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Postmodernism  
in Art and Design  
(1980-2000)

History  
of Postmodernism in Art

Introduction to Postmodernism

Postmodernism in visual art emerged in the late 20th century as a 
reaction against the ideas and values of Modernism. While Modernism 
focused on abstraction, formalism, and the pursuit of universal 
truths, Postmodernism embraced irony, playfulness, diversity, and the 
questioning of established norms. It challenges the notion that art must 
follow a linear progression or conform to a set of ideals.
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Historical Context

Postmodernism grew out of cultural and intellectual shifts during 
the 1960s and 1970s, particularly in the United States. Key influences 
include:

	/ Modernist Collapse: Postmodernism was largely a reaction 
to Modernism, which had dominated the art world from the 
late 19th century until the mid-20th century. Key movements 
like Abstract Expressionism, Minimalism, and Conceptualism, 
which emphasized universal aesthetics and sought the "truth" 
of art, were challenged by Postmodernists.

	/ Political and Social Movements: The 1960s and 1970s were 
times of significant social upheaval. Civil rights movements, 
feminist movements, the counterculture, and anti-Vietnam 
War protests influenced art and pushed for a more inclusive, 
diverse approach.

	/ Post-World War II Influence: The experiences of the World 
Wars, the rise of mass media, and the acceleration of 
technology also shaped postmodern culture. The chaotic, 
fragmented world of the postwar period became a defining 
feature of postmodern thought.

Key Principles  
of Postmodernism
Postmodernism in art does not conform to a single, unified style. 

Rather, it embraces various techniques, philosophies, and aesthetics 
that challenge modernist ideals. Some core principles include:

Pastiche and Parody

One of the defining characteristics of Postmodern art is the use 
of pastiche (the combination of different styles, genres, and media) 
and parody (a humorous imitation or critique). Artists often reference, 
recontextualize, and blend historical art styles or cultural references to 
create new meanings.

	/ Example: Sherrie Levine's re-photographs of famous artworks 
like Walker Evans’ photographs. She appropriates images to 
question authorship and originality.
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Fragmentation and Deconstruction

Postmodern art rejects the notion of a single, cohesive narrative or 
style. It often involves fragmented forms, disjointed compositions, and 
multiple perspectives. It also embraces the idea of "deconstruction," 
where existing meanings are dismantled and reexamined.

	/ Example: Cindy Sherman’s "Untitled Film Stills", where she 
presents herself in fragmented roles, calling attention to the 
constructed nature of gender and identity.

Irony and Humor

Postmodern art often incorporates irony, playfulness, and humor 
to address serious issues. This approach challenges the solemnity 
often associated with modernist art and opens up space for a broader 
interpretation of meaning.

	/ Example: Jeff Koons' "Balloon Dog" series plays with high art 
versus mass culture, creating monumental sculptures out of 
objects typically associated with childhood and popular culture.
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Bird on money 

Relativity and Subjectivity

In contrast to Modernism's search for universal truths, 
Postmodernism emphasizes the idea that meaning is relative and 
subjective. It questions objective reality and often embraces ambiguity 
and multiple interpretations.

	/ Example: Robert Rauschenberg's "Combine" paintings, which 
incorporate found objects and images, mix different media, and 
refuse to settle on a single meaning.

Pluralism and Diversity

Postmodernism celebrates diversity and encourages multiple 
viewpoints. It embraces various styles, mediums, and cultural references, 
often including marginalized voices and questioning the status quo.

	/ Example: Jean-Michel Basquiat's works, which fuse graffiti, 
abstract expressionism, and African-American cultural themes, 
question racial and societal hierarchies.
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Postmodernism and Media
The influence of mass media, advertising, and pop culture is 

a central theme in American Postmodernism. Artists began to use 
everyday objects, commercial imagery, and media influences in 
their work. This connection to popular culture was a way to blur the 
boundaries between high and low art, and challenge the elitism of the 
art world.

