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ABOUT THIS TEACHER GUIDE
How can these materials be used?
These materials provide a framework for preparing you and your students for a visit to the exhibition
and offer suggestions for follow up classroom reflection and lessons. The discussions and activities
introduce some of the exhibition’s key themes and concepts.
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Which grade levels are these materials intended for?
These lessons and activities have been written for Elementary, Middle, or High School students. We
encourage you to adapt and build upon them in order to meet your teaching objectives and students’
needs.
Learning standards
The projects and activities in these curriculum materials address national and state learning
standards for the arts, English language arts, social studies, and technology.
The Partnership for Twenty-first Century Learning Skills
http://www.p21.org/
Common Core State Standards
http://www.corestandards.org/
Links to National Learning Standards
http://www.mcrel.org/compendium/browse.asp
Comprehensive guide to National Learning Standards by content area
http://www.education-world.com/standards/national/index.shtml
New York State P-12 Common Core Learning Standards
http://www.engageny.org/resource/new-york-state-p-12-common-core-learning-standards
New York City Department of Education’s Blueprint for Teaching and Learning in the Arts
http://schools.nyc.gov/offices/teachlearn/arts/blueprint.html
Feedback
Please let us know what you think of these materials. Email us at schoolprograms@whitney.org.
For more information about our programs and resources, please visit whitney.org/Education.
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AT THE MUSEUM
Guided Visits
We invite you and your students to visit the Whitney to see the exhibition Jeff Koons: A
Retrospective, on view at the Whitney through October 19, 2014. To schedule a visit, please go to
whitney.org/education/k12. Guided visits are hour-long thematic tours that build upon classroom
learning. We introduce students to three to five works of art through careful looking, discussions, and
activities that incorporate the artist’s voice and process. Museum educators lead inquiry based
conversations as well as sketching or writing activities in the galleries.

Guided Visit Themes
School Programs uses a thematic-based approach to teaching in the galleries. We created these
themes in order to foster thoughtful connections between K-12 classroom learning and the art on
view. When you schedule a guided visit, you will be able to choose one of the following themes.
Artist as Observer (K-12)
How do artists represent the world around them? How do they choose to show people and places?
This theme can address topics including New York City, community, landscape, and portraiture. This
is a great thematic tour for first-time visitors as it incorporates visual literacy skills and introduces
students to multiple ways of looking at and talking about art.
Artist as Storyteller (K-12)
How do artists tell a story? What is their point of view? This theme addresses ELA concepts such as
narrative, tone, character, and setting and is recommended for literacy and writing classes.
Artist as Experimenter (K-12)
How do artists push boundaries and explore new concepts? This theme examines how artists
experiment with materials, processes, and ideas. Younger students may look at how artists use
formal elements such as line, shape, color, texture, and composition, or how they transform everyday
objects. Older students may consider more conceptual questions, such as “What makes this art?”
and “Why is this in a museum?”
Artist as Critic (6-12)
How do artists respond to the social, political, and cultural climate of their time? What does their
work tell us about American life and culture? How can art serve as a catalyst for change? Students
examine how artists respond to the topics that shape history, politics, and contemporary culture.
This thematic tour can address subjects such as current events, war, gender, race, politics, and
activism.

