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NOTE:
“Grunge” ≠ all that is “Postmodern”

• OVERVIEW: 1980-90s AMERICA
• VOCABULARY
• MODERN VS. POSTMODERN
• OPPOSITION
• HISTORY

vocabulary

Grunge was a style of the 1990s that falls
under postmodern; however, postmodern
is MUCH larger than this one style.
This is similar to stating that Swiss style
encompasses all that was/is Modernism.

vocabulary

a late 20th-century style and
concept in the arts, architecture, and
criticism that represents a departure
from modernism and has at its heart
a general distrust of grand theories
and ideologies as well as a
problematical relationship with any
notion of “art.”
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“By the 1970s, many believed the modern era was coming to
a close in art, design, politics, and literature. The cultural norms
of Western society were scrutinized, and authority of traditional
institutions was questioned. Pluralism emerged as people began
to dispute the underlying tenets of modernism. The continuing
quest for equality by women and minorities contributed to a
growing climate of cultural diversity, as did immigration,
international travel, and global communications.
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“People in many fields embraced the term postmodernism to
express a climate of cultural change. These included architects,
economists, feminists, and even theologians. Maddeningly
vague and overused, postmodernism became a byword in the
last quarter of the twentieth century.”

“People in many fields embraced the term postmodernism to
express a climate of cultural change. These included architects,
economists, feminists, and even theologians. Maddeningly
vague and overused, postmodernism became a byword in the
last quarter of the twentieth century.”
➢ Some disregard Postmodern and say we are
just in a term of Late Modernism.

Accepted viewpoints were challenged by those who sought to
remedy bias and distortion in the historical record. The social,
economic, and environmental awareness of the period caused
many to believe the modern aesthetic was no longer relevant in
an emerging postindustrial society.”

➢ Some say we were and are still in a time labeled
as Postmodern (after/against Modernism).
➢ Some say we have passed Postmodern and are
now in a time called “Post-postmodernism”.

specifically
graphic design
in america

Henrik Kubel
1990s

Mike Simons
Adbusters #37
Canada, 2001

Attik
Noise 3-5
UK, 1998

Wahren Lehrer
Charlie
USA, 1995

April Greiman
Does It Make Sense?
USA, 1988

House Industries
USA

Elliott Earls
Dysphasia
USA,1995

The Designers Republic
Sissy
UK, 1995

Art Chantry
USA
1990s

Art Chantry
USA
1990s

Jamie Reid
God Save the Queen
UK, 1977

David Carson
USA

Madonna

Postmodernist graphic design style:
“favors elements that are
hybrid rather than pure,
distorted rather than straightforward,
ambiguous rather than articulated,
accommodating rather than excluding,
redundant rather than simple,
and inconsistent and ambiguous rather than direct and clear.”

No More Rules : Graphic Design and Postmodernism, Rick Poyner
Meggs’ History of Graphic Design, Philis Meggs

MODERNISM (watch again)
"want to challenge audiences and force them to ask questions"
Postmodernist graphic design style:
“favors elements that are
hybrid rather than pure,
distorted rather than straightforward,
ambiguous rather than articulated,
accommodating rather than excluding,
redundant rather than simple,
and inconsistent and ambiguous rather than direct and clear.”

HIGH POSTMODERNISM INTRO
(1980s-90s)

“The postmodern style is ‘hybrid, double-coded, based on
fundamental dualities’…It was an acknowledgement, too,
that contemporary society is composed of different groups
with different tastes.”

• OPPOSITION

• OVERVIEW: 1980-90s AMERICA
• VOCABULARY
• MODERN VS. POSTMODERN
• HISTORY

No More Rules : Graphic Design and Postmodernism, Rick Poyner
Meggs’ History of Graphic Design, Philis Meggs

"like a giant social cattle prod compelling society to question
why things are the way they are…and why they aren't."

Modernist graphic design style:
simple, restrained, orderly, static, exclusive, abstract, pure,
reduced, harmonious, systematic, integrated
Postmodernist graphic design style:
complex, excessive, chaotic, dynamic, inclusive, vernacular,
contextual, expanded, dissonant, random, fractured

Pro
“It was a sign that design was beginning to break from its
moorings, question its commitment to rationalism and
determinacy and take on increasingly unfixed and open-ended
new forms.” Much more expressive.

Con
“It’s like listening to six radios playing at once, each with a
different station. This is not charged complexity; it is noise.”

No More Rules : Graphic Design and Postmodernism, Rick Poyner
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Meggs’ History of Graphic Design, Philis Meggs
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but it is not just a

STYLE.

Ardengo Soffici
Biffszf + 18 Simultaneite
Chimismi lirici

1915 (Futurism)

Raoul Hausmann
ABC

1923 (Dada)

this is a Postmodern “style”

but it is not just a
Hannah Höch
Dompteuse (Tamer)

1930 (Dada)

this is a Postmodern “style” too.

STYLE.

Really. It’s not….

vocabulary (style)

Art Chantry
The Night Gallery
concert poster
1991

Herbert Matter
Swiss tourism poster
1934

Paula Scher
Swatch Watch USA
1984

vocabulary (style)
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Jeff Koons
Michael Jackson and Bubbles
US, 1988
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▪ Not contemporary
▪ Began to break rules and push boundaries,
but did so with a utopian faith in the future
▪ Goal of a universal form
▪ Belief in the uniqueness of the individual,
creativity, originality, and artistic genius
▪ Abstract mode of expression over narrative,
historical, political content
▪ Disdain for cultural kitsch and
middle-class sensibilities
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Modern Dog Design
USA

David Carson
USA

Stefan Sagmeister
AIGA poster, 1999,
knife, bandages,
photography, computer

(inspired by) Memphis Design, Italy

The Sex Pistols
Late 1970s

Émigré Magazine
1991

Pearl Jam
1992

What is POSTMODERN?

