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Lydia Priscilla Dominey-Antonini  

The Studio Exposed: Creative Process and Value in the Art Market  

Abstract 

Though much is known about historical bottegas, the studios of the Old Masters which employed select, 

talented artists as studio assistants under mentorship, contemporary concepts of the artist’s studio have 

expanded immensely. As the word ‘studio’ gains more meaning in the contemporary art world, 

distinctions may become blurred or severe between this creative space and the ‘artwork’, which is often 

left to speak for itself. ‘The idea’, intangibility, and the ‘cerebral’ pervade much of the exciting discourse 

in contemporary art, but at times prove troublesome as they evade both the production and modes of 

valuation of the finished work. The objective of this paper is to illuminate the correlation between artists’ 

exposure of their studio processes and the intrinsic and economic values (the artists’ ‘success’) ultimately 

ascribed to their work. Case studies of three established artists, Olafur Eliasson, Wolfgang Beltracchi, and 

Jeff Koons, each with different methodologies, demonstrate a broad range of approaches in which artists 

open up the studio as a means to achieve individual and economic goals. Study of each artist includes 

analysis of the logistics of his physical studio, his creative methodology or ideologies, and definite 

examples of an occasion in which exposure of his studio or creative process has related to the artist’s 

successful career in the art world and market. The ability to ascribe both subjective and economic value is 

the foremost decisive tool in the art market, especially for emerging collectors interested in taking risks 

and acquiring challenging pieces. The studio thus becomes paramount; it serves as both a creative space 

and as a market tool for collectors and artists alike. 
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I. Introduction 

Can artists influence whether or not an artwork gains value before it has been finished? What about if the 

work is intangible? Does the studio execution of a creative idea, the process leading to the output, add or 

subtract from the resulting value? Does the process have a value in itself?  

These questions become pervasive in the scope of this research report, which examines modes in which 

artists’ public exposure of their unique studio processes can affect the intrinsic and economic ‘value’ 

ultimately ascribed to their work in the art market context. Questions like those above shall be addressed 

for each of the three artists with established names, Olafur Eliasson, Wolfgang Beltracchi, and Jeff 

Koons, selected as case studies for their unique situations in which studio-centered publicity has impacted 

their individual and economic achievements in the art world.  

Beginning with institutionally-renowned Danish-Icelandic artist Eliasson, concepts of perception, 

subjectivity, and collective human experiences come into light upon consideration of his large, 

experimental studio in Berlin which employs a range of specialists including scientists, art historians, 

architects, and designers. Eliasson’s creative methodologies lead him to produce engaging artwork both 

within and outside of the physical studio context. In pushing the boundaries of common understanding 

about what comprises the artist’s studio, Eliasson achieves significant success both as an individual artist 

and as an entrepreneur for positive global change.  

German painter Beltracchi has recently acquired a controversial international reputation for being the 

world’s most masterful living art forger, the world’s wealthiest criminal of art fraud, and an artist in his 

own right. Until his imprisonment and subsequent exposure several years ago, Beltracchi had worked 

essentially alone, hiding between his two luxuriant studios in Germany and France. For nearly four 

decades, he fooled the top art world specialists, the most prestigious auction houses, collectors, and even 

family of some of the modern masters he reinterpreted. During and immediately after his brief 

imprisonment, Beltracchi seized a difficult opportunity to create a successful brand for himself in the 

public eye for the first time through use of the very same storm of scandal he had catalyzed in the art 

market. An examination of his complex studio process, his logistics as a forger, and his strategic 

documentary film illuminates surprising and alternative artist-branding strategies.  

American stock-broker turned Neo-Pop artist Jeff Koons’s Balloon Dog (Orange) earned him the 2013 

title of ‘Most Expensive Living Artist at Auction’ when it sold at Christie’s New York for a record-

breaking $58.4 million dollars. Koons has become best known for his typically gargantuan, metallic 

artworks which cause reflection, both literally and figuratively, on major symbols and values of popular 

culture. As an artist, Koons has embraced strong presence in the media, projecting his artistic ideology 
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outward as a type of living symbol for popular culture. Aside from basic facts about Koons’s vast 

Manhattan factory of over 100 assistants who hand-fabricate his ideas, Koons’s public engagement about 

the studio-process has remained comparatively quiet until recent negative media called attention to his 

relationship with the studio. Analysis of Koons’s capitalism-inspired methodology and his strategically 

developed public ideology provides an economic and psychological understanding of means to art market 

success which goes deeper than his superficial shiny surfaces.  

II. OLAFUR ELIASSON: Art World Ambassador  

 

a. Eliasson’s Studio and Creative Process: Layout, Logistics and Functioning 

Eliasson’s Berlin studio plays a crucial role in his artistic practices, which for the past two decades have 

merged nature, science, art and many other fields together to create artworks which encourage viewers to 

closely examine their subjective1 and collective experiences of reality, perception, and our natural and 

societal environments. Eliasson’s studio fills a large building converted from a former brewery which he 

calls a “reality-producing machine”, the main objective here being the fabrication of ideas rather than the 

manufacturing of sellable goods. In a recent interview for The Guardian, Eliasson elaborated on this 

inventive nomination of his studio, which he asserts is a place where the continuous creation which 

occurs by the hands of ninety, is deeply integrated with the greater environment (social, community, 

architectural, cultural, even global) in which and for which these artworks are produced2 (Cooke, 2015). 

Despite its outward appearance as a factory, and the internal creative magic apparent in the whirring of 

flying fans overhead, sections of half-constructed crystalline mirror rooms and lightbulb collections, 

Eliasson’s ‘reality-producing machine’ in Berlin seeks to produce relevant and contextualized works as 

the primary motive and that which is traceable and imbued in the past twenty years of the artist’s activity. 

A measured balance exists between the creation of curious, stimulating and often immersive artworks and 

Eliasson’s insistence on their linking firmly to the viewers’ realities. This balance of pragmatism and 

creative wonder becomes apparent in the microcosmic studio, where a tour will demonstrate that the most 

basic elements to a successful artist’s work such as catalogue printing, archival activities, and exhibition 

design and administration, occur under the same roof as the flying gadgets and mirror tricks. Among such 

marvels, the studio includes a sixties-inspired professional kitchen where the bustling studio regularly 

eats lunch together and take turns (Eliasson included) in the washing-up.  

                                                            
1 Glossary 1 
2 Cooke, Rachel. ‘I am not special.’ The Guardian.  

https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2015/jun/21/olafur-eliasson-i-am-not-special-interview-tree-of-codes-

ballet-manchester, 03/11/17 

https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2015/jun/21/olafur-eliasson-i-am-not-special-interview-tree-of-codes-ballet-manchester
https://www.theguardian.com/artanddesign/2015/jun/21/olafur-eliasson-i-am-not-special-interview-tree-of-codes-ballet-manchester
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Image 1: Olafur Eliasson’s 5000 square meter studio in Berlin. 

Photo: Philipp Langenheim, Companion Magazine, Freund von Freuden Journal. 

