. His brilliant series of sculptures engaged in a wide range of 

consumer habits- from liquor consumption and pornography to sports and 

entertainment. 



 

Jeff Koons. Puppy, 1992, steel 

platform with flowers 

 

He saw art as equilibrium, as 

everything leveled. It was 

something people should love 

like they loved anything- like 

babies and sunshine and smiling.  

 

And it turned out to be quite a 

strange and unpredictable idea, 

after all, to think about what 

people actually want and then 

try to give it to them. Not from a 

Hollywood position but from a 

position of extreme avant-

gardism. So when they get it 

they’re horrified. 



Jeff Koons. Rabbit from the Statuary 

series, 1986, stainless steel 

 

Koons’s Rabbit began as an 

inflatable, store-bought, plastic toy. 

Its transformation started when 

Koons bought it, blew it up, and had 

it cast in highly polished stainless 

steel. It has crinkled ears like an 

inflatable toy, a spherical head, and 

bulbous appendages, yet its face is 

blank.  

 

Koons’s Rabbit began as an 

inflatable, store-bought, plastic toy. 

Its transformation started when 

Koons bought it, blew it up, and had 

it cast in highly polished stainless 

steel. It has crinkled ears like an 

inflatable toy, a spherical head, and 

bulbous appendages, yet its face is 

blank.  



 

Employing a cliché, Koons has depicted a 

rabbit eating a carrot. While it appears to 

be a whimsical work of art, it also raises 

serious questions about what constitutes 

art. In its finished state it visually 

challenges the viewer on several levels.  

 

While it appears to be a shiny, lightweight, 

Mylar balloon, it is actually quite heavy and 

hard. Its mirrorlike surface also seduces the 

viewer, much as shiny silver in a jewelry 

store window would. As such, Rabbit 

addresses the heyday of luxury and 

consumerism in the 1980s. Rabbit’s surface 

also calls to mind the use of shiny metals in 

both historical and social contexts.  

 

According to Koons, “Polished objects have 

often been displayed by the church and by 

wealthy people to set a stage of both 

material security and enlightenment of 

spiritual nature; the stainless steel is a fake 

reflection of that stage.” 



 

Rabbit obviously calls to mind the epic of desire 

presented by Marcel Duchamp’s oeuvre; the 

similarity between Duchamp’s Fountain and Koons’s 

Rabbit is clear yet almost subliminal. Both are 

eroticized products of industry, and vessels to be 

filled by the viewer’s imagination.  

 

The Rabbit clearly hints at the Playboy logo, and the 

carrot has an unequivocal phallic presence, although 

the artist at times suggested it might be a 

microphone, which would turn the rabbit into a 

politician.  

 

Koons has also described the surfaces of the 

Statuary series, including Rabbit, as ‘pure sex;, the 

hard, masculine physicality of the metal coupled 

with the feminine softness and lightness evoked by 

the inflatable material.  

 

As with any bachelor machine, Rabbit is most likely 

a sexual hybrid or a hermaphrodite. A sphinx from 

the age of capitalist realism, it questions us in 

silence.  



 

Mariko Mori. Pure Land from the Esoteric Cosmos series, 1996-1998, photograph on 

glass 

 

Mariko Mori (b. 1967) produces billboard-sized electronic installations, three-

dimensional videos, and computer generated photographs that combine pop culture 

with self-spoofing autobiographical motifs. She employs sophisticated technologies for 

futuristic installations that combine image, music, and perfume- engaging all of the 

senses at once. In Pure Land, (a reference to the Buddhist paradise of Japan’s Pure 

Land sect), the artist appears as the Japanese goddess Kichijoten, floating in 

extraplanetary space among an assembly of alien cartoon musicians- which come alive 

in video versions of the piece.  



 

Mariko Mori. Empty Dream, 1995, photograph on glass 

 

Mori Mariko is one of the many contemporary artists who live in, and respond to, an 

increasingly global culture that contributes to the formation and expression of 

personal and professional identity. Attempts to categorize or label artists by 

nationality risk an oversimplification of their identity and do not fully acknowledge 

the continued effects of globalization on the individual. In the case of Mori, some may 

be inclined to emphasize the artist's identity, and her creative production, as 

essentially 'Japanese.' Mori's relationship with the Japanese art community is elusive 

and rarely discussed—a key factor when considering national inclusiveness. 



 

Floating above a calm sea, Mori appears as the popular Heian deity Kichijōten who 

embodies ideal beauty and is harbinger of prosperity and happiness. The avatar holds in 

her hand the attribute of the nyoi hōju, or wish-granting jewel, symbolizing the 

Buddha's universal mind, or nirvana. It is believed that the jewel has the power to expel 

evil, cleanse corruption and fulfill wishes.  

 

Orbiting around Kichijōten are clouds on which colorful, animated aliens play musical 

instruments. The heady scent of sandalwood, dispersed by an artificial breeze, drifts 

overhead to extend the audience's immersive experience. Murakami Kanji developed 

this technological blend of moving film and animation, while Mori provided the creative 

heart in her role as scriptwriter, director, producer and actor. In an ironic twist, Mori 

uses the illusion of entertainment technologies to merge an age-old goddess of fortune 

and Enlightenment with global consumerism.  



