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Visitors take photographs of French artist Louise Bourgeois’s
‘Femme’ at Art Basel in Hong Kong. — AFP photos

A woman, left, stands in front of Japanese artist Masaru Shichinohe’s ‘Recording Girl II’ & ‘Midnight Grasshopper.’

A woman, center, interacts with Chinese artist Hu Yun’s ‘Journey without A Destination.’ A woman poses for a photograph behind artist Julio Le Parc’s ‘Sphere bleue.’

Dachshunds arrive for the second day of the Crufts Dog Show in Birmingham. — Reuters

To his critics his work is overrated, over-
priced and obvious. To his fans, he is a liv-
ing legend-the incarnation of the Pop Art

movement. Either way, at 63, Jeff Koons says he
just wants to focus on creating the art he wants
to make. Koons’ works are brash, voluptuous
and carry astronomical price tags but that hasn’t
dimmed appetite for his pieces in Asia, where he
is presenting at Hong Kong’s edition of Art
Basel-a top event for wealthy collectors looking
to snap up new status symbols.

The American pioneer has brought some of
his signature mirror-polished steel sculptures to
the fair as well as his Gazing Ball series, in which
shiny blue spheres are inserted into reproduc-
tions of classic European masterpieces, includ-
ing works by Rembrandt and Tintoretto.  Koons
set an auction record for the highest price paid
for any work by a living artist in 2013 when his
orange “Balloon Dog” fetched US$58.4 million
at Christie’s in New York.

But he insists the monetary value attached to
his art is just an “abstraction” to him.  “I’m flat-
tered that my works are perceived by society as

having some relevant value. But the beauty to
have impact with real individuals, that they can
come across their own potential, that’s what
really brings me joy,” he tells AFP, impeccably
dressed in a sharp dark blue suit. His work is
polarizing. 

In January, artists, gallery owners and offi-
cials in Paris signed an open letter objecting to a
planned 12-metre tall “Bouquet of Tulips”
memorial designed by Koons as a tribute to the
victims of the terror attacks on the city in

November 2015. The letter described Koons as
an “emblem of industrial art which is spectacular
and speculative”. Koons would not comment on
controversy, but when asked how he deals with
criticism, he said he tries to focus on his work. “I
think that people always find honesty very
shocking. So when you are honest and just make
the things that you want, it reveals something
about human nature,” he said. 

Facing failure 
Pennsylvania-born Koons’ works are bright,

extravagant and large-scale. He seems unafraid

of controversy-he gained notoriety for a series
portraying himself and his porn star ex-wife
Ilona Staller in explicit poses. Today Koons is
relaxed and lively at Hong Kong’s David Zwirner
gallery where some of his Gazing Ball pieces are
on display, their glazed surfaces reflecting every
corner of the exhibition space. “Reflected sur-
face affirms the viewer, affirms you, right here,
right now, but it also affirms everything else in
the world,” says Koons. 

He describes the sapphire-colored spheres
as “objects trying to communicate with the
viewers”. His balloon animals are inspired by
what it means to be a living, breathing organism,
he says, with art a process of accepting oneself
and others. Koons says surrealist art has been a
means for self-exploration since he was a
teenager. “Once you can go inward and find
where you accept yourself, automatically you
want to go outside, and you want to go to the
external world. That’s the journey that art can
take you (on),” he says. 

Koons describes technology as a “wonderful
tool” and recently partnered with Snapchat to
create a Pokemon-Go type game in which users
hunt virtual Koons sculptures around the world.
He says he is working on a virtual reality project
to be released in a year’s time but warns young
artists not to see tech as a quick creative fix,
rather a means to express something “meta-
physical”.  Most importantly, he says they must
believe in themselves, recalling how when he
started out there was no audience for his art
and he had to move back in with his parents. 

“I’ve always been a risk taker, because I
believe in going for something. I believe in the
excitement, the st imulation, of trying to
achieve something,” he says. “If there was fail-
ure, I really didn’t have any option other than
to go for it.”—AFP 

Amuseum dedicated to the dachs-
hund, Germany’s short-legged,
long-bodied “sausage dog”, opens

next week in the southern city of Passau,
and will show more than 2,000 exhibits
from dog-shaped bread to a giant golden
statuette. Two proud sausage dog owners
and former florists gave up their jobs to
open the museum in Bavaria, which they
say is the world’s first devoted to the
“dackel” and built it up from nothing in just
three months.