 

Eliasson’s website describes the ninety-person group which is fundamental to his studio, comprised of 

specialized technicians, architects, art historians, archivists, web and graphic designers, film-makers, 

chefs, and administrators. These people are divided into three teams, which are a) craftsmen (twenty-five 

people, both trained craftsmen and artists), b) a team of researchers with academic experience in art 

history, literature, philosophy, theories of varying types, internet programmers, film editors, music and 

acoustic specialists, and c) a team of architects who are often on-site. They are responsible for the final 

stages of developing research, implementing building plans, and hanging intricate installations and 

sculptures. Each of these three teams has a designated ‘director’ who works most directly with Eliasson to 

maintain focus around “why we are doing things, the aesthetics, [and] the theoretical background,” while 

the teams also ensure that logistics, financing, and relationships with commercial partners and galleries 

remain in order3. This streamlined structure of work divided among artist and specialists in the Berlin 

studio theoretically guarantees smooth creative production even without Eliasson’s oversight of the 

infinite calendar of upcoming exhibitions. As this paper will later examine through the work of Jeff 

Koons, many studios throughout history and today operate in such a way that the artists themselves are 

less present- he or she constructs a functional studio reminiscent of a factory, thus liberating time and 

energy to ‘escape’ into their personal creative pursuits. Despite the innate desire shared by most artists to 

work in a haven of creative concentration, Eliasson still attends to certain logistics with each project. Over 

twenty-year long career, Eliasson’s wide public exposure and seamless studio operations could easily 

permit him the luxury of ‘creative escape’ from the studio. For Eliasson, however, the studio is a 

                                                            
3 Ibid. 
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structural representation of the space dividing creative ideas and their potential outcomes. In other words, 

if this artist separated himself from the studio, nothing substantial would be truly achieved (Eliasson, 

2017)4.  

b. Eliasson’s Creative Methodology and Ideology  

Eliasson’s overarching artistic ideology is comprised of two foundational components exemplified 

throughout his body of work; Interconnectedness, or the power of creating artworks which blend 

subjective, personal experiences with a shared awareness, and the Evolution of Ideas, or his fascination 

with the creative process from mind to material, the liminal and mysterious space between generating 

ideas and willing them into materialization.   

Alone Together: Subjective Experiences for Collective Contexts   

Perhaps due in part to his Icelandic-Danish roots, Eliasson is famously modest. His ambitious, pragmatic 

character reflects acutely into every channel of his creative endeavors. Eliasson works simultaneously on 

the development of at least three, at times even five projects, claiming that negotiating almost unthinkable 

logistics comes easily when one considers the intrinsic interconnectedness of his projects, each one 

feeding into the next. His studio functions in the same way, with many divisions of synergetic teams 

working in perpetual conversation with the ever-present artist5. This commitment to ideas of community 

and pluralism becomes clearest of course upon encountering his artworks. In all shapes and sizes, and as 

surreal and immersive as they might be— Eliasson stresses that these works are not utopian constructions 

in which to escape reality, but rather occasions to heighten viewers’ awareness of their presence and 

participation in humanity, from small to large contexts of community, national, and global realities.  

Though not all of Eliasson’s work is ‘social’ or ‘participatory’, a major part of the artist’s fundamental 

ideology is tightly linked with concepts of the public sphere, community, and the individual’s subjective 

and visceral perceptions of his creations within these greater collective contexts. In 2003, the Turbine 

Hall of London’s Tate Modern housed Eliasson’s installation, ‘The Weather Project, which would 

become one of his most popularly cited works to date. The phenomena of ‘weather’ are experiences 

shared by all of Earth’s inhabitants, also existing as a sort of non-verbal language in which we respond 

accordingly in a physical dialogue with nature. Employing this ubiquitous subject, Eliasson installed a 

semicircular orange sun made of hundreds of mono-frequency bulbs, which doubled into the illusion of a 

full glowing circle as it was suspended just below a mirror spanning the ceiling of the immense hall. The 

                                                            
4 Eliasson, Olafur. Studio Olafur Eliasson: Open House. Translated by Joana Warsza. Vol. 7. Berlin: Studio Olafur 

Eliasson, 2017.  
5 Ibid. 
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vertical industrial space became an eerily atmospheric weather phenomenon where foggy haze was 

emitted at intervals, floating and dissipating around the nebulous orange glow- a scene not dissimilar from 

a summer evening sky in Los Angeles. At a glance upwards, the ominous skyscape morphed in the ceiling 

mirror, causing the masses of viewers, sprawled or walking aimlessly, to crane upwards and react 

uniquely in their quasi-hypnotized efforts to discern their own singular reflections above (Tate Online, 

2004)6. This is only one of several occasions in which Eliasson has kindly hyper magnified the quotidian 

experience of singularity in a collective context for our closer examination. At once fundamental and 

delightfully layered with metaphors about society, nature, integration, and other varied philosophical 

undertones, ‘The Weather Project’ exemplifies Eliasson’s ideologies about the importance of both 

subjective, individual realities, (or why disagreement and difference of opinion is natural) and of the 

equally real and interconnected contexts in which we exist (the experience was shared, but individuals 

may not agree about what occurred).  

 

Image 2: Olafur Eliasson, The Weather Project, 2003, Installation in Turbine Hall, Tate Modern, London 

Photo: Studio Olafur Eliasson 

 

 

 

                                                            
6 Tate Museum, 2004. ‘Olafur Eliasson’s The Weather Project’. Tate Online. http://www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/tate-

modern/exhibition/unilever-series/unilever-series-olafur-eliasson-weather-project-0. 03/10/17. 

http://www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/tate-modern/exhibition/unilever-series/unilever-series-olafur-eliasson-weather-project-0
http://www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/tate-modern/exhibition/unilever-series/unilever-series-olafur-eliasson-weather-project-0
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The Evolution of Ideas: The Liminal Space Between Mind and Material 

As one of the rare types of artists who produces work at a crossroads between fields, Eliasson has honed 

his personal methods of introspection and ‘brainstorming’. These are inherently simple notions yet often 

unnervingly complex in practice. Creators, artists, and writers (‘writer’s block) have been driven to 

madness throughout history from the failure to find ‘the right idea’. Introspection and effective 

brainstorming are essential practices to master in order to examine the cognitive science of latent and 

active creativity, which is the second fundamental component to Eliasson’s artistic ideology 

(Eliasson,2013)7. His long-term fascination with how creative ideas evolve, falter, morph, and materialize 

into action is fueled by deep interests in natural and social sciences, architecture, and problem-solving 

developed over twenty-plus years as an artist. This breadth of concentrations has led Eliasson into a state 

of near-constant collaboration with innovators from these fields in order to produce his relevant and 

highly varied artworks, which sometimes manifest as projects far beyond traditional boundaries of what 

may be considered ‘an artwork’. While explaining why he chose to introduce a new iteration of his 

‘Green Light Workshop’ at the 2017 Venice Biennale, Eliasson describes two of his dearest creative 

themes discussed in this section which best illustrate his methodology. 

“Going [to the Venice Biennale] should be like stepping closer to society. You’re not going to the Biennale 

to escape from the world, but rather the Biennale should be a microscope to see things in greater 

definition. Seeing cultural strategies, responses to the times, being a part of the times. The Green Light idea 

for Venice has much to do with artistic processes. Where an idea comes from, how to turn an idea into 

action, and the space between thinking and doing...The artist studio is a frame around that space but the 

distance between thinking about something and doing something is often wider and more complex than we 

think (Azzarello, 2017)8.”  

Eliasson believes that creativity lies not inert and solely accessible in ‘the studio’, but rather in the effects 

the ‘studio’ can have on the surrounding context. He begins the creative process when having an idea, 

asking himself where it may have originated from emotionally or intuitively. Deciding to confront 

stresses or traumas can intensely potentiate and direct ideas towards realization, such as in the case of the 

Green Light Workshop. Global tension and tragedy amidst mass displacement and the migrant crisis 

throughout Europe were major catalysts for the artist’s development of the green light idea, which 

exemplifies the magnificent possibilities when creativity is taken out of traditional studio contexts and 

placed (literally) into new hands. Bringing his ‘Green Light Workshop’ in a sixth iteration to the Venice 

                                                            
7 Eliasson, Olafur. Olafur Eliasson. London: Tate Publishing, 2013.  

8 Azzarello, Nina, 2017. ‘Olafur Eliasson Green Light at the Venice Biennale’. Designboom. 

https://www.designboom.com/art/olafur-eliasson-green-light-venice-art-biennale-05-11-2017/ 03/10/17. 

https://www.designboom.com/art/olafur-eliasson-green-light-venice-art-biennale-05-11-2017/
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Biennale 2017, Eliasson’s staff taught participants how to create the green light modules from recycled, 

sustainable materials. The platform for Green Light in Venice also included opportunities of educational 

programming about creativity, learning collectively, welcome all participants. Participants in the Biennale 

workshop included people from Nigeria, Gambia, Syria, Iraq, Somalia, Afghanistan, and China 

collaborated with the public in the assembly process of the light modules, design to function both 

individually or in stackable combinations of varying intricacy.  