AT THE MUSEUM (CONTINUED)
Working with Museum Educators
If you are scheduled for a guided visit, your museum educator will contact you in advance. Let them
know what preparatory work you have done, how this connects to the rest of your curricula, and
what you would like your visit to focus on. The more you tell them, the better they can prepare for
your visit. Please also let them know if your students have any specific needs. If you are visiting
during public hours, high school students (in chaperoned groups) are welcome to stay after your
guided tour.
All educators and students who have a guided tour will receive a pass which offers free admission to
the Whitney during the school year.
Self-guided visits
High School students are welcome to visit the museum during public hours in a self-guided capacity.
Self-guided visits must be scheduled in advance. A maximum of 60 students may arrive at the
museum together and must then divide into small groups (no more than 4 students) to visit the
galleries. One chaperone must accompany 15 students.
Discuss museum rules with students before your visit. We have found that works of art are more
accessible if students are provided with some structure or direction, and we recommend giving
students a task to complete while in the galleries. You may want to create a worksheet, free-writing
or poetry activity, or a sketching assignment.
whitney.org/ForTeachers
Check out our web resources especially for K-12 teachers! Here you can explore the Whitney’s
collection, try out an activity with your students, prepare for a Museum visit, and learn some tips for
working with modern and contemporary art. For Teachers also includes a build your own collection
feature, discussion, research, art making and writing activities, downloadable teacher guides, and
links to related websites.
whitney.org/ForKids
Whitney Kids is a special area of the Whitney's website designed to engage children ages 8-12 with
art and artists. Here, kids can collect art, add tags, take quizzes, vote in polls, and make their own
profile page, which they can share with their peers. Featured artist pages offer in-depth content that
includes an introduction to the artist's life and work as well as their inspiration and ideas about art.
Art and artist texts are comprised of real art historical information written in age-appropriate, yet
sophisticated language in order to make complex ideas about art accessible and interesting to 8-12
year-olds.
Please note that a number of the works on the third floor of the exhibition feature sexually
explicit content.
We look forward to welcoming you and your students to the Whitney!

JEFF KOONS: A RETROSPECTIVE
Over the past thirty-five years, Jeff Koons has become one of the most popular, influential,
controversial, and important artists of the postwar generation. Throughout his career, he has
pioneered new approaches to the readymade, tested the boundaries between advanced art and
mass culture, and challenged the limits of industrial fabrication in works of great beauty and
emotional intensity. Outside of his studio, Koons has transformed the relationship of artists to the
cult of celebrity and the global market to become one of the best-known visual artists alive today.

Jeff Koons: A Retrospective is the artist’s first large-scale museum presentation in New York and
also the first time that a single artist’s work will fill nearly the entire Museum. Organized by Nancy
and Steve Crown Family Curator and Associate Director of Programs Scott Rothkopf, the exhibition
surveys more than three decades of Jeff Koons’s art and includes approximately 140 works across a
variety of mediums. On view from June 27 through October 19, 2014, this landmark exhibition is the
Whitney’s grand finale in its uptown Breuer building before the Museum opens its new building
downtown in spring 2015.

Jeff Koons: A Retrospective features a range of works from each stage of the artist’s career,
representing the following series: Inflatables, Pre-New, The New, Equilibrium, Luxury & Degradation,
Statuary, Banality, Made in Heaven, Easyfun, Celebration, Popeye, Hulk Elvis, Antiquity, and Gazing
Ball. In addition, the Whitney is showing several new pieces by Koons, including the monumental
Play-Doh, which the artist has been working on for more than twenty years. Rothkopf remarks: “It’s
hard to think of another living artist who has pushed as many aesthetic and cultural limits as Koons
has.”

−
−
−

challenged the importance of aesthetics and questioned what art
could be. Since the early twentieth century, the readymade has had a profound impact on the ideas and
work of many artists, including Koons. Indeed, Koons has not only displayed unaltered objects as his
own, he has also made meticulous replicas of mundane objects, pushing the concept of the
readymade to new limits.

Ask your students to choose a consumer object that they would want to turn into a work of
art.Why did they choose this particular object? Why should it be art? Who gets to decide if an
object is art or not?

b.

Koons has also referred to works such as New Hoover Convertibles, Green, Blue; New
Hoover Convertibles, Green, Blue; Double-Decker (1981–87) as both family units and as “. . .
breathing machines. Many aspects of them are anthropomorphic that relate to an individual.”
http://whitney.org/WatchAndListen/AudioGuides?play_id=1047

With your students, view and discuss this sculpture on page 12.

4.
In New Hoover Convertibles, Green, Blue; New Hoover Convertibles, Green, Blue; Double-Decker
(1981–87), Koons displays actual vacuum cleaners stacked on two levels in a plexiglass vitrine, as if
they were for sale on a showroom floor. The plexiglass case is also similar to a vitrine that displays
precious objects in a museum. For Koons, these readymade vacuum cleaners recall the shiny, new
Hoover vacuums that door-to-door salesmen would sell to his mother during the 1950s. Koons also
refers to childhood memories of in his father’s home décor store, Henry J. Koons Interiors, where
brand new household objects were displayed to entice consumers and tempt their aspirations for
newness, status, and perfection.
a.

b.

c.

d.