Top Left: Mariko Mori. Mirror of Water from the Esoteric Cosmos series, 1996-1998, 

photograph on glass 

 

In the photographs from the Esoteric cosmos series (1996–1998) Mori visualizes the 

cardinal points and four of the five elements—earth, water, fire and wind—of the 

ancient cosmological principles of the universe. In Mirror of water (1996) Mori appears 

as a multitude of futuristic idoru floating, along with a transparent alien head, in a 

cavernous underworld. The mirror-like pool featured refers to the clarity of mind 

associated with Enlightenment.  



Top Left: Mariko Mori. Burning Desire from the Esoteric Cosmos series, 1996-1998, 

photograph on glass 

 

In Burning desire (1996–1998), four seated figures engulfed in flames levitate above an 

arid canyon near Huo Yan Shan, or Flaming Mountain, in Xinjiang Province. In the 

center and slightly above the others, Mori is dressed in a white robe seated cross-legged, 

encircled by rainbow light. The colored costume of each figure and the derivative Tibetan 

monks' hats they wear suggest the Five Dhyani Buddhas common to the Vajrayana 

mandala. A student of Tibetan Buddhism, Mori has developed her own iconography to 

visualize the state of nirvana, which is achieved when the “fire” of sensory-based desire 

has been extinguished.  



 

The title of Pure Land (1996-98) refers to a particular state of rebirth in the Buddhist 

cycle of reincarnation that ends in nirvana. Pure Land is the paradise achieved by the 

workshop of the Amitabha (or Amida) Buddha, a paradise marked by its sensuous, 

pleasure-loving aspects. A well-known Chinese fresco rendition of Pure land (Tang 

dynasty, second half of the eighth century) depicts a dancer with flowing scarves 

surrounded by court musicians playing various traditional instruments; similar images 

are also known from Japanese temples.  

 

Mori’s interpretation casts the artist herself in the central role, surrounded by 

imaginary musicians playing ancient instruments that continue to be used in Japan 

today in both Shinto and Buddhist ceremonies. Mori’s musicians are a mix of cyborg and 

alien, stylistically informed by Japanese animated cartoon characters but fully a 

creation of the artist.  



 

Pure Land is set in the landscape of the Dead Sea, the lowest point on earth, called 

“dead” because the high salinity of its water cannot support any life. This salinity also 

calls to mind the salt used for purification in Shinto tradition. The protruding spit of 

sand at the bottom of Pure Land may refer to a primordial myth in which the sun 

goddess touched her spear into the water and at that point created the islands that 

formed Japan. In the background is a floral or plantlike “glass palace,” which recalls the 

shape of Tibetan stupas. The lotus floating in the center of the image refers to the 

Buddhist belief that one is reborn in paradise out a lotus.  



 

Shot, like Pure Land, in the awe-

inspiring landscape of the Dead Sea, 

the 3-D video portion of the installation 

is also title Nirvana and stars Mori in 

her elaborate dress inspired by a late-

twelfth-century painted wood 

sculpture, well known in Japan, of the 

goddess Kichijoten.  

 

The original video footage was 

subsequently manipulated and 

combined with same musician figures 

seen in Pure Land. In the video, Mori 

holds a hoju, a crystal in the form of a 

lotus bud, frequently held by Buddha 

images. She performs a dance 

combined with mudra, the traditional 

hand positions often depicted in 

Buddhist art, which are employed to 

evoke particular states of mind. The 

video’s soundtrack reinforces the notion 

of a passage through varying states of 

being that ends in pure whiteness. 



 

Mariko Mori, Pure Land, 1998, Video 

 

Like all of Mori’s work, it includes images of the artist and incorporates aspects of 

performance, fashion design, and high technology as well as more traditional 

sculptural and photographic elements.  

 

Nirvana explores what the artist has previously called the “instability of identity” and 

the “exchange between reality and fantasy” and addresses the continued importance of 

tradition within contemporary Japanese society while questioning and even subverting 

its authority.  



 

Mariko Mori, Journey to Seven Light Bay, 2011, Video 

 

Mori sees a symbiotic relationship between popular culture and the consumer. Popular 

culture both provides a vision of what could be, creating desire, and fulfills the 

consumer’s desires; for Mori, it “symbolizes our consciousness, our expectations in life.” 

If a product has successfully entered into popular culture, it has met a consumer need. 

With her captivating images, she is aiming to create characters that need to be 

created. 



A lightning rod between different cultural valencies 

(high/low, ancient/modern, oriental/occidental), Takashi 

Murakami has stated that the artist is someone who 

understands the borders between worlds and who makes 

an effort to know them.  

 

With his distinctive "Superflat" style and ethos, which 

employs highly refined classical Japanese painting 

techniques to depict a super-charged mix of Pop, animé 

and otaku content within a flattened representational 

picture-plane, he moves freely within an ever-expanding 

field of aesthetic issues and cultural inspirations. 