 

Image 3: Green Light Workshop at the 2017 Venice Biennale 

Photo: Studio Olafur Eliasson  

 

Participants at the Venice platform had on-site opportunities of vocational learning courses including job 

training, language classes, and legal and mental counseling resources.  This green light project falls into 

Eliasson’s artistic oeuvre as his first artwork to double as a fundraising campaign, realized in part by 

resources from Thyssen-Bornemisza Art Contemporary to directly benefit two refugee-focused NGOs9 , 

namely Emergency and Georg Danzer Haus. Donors receive one of these limited-edition green light 

lamps built in Venice with a contribution of 250 euro or more. Green light illuminates an earnest strategy 

realized as a means to confront challenges and take responsibility in the situation. It illuminates the 

profound benefits of creative, collaborative thinking and action which have positive consequences on the 

world (Eliasson, 2017)10 

                                                            
9 Glossary 
10 Olafur Eliasson: Green Light- An Artistic Workshop. Edited by Daniela Zyman and Eva Ebersberger. Berlin, 

Sternberg Press, 2017.  
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c. Eliasson’s Publicity of Studio and Creative Process in Relation to Art Market Activity   

Eliasson’s Mixed Feelings About the Art Market  

In two interviews with Artsy and Der Spiegel, Eliasson voiced his mixed feelings about the art market 

today, which he feels is ultimately ‘counterproductive to creativity’, based increasingly on the 

professional world of auction houses and dealers. Indeed, financial risk taking for art collectors is a 

common theme today while far less emphasis is made to encourage ‘creative risk taking’ for emerging 

artists who will form the future market themselves (Forbes, 2015)11. Yet Eliasson remains confident in the 

lasting and profound power of art in the face of today’s market, which at its worst, as Der Spiegel 

prompts, is ‘swollen, vulgar, endlessly distracting.’ Despite his strongly democratic nature and love of the 

‘collective’, Eliasson asserts his support of activity and funding from both public and private sectors. 

Eliasson’s decades of successes in creating public art and collective experiences for a diversity of viewers 

supports his belief in art as,  

“Incredibly robust…There is so much trust in art on the street. That’s why so much private funding is going 

into it…It can handle the challenges that the relatively exploitative market introduces. I welcome private 

initiatives…They can be less conservative than those initiatives [cultural sector] that use public money.” 

Eliasson’s surprising willingness to design a car in the BMW Art Car sponsorship program (which selects 

annually from a range of typically market-driven contemporary artists) was a rare example of dabbling in 

commercialism, proving his desire to truly participate in the current ‘art world’ trends if only for the sake 

of his collective, participatory spirit. He ends the interview with Der Spiegel by pondering both sides, the 

institutional world he gravitates closer to, and the market12.  

“This world of art and of museums can also be unbelievably elitist. But it isn't a parallel world, where the 

laws of the market are somehow suspended. Artists don't live in a space apart from politics and the market, 

and in many cases, they even have very good strategies to market themselves. It would be hypocritical to 

claim otherwise. But believe me, my fingers are clean.” 

 

                                                            
11 Forbes, Alexander. 2015. ‘Olafur Eliasson on Why The Art Market is Counterproductive to Creativity’. Artsy 

Online. https://www.artsy.net/article/artsy-editorial-olafur-eliasson-on-why-the-art-market-is . 05/10/17. 

12 Der Spiegel, 2008. ‘Interview with Danish Artist Olafur Eliasson. Der Spiegel. 

.http://www.spiegel.de/international/world/spiegel-interview-with-danish-artist-olafur-eliasson-museums-are-too-

elitist-a-549819-2.html. 04/10/17 

 

https://www.artsy.net/article/artsy-editorial-olafur-eliasson-on-why-the-art-market-is
http://www.spiegel.de/international/world/spiegel-interview-with-danish-artist-olafur-eliasson-museums-are-too-elitist-a-549819-2.html
http://www.spiegel.de/international/world/spiegel-interview-with-danish-artist-olafur-eliasson-museums-are-too-elitist-a-549819-2.html
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‘Little Sun’: A Case Study of Eliasson’s Creative Process in Relation to Market Activity  

Little Sun is a global project and a social business founded in 2012 by Olafur Eliasson and engineer 

Frederik Ottesen, launched at London’s Tate Modern. Little Sun produces a range of four artist-designed, 

premium solar products which  

“Harness the power of sustainable light and energy to transform lives, especially those 1.1 billion individuals 

who live without access to energy. We are all connected by our need for light, energy and happiness. And we are 

all connected by the sun” (Little Sun Web, 2017)13.  

Little Sun seeks to help communities grow from the inside out by creating local jobs and feeding local 

markets through relationships with local partners, today amounting to 600 young African entrepreneurs. 

In 2016, 508,148 lights had been sold worldwide, affecting the quality of life ‘off-grid for 1,224,850 

people, saving $55137282 dollars on energy expenses in these off-grid households while reducing Co2 

emissions by 9995 tonnes14.  

 

Image 4: Little Sun Products sold worldwide at locally adjusted prices. 

This ‘Social Business’ model (as deemed by Eliasson) manifests in the sale of the same four products on 

an international scale at locally affordable costs, obviously differing significantly in price through 

communities worldwide, ranging from the pricier Little Sun Charge to the Little Sun Diamond, The Little 

Sun Original, and the Little Sun Stand, as seen in the above image. The first lamps were produced in 

2012, and in 2015 a successful Kickstarter crowdfunding campaign enabled the production of the costlier 

of the products, the Little Sun Charge.  

                                                            
13 Little Sun Website. Little Sun.  http://littlesun.com/product/little-sun-diamond/. 03/10/17. 
14 Ibid. 

http://littlesun.com/product/little-sun-diamond/
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The marketing structure for Little Sun products follows an economically sustainable model. By nature, 

Little Sun is a versatile product which provides something needed by all people from all communities and 

backgrounds, be it light or a charged phone battery. While the products are designed mainly with the goal 

to help communities without energy, they are also marketed to more affluent ‘urban explorers’. This 

strategy helps ‘offset’ the cost of lights elsewhere, so they can be sold at a locally affordable price. The 

Little Sun Charge, for example, sells in developed countries for €99 or £78, which is money directed 

toward shipping and import taxes so the charger may then be priced in African communities for a far 

more contextually accessible price of roughly US $22-24 (Lewis, 2016)15. The social business model of 

Little Sun is arranged (in a typical company this would be considered the Corporate Structure) through a 

structure of partners; Bloomberg Philanthropies acts as the ‘Impact Investor’ while 21 different partners 

are responsible for the global product distribution, 4 partners assist in ‘Development’, and 6 of them fall 

under ‘Associations and Initiatives’.  

Additionally, the ‘Little Sun Foundation’ is a not-for-profit arm of Little Sun ‘social business’. The 

foundation develops fundraising efforts which bring Little Sun light and energy directly to those around 

the world who urgently require such resources, such as refugees and displaced people. The not-for-profit 

‘Little Sun Foundation’ partners with eight other not-for-profit organizations to attain successful global 

outreach. The foundation focuses specifically on especially urgent situations in ‘vulnerable communities’ 

worldwide which require energy. The foundation raises funding through different projects to bring solar 

powered lighting and mobile device charging to refugee camps and to students, and offers educational 

programming about solar energy and climate education.  