With your students, view and discuss Koons’s sculpture, New Hoover Convertibles, Green,
Blue; New Hoover Convertibles, Green, Blue; Double-Decker, 1981–87 on page 12.

POST-VISIT ACTIVITIES
−
−

2.
For Loopy, 1999 and other paintings from the Easyfun series, Koons began each composition
with readymade images culled from product packaging, advertisements, and magazine
photography. He then made paper studies that he scanned and manipulated further using
Photoshop software. To execute each canvas, Koons worked with teams of assistants for up to
six months, painstakingly applying thousands of computer-calibrated colors by hand.

−
−
−
−
−
−
−
−
−

Jeff Koons, Inflatable Flowers (Short Pink, Tall Purple), 1979. Vinyl, mirrors, and acrylic; 16 × 25 × 18 in. (40.6 × 63.5 × 45.7 cm).
Collection of Norman and Norah Stone. © Jeff Koons

While searching for commercial products to incorporate into his art, Koons tirelessly perused the
bins of the discount shops that extended across Fourteenth Street, Broadway, and New York’s
Lower East Side. In so doing, he developed a connoisseur’s eye for the pleasures to be found in
cheap toys and tchotchkes. Perhaps the most enduring of the products he encountered at this time
were inflatable vinyl toys. Apart from their tactile surfaces and bright colors, Koons found a deeper
message running through these objects—one that spoke to nothing less than mortality. He has said,
“I think of the inflatables as anthropomorphic, we are ourselves inflatables, we take a breath, we
expand, we contract, our last breath in life, our deflation.” With these words in mind, the optimism of
his chosen products are also haunted by the specter of death.

NEW HOOVER CONVERTIBLES, GREEN, BLUE; NEW
HOOVER CONVERTIBLES, GREEN, BLUE; DOUBLEDECKER, 1981–87

Jeff Koons, New Hoover Convertibles, Green, Blue; New Hoover Convertibles, Green, Blue; Double-Decker,
1981–87. Vacuum cleaners, plexiglass, and fluorescent lights, 116 × 41 × 28 in. (294.6 × 104.1 × 71.1 cm).
Whitney Museum of American Art, New York; purchase with funds from The Sondra and Charles Gilman Jr.
Foundation Inc. and the Painting and Sculpture Committee 89.30a-v © Jeff Koons

NEW HOOVER CONVERTIBLES, GREEN, BLUE; NEW
HOOVER CONVERTIBLES, GREEN, BLUE; DOUBLEDECKER, 1981–87

Jeff Koons, One Ball Total Equilibrium Tank (Spalding Dr. J 241 Series), 1985. Glass,
steel, sodium chloride reagent, distilled water, and basketball; 64 3/4 × 30 3/4 × 13 1/4 in.
(164.5 × 78.1 × 33.7 cm). B.Z. and Michael Schwartz. ©Jeff Koons

Koons staged his first solo gallery exhibition in 1985 at International with Monument, a center of
activity amid the flourishing Lower East Side art scene. Entitled Equilibrium, the show presented a
multilayered allegory of, in Koons’s words, unattainable “states of being” or salvation. The exhibition’s
best-known works remain the tanks in which basketballs miraculously hover. These sculptures
expand philosophically on The New: while that series addressed the perfect moment of creation,
Koons described Equilibrium as a moment of pure potential: “Equilibrium is before birth, it’s in the
womb, it’s about what is prior to life and after death. It’s this ultimate state of the eternal that is
reflected in this moment.”
The stillness of this gravity-defying basketball continues to surprise viewers nearly thirty years after
its debut. In consultation with the Nobel Prize–winning physicist Richard P. Feynman, Koons realized
that by first filling more than half the tank with a solution of highly refined salt and distilled water and
then filling the ball itself with distilled water, the ball would float on the heavier substance; he then
poured more distilled water into the top portion of the tank. This precise equilibrium, however, does
not last forever. Temperature fluctuations and vibrations from viewers’ footsteps blend the solutions
of water, ultimately causing the ball to sink. For Koons, the inevitability of this failure provides the
work’s theme of perfect balance with a poignant counterpoint of instability.