	/ Example: Warhol's Campbell's Soup Cans and Marilyn 
Monroe portraits turned commercial products and celebrity 
imagery into iconic art.

Critical Reception
Postmodernism in art has been both celebrated and criticized. 

Supporters argue that it democratizes art, making it accessible to a 
broader audience by using popular culture and addressing societal 
issues. Critics, however, argue that it can sometimes feel superficial or 
overly ironic, lacking the depth or seriousness of earlier art movements.

European Postmodernism  
in Visual Art: History,  
Principles, and Key Artists

Introduction
Postmodernism in visual art emerged in the mid-to-late 20th 

century as a reaction against the rigid structures and grand narratives 
of modernism. It rejected the ideals of purity, originality, and formalism 
that characterized modernist movements such as Cubism, Futurism, and 
Abstract Expressionism. Instead, postmodern art embraced eclecticism, 
pastiche, irony, and the breakdown of the distinction between high and 
low culture. European postmodernism, in particular, played a crucial role 
in shaping contemporary artistic discourse, influencing artists across 
various disciplines.

Historical Context
Postmodernism began to take shape in the 1960s and 1970s as a 

response to social, political, and cultural transformations. The devastation of 
World War II, the rise of consumer culture, globalization, and the increasing 
influence of mass media contributed to a widespread questioning of 
absolute truths and traditional artistic hierarchies. European artists, 
influenced by American Pop Art, Conceptual Art, and Minimalism, started 
to challenge the conventions of modernist aesthetics, incorporating humor, 
pastiche, and critical theory into their work.
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By the 1980s and 1990s, postmodernism had become the 
dominant force in the European art scene, leading to the emergence 
of movements such as Neo-Expressionism, Appropriation Art, and 
Deconstructivism. Institutions and galleries began embracing a more 
pluralistic approach, allowing for a wide range of artistic practices that 
blurred the boundaries between different media and disciplines.

Principles and Ideas  
of Postmodern Art

	/ Pastiche and Appropriation – Postmodern artists often borrow 
from historical styles, mixing different visual languages to create 
a fragmented, layered aesthetic. They appropriate imagery from 
classical paintings, advertisements, comics, and popular culture.

	/ Irony and Parody – Many postmodern works employ irony, 
satire, and parody to challenge traditional artistic conventions 
and critique cultural and political systems.

	/ Intertextuality – The use of references from various artistic and 
cultural sources creates complex, multi-layered meanings.

	/ Rejection of Artistic Originality – Unlike modernists who 
sought pure, unique forms of expression, postmodern artists 
argue that originality is a myth and that all art is, in some way, 
a recombination of existing ideas.

	/ Blurring of High and Low Culture – Postmodernism 
dissolves the distinctions between fine art and mass culture, 
incorporating elements from pop culture, kitsch, advertising, 
and commercial imagery.

	/ Multimedia and Hybrid Forms – The use of various media, 
including digital art, installation, video, and performance, 
reflects the postmodern interest in interdisciplinarity and 
technological advancement.

Notable American,  
British and European  
Postmodern Artists

Andy Warhol (1928–1987)
Biography:

Andy Warhol was born Andrew Warhola in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, 
to Slovakian immigrant parents. He developed an early interest in art and 
later pursued a degree in commercial art at Carnegie Mellon University. 
His first job in New York was as a commercial illustrator, where he 
became renowned for his advertising designs. By the 1960s, Warhol had 
established himself as a central figure in the art world, famously opening 
The Factory, a studio where he produced art with the help of assistants. 
Warhol’s rise coincided with the emergence of Pop Art, a movement that 
drew from mass culture, advertising, and consumerism.