Little Sun and Little Sun Foundation are exemplary of Eliasson’s ideologies about turning creativity into 

action by way of finding the economic and collaborative means to create a functional, positive object and 

integrate it into the lives of billions of people. Not all artists could achieve such a feat, considering the 

international logistics and economic resourcefulness necessary to catalyze the social business and not-for-

profit foundation. Eliasson was strategic; he used his gradually acquired personal brand until he had 

significant exposure in the art world to wealthy groups and individuals. Using his artwork in the 

collecting world as a means to build trust and relationships, Eliasson was able to manifest Little Sun. 

Initially using traditional means of trade and financial capital on the art market, Eliasson translated his 

                                                            
15 Lewis, Tim. "Olafur Eliasson and the Power of the Sun." Olafur Eliasson and the Power of the Sun | Environment 

| The Guardian. April 24, 2016. https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2016/apr/24/olafur-eliasson-little-sun-

charge-mobile-phone-charger. 03/11/17.  
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artistic creative prowess into the development of real-life solutions with global influence beyond the 

traditional ‘art’ and ‘artworld’ microcosm.    

Though apparently dispassionate about the ‘market’ and fervently devoted to the experience of art itself 

and in community as seen in projects such as Green Light and Little Sun, Eliasson is nonetheless 

considered a successful artist in the international (especially institutional) art world. His pieces populate 

major collections including The Museum of Modern Art in New York, the National Gallery of Art in 

Washington, D.C., the Kunstmuseum Basel, and others as well as many prominent private collections. At 

Christie’s King Street in 2007, his ‘Fivefold Eye’ sculpture sold for € 933,98- more than seven times the 

high estimate. Typically, however, his most popular works for collectors are photographs or smaller 

sculptures ranging from $10,000 to $100,000 at auction16.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Artprice Price Index of Olafur Eliasson and S&P  

With steady sales and increasing exposure over the past two decades, Eliasson’s overall career path 

reflects his intriguing and strategic approach to involvement on the art market. Interviews, books, films 

and other material Eliasson diffuses and participates willingly in abound. He is incredibly participatory 

and public in continuing a widespread artistic dialogue. His behavior over the last two decades 

demonstrates his disinterest in skyrocketing in the art market, and, instead, his focus on gaining true 

                                                            
16 Artprice 
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institutional credibility. Once this was achieved, he began utilizing his image and his institutional 

influence to create far-reaching and impactful social development projects demonstrated in Green Light 

and Little Sun. By heavily publicizing his true creative processes in and out of the studio, Eliasson chose 

to eschew lucrative, market-ready artworks for a major body of less collector-friendly work including 

rainbow vapor machines and wind installations. His participation in the art market is light, and modesty 

characterizes both him and the amount of capital he is willing to take from the art market, which he 

transmutes into intellectual and creative, ‘studio’ capital- all to the end of another market, that of social 

change, nonprofit and humanitarian work.  

III. WOLFGANG BELTRACCHI: ‘Artist’ with a History of Alternative Market Approaches 

Six years ago, in October of 2011, 63-year old German art forger and artist Wolfgang Beltracchi was 

sentenced, alongside his wife Helene, to 6 and 4 years in prison after having confessed in a forty-day trial 

to being responsible for the forgeries of fourteen artworks which had sold for a total of £28.6 million 

pounds ($45 million dollars). Wolfgang Beltracchi (born Fischer) has claimed to have created and sold 

over 300 ‘falsely-attributed’ paintings over his 35-year career. The paintings are best deemed as false 

attributions rather than forgeries because Beltracchi employed an alternative and cunning approach in 

which his productions would never be found in existing catalogues raisonné17. Instead of duplicating 

artworks, which would guarantee suspicions from the start and sure trouble upon the resurfacing of any 

true works, Beltracchi invented new pieces in the perfectly replicated style of an artist after intense 

scholarship pointed him to useful gaps in artist’s careers from which ‘lost’ pieces could be ‘found’ and 

debut onto the market. Helene directly contacted buyers and would explain their history as from the 

nonexistent collection of her grandparents, notably an ‘Uncle Jägers’ who had hidden the works through 

World War 2. Beltracchi focused his output on about fifty Impressionists and European modernists. The 

artists he reproduced included Max Ernst, Kees Van Dongen, Achille-Émile Othon Friesz, Georges 

Braque, Andre Derain, Fernand Léger, Max Pechstein and, his favorite which landed him in prison, 

Heinrich Campendonk. Beltracchi and his wife were painstaking in scholarly and scientific research of 

the artists, ensuring that most all his pigments were laboratory-tested before use. The singular mistake in 

2008 which led to the exposure and legal repercussions for the duo was the discovery of titanium white, a 

pigment that did not exist at the assigned date of creation as confirmed by British conservator Dr. 

Nicholas Eastaugh18. The pigment had come from an unlabeled paint tube and not from his laboratory 

                                                            
17 Glossary 
18 McCamley, Frankie. "Art Forger Freed and Making Millions." BBC Arts - Art Forger Freed and Making Millions. 

May 10, 2015. http://www.bbc.co.uk/arts/0/32608939. 03/10/17. 
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pigments. It was used in his version of a Heinrich Campendonk which he titled, ‘Red Picture with 

Horses’, and which had sold at auction in 2006 for $3.6 million dollars. This painting included in the 

Lempertz catalogue was the catalyst for the whole affair which began to seethe in 2006. Eastaugh 

employed the scientific technique of mass spectrometry19 to identify the titanium-white pigments in 

Beltracchi’s falsified Expressionist painting attributed to Campendonk. Such new technologies as mass 

spectrometry (Raman spectroscopy) and dendrochronology (testing of the age of wood in artworks) have 

been crucial in legal cases to determine the validity of artworks in major cases such as that of Beltracchi 

and the high-profile Knoedler case20.  

 

 

 

 

 

Image 5: False Campendonk, ‘Red 

Picture with Horses’ which made the 

catalogue of a Lempertz auction.  

Photo: Vanity Fair  

 

 

 Opinion on Beltracchi is rather 

black or white, most viewing the shrewd falsario as either a genius or the most notorious character to 

commit crimes against the history of art. The extremes in opinion surely exist for the fact that he 

succeeded in conning each level of the art market- specialists, auction houses, museums, galleries, 

collectors, and even relatives of the artists themselves. Beltracchi’s story in the scope of this paper are 

twofold; 1) the impact his long career and breadth of production of false works has had on the art market, 

and 2) the compelling personal branding techniques before and during his prison sentence resulting in his 

success as a legitimate artist. 

                                                            
19 Glossary 
20 The Knoedler case was fundamental in developing contemporary perspectives on art law considering due 

diligence, authenticity and documentation of ownership and provenance. A $25 million lawsuit was settled in 

February of 2016 and caused chaos in the international art world. Collectors Domenico and Eleanore De Sole [of the 

lawsuit] and many others were tricked into purchasing tens of millions of dollars on forged Abstract Expressionist 

masterpieces, including a misspelled signed ‘Pollok’, by way of the main gallerist involved in selling the frauds, 

Ann Freedman of the prestigious, now extinct, Knoedler Gallery. Also involved was gallerist Glafira Rosales who 

commissioned the forgeries. The forger was identified as a painter in Queens, NY, Pei-Shen Qian, who since fled to 

China. https://news.artnet.com/exhibitions/knoedler-forgery-trial-settles-424367 
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a. Beltracchi’s Studio and Creative Process: Logistics for an Art Forger  

As a forger, Beltracchi had studios in both France and in Cologne, Germany. He claims that he worked 

more efficiently in Germany because the weather was worse, leading to fewer distractions. In terms of 

handling of materials, his process ‘in the studio’ creating both forgeries and originals is (perhaps 

ironically) the most direct, genuine and personal relationship to the artwork itself of the three artists 

discussed in this paper. While falsifying works he was the sole individual capable of painting and 

responsible for creating the falsifications. He kept no assistants other than his wife and painted each 

canvas entirely on his own. He studied the artists he was forging with a perpetual intensity comparable to 

the Old Masters who tirelessly studied perspective and light in order to render their works into the 

masterpieces they are considered today.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Image 6: Beltracchi in his former German studio.  

