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ARTH 3573 
HISTORY OF GRAPHIC DESIGN 

12A | postmodernism 1980s-90s overview 

Direct quotes and paraphrasing pulled from Meggs and largely from  
 Stephen J. Eskilson, Graphic Design: A New History, Yale University Press, 2007. 

+COMMENTARY FROM SOMEONE WHO LIVED THROUGH THIS DECADE. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bMrq_-AFlv4 

1980: John Lennon Assassinated, Pac-Man Video Game Released, Rubik's Cube  
Becomes Popular, Ted Turner Establishes CNN 

1981: Assassination Attempt on the Pope and on U.S. President Reagan, First Woman 
Appointed to the U.S. Supreme Court, New Plague Identified as AIDS, Personal Computers 
(PC) Introduced by IBM 

1982: E.T. Movie Released, Michael Jackson Releases Thriller 

1983: Cabbage Patch Kids Are Popular, Reagan Announces Defense Plan Called Star 
Wars, Sally Ride Becomes the First American Woman in Space 

1984: PG-13 Movie Rating Created, Release of Macintosh computer 

1985: First Internet Domain Name Is Registered, Hole in the Ozone Layer Discovered, 
Terrorists Hijack TWA Flight 847, U.S. Singers Record Charity Single "We Are the World", 
Wreck of the Titanic Found 

1986: Space Shuttle Challenger Explodes, Chernobyl Nuclear Disaster, Halley's Comet 
Passes By 

1987: DNA First Used to Convict Criminals, New York Stock Exchange Suffers Huge Drop 
on "Black Monday” 

1988: After 8 years and 1.5 million dead the Iran -- Iraq war ends, new drug Crack appears 
( A derivative of Cocaine ), Libyan terrorist bomb explodes on Pan Am jet over Lockerbie 

1989: Berlin Wall Falls, Exxon Valdez Spills Millions of Gallons of Oil on Coastline, Students 
Massacred in China's Tiananmen Square, World Wide Web Invented 

very abbreviated 1980s: 

+COMMENTARY FROM SOMEONE WHO LIVED THROUGH THIS DECADE. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2jAk-tVDKtc 

1990: Germany Reunited, Hubble Telescope Launched Into Space, Milli Vanilli Lip-Synch 
Scandal, Nelson Mandela Freed 

1991: Collapse of the Soviet Union, Operation Desert Storm, South Africa Repeals 
Apartheid Laws 

1992: Bosnian Genocide Begins, Official End of the Cold War, Riots in Los Angeles After 
the Rodney King Verdict 

1993: Cult Compound in Waco, Texas Raided, Use of the Internet Grows Exponentially, 
World Trade Center Bombed, Lorena Bobbitt, Mississippi floods (again), "Don't ask, don't 
tell" law signed 

1994: Channel Tunnel Opens, Connecting Britain and France, Nelson Mandela Elected 
President of South Africa 

1995: Auction Website eBay Is Founded, O.J. Simpson Found Not Guilty of Double Murder, 
Oklahoma City Bombing 

1996: Mad Cow Disease Hits Britain, Unabomber Arrested 

1997: First Harry Potter Book Is Released, Hong Kong Returned to China, Pathfinder 
Sends Back Images of Mars, Princess Diana Dies in Car Crash, Scientists Clone Sheep, 
Tiger Woods Wins Masters, Microsoft saved Apple 

1998: Titanic Most Successful Movie Ever, U.S. President Clinton Impeached, Viagra  
on the Market 

1999: The Euro the New European Currency, Fear of Y2K Bug, JFK Jr. Dies in Plane 
Accident, Killing Spree at Columbine High School 

very abbreviated 1990s: 

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

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

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.” 

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

vocabulary 
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vocabulary vocabulary vocabulary 

“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.  

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.” 

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

“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.” 

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

“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.” 

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

Ø  Some disregard Postmodern and say we are  
just in a term of Late Modernism. 

Ø  Some say we were and are still in a time labeled  
as Postmodern (after/against Modernism). 

Ø  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 
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April Greiman 
Does It Make Sense? 
USA, 1988 

Attik 
Noise 3-5 
UK, 1998 

Wahren Lehrer 
Charlie 
USA, 1995 

Elliott Earls 
Dysphasia 
USA,1995 

House Industries 
USA 

The Designers Republic 
Sissy 
UK, 1995 

Art Chantry 
USA 
1990s 
 

Art Chantry 
USA 
1990s 
 

Jamie Reid 
God Save the Queen 
UK, 1977 
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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.” 

 

“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.” 

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

"want to challenge audiences and force them to ask questions" 

"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 
 

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

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
Meggs’ History of Graphic Design, Philis Meggs

but it is NOT 
just a  

STYLE. 
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Ardengo Soffici 
Biffszf + 18 Simultaneite   Chimismi lirici 

1915 (Futurism) 

Raoul Hausmann 
ABC 

1923 (Dada) 

Hannah Höch 
Dompteuse (Tamer) 

1930 (Dada) 

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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vocabulary (style) 

vocabulary (style) 
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Jeff Koons 
Michael Jackson and Bubbles 
US, 1988 

vocabulary 

MODERN 
vs 
POSTMODERN 
 

What is MODERN? 

What is MODERN? 

§  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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What is POSTMODERN? 

Modern Dog Design 
USA 

David Carson 
USA 

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

Émigré Magazine 
1991 

The Sex Pistols 
Late 1970s 

Pearl Jam 
1992 

David Bowie 
Early 1970s 
 

Marilyn Manson 
Late 1990s Lady Gaga Madonna 
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What is POSTMODERN? 

§  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 

What is POSTMODERN? 

§  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 

What is POSTMODERN? 

§  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 

Andy Warhol 
Brillo Boxes : screenprint and ink on wood 
USA, 1964 

What is POSTMODERN? 

§  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 Art Chantry 

The Night Gallery 
(Performance Art Poster) 
USA, 1991 

AUDIENCE? 

• MODERNISM: 
• Values artist first 
• Artist defines meaning 
 

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

“…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.   

The Postmodern artist is the  
‘postman delivering multiple images and  

signs which he has not created  
and over which he has no control.’” 

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.” 

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.” 

OPPOSITION 

Output, 1992 
 
Students of  
Cranbrook  
Academy of Art 

HISTORY 

§ Prophets 
§ “The End of Art” 
§ Conceptual Art, Pop Art, etc. 
§ Photography 

Andy Warhol 
Brillo Boxes 
1964 

HISTORY 

§ Prophets 
§ “The End of Art” 
§ Conceptual Art, Pop Art, etc. 
§ Photography 
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Richard Hamilton 
Just what is it that makes today's homes so different, so appealing? 
1956 

Roy Lichtenstein 
Drowning Girl 
1960 

Jackson Pollack 
Autumn Rhythm (Number 30) 
1950 

HISTORY 

§ Prophets 
§ “The End of Art” 
§ Conceptual Art, Pop Art, etc. 
§ Photography >  
 Could copy anything, so what is original?  
 Is it even possible anymore? 

§ Digital has compounded this,  
so much so that perhaps post-
postmodernism is partially a celebration/
reaction against this? 

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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“…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.” 

Josef  
Mueller-Brockman 

Switzerland, 1955 
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April Greiman 
USA, 1979 
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Josef  

Mueller-Brockman 
Switzerland, 1955 
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Neville Brody 
USA, 1988 
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Paul Rand 
USA, 1939,1940 
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David Carson 
(or imitation of) 

USA, 1990s 
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