David Bowie
Early 1970s

▪ All knowledge is mediated by
culture and language (“social constructs”)
▪ There can be no universal form in a
pluralistic world
▪ Skepticism to the point of complacency
▪ Fragmentation and indeterminacy
▪ Recycling of earlier forms
▪ “New” no longer a goal
▪ High culture and trashy on same level
▪ As open as possible to interpretations
Marilyn Manson
Late 1990s
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▪ All knowledge is mediated by
culture and language (“social constructs”)
▪ There can be no universal form in a
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▪ Skepticism to the point of complacency
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▪ As open as possible to interpretations
Andy Warhol
Brillo Boxes : screenprint and ink on wood
USA, 1964

AUDIENCE?
•MODERNISM:
•Values artist first
•Artist defines meaning

Art Chantry
The Night Gallery
(Performance Art Poster)
USA, 1991

“…the Modernist image of the artist as a
productive inventor has been replaced by that
of the bricoleur, or collagist, who finds and
rearranges fragments of meaning.

•POSTMODERNISM:
•Values audience first
•Therefore, variety of valid readings
•Cannot fully know what the artist intended

MODERNISM
Had an overall belief in a universal truth
and rational order.

POSTMODERNISM:
There is no absolute truth,
but merely constructs of individuals and groups.

HIGH POSTMODERNISM INTRO
(1980s-90s)
• OVERVIEW: 1980-90s AMERICA
• VOCABULARY

The Postmodern artist is the
‘postman delivering multiple images and
signs which he has not created
and over which he has no control.’”

• MODERN VS. POSTMODERN
• OPPOSITION
• HISTORY

OPPOSITION
•PAUL RAND
Confusion and Chaos: The Seduction of
Contemporary Graphic Design, 1992
▪ Rand (like all Modernists) championed
organization, harmony, balance
▪ Not fond of postmodern’s “lack of humility
and originality, and its obsession with
matters of superficial style.”
▪ “…indecipherable, zany typography”
▪ Concludes with “whatever special effects
a computer makes possible.”

OPPOSITION
STEVEN HELLER
Cult of the Ugly, 1993
“How is ugly to be defined
in the current Post-modern climate
where existing systems are up for re-evaluation,
order is under attack and the
forced collision of disparate forms is the rule?…
[Output is a] prime example of ugliness
in the service of fashionable experimentation.”

Output, 1992
Students of
Cranbrook
Academy of Art

HISTORY

HIGH POSTMODERNISM INTRO
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▪Prophets
▪“The End of Art”
▪ Pop Art
▪ Conceptual Art
▪ In Graphic Design
▪ Photography

• HISTORY
Andy Warhol
Brillo Boxes
1964

HISTORY
▪Prophets
▪“The End of Art”
▪ Pop Art
▪ Conceptual Art
▪ In Graphic Design
▪ Photography

Roy Lichtenstein, 1964

Richard Hamilton • Interior • 1964-5

Robert Rauschenberg • Estate • 1963

Robert Rauschenberg • Monogram • 1955-59

HISTORY
▪Prophets
▪“The End of Art”
▪ Pop Art
▪ Conceptual Art
▪ In Graphic Design
▪ Photography

Andy Warhol • Marilyn Diptych • 1962

HISTORY
▪Prophets
▪“The End of Art”
▪ Pop Art
▪ Conceptual Art
▪ In Graphic Design
▪ Photography : Could copy anything,
so what is “original”?

Shepard Fairey
HOPE Obama
USA, 2008

“In the beginning, postmodernism was not merely
ironic, merely gesture, some kind of clever sham,
a hotchpotch for the sake of it.
It became these things later in lesser works by lesser
artists…In the beginning artists, philosophers, linguists,
writers and musicians were bound up in a movement of
great force that sought to break with
the past, and which did so with great energy.
A new and radical permissiveness was the result.
Postmodernism was a high-energy revolt, an attack, a
strategy for destruction.
It was a set of critical and rhetorical practices that sought
to destabilize the modernist touchstones of identity,
historical progress and epistemic certainty...”
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Josef
Mueller-Brockman
Switzerland, 1955
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Josef
Mueller-Brockman
Switzerland, 1955

“…Above all, it was a way of thinking and making that
sought to strip privilege from any one ethos and to
deny the consensus of taste.
Like all the big ideas, it was an artistic tendency that
grew to take on social and political significance.
As Ihab Hassan, the Egyptian-American philosopher,
has said, there moved through this (our) period “a vast
will to un-making, affecting the body politic, the body
cognitive, the erotic body, the individual psyche, the
entire realm of discourse in the west.”

April Greiman
USA, 1979
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“In the beginning, postmodernism was not merely
ironic, merely gesture, some kind of clever sham,
a hotchpotch for the sake of it.
It became these things later in lesser works by lesser
artists…In the beginning artists, philosophers, linguists,
writers and musicians were bound up in a movement of
great force that sought to break with
the past, and which did so with great energy.
A new and radical permissiveness was the result.
Postmodernism was a high-energy revolt, an attack, a
strategy for destruction.
It was a set of critical and rhetorical practices that sought
to destabilize the modernist touchstones of identity,
historical progress and epistemic certainty...”

Neville Brody
USA, 1988

Paul Rand
USA, 1939,1940

POSTMODERN

David Carson
(or imitation of)

USA, 1990s