Photo: Still from Arne Birkenstock’s 2014 film ‘Beltracchi: The Art of Forgery’ 

 

Beltracchi’s studio process was that of any professional painter, and he naturally would adapt the creative 

techniques and working processes of each of the great masters for which he invented new works. He used 

the same materials as any painter would use, thus his two studios were scattered with hundreds of 

unfinished canvases, brushes, charcoal, pencils and pens of the highest quality, pigments and tubes of 

paint in every shade imaginable, frames, gesso, glue, mixing agents, and so forth. But there were also 

significant differences in his studio from that of another painter, and even greater differences in his 

process for producing each of the different works. The multitudes of unfinished canvases in his studio 

were each in different styles, by apparently different artists. Brushes used would need to be the same as 

those used in the working period of the artist he was emulating, and if they weren’t manufactured he 

would make them by hand. Pigments would need to be of the same chemical composition of those 

available to the true artist; they were sent to a laboratory for testing before use. Canvases would never be 

purchased new. Instead they were reused, originally sourced from the location and ideally from the time 
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period of the artist. It was yet better if they contained some stamps from extinct galleries and historical 

dust and dirt. After painting was finished, the canvases would be momentarily baked in an oven to add the 

proper craqelure21, both an essential sign of age and often-considered aesthetically pleasing aspect to 

older paintings. They would then be further aged in a box permeated with cigarette smoke. Frames could 

be historically matched by perusing flea markets, which is where Beltracchi originally became interested 

in developing his potential in falsifications of winter scenes. It was just as important to forge provenance 

as it was to create the pieces themselves. For this reason, Beltracchi and his wife invented a provenance 

identity-the ‘Werner Jägers collection’ – which would assist them in selling and in gaining certificates of 

authenticity from world-renowned experts such as Walter Spies. They created falsified vintage 

photographs of Helene posing as her grandmother in her family’s historic collection where the 

corresponding work to be sold was hanging on the wall in the photograph, printed on photographic paper 

from the era. The photos were aged with coffee and smoke, and glue made from bone was used for 

labelling on falsified works and documents. From start to finish, the couple was necessarily fastidious in 

every step of the ‘creative process’ of falsifications22.  

 

Image 7: Falsified old photograph to ‘prove’ family provenance. Helene in the photo poses as her grandmother with 

forgeries in background. 

Photo: Still from Birkenstock’s 2014 film ‘Beltracchi: The Art of Forgery’ 

 

                                                            
21 Glossary  
22 Beltracchi: The Art of Forgery. Directed by Arne Birkenstock. Performed by Wolfgang Fischer, Helene 

Beltracchi. Global Screen, 2014. DVD.  

http://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sammlung_Werner_J%C3%A4gers
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b. Beltracchi’s Methodology and Ideology as Forger and Artist  

“Painting was never special to me. In our family, it was like brushing your teeth. We all did it. It didn’t 

have the holiness, like with many artists, who use their paintings, their work or occupation and make a big 

deal about it. I just had fun painting. I lived with it. It was everyday life. For my father too.”  

 

As Beltracchi describes above quoted from the film ‘Beltracchi- The Art of Forgery’, painting is in his 

blood. His attitude towards the medium, perhaps adjusted over time given his almost factory-like ability 

to output ‘masterpieces’, was instinctual rather than reverential. Painting was synonymous with normalcy; 

Beltracchi grew up with his father at work as a restorer and muralist who copied Old Masters in his spare 

time. This background instilled in the young forger a deep but pragmatic understanding of painterly 

execution. At art school in Aachen, Beltracchi began understanding his potential and the lucrative 

possibilities of forgeries and emulation.  

 

Beltracchi’s most recent fame and success in selling legal reinterpretations of great artists along with his 

original work is certainly based on the publicity he gained when his criminal activities were exposed, and 

equally based on how adroitly he took charge of his perception in the public eye. He did this through the 

production of an accessible documentary film about his life as a forger and an artist alongside director 

Arne Birkenstock, (coincidentally the son of his legal counsel) titled, ‘Beltracchi: The Art of Forgery’. 

The film ensured that Beltracchi was openly exposed in the way he desired by discussing his working 

methods and impressions about art, his illegal activities, and the market. Having the foresight to usurp 

teeming negative exposure and to create a public identity by beginning the filming even prior to his 

imprisonment attests to Beltracchi’s keen marketing sensibility. 

 

It can be noted in the film and in other moments of publicity that Beltracchi avoids making blanket 

statements about morality regarding his forgeries. He evades giving a sense of any particular ideology as 

a forger and retains a composure of what seems to be intentional ambiguity. In many moments he has 

quoted that ‘I made the artists’ works better’ or ‘I improved’ what artists had already created, though he 

avoids the terminology of ‘fake’. Yet in other occasions Beltracchi has admitted that he thinks it was right 

he went to jail. Assuming all of what he said was intentional, Beltracchi presents a tension between art 

and law in his suggestions that his forgeries in fact improved the artists’ works. His equivocation allows 

people to think what they may about him, his motives, and his feelings towards the art market. 

Helen quotes in the film about her husband,  
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‘Hopelessness doesn’t exist for him. With his attitude to life, and his desire...to put it all behind him, he 

carried me with him, otherwise I wouldn’t have made it. I’m not that strong. We’re currently working...to 

tell our story and regain our footing by doing what we can, and using that to move forward again.’  

She later continues, opinionating: If I’d known before what was in store for me I never would’ve done it.’  

Beltracchi’s voice follows immediately, juxtaposing that, ‘Sure, if she’d never met me, she never 

would’ve been put in jail. But she also wouldn’t have lived the last 20 years like she did.’ 

Ambiguity pervades the couple’s opinions about their forgery and fraud. When asked, Beltracchi persists 

in multiple interviews that his major mistake was ‘using the titanium white’, or ‘the only thing that was 

wrong was the signature’, rather than committing the crimes themselves (McCamley, 2015)23. Thus, 

Beltracchi’s methodology is a strange mixture of scholarship of art history as a studio-intensive painter, a 

pragmatic, removed approach to his medium, and moral nonchalance about his motivations and past.  

c. Beltracchi’s Market Activity and Analysis, [Re]branding Strategy  

 

Beltracchi ‘The Master Forger’ And the Art Market 

 

Beltracchi never held a job for long, but he may have gained helpful market knowledge from his brief 

attempt at establishing an art dealership. In 1981, Fischer and a business partner in real estate began 

Kürten & Fischer Fine Arts GmbH, which constricted Beltracchi to an office position he hated. Kürten 

promptly cut Beltracchi from the firm citing his negligence, and from this point Beltracchi began a steady 

output of highly lucrative forgeries which lasted over three decades (Hammer, 2012).24 Beltracchi and his 

wife claim unofficially to have produced over 300 falsely attributed works over his career. He was 

charged in court with the proven fraud of just 14. Some of the most prominent examples include those of 

victims Steve Martin, Daniel Filipacchi, and Willem Cordia. American actor Steve Martin acquired one 

of Beltracchi’s false Heinrich Campendonk titled ‘Landscape with Horses’ via the Paris gallery Cazeau-

Béraudière for $860,000 in 2004. It then sold at Christie’s over a year later for $620,000 dollars still 

under the radar. In 2006, Daniel Filipacchi, the French magazine publishing tycoon, purchased an alleged 

Max Ernst titled, ‘The Forest 2’ for $7 million dollars. In 2007, the false painting ‘Portrait of a Woman 

with Hat’ allegedly by Dutch Fauvist Kees van Dongen sold in 2007 from a French gallery for $3.8 

million dollars to Dutch collector Willem Cordia. Four of Beltracchi’s falsified paintings are confirmed to 

                                                            
23 Ibid. 
24 Hammer, Joshua. "The Greatest Fake-Art Scam in History?." The Incredible Rise and Fall of High-Flying Art 

Scammers Helene and Wolfgang Beltracchi | Vanity Fair. October 10, 2012. 

https://www.vanityfair.com/culture/2012/10/wolfgang-beltracchi-helene-art-scam. 29/09/17.  