Principles in Artwork:

	/ Mass Production and Repetition: Warhol is famous for his use 
of factory production techniques in art. His studio, The Factory, 
functioned like an assembly line, producing multiples of the 
same image. This idea of mass production is best exemplified 
in his Campbell's Soup Cans (1962), where he reproduced the 
same image repeatedly. Warhol famously said, "I want to be a 
machine," embodying the Postmodern critique of authenticity 
and individualism.
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	/ Celebrity Culture: Warhol’s celebrity portraits (e.g., Marilyn 
Monroe, Elvis Presley) are iconic examples of Postmodern art's 
focus on mass media and the commodification of fame. He 
appropriated images of celebrities, transforming them into art 
by recontextualizing them, which both critiques and celebrates 
the nature of fame and consumption.

	/ Irony and Detachment: Warhol’s art is marked by its emotional 
detachment and irony. He often used mechanical processes like 
silkscreen printing, producing art that lacked the personal touch 
typically associated with fine art. This detachment reflects 
Postmodernism's challenge to the idea of the artist as a solitary 
genius.

Famous Artwork:

	/ Campbell's Soup Cans (1962) 
One of Warhol’s most iconic pieces, the Campbell's Soup Cans 
series consists of 32 paintings, each depicting a different flavor 
of Campbell’s soup. This work epitomizes Warhol's fascination 
with mass production and consumer culture. By turning an 
everyday, mass-produced object into high art, Warhol critiques 
and celebrates the commercialization of culture.

	/ Marilyn Diptych (1962) 
A series of silkscreen portraits of Marilyn Monroe, this work uses 
repetition and mass-production techniques to explore the cult 
of celebrity and the commodification of iconic figures. The stark 
contrast between the repeated image and the hand-painted 
background also emphasizes Warhol’s approach to detachment 
and irony.

	/ Gold Marilyn Monroe (1962) 
Warhol’s Gold Marilyn Monroe is one of his most famous works 
that highlights his use of celebrity culture. The image of 
Monroe is repeated several times on a golden background, 
linking fame with both the sacred and the consumerist, 
reflecting the intersection of mass media and art.
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Jean-Michel Basquiat (1960–1988)

Biography:

Born in Brooklyn, New York, Jean-Michel Basquiat was the son of 
Haitian and Puerto Rican parents. Basquiat began as a graffiti artist in 
Lower Manhattan under the pseudonym "SAMO" before transitioning to 
painting in the late 1970s. By the 1980s, his works were exhibited in major 
galleries, and he became part of the Neo-Expressionist movement. His 
raw, emotional paintings drew from his Afro-Caribbean heritage, urban 
culture, and social issues such as race, identity, and power.

Principles in Artwork:

	/ Graffiti and Street Art: Basquiat’s roots in graffiti are a 
defining feature of his work. His use of bold, chaotic lines and 
text reflects the street culture of New York. His art represents 
the Postmodern embrace of diverse media, as graffiti was 
traditionally seen as outside the gallery space.

	/ Symbolism and Cultural References: Basquiat’s paintings often 
feature fragmented imagery and symbols, including crowns, 
skeletons, and masks. These symbols speak to African-American 
identity and the artist’s desire to reclaim and reinterpret history. 
His work questions dominant cultural narratives and speaks to 
the fragmentation of identity in the Postmodern world.

	/ Raw and Expressive Style: Basquiat’s aesthetic is intense 
and unpolished, challenging traditional notions of beauty 
and artistic mastery. His expressive brushwork and use of 
vibrant colors convey deep emotion and reflect the chaos of 
contemporary society.

Famous Artwork:

	/ Untitled (1981) 
One of Basquiat’s earlier and most celebrated works, Untitled 
(1981) is an intense, layered composition that blends graffiti, 
abstract expressionism, and iconography drawn from his 
African heritage. The aggressive brushstrokes and fragmented 
figures represent the turbulence and struggles Basquiat faced 
in his personal life, especially related to race and identity.