Jeff Koons, Michael Jackson and Bubbles, 1988. Porcelain; 42 × 70 1⁄2 x 32 1⁄2 in. (106.7 × 179.1 × 82.6 cm). Private collection.
© Jeff Koons

Jeff Koons, Loopy, 1999. Oil on canvas; 108 × 79 1⁄4 in. (274.3 × 200.7 cm). Bill Bell Collection. © Jeff Koons

Koons conceived his series Celebration in 1994 as a paean to the milestones that mark a year and
the cycle of life. Fittingly, it was inspired by an invitation to design a calendar for which he created
photographs that referred to holidays and other joyous events. These images formed the basis for a
series of large-scale sculptures and paintings.
Despite its ten-foot stature and one-ton weight, Koons’s Balloon Dog (Yellow) uncannily conveys its
ephemeral source. Koons worked with a specialized foundry in California to cast and finish the
work’s separate precision-engineered, stainless steel parts. He stipulated that not only should the
outside of the sculpture capture the curves and puckers of a balloon dog but also that its inside
suggest the free circulation of air, as if it were actually fashioned from a single balloon. Koons has
also compared its form to a “Trojan horse,” the giant wooden gift that the Greeks bestowed on their
Trojan enemies, while Greek soldiers lurked inside to surprise their enemy. Like all of the Celebration
sculptures, Balloon Dog (Yellow) is one of five examples in different colors, lending each version a
unique character and distinct emotional charge.

Born in York, Pennsylvania, Jeff Koons studied at the Maryland Institute of College of Art (MICA) in
Baltimore, earning his BFA in 1974, and studied at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago (197576). While he was attending the Art Institute, Koons worked as studio assistant for painter Ed
Paschke who encouraged Koons’s interest in pop culture. After moving to New York City in 1977,
Koons worked at the Museum of Modern Art and on Wall Street for several years before his career
as an artist took off. In the early 1980s, he boldly emerged with his first series of works, entitled The
New, which consisted primarily of new household appliances displayed in plexiglass cases. Soon
after, he adopted the role of a prototypical American art star, actively cultivating his own image and
running splashy advertisements in art magazines featuring pictures of himself that appeared to flaunt
the lifestyle afforded by his artistic success.
In subsequent work, Koons has explored a range of commercial objects, including basketballs
suspended in aquariums of distilled water and monumental paintings and sculptures of pop culture
objects. Much of his subject matter is drawn not from high-end products, but from kitsch—inflatable
toys and cheap ceramic figurines. Koons employs assistants and fabricators to copy these objects
with the highest attention to detail and often in fine materials such as porcelain, crystal, and stainless
steel. “I’m basically the idea person. I’m not physically involved in the production,” he explained in a
1986 interview. “I don’t have the necessary abilities, so I go to the top people, whether I’m working
with my foundry or in physics.” Despite the suspicions of critics, Koons has denied accusations of
insincerity and cynicism in his work. He once said, “I do believe that art is a hub that connects all of
the disciplines of the world. Art can do that because it is so open and so easily clarifies things. It
connects theology with philosophy and psychology and aesthetics and physics and any other
discipline.”
Koons is one of the few artists of his generation who has transcended the fine art world to work with
a variety of cultural figures, including filmmaker Gus Van Sant, fashion designer Stella McCartney,
and pop star Lady Gaga, in addition to having designed a BMW Art Car in 2010. Koons has also
partnered with several companies such as Kiehl's and Dom Pérignon for special editions of products,
often with proceeds going to charity. He founded the Koons Family Institute, an initiative of the
International Center for Missing and Exploited Children. Among his many honors, Koons was named
an Officier de la Legion d’Honneur by the French government in 2010, an Honorary Member of the
Royal Academy of the Arts in London in 2010, and Hillary Clinton presented him with the U.S. State
Department’s Medal of Arts in 2012. His work is in the collections of many prestigious institutions in
the United States and around the world.

Francesco Bonami, Editor. Jeff Koons. Chicago: Museum of Contemporary Art, Chicago; New Haven:
in association with Yale University Press, 2008.

http://whitney.org/Education
The Whitney’s programs for teachers, teens, children, and families.
http://whitney.org/ForTeachers

http://whitney.org/ForKids
special area of the Whitney’s website with resources and activities for artists ages 8-12.
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