 

https://www.vanityfair.com/culture/2012/10/wolfgang-beltracchi-helene-art-scam


21 
 

have circulated through Christie’s including an alleged Ernst (‘La Horde’) which was given an estimate of 

£3.5 million pounds, and André Derain's alleged ‘Bateaux à Collioure’ which sold for £2 million pounds. 

Lempertz, the leading German auction house at the time, had sold six falsifications including the false 

‘Red Picture with Horses’ attributed to Campendonk which was printed on the cover of a Lempertz 

catalogue (Alberge, 2010)25. As the most financially successful forger to date, Beltracchi and his 

extensive work as a falsifier is considered by many to be a purposeful manipulation of the art market- his 

exposure sheds light on its wavering legal and economic structures and subjective nature (Amineddoleh, 

2016)26. 

 

 

Image 8: Beltracchi’s falsified Campendonk which sold at Christie’s in 2006.  

Photo: Still from ‘Beltracchi: The Art of Forgery’  

 

Post-Prison: Beltracchi ‘The Artist’ And the Art Market  

 

While in prison, Beltracchi worked tirelessly on his own artworks, which stylistically hold onto the mix 

of Modern and Impressionist masters of which he had studied the lives, attitudes and artistic approaches 

for nearly four decades. Many of Beltracchi’s legitimate paintings for sale now contain descriptions ‘in 

the manner of’ these great artists. Many of these works are also essentially identical in quality and 

likeness to those he created illegally, though they are signed by Beltracchi himself. He is no longer bound 

to particular artists’ styles, however, Beltracchi’s group of new ‘original work’ demonstrates a freedom to 

move between styles which his falsifications could not allow him to do. Beltracchi’s legal artistic output 

                                                            
25 Ibid.  
26 Amineddoleh, Leila A. "Are You Faux Real." (2016).   
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during and after his imprisonment can be grouped into two categories; a) Beltracchi’s personally-signed 

emulations of master artists of the past three centuries, and b) Beltracchi’s gaudier original works.  

The film includes Beltracchi’s discussion with art historian Henry Keazor about the demand and value the 

two types of work he now produces will gain on the market. Beltracchi has painted a writhing ‘fallen 

angel’ which he claims is related to the historical inquisitions and his visits to churches as a child with his 

father27. This is remarkably different from any of his forgeries and quite modern. Upon viewing the 

original work, Keazor expresses that,  

“A large part of the public will want to see the forgeries. A so-called Ernst-Beltracchi which is both an 

Ernst painting and also a Beltracchi. So, you have two famous names. There’ll be a large market for that. 

The other question is what you would put on the market as Wolfgang Beltracchi. The bar is high. People 

will have high expectations…I think this is the safer option. “ 

 

Image 9: Beltracchi’s original work, ‘Fallen Angel’. 

Photo: Vanity Fair 

Keazor’s hypothesis may be correct, judging by sparse but telling results from some of Beltracchi’s recent 

controversial sales in gallery exhibitions. While he was still in prison in December 2014, Swiss gallerist 

                                                            
27 Ibid.  
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Christine Brügger presented an exhibition of Beltracchi’s first set of legal works. The entirety of works in 

the exhibition sold within three weeks for a total of 650,000 euros (over $737,600). The Bern gallerist 

was subsequently cut from the gallery owners association (Kolb, 2015)28.  

In the spring of 2015, Munich Gallery Art Room 9 held another exhibition, ‘"FREIHEIT" (FREEDOM)’, 

which included 24 Beltracchi works with the most expensive priced at 78,000 euros ($88,500 dollars). 

Before the exhibition opened the gallery received inquiries internationally from collectors hoping to 

acquire a ‘real Beltracchi. (Neuendorf, 2015)29’ 

If these demands for ‘real Beltracchis’ remain, prices of his new works will likely rise, leading the forger 

towards even greater success on the legal market. Beltracchi’s Munich gallerist Curtis Briggs comments 

that by forging for 35 years, Beltracchi affected the market with “exorbitant chaos” and induced 

confusion about market standards and opinion, which now prompts his viewers to decide for ultimately 

for themselves whether or not his work is worth collecting.  

 

Image 10: A so-called ‘Beltracchi Ernst’ falsified Ernst held by a British conservator after discovery.  

Photo: CBS.com, ‘Art Forger Wolfgang Beltracchi’s Multimillion Dollar Scam’  

 

From Master Forger to Successful Artist? A Timely Rebranding Strategy  

Surely Beltracchi’s works produced during and after his imprisonment would value at near to nothing 

without the crucial branding strategy employed through Arne Birkenstock’s film in which Beltracchi’s 

                                                            
28 Kolb, Bettina. "How Beltracchi, the World's Most Famous Art Forger, Plays with the Market." How Beltracchi, 

the World′s Most Famous Art Forger, Plays with the Market | Arts | DW | 19.08.2015. Accessed 2017. 

http://www.dw.com/en/how-beltracchi-the-worlds-most-famous-art-forger-plays-with-the-market/a-18436266.  

 
29 Neuendorf, Henri. "Notorious Forger Wolfgang Beltracchi Is Making Millions Since Going Legit." Master Forger 

Making Millions Since Going Legit - Artnet News. May 11, 2015. https://news.artnet.com/market/forger-wolfgang-

beltracchi-exhibition-296551. 15/11/17. 
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long rise to his position as the most masterful known forger in the history of the art market gives way to 

his success as an artist in his own right. The film serves as a model for analysis of ingenious artist 

(re)branding through exposure of a criminal, indulgence in ‘secrets of the profession’ alongside exposure 

of the studio process itself.  

 

Arne Birkenstock’s 2014 documentary ‘Beltracchi: The Art of Forgery’ is essentially a well-placed, 

information-packed but chronologically disorganized masterpiece of propaganda which seductively 

portrays Beltracchi as a master forger and a highly-sought-after artist. The film recounts his story through 

both interviews from important players in the art world who were involved, and through footage of the 

forger painting at his various former European estates30 and at a friend’s studio in Cologne where 

Beltracchi and his wife passed most of their time outside of their low-security open prison. The opening 

of the film reveals beautiful closeups of the forger grinding high quality pigments and his execution of a 

new fake from beginning to end of the process. He boasts throughout the film to an art historian, Keazor, 

about his capacity to replicate Old Masters such as Vermeer, Rembrandt, Leonardo Da Vinci (whom he 

considered especially simple), but admitted to his difficulty with Bellini. Helene’s interviews give another 

perspective to Beltracchi, who seems to have more of a capacity for inventive biographical storytelling. 