	/ Untitled (1982) 
Another iconic work from 1982, Untitled (1982) shows a skull-like 
figure in bright colors, demonstrating Basquiat’s unique style 
that blends raw emotion, African American cultural references, 
and primal imagery. This painting is one of his most expensive 
works and reflects his use of both symbolism and abstraction 
to convey complex ideas about race, identity, and social issues 

	/ Hollywood Africans (1983) 
In Hollywood Africans, Basquiat critiques the entertainment 
industry’s stereotypical portrayal of African Americans. The 
work is a direct commentary on racial identity and Hollywood's 
portrayal of Black people, with Basquiat using text and imagery 
to draw attention to the systemic racism in American society.
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Cindy Sherman (1954)

Biography:

Cindy Sherman was born in Glen Ridge, New Jersey, and raised 
in Long Island. She attended the State University College at Buffalo, 
where she began experimenting with photography. In the late 1970s, she 
began her now-iconic Untitled Film Stills series, in which she posed as 
different female characters in a range of settings, often resembling stills 
from movies. Sherman’s work explores themes of identity, gender, and 
the construction of the self.

Principles in Artwork:

	/ Theatricality and Performance: Sherman’s work involves a 
performative element, where she transforms herself into various 
characters. This self-transformation critiques the stereotypical 
representations of women in media and challenges fixed ideas 
of identity.

	/ Gender and Identity: Sherman’s work is deeply concerned with 
the construction of gender and identity. By photographing 
herself in roles ranging from the femme fatale to the innocent 
girl-next-door, Sherman deconstructs the way society assigns 
gender roles and expectations.

	/ Feminist Theory: Sherman’s work aligns with feminist critiques 
of the male gaze and the objectification of women in art 
and media. She actively engages with these representations 
by portraying a wide range of female archetypes, thus 
interrogating how women are depicted in cultural narratives.

Famous Artwork:

	/ Untitled #96 (1981) 
In Untitled #96, Sherman continues to transform herself into 
different characters, this time posing as a victim in a gritty, 
almost film noir-inspired scene. The image is deliberately 
ambiguous, leaving the viewer to question the authenticity 
of the woman’s emotions and her role in the narrative, 
emphasizing the fluidity of identity.

	/ History Portraits (1988–1990) 
In the History Portraits series, Sherman appropriates historical 
and classical portraiture. Through these images, she 
reimagines famous figures from art history and literature, 
portraying them as exaggerated and often grotesque versions 
of themselves. This work critiques the historical construction of 
identity and the role of women in historical narratives.

	/ Untitled Film Stills (1977–1980) 
This series of 69 black-and-white photographs, in which 
Sherman poses as various female characters, explores the 
construction of identity and the stereotypes of women 
in media. The images evoke cinematic stills, yet they are 
completely staged by Sherman herself, questioning the 
portrayal of women in film and popular culture.
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Jeff Koons (1955)

Biography:

Jeff Koons was born in York, Pennsylvania, and became known 
for his work in sculpture. A student of the Maryland Institute College of 
Art and later the School of the Art Institute of Chicago, Koons moved 
to New York in the 1970s. He began producing work that appropriated 
objects from popular culture, notably balloon animals, inflatable toys, 
and commercial products. Koons often works with artisans to produce 
his sculptures, reinforcing the idea of mass production.

Principles in Artwork:

	/ Kitsch and Pop Culture: Koons is known for his use of kitsch and 
mass-produced objects, elevating everyday items into high art. 
His Balloon Dog series is a perfect example of Postmodernism’s 
questioning of what constitutes "high" and "low" culture.

	/ Irony and Consumerism: Koons plays with irony in his art, 
presenting objects typically associated with childlike innocence 
and commercialism in a way that critiques the commodification 
of culture. His works suggest that the act of producing art itself 
is an act of consumerism.

	/ Playful Excess: Koons’ works are often large, shiny, and 
attention-grabbing, embracing a sense of excess. These works 
question the seriousness of the art world, celebrating a kind of 
exuberant playfulness that reflects the Postmodern celebration 
of irony and excess.

Famous Artwork:

	/ Balloon Dog (1994–2000) 
One of Koons’ most recognizable works, Balloon Dog is a series 
of giant sculptures that resemble inflated animals made from 
reflective surfaces. This work plays with the ideas of kitsch 
and mass culture, transforming a simple children's toy into 
monumental, shiny sculptures that challenge the boundaries 
between high art and low culture.

