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In 1987 Michael Jackson released his new album titled Bad, following up his earlier released 

Thriller album, which remains the best-selling album of all-time. The Bad album went on to 

become a huge commercial success with five songs reaching number one on the prominent 

American Billboard Hot 100 music chart in 1987 and 1988 (“Hot 100 Song”). Jackson already 

reached celebrity status in his youth together with his brothers in The Jackson Five, however, 

his status elevated to unprecedented heights with the release of his solo albums, from which 

Thriller and Bad can both be regarded as two of the most significant in terms of popularity and 

sales. Both albums were released during the 1980s, which is a decade marked by significant 

changes in the music industry. Especially the airing of music videos on the newly created MTV 

channel boosted the music industry to new heights. Jackson embraced this new development 

by creating music videos for most of the songs on his albums. As a result, Jackson’s celebrity 

status exploded internationally and he became the face of the music industry during the 1980s 

and following two decades. One year after the release of the Bad album American artist Jeff 

Koons created a sculpture titled Michael Jackson and Bubbles in which Michael Jackson can 

be seen together with his pet monkey named Bubbles. The artwork can be interpreted as a 

representation of Michael Jackson and his status as a celebrity or even celebrity culture in 

general, but moreover it might reveal something about the audience of Jackson. In this essay I 

will provide a close reading of the Michael Jackson and Bubbles sculpture by Koons and argue 

that it represents obvious banality in the form of an already popular subject and thus can be 

categorized as kitsch. Moreover, by presenting his sculpture as obvious kitsch Koons forces the 

audience to reflect on the phenomena of banality and kitsch and how the artwork represents 

both of the phenomena in the form of celebrity glorification, which can be seen as problematic. 

 Jeff Koons created his Michael Jackson and Bubbles sculpture as part of his Banality 

series. The term banality is used to refer negatively to dull commonplace subjects. At first 
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glance the term banal seems misplaced when looking at the sculpture by Koons, since it is not 

mass-produced and can even be called unique as there were only three versions made. 

Moreover, the sculpture has been auctioned at the Sotheby’s auction house in 2001 for 5.6 

million dollars, meaning that the sculpture could only be bought by a person with relatively 

high economic wealth, in other words someone from the upper-class (Landi). This upper-class 

can be regarded as the opposite of banal and “ordinary” people, meaning those of the middle-

class, often aspire to escape the banalities of their life by trying to become part of this upper-

class group. Despite the uniqueness of the artwork and the inability for middle-class people to 

own the artwork, it is the pinnacle of the Banality series, suggesting that the artwork represents 

banality in some form. In particular the subject of the artwork represents a banality, since 

Michael Jackson was already a common subject in popular culture. At the time of the first 

exhibition of the sculpture in 1989, Michael Jackson was one of the most, if not the most, 

adored celebrity of the 1980s, making him into a banal subject for a work of art. Surely 

Michael Jackson could not become a subject of high-art, a medium that is thought of to 

represent high-class taste instead of popular and common taste, yet Koons made Jackson the 

subject of his sculpture. By choosing Jackson as the subject of the sculpture it can be regarded 

as a work of kitsch. According to Thorsten Botz-Bornstein, a German philosopher specialized 

in aesthetics, kitsch is commonly understood as “a tasteless copy of an existing style, a system 

of ‘bad’ taste or artistic deficiency . . .” (153). Applying this understanding of kitsch to the 

sculpture, the kitsch element can clearly be detected in its portrayal of an already “existing 

style” as the subject matter was already well-known by a large audience and thus appealed to 

popular taste.  

 By choosing Jackson as the subject of the artwork and thus making the artwork into 

obvious kitsch, one is confronted with the concepts of banality and kitsch. In this instance, 
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banality and kitsch point to popular taste for celebrity culture and the glorification of these 

celebrities by their respective audiences. As Koons himself states about the Banality series: “I 

tried to remove bourgeois guilt and shame in responding to banality . . . I was telling the 

bourgeois to embrace the thing it likes” (qtd. In Mackenbach). Thus, according to Koons the 

audience is confronted with their own taste, which is referred to as being banal or even kitsch. 

While art often represents objects as special, offering a new perspective to previous 

interpretations of an object, Michael Jackson and Bubbles does not offer a new perspective but 

rather portrays its subject as it already has been portrayed by the audience.  