 

Birkenstock succeeds most strongly in characterizing the protagonist and his life, highlighting his traits 

which are fundamental to the profile he wants as an artist- uncannily gifted yet dispassionate, bohemian, 

an intellectual rebel, and capable of manipulating the art market at his desire. Furthermore, Beltracchi 

casts himself as prescient; not at all surprised by the eventual end to his reign at the hands of both chance 

and careless error. He nudges the more complicated and perhaps embarrassing truths of more than one 

mistake aside in favor of profile as a more carefree, fate-driven player in a game which he and his wife 

simultaneously played and dismissed. His hinting to Vanity Fair, Der Speigel and other sources about the 

‘hundreds’ of his falsified works by over fifty artists still diffused internationally indicates his reluctance 

to relinquish the sense of power over the art market. Ancillary effects of the film appear alongside 

Beltracchi’s successful auto-rebranding. Both interviewees (including some duped collectors) and the 

protagonists are often found in an odd, lighthearted juxtaposition against the heavier implications of 

Beltracchi’s crimes and some subsequent ruined careers of specialists and gallerists. 

 

 

 

                                                            
30 Beltracchi’s estates in the south of France and in Germany were later seized and resold to pay their court-ordered 

dues to Lempertz clients. 



25 
 

 

 

IV. JEFF KOONS: Art Market Tycoon 

a. Layout, Logistics and Functioning of Jeff Koons’s Studio 

 

Image 11: Jeff Koons with guests in his private studio, New York City. 

Photo: Andrew H. Walker/Getty Images, Artnet Online. 

 

Contemporary American ‘Pop’ artist Jeff Koons has been long known for running one of the most 

factory-like studio practices in the international art world. He advertises frequently for new assistants for 

his Manhattan studio, where expensive technology such as CT scanning, virtual reality development, 

lasers, digital printers and computer programming occur alongside traditional studio practices such as 

painting. Koons’ themes of artwork blend inspiration from mythic themes and the classical canon of art 

history with heavy emphasis on popular material culture. His studio production mirrors that blending, 

incorporating the wealth and grand space of a Renaissance bottega with enough machines and workers 

who run the studio 24/7 in shifts with discouraged personal interaction (Powers, 2012)31. The Wall Street 

Journal describes the space as a close resemblance to “an efficient German automotive factory, where in 

one division dedicated workers were casting knockoffs of some of the greatest sculptures in the history of 

                                                            
31 Powers, John. "I Was Jeff Koonss Studio Serf." I Was Jeff Koonss Studio Serf - The New York Times. August 17, 

2012. Accessed November 2017. http://www.nytimes.com/2012/08/19/magazine/i-was-jeff-koonss-studio-serf.html. 

11/11/17. 
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art. (Gardner, 2011)32 In 2011, Koons reported to having 150 people on payroll at his main studio, and it 

is likely that this number has grown given the nature of his artworks to grow in size and in need for 

precision. Contrasting to Olafur Eliasson’s feelings about need to be present in his highly functional, large 

studio space, Jeff Koons requires a seamlessly-functioning factory-studio of this nature not only for the 

efficiency with which it produces his massive artistic undertakings, but also precisely for the liberty it 

gives him. Though he ‘tries to travel as little as possible’ in order to supervise work, Koons explained his 

pleasure in time spent outside the studio: 

“I still have a solitude in creating context...Pursuing my ideas and structuring my ideas. I also like being in 

the real world. I like being with people...At a certain point you can become bored with yourself...When you 

go outward it’s a journey to the acceptance of others. (Gardner, 2011)33”  

As early as 1986, Koons already had firm feelings about his role being distinctly removed from the 

hundreds of skilled and attentive artists paid controversial salaries to fabricate his products, stating in an 

interview for the Journal of Contemporary Art: “I’m basically the idea person. I’m not physically 

involved in the production. (Ottman, 1989)34”  

As a lover of the spotlight and all that is social and media-related, Koons also has no qualms with the 

publicity of the goings-on in his studio, nor with publicizing his frequent searches for assistants, who take 

the jobs and leave or are dismissed in an endless flux between the 3D department, the 3D department, 

painting and sculpture departments. While many assistants are needed to run the complex technologies 

and, Koons’s painting assistants have typically more traditional and meticulous assignments which 

require them to work in small sections, rendering surfaces lucid and seamless or copying images from 

Renaissance masterpieces. Technology, however, is by far Koons’s most crucial tool in the fabrication of 

his objects which are often made of highly reflective steel and in gargantuan dimensions, gaining him a 

reputation as an innovator in artistic fabrication.  ‘Balloon Dog (Orange), 1994-2000’ is the most popular 

of these gargantuan fabrications of steel opulence, famed for winning Koons the title of most expensive 

living artist at auction when it sold at Christie’s New York for $58 million dollars in 2013. The work, part 

of Koons’s Celebration Series, was fabricated by the renowned Carlson & Company in California, 

popular with art world sculptors of recent decades such as Isamu Noguchi, Ellsworth Kelly, Claes 

                                                            
32. Gardner, Ralph, Jr. "The Work and Passions of Jeff Koons." The Work and Passions of Jeff Koons - WSJ. May 

5, 2015. Accessed November 2017. https://www.wsj.com/articles/the-work-and-passions-of-jeff-koons-1430872312. 

14/10/17. 

33 Ibid. 

34 Ottmann, Klaus. "Jeff Koons." Journal of Contemporary Art Online. October 1986. http://www.jca-

online.com/koons.html. 14/10/17. 

 

http://www.jca-online.com/koons.html
http://www.jca-online.com/koons.html
http://www.jca-online.com/koons.html
http://www.jca-online.com/koons.html
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Oldenburg and now Koons. A stainless-steel ‘Moon’ by Koons weighs over a ton and is nine feet wide, 

while ‘Balloon Dog’ was produced in multiple colors at ten feet tall. At earlier moments in Koons’s 

career, fabrication costs at this scale became so great that eager private collectors assisted Koons with 

funding so he could finish the highly desired designs.   

 

 

Image 12: Jeff Koons Balloon Dog (Orange) signed and dated 'Jeff Koons 1994-2000' (on the underside) 

mirror-polished stainless steel with transparent color coating, 121 x 143 x 45 in. 

Executed in 1994-2000 as one of five unique versions (Blue, Magenta, Orange, Red, Yellow). 

Photo: Jeff Koons Online   

 

b. Koons’s Creative Methodology and Ideology  

The logistics and appearance of Koons’s studio provide a perfect living model of how he employs his 

methodology and ideology at the core of his economic success as an artist. Koons’s methodology may be 

dissected into two; the first, essential component serves as the methodological capitalist structure that 

renders his products so highly marketable, while the second component, his public ideology, superficially 

veils and beautifies his capitalist methodology with references to philosophy, canonical art history, and 

vague notions of spirituality. In the past, Koons worked as Senior Representative at the MoMA and 

selling mutual funds on Wall Street. He seems to possess many of the necessary qualities for a magnate 

CEO in a corporate world. He forcefully injects optimism into his pieces which are descendants in the 

artistic history of Marcel Duchamp’s ‘readymade’.  

Opportunistic as well as optimistic, Koons produces art using what he fundamentally knows, namely the 

work-ethic and values he was exposed to since his Baby-Boomer upbringing in Pennsylvania, 
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Midwestern America- the scene of the American Dream. He understands the systems of consumerism and 

marketing, and developed an advantageous artistic ideology ingrained with capitalism. Koons is more 

adaptive than creative when the moment comes to ascribe artistic, and, ultimately, financial value to the 

literal copies of objects methodically produced by his studio. Using a developed ideology and 

corresponding dialect to ascribe value to his objects, Koons taps into the psychology of his potential 

buyers. Though vague and at times inconsistent, Koons’s optimistic public dialect employs empathetic 

diction that generally encourages his specific group of potential buyers into feeling positive about their 

lives, themselves, and their futures. Interviews are embellished with myriad names of philosophers and 

his love for the concept of ‘transcendence’, a word which conveniently carries the connotations of both 

spirituality and initiative. Put together and manifested into a shiny, looming pink balloon dog or a garish 

reinvention of the Mona Lisa, the two components prove to be unquestionably effective at selling his 

works to the apparent target audience- aspirational capitalists- who both strive to and can finance 

purchasing his brand.   

c. Koons’s Studio Publicity in Relation to the Market  

 

 

Figure 2: Jeff Koons, Turnover Distribution by Category, 

2000-17 

 

 

Figure 3: Jeff Koons’s Turnover, Chronological Progression (USD) 2000-2017 
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Koons’s typically glimmering and gargantuan sculptural objects account for nearly all of his financial 

success on the art market, indicated by the orange section on the above graph at 89.3% of his sales and 

amounting to $619,146,626 on the graph of 17 years. 2014 marked a record year in which the artist 

achieved an intense spike in turnover at $150,090,419 the highest year in his career. Upon the 2013 sale 

of ‘Balloon Dog (Orange)’, Koons was deemed the most expensive living artist at auction (age 60) and he 

himself has been estimated to be worth over $500 million dollars.  

