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specifically  

graphic design  

in america 

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
Meggsʼ History of Graphic Design, Philis Meggs

Source unknown 
1990s 

Mike Simons 
Adbusters #37 
Canada, 2001 

Art Chantry 
USA 

Attik 
Noise 3-5 
UK, 1998 

Wahren  Lehrer 
Charlie 
USA, 1995 

Elliott Earls 
Dysphasia 
USA,1995 

House Industries 
USA 
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Jamie Reid 
God Save the Queen 
UK, 1977 

The Designers Republic 
Sissy 
UK, 1995 

David Carson 
USA 

compiled  
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by  
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What is MODERN? 

Jan Tschichold 
Cinema Poster 
Germany, 1927 

What is MODERN? 

 Not contemporary 
 Began to break rules and push boundaries, 
but did so with FAITH IN THE FUTURE 
 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 

What is MODERN? 

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

What is POSTMODERN? 

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

David Carson 
USA 



3 

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

What is POSTMODERN? 

• All knowledge is mediated by culture and 
language 
• With 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 
• Multiple points of access 
• As open as possible to interpretations Ardengo Soffici 

Biffszf + 18 Simultaneite Chimismi lirici 
Italy, 1915 (Futurism) 

Jeffery Keedy 
Fast Forward 
USA, 1993 

AUDIENCE? 

• MODERNISM: 
• Values artist first 
• Artist defines meaning 

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

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productive inventor has been replaced by that 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.   

“…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.’” 

DECONSTRUCTION 

APPROPRIATION 

TECHNOLOGY 
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HISTORY 

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

graphic design’s HISTORY British PUNK ROCK 

• DECONTEXTUALIZING the powers of the 
media (as Pop Art had done) 
• Ripped apart newspapers, etc. to  
“turn it back on itself” 
• Antithesis of harmonious, tasteful  
professional design 
• Question the status quo (like punk audience)  
• Urban folk art, anyone can do 
• Legibility not a concern (underground gets it) Frank Edie 

Concert Poster 
UK, 1978 

Cliff Roman 
Concert Poster 
UK, 1977 

“Purpose not to destroy,  

but to dismantle and re-inscribe  
the certainties they had inherited.” 

As 1980’s unfolded… Wolfgang Weingart 
Kunstkredit 

Exhibition Poster 
Switzerland, 1977 

April Greiman 
Design Quarterly #133 

Magazine Poster 
USA, 1986 
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Apple computer 
1984 

DECONSTRUCTION 

• Pushed legibility and image for a purpose: 
• New ways of encouraging the audience’s 
participation and to ‘open up’ meanings so 
that audiences could be involved in its 
construction and interpretation. 

Students of  
Cranbrook  

Academy of Art 
Output 

USA, 1992 

STEVEN HELLER 
Cult of the Ugly 

“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 OPPOSITION 

• PAUL RAND   
Confusion and Chaos:  
The Seduction of Contemporary Graphic Design 
• Rand (like all Modernists) champions 
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.” 

Source unknown 
1990s 

David Carson 
Raygun 
USA 

Neville Brody 
The Face 
(progressive breakdown of  
magazine’s contents page logo) 
UK, 1984 

Denise Gonzales Crisp 
Emigre 
USA, 1995 
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Barnbrook Design 
Heathen, David Bowie 
UK, 2002 

Allen Hori 
Typography as Discourse 
USA, 1989 

Shawn Wolfe 
Dispepsi (Record Cover) 
USA, 1997 
(also appropriation) 

Grunge (Seattle, Portland) 
• Early 1990s 
• Energetic, disrespectful, angry 
• Subcultural in origin 
• Very influenced by punk 
• “Deconstruction had gone pop.” 

House  
Industries 

Art  
Chantry 

Modern  
Dog 

DECONSTRUCTION 

APPROPRIATION 

TECHNOLOGY 

APPROPRIATION 
“the action of taking something for one’s own use, 
typically without the owner’s permission.” 
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Shepard Fairey 
HOPE  Obama 
Campaign Poster 
USA, 2008 

“In a world in which stylistic innovation is no 
longer possible, all that is left is to imitate 
dead styles, to speak through the masks  
and with the voices of the other styles  
in the imaginary museum.  

But this means that contemporary or 
postmodernist art is going to be  

about art itself in a new kind of way;  
even more, it means that one of its essential 

messages will involve necessary  
failure of art and the aesthetic,  

the failure of the new,  
the imprisonment of the past.” 

-literary critic, Frederic Jameson 

Peter Saville 
Thieves Like Us 
Album Cover 
UK,1984 

Peter Saville 
Movement 
Album Cover 
UK,1981 

Paula Scher and 
Terry Koppel 
Great Beginnings 
Self-Promo Book 
USA, 1984 

Tibor Kalman, M&Co. 
Print Ad for restaurant 
USA, 1987 

Charles S. Anderson House 
Industries 
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TECHNOLOGY 

• (Apple computers, 1984) 
• Internet commerce is no longer the new frontier 
• Witness to dotcom bubble burst 

TECHNOLOGY 

“The temperature of digital rhetoric may have
 cooled, but design is still produced, for the
 most part, on computers and that has
 irrevocably changed the way that many  
[not all] designers and design theorists think
 about design.” - Poyner 

POST 
POSTMODERN? 

Luca Schenardi 
Moliere:Der Geizige poster 
Acrylics and Collage 
2006 
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CONCLUSION & DISCUSSION 