	/ Rabbit (1986) 
Rabbit is a stainless-steel sculpture of a balloon animal that 
references both popular culture and the history of sculpture. 
The smooth, polished surface contrasts with the playful and 
familiar form of a balloon animal, turning a simple object into 
an expensive, high-art object.

	/ Michael Jackson and Bubbles (1988) 
This life-size porcelain sculpture of pop star Michael Jackson 
and his pet chimpanzee, Bubbles, showcases Koons’ interest 
in celebrity culture and the fusion of mass media with art. The 
work raises questions about the commercialization of fame 
and the commodification of figures in popular culture.
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Robert Rauschenberg (1925–2008)

Biography:

Robert Rauschenberg was born in Port Arthur, Texas. He studied at 
the Kansas City Art Institute and the Black Mountain College, where he 
became associated with artists like John Cage and Merce Cunningham. 
He was a key figure in the transition from Abstract Expressionism to Pop 
Art and later, Postmodernism. Rauschenberg’s “Combines” – artworks 
that combine painting with found objects – are emblematic of his desire 
to break down boundaries between fine art and everyday life.

Principles in Artwork:

	/ Combining Media and Found Objects: Rauschenberg’s 
Combine series blurred the lines between painting and sculpture 
by incorporating everyday objects like newspapers, street signs, 
and pieces of clothing. This act of appropriation aligns with the 
Postmodern critique of originality and authenticity.

	/ Fragmentation: His works often incorporate fragmented images 
and disparate elements, reflecting the fragmented nature of 
Postmodern identity and culture. His pieces are not cohesive in 
the traditional sense; instead, they evoke a collage of influences 
and ideas.

	/ Interaction with the Viewer: Rauschenberg’s art often invites 
the viewer to complete the meaning, further emphasizing 
the subjectivity and relativity of interpretation central to 
Postmodernism.

Famous Artwork:

	/ Monogram (1955–1959) 
Monogram is one of Rauschenberg’s most famous Combine 
pieces, where he attached a stuffed goat to a tire and 
incorporated paint and found objects. The work challenges 
the boundaries between painting and sculpture, incorporating 
elements of both, and reflects Postmodernism’s tendency  
to mix media and break conventions.

	/ Bed (1955) 
In Bed, Rauschenberg combines a real quilt and pillow with 
painted elements. The work blurs the lines between fine art 
and everyday life, using found objects in a way that challenges 
the purity of traditional painting. It exemplifies Rauschenberg’s 
commitment to exploring new boundaries in art by fusing 
diverse materials.

	/ Erased de Kooning Drawing (1953) 
In this conceptual artwork, Rauschenberg erased a drawing  
by Abstract Expressionist artist Willem de Kooning, challenging 
the notion of authorship and originality. By erasing an iconic 
piece of modernist art, Rauschenberg critiques the reverence 
for the artist’s hand and the notion of artistic genius.
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Damien Hirst (1965)

Biography:

Although British, Damien Hirst’s impact on American Postmodernism 
cannot be overstated. He is best known for his provocative use of dead 
animals and medical imagery in works like The Physical Impossibility of 
Death in the Mind of Someone Living (1991), where a shark is preserved 
in formaldehyde. His work frequently explores themes of life, death, and 
the role of art in contemporary society.

Principles in Artwork:

	/ Shocking and Provocative Art: Hirst’s use of dead animals, 
particularly his shark in formaldehyde and the skull encrusted 
with diamonds, provokes viewers to confront the realities of 
death and mortality. This work critiques the commodification  
of art and the role of art in creating shock value.

	/ The Death of the Artist: Hirst’s willingness to collaborate with  
a team of assistants to create his works questions the notion  
of the artist’s hand and the authenticity of artistic creation,  
in line with Postmodern skepticism towards the "genius" artist.