What goes on in Koons’s vast factory-studio in Manhattan certainly plays a part in his overall branding 

and his ultimate success. His recent creations in steel fabricated alongside Carlson & Company are 

unquestioned triumphs in modern technology, rendering luxurious the most basic, even banal, metal 

structural component that makes up our railways and urban environments. The sheer scale and weight of 

his most popular candy-colored works is enough to aesthetically impress any viewer. His reverence of 

Duchamp’s ‘ready-made’ and frequent Neo-Pop art parallels to Andy Warhol contribute to his name 

recognition in contemporary art. The reality, however, is that Koons has never strained to publicize his 

studio. He is neither conspicuous nor engaging about it. In the same way he frequently claims that the art 

market is a construct over which he has no control, Koons assumes an attitude not dissimilar to that of 

historical economist Adam Smith, who asserted that established markets will run themselves. Koons’s 

studio is a mini-market model in itself. It is his pre-constructed, highly functional urban studio space with 

world-class machines and equipment where 90-130 assistants hand create his ideas. Unlike cerebral and 

democratic Eliasson, with his ‘reality producing machine’, or proud, bohemian Beltracchi, with his 

undeniable passion for painting, Koons is less concerned with engaging or seducing us through his studio. 

He doesn’t need to be, as it is happening naturally.  

The most intriguing and recent publicity given to Jeff Koons’s studio, however, does not belong with 

these alarming economic statistics or positive characteristics to his artworks. July of 2017 drew a surge of 

media attention to an elephant in the room, or perhaps in Koons’s studio alongside news about Koons’s 

studio assistants, the quality of work he assigns them and their wages. One former studio assistant, John 

Powers, had earlier published a significant hit to the artist in the New York Times, ‘I Was Jeff Koons’s 

Studio Serf’, exposing for the first time the lackluster, often purely negative experiences of the studio 

assistants. For Powers and others, it was hard to reconcile with his $14 an hour salary without benefits or 

creative mentoring when Koons himself was making ever-increasing billions (Powers, 2012)35. In the 

summer of 2017, Artnet reported that the painting unit of Koons’s studio had recently undergone the third 

round of layoffs since 2015, cutting staff in half from 60 to 30 people; many had worked at the studio for 

                                                            
35 Ibid.  

http://www.nytimes.com/2012/08/19/magazine/i-was-jeff-koonss-studio-serf.html
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over ten years and received no severance pay. With the need to replicate thirty-five canonical 

masterpieces of art, Koons had in 2015 hired over 100 painters to complete his Gazing Ball series which 

would be exhibited at Gagosian Gallery. It is most likely that slow sales of this series are the reason 

behind the tense series of layoffs at the studio (Boucher, 2017)36. When this disheartening news about 

Koons’s relationship with his ‘serfdom’ is juxtaposed with commonly shared ideas about why emerging 

artists seek studio assistant jobs and the value in creative mentorship for which these jobs are usually 

pursued, it then seems likely that Koons feels discomfort about the high exposure of his factory, which is 

necessary to his work and thus unlikely to change significantly, even when the artist’s creative output 

relies directly on other [dissatisfied and potentially unionizing] people. The cliché ‘There’s no such thing 

as bad publicity’ is mythic, but sometimes true. Given the heaps of negative publicity for Koons’s studio 

in this moment, it nonetheless attracts yet more attention to his brand. And although Koons makes little 

effort to expose his ‘creative process in the studio’, the curious ‘phenomenon’ of his studio, intentionally 

or not, has become enormous as it includes the negative accounts recently of many people who have 

comprised his studio.  

V. Conclusions 

Ultimately, as has been demonstrated by the three artists explored in this paper, the studio is more than 

one place. Koons’s curious blend of factory, serfdom, laboratory, hangar and studio reminds us of the 

breadth of what this word means in art. The studio is a place of fabrication, inventiveness, and the 

experiences, dynamic over time, of the people who have worked within. A studio can be a factory 

resembling that of capitalist economics, a place of illicit or mechanical reproduction, a place of ambiguity 

between real art and forged art, or a group of refugees creating a modern lighting design at an art fair. The 

studio has unquestionably existed as a publicized means for an artist’s economic success for over five 

hundred years in the history of art. When one knows about the process and place of the making of the 

artwork, the status of that artwork is forever augmented. In fact, the studio’s participation in the object’s 

existence remains profound as well as concrete. The trajectory of a process from studio to artwork confers 

mysterious and transient value, even as it disregards any single moment in time or place. Understanding 

this momentous path, artists who publicize or expose their studio process, or who engage others in the 

studio, are the most effectual at communicating the many layers of intrinsic, artistic, and economic value 

their work will accrue for viewers and for collectors. In this sense, acclaimed artists such as Eliasson, 

                                                            
36 Halpern, Julia, and Brian Boucher. "Jeff Koons Radically Downsizes His Studio, Laying Off Half His Painting 

Staff." Jeff Koons Radically Downsizes His Studio, Laying Off Half His Painting Staff | Artnet News. June 20, 2017. 

https://news.artnet.com/art-world/jeff-koons-radically-downsizes-his-studio-laying-off-half-his-painting-staff-

998666. 03/11/17. 
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Beltracchi, and Koons, each with diverse markets and creative goals, all employ the same particularly 

keen business practice, simultaneously educating and cultivating potential buyers while allowing 

themselves to deepen their skills and intentions in and outside of ‘the studio’.  
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Glossary of Terminology 

Subjective- 

a (1) : peculiar to a particular individual : personal  

• subjective judgments 

(2): modified or affected by personal views, experience, or background  

• a subjective account of the incident 

b: arising from conditions within the brain or sense organs and not directly caused by external stimuli  

• subjective sensations 

c: arising out of or identified by means of one's perception of one's own states and processes  

• a subjective symptom of disease 

— compare to objective  

 

NGO- A non-governmental organization (NGO) is any non-profit, voluntary citizens' group which is organized on 

a local, national or international level. Task-oriented and driven by people with a common interest, NGOs perform a 

variety of service and humanitarian functions, bring citizen concerns to Governments, advocate and monitor policies 

and encourage political participation through provision of information. Some are organized around specific issues, 

such as human rights, environment or health. They provide analysis and expertise, serve as early warning 

mechanisms and help monitor and implement international agreements. Their relationship with offices and agencies 

of the United Nations system differs depending on their goals, their venue and the mandate of a particular 

institution. 

 

Catalogues Raisonné-: a systematic annotated catalogue of the works of an artist, writer, etc.; especially: a 

critical bibliography 

Mass Spectrometry- For art conservation, chemistry device and analysis used to measure ions and radioactive 

decay, ultimately to detect the presence of certain particles such as lead which determines the age of paint pigments. 
 

Craqelure- (French) a network of fine cracks or crackles on the surface of a painting, caused chiefly by shrinkage 

of paint film or varnish.  

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/peculiar#h1
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/personal
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/stimulus
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/objective