Parallel to utopian and dystopian themes, he recollects 

and revitalizes narratives of transcendence and 

enlightenment, often involving outsider-savants.  

 

Mining religious and secular subjects favored by the so-

called Japanese "eccentrics" or non-conformist artists of 

the Early Modern era commonly considered to be 

counterparts of the Western Romantic tradition, 

Murakami situates himself within their legacy of bold 

and lively individualism in a manner that is entirely his 

own and of his time. 



In 2000, Murakami published his “Superflat” theory in the catalogue for a group 

exhibition of the same name that he curated for the Museum of Contemporary Art, Los 

Angeles. The theory posits that there is a legacy of flat, 2-dimensional imagery which 

has existed throughout Japanese art history and continues today in manga and anime.  

 

This style differentiates itself from the western approach in its emphasis on surface 

and use of flat planes of color. Superflat also served as a commentary on post-war 

Japanese society in which, Murakami argues, differences in social class and popular 

taste have “flattened,” producing a culture with little distinction between “high” and 

“low”.  

Takashi Murakami. 727, 

1996, synthetic polymer paint 

on canvas board 



The theory provided the contextual background for his work and he further elaborated 

on it with the subsequent exhibitions, “Coloriage” (2002, Fondation Cartier pour l’art 

contemporain, Paris) and “Little Boy: The Arts of Japan’s Exploding Subculture” (2005, 

Japan Society, New York).  

 

These exhibitions helped introduce Japan’s lesser-known creative culture overseas and 

such curatorial projects would become an integral part of Murakami’s multifaceted 

artistic practice. In accordance with the Superflat concept, Murakami’s practice 

involves repackaging elements that are usually considered “low” or subcultural and 

presenting them in the “high-art” market. He then further flattens the playing field by 

repackaging his “high-art” works as merchandise, such as plush toys and T-shirts, 

making them available at more affordable prices. 

Takashi Murakami. Tan 

Tan Bo Puking - a.k.a. 

Gero Tan, 2002 Acrylic 

on canvas mounted on 

board  



 

Takashi Murakami. Miss ko2, 1997, oil, 

acrylic, fiberglass, and iron 

 

Miss ko2 is one of Takashi Murakami’s 

most recognized characters. The 

sculpture, the artist’s first, demonstrates 

both an interest in contemporary 

Japanese aesthetics and a fascination 

with Western ideals of beauty.  

 

Miss ko2 is a big-breasted, long-legged, 

blue-eyed blond. The voluptuous waitress 

is a life-size version of the kinds of 

figurines collected by otaku, a subculture 

obsessed with the sci-fi and fantasy 

worlds of anime (animation), manga 

(comic books), and video games. The 

blatant sexuality exuded by the figure is 

also associated with these forms of 

popular youth culture in Japan. 



Above: Takashi Murakami. Flowers amp skulls 

number a Boutique, 2012. 

 

Although trained in the traditional Japanese art of 

nihonga, Murakami takes his inspiration from a 

wide variety of sources both Eastern and Western.  

 

In his installations, paintings, videos, and 

sculptures, Murakami blurs the line between “high” 

and “low” art, traditional and popular culture. His 

works draw on everything from anime and manga 

to Buddhist forms and iconography to Abstract 

Expressionism and Pop art.  



Even his approach to art-making might be described as hybrid. Similar to Andy 

Warhol’s Factory in some ways, Murakami’s Kaikai Kiki Co., Ltd., with two 

locations—the Hiropon Factory outside of Tokyo and a New York studio—is the center 

of his art production. Murakami’s approach to managing the corporation has been 

influenced by modern American business models, but at the same time, employs the 

organizational structure of traditional Japanese art guilds and animation studios.  

 

With business smarts and marketing savvy, Murakami runs his company with great 

efficiency and has been tremendously successful at his own self-promotion. Images in 

his signature style are reproduced in mass quantity on watches, t-shirts, purses, and 

other consumer goods. 



CLASS and SOCIETY: 
GLOBAL ART since 1980: ACTIVITIES and REVIEW 

(Jeff Koons, Moriko Mori, and Takashi Murakami) 



STUDENT PRESENTATION #1: 

 

After completing your research on these works by Jeff Koons, devise a 

question to present to and answer for the class. Create a five-point rubric in 

which a ten-minute response might be formally assessed. You may address 

either one of both of the images.   



STUDENT PRESENTATION #2: 

 

After completing your research on these works by Mariko Mori and Takashi 

Murakami, devise a question to present to and answer for the class. Create a 

five-point rubric in which a ten-minute response might be formally assessed. 

You may address either one of both of the images.   



VIDEO: Interview with Jeff Koons for Time Magazine 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rBkRALSJUvw


VIDEO: Takashi Murakami on Jellyfish Eyes, Nuclear Monsters, and Artistic 

Influences  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sJEmGM1JS7k
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sJEmGM1JS7k


VIDEO: Trailer for Jellyfish Eyes 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xMcPUgOhdKE