 After all, Michael Jackson was already a highly adored celebrity at the time of the 

creation of the sculpture. Moreover, fans of Jackson saw him as a global icon or even a hero. In 

1991 Gayle S. Stever, a social researcher in the fields of communication and media, conducted 

a study that investigated the attraction that fans feel towards a celebrity. The study was 

conducted through using a questionnaire that offered 29 different qualities that could be 

attributed to Michael Jackson, who was chosen as the sample since he “met all the criteria for 

‘celebrity’” (859 – 61). The result of the study concluded that fans of Michael Jackson ascribed 

heroic qualities to their idol, which puts Jackson forward as a role model (863). The sculpture 

of Jackson with its golden glazed surface and its reclining king-like pose seem to illustrate 

exactly this role model quality. Therefore, the sculpture reveals to the audience their own 

apparent behavior of putting celebrities on a pedestal. In other words, the transformation of the 

public image of Jackson into a life-size sculpture stimulates the audience to reflect on their 

adoration for the pop star and confronts them with the apparent banality of celebrity 

glorification. This glorification of Jackson into a heroic role model is indeed questionable since 

it is not his supposedly admirable characteristics that boosted him into his role as a famous 
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figure but it were rather only his talents in music creation that put him at the forefront of 

popular culture.  

 The aspect of glorification is represented in several key features of the sculpture. 

Firstly, the colors of the artwork consist of an overwhelming gold together with large white 

surfaces supported by the colors of black and red for more detailed facial features such as the 

eyes and mouths. Specifically the golden color suggests luxury, which in turn suggests the 

object as being of value or Michael Jackson being of high status. Besides the golden color 

suggesting apparent luxury and status, also, the reclining position illustrates comfort and even a 

king-like pose. In fact, the sculpture was exhibited in the Liebieghaus history museum in 

Frankfurt, Germany in 2012 next to sarcophaguses of Egyptian pharaohs (Darwent). At first 

glance, one might wonder about the link between the seemingly different objects, which are 

divided by many centuries. At closer inspection the apparent link can be found in the eyes, as 

the eyes of the pharaohs on the sarcophaguses look remarkably similar to the eyes of Michael 

Jackson and Bubbles. Thus, the sculpture is exhibited next to objects to which it shares certain 

resemblance together with high status quality, as they are the tombs of former rulers of the 

Egyptian empire, suggesting that Michael Jackson can be seen as a ruler of the 1980s decade, 

or at least the ruler of the “kingdom” of pop music. It seems that the nickname “King of Pop” 

holds certain truth. 

 In the 2015 BBC documentary Jeff Koons: Diary of a Seducer Koons states, “Michael 

Jackson and Bubbles, this was my Pietà” (44:17 – 44:21). In this quote Koons refers to the   

sculpture Pietà by Michelangelo Buonarroti, which was created in 1498-99, depicting 

Madonna and child. In particular the theme of Madonna and child (Mary holding Baby Jesus) 

is a common, one might say banal, subject in art. Again, Koons seems to repeat an already 

common subject, only this time transforming the theme to a figure of authority in 1980s 
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popular culture. By transcribing the Madonna and child theme to Michael Jackson and 

Bubbles, the sculpture reflects on the adoration for Michael Jackson, promoting him as a figure 

with religious-like status. Therefore, Koons represents Jackson as being similar to a holy-

figure, a figure that is deemed with authority and responsibility to represent moral values.  

 Thus, Jeff Koons choose Michael Jackson as the subject of his 1988 sculpture to turn it 

into an obvious banality, in other words a piece of kitsch, in order to further the audience’s 

understanding of the concepts of banality and kitsch. In this instance, banality and kitsch refer 

to the audience’s taste for celebrity culture. Therefore, Koons crafted the public image of 

Jackson into an actual object to confront his audience with their own ideas about Michael 

Jackson. During the 1980s it was not only Michael Jackson’s music receiving increasing 

attention, also Jackson’s private life became a subject of speculation. Here one can see how the 

increasing popularity of Jackson boosted him into the position of a role model who is supposed 

to behave properly as he serves as an example to his fans or even society in general. As a 

result, one is left to wonder if it is wise to put celebrities upon a pedestal and Jeff Koon’s 

Michael Jackson and Bubbles can be viewed as a direct critique on this act that has become a 

banality of society.  
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