“The world needs a sausage dog muse-
um... No other dog in the world enjoys the
same kind of recognition or popularity as
the symbol of Bavaria, the sausage dog,”
said founder Seppi Kueblbeck. The
exhibits in the more than 80 square-metre
museum cater for all tastes. Visitors will
see canine stamps, artistic prints with
sausage dog motifs, handmade puppets
and porcelain figurines.

“We wanted to give this dog a home
where people can come and share their
joy. Its popularity is increasing because the
sausage dog, with its so-called sausage
dog look, has conquered the hearts of

many people,” said Kueblbeck. Prominent
dackel fans include artist Pablo Picasso,
actor Marlon Brando, former US President
John F. Kennedy, scientist Albert Einstein
and even Napoleon.

One of Germany’s oldest breeds, the
dachshund can be long-, short- or wire-
haired and is one of the country’s most
popular dogs. Bred for hunting since the
Middle Ages, dachshund translates literally
as ‘badger dog’ and their long snouts allow
them to burrow into holes to catch small
animals. Kueblbeck and his museum part-
ner Oliver Storz said they have a further
2,000 sausage dog exhibits at home.

The owners have diligently collected
pieces over the years and can call a sub-
stantial amount of the dackel parapherna-
l ia their own. However, their break-
through came with the lucrative purchase
of a Belgian punk rocker’s extensive col-
lection. The museum opens its doors
tomorrow.—Reuters

“The world needs a 
sausage dog museum”, so

German owners provide one

Artist Jeff Koons on 
money, risk and acceptance

In this photo taken, US artist Jeff Koons poses in front of his piece ‘Gazing Ball (Velazquez Triumph of
Bacchus)’, 2015-2017, during an interview with AFP in Hong Kong. — AFP 

The gigantic bowls and chopsticks strewn across the
floor at Hong Kong’s Art Basel looked so squeaky
clean it seemed pointless for the cleaner to keep

wiping them, dwarfed by the oversized tableware. A few
meters away, a robot vacuum cleaner buzzed about as
the gazes of onlookers followed its mechanical and
almost playful movements. Looking like a scene out of

Alice in Wonderland, it was in fact part of a performance
art piece by Taiwanese artist Chou Yu-cheng.

On the other side of the bowls stand three tall sculp-
tures shaped like Dyson’s signature air purifiers-the
robot cleaner is also provided by the technology compa-
ny, which is a sponsor of the installation. Here, a smartly
dressed male performer recites a “product description”

rewritten by a poet. “I feel my work is comparatively
modern, or should I say, it has a sense of cleanliness,”
said Chou.

The conceptual artist said his penchant and even
enjoyment for “keeping things clean” had translated into
his work as he meditated on a kind of division of labor
between human and machine. “There are some things
that robots cannot replace. For example, in this work, the
only platform the robot can clean is the floor. People are
still needed for many other things,” he said. “So even
though there is technology and new inventions, people
and humanity is still a core issue.”

The installation attracted curious spectators this
week, in a city where domestic labor is heavily depend-
ent on migrant women from Southeast Asia who live in to
perform the work. Performance art has become more
prominent at Hong Kong’s edition of Art Basel this year.
Among the exhibits, local artist Kwok Mang-ho, better
known as “Frog King”, set up a replica of his 1992 exhibi-
tion in New York, “The Art Mall”.

Sitting inside his cluttered calligraphy shop, the artist
executed his whimsical calligraphy for visitors for
HK$1,000 ($127) a piece during the fair’s private preview
on Tuesday. Danish artist Lilibeth Cuenca Rasmussen’s
performance, entitled “Re-inventing Domesticity and the
Decomposing of the Self”, also drew others to tread
carefully around her body as she lay down in an open
container. 

“Now, hopefully, the performance aspect of art is
coming back, because it’s all about life. Because I think
we are all living a virtual world now, that everything is
online,” Kary Kwok, an art director visiting Art Basel,
said. “But it’s so nice to see something real in front of you
and I think it should be encouraged.”—AFP 

Performance art comes clean 
at Hong Kong’s Art Basel

Subodh Gupta’s ‘Cosmic Void.’

A performer, right, interacts with Austrian artist Erwin Wurm’s
‘One Minute Sculptures.’


