
  

Re-appropriating images 
Visual Communications Assignment 3 

By investigating the re-appropriation of images it is possible to observe how 

visual culture has changed through time. In this essay I explore how Bottecilli's 'The 

Birth of Venus' has been re-appropriated by Jeff Koons to create 'Artpop - Lady 

Gaga.' To start the investigation I conduct a semiotic analysis and explore the 

context of Bottecilli's painting and will reflect on where I gained access to view it, 

highlighting how visual communication has changed. I reflect on why Jeff Koons 

produced 'Artpop - Lady Gaga' and make a comparison between the two images to 

explore the message each piece delivers. I try to make connections between the two 

images to find how they are related and finally conclude with observing the 

differences in wider cultural and social change during different periods in time. 

The pictorial contents of the painting of The Birth of Venus (figure 1) shows four 

figures within a landscape background of blue sky and sea, with a coastline, land 

with trees and bullrushes. The composition is divided into thirds with figures in each 

filling the frame. In the central focal point, a white naked woman with long flowing 

golden hair is standing on a large scallop shell above the sea. She is using her 

hands and draped hair to cover her breasts and pubic area. In the left third, above 

the sea, are two flying angels blowing air and flowers towards the naked woman. 

The right third, on the land, a maiden is stepping towards the naked woman offering 

a patterned red robe. 

I think the meaning of the painting is that a goddess, Venus, can be born to the 

Earth the sea as symbolised by the scallop shell. Her beauty combined with her 

nakedness represents purity, yet she is not innocent as she is covering her 

nakedness whilst confidently maintaining eye contact with the viewer. The angels 
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represent a heavenly blessing and are drying Venus whilst sailing her towards the 

land and humans who welcome her and her gift of love and beauty. 

The tempera painting was produced by Sandro Botticelli (Alessandro di 

Mariano di Vanni Filipepi) in Florence, Italy in c. 1485 at the request of his wealthy 

patron Lorenzo di Pierfrancesco di Medici, a member of the banking and governing 

Medici family in Florence.  The painting was made for his home and shows elements 

of Roman mythology "used to illustrate various aspects of love, and birth of love into 

the world" (Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2014) to its audiences.  

Figure 1 The Birth of Venus (c.1485) 

The painting presently hangs in Uffizi gallery in Florence. I have not seen the 

original but found it widely available to view across the web. The ease of access to 

the image shows the change in visual culture in that access to fine art is now widely 

available to everyone in the global village, as described by Marshall McLuhan 

(Walker, 1996) rather than solely viewed by wealthy families in their private homes.  

It is also culturally acceptable to re-appropriate fine art as demonstrated by last 

years V&A exhibition Bottecilli Reimagined (Boteecilli Reimagined at the V&A, 2016) 

showing images of the Venus re-appropriated by many artists such as the Pre-

Raphaelites, Andy Warhol and Lady Gaga. The ability to use and integrate fine art 

images in popular culture supports the shift in visual culture as described by Sturken 

(1996), although acceptance of this integration is not completely prevalent, as 
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highlighted by one journalist who described the V&A exhibition as the "grossest heap 

of dross ever to litter it's halls" (Tonkin, 2016)! 

 The Jeff Koons image 'Artpop - Lady Gaga' (Figure 2) was produced in 2013 in 

the USA as an album cover for Lady Gaga (Koons, 2017). The image has been 

shown to audiences in many ways such as; a cd cover, via the internet for music 

streaming, promotion material and through social media. On viewing the image I 

think people will interpret it as a woman stating that she is a pop icon, sex symbol 

and visual artist.  

Fig. 2. Artpop - Lady Gaga (2013) 

By making a comparison between the original image and the new it is possible 

to explore the message each piece tries to deliver. The similarities between the 

images are they both have a central focal point of an iconic white naked woman, with 

long hair, covering her breasts and nakedness with her hands. The differences are 

Koons' image is a montage of photographs with text instead of a painting. Lady 

Gaga is sat down rather than stood up and appears be giving birth to a 'gazing 

ball' (Koons 2017) rather than being born like Venus. Koons image makes reference 

to The Birth of Venus by including parts of the painting in the background and 

replicating a goddess like figure.   
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 The images are related to each other in their visual construction as both 

contain the image of Venus, make references to an early art period and use 

elements of Roman mythology. The fragmented background of Artpop contains 

photographs of the statue of Apollo and Daphne by Gian Lorenzo Bernini (NGA.gov, 

2017). Koons explained that Apollo is the God of Music and whilst performing he 

would transcend and become more feminine (Enrlich, 2013). Koons also has made 

reference to art pop or "pop art" the movement that "revolted against traditional 

views on what art and culture should be" (Tate, 2017). The inclusion of a Koons 

gazing ball (Needham, 2015) invites the viewer to be feel included and feel part of 

something bigger. 

In conclusion, when considering the context for why each image studied in this 

essay was created the change in visual arts between the 15th and 21st centuries 

can be seen to have moved from exclusivity to global inclusivity. Historically solitary 

wealthy families commissioned and privately viewed fine art and contemplated their 

meaning, however now visual images are created for a global audience of millions 

who are included in the work and the transcendence that art can offer.  
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