	/ Commercialization of Art: Hirst’s career, marked by record-
breaking auction sales and commercialization, reflects 
Postmodernism’s critique of art as a commodity.

Famous Artwork:

	/ For the Love of God (2007) 
For the Love of God is a platinum cast of a human skull 
encrusted with 8,601 diamonds. The work is a commentary on 
wealth, consumerism, and the relationship between life, death, 
and the commodification of art. It explores the value of human 
life and art in a market-driven society.

	/ Mother and Child (Divided) (1993) 
In this installation, Hirst displays a cow and her calf divided 
into separate glass tanks of formaldehyde. This work examines 
themes of life, death, and the human body. It plays with the 
idea of the physical separation between mother and child, 
offering a visceral confrontation with mortality.

	/ The Physical Impossibility of Death in the Mind of Someone 
Living (1991) 	 		   
This artwork features a real shark preserved in formaldehyde 
in a tank. It is one of Hirst’s most iconic works, exploring the 
themes of mortality, death, and the commodification of art. 
The work forces viewers to confront the impermanence of life, 
while also critiquing the market-driven nature of the art world.
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Sigmar Polke (1941–2010)

Biography:

Sigmar Polke was born in 1941 in Oels (now in Poland) and moved to 
West Germany in 1953, where he later studied at the Düsseldorf Academy 
of Art. He was one of the key figures of German Pop Art and an integral 
part of the Beuysian generation, influenced by Joseph Beuys and the 
Fluxus movement. Polke’s work spans a wide variety of styles, media, 
and techniques, blending influences from Abstract Expressionism, Pop 
Art, and Surrealism. He is known for experimenting with unconventional 
materials and a variety of printing processes, which allowed him to 
question the relationship between images and their meanings.

Principles in Artwork:

	/ Experimental Techniques and Materials: Polke was known for 
his experimentation with chemicals, dyes, and various printing 
methods. For instance, he used solarization (a photographic 
effect) and screen printing, often layering images and creating 
ambiguity in his work. His Aluminium Paintings (1970s) used 
reflective surfaces and unconventional materials, which blurred 
the boundaries between two-dimensional painting and three-
dimensional objects.

	/ Political and Social Critique: Polke's work was frequently 
informed by the political climate in post-war Germany. His use 
of historical imagery, along with references to consumerism, the 
media, and societal structures, pointed to the disillusionment of 
the postwar generation. His famous works like The Village (1969) 
used collaged elements that reflect Germany’s history and the 
complexity of identity after WWII.

	/ Surrealism and Absurdity: Polke often embraced absurdity 
and the irrational. His early work was heavily influenced by 
Surrealism, where he used dream-like, distorted imagery 
to explore the subconscious mind. His pieces often have a 
satirical, ironic quality, undermining traditional approaches to 
art and its cultural authority.

Famous Works:

	/ The Priest (1964) 
A work where Polke merges Catholic iconography with pop 
culture, creating a disorienting commentary on religion, 
consumerism, and societal hypocrisy.

	/ Tannhäuser (1982) 
A painting that mixes medieval and modern motifs, 
reflecting his interest in blending historical periods to critique 
contemporary culture.
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Lucian Freud (1922–2011)

Biography:

Lucian Freud, born in Berlin in 1922 to Jewish parents, moved to 
London in 1933 after the rise of Nazism. Freud studied at the Central 
School of Arts and Crafts and later at the Slade School of Fine Art. He 
is widely regarded as one of the most important figurative painters of 
the 20th century, known for his intense and raw portraits and nudes. 
Freud was a grandson of Sigmund Freud, but he distanced himself 
from psychoanalysis in his art, focusing instead on the visceral and 
psychological experience of the human body.

Principles in Artwork:

	/ Intense Realism and Psychological Depth: Freud’s painting 
style is characterized by a raw, almost brutal realism. His 
work is deeply concerned with capturing the emotional and 
psychological state of his subjects through their physical form. 
He often painted his sitters over long periods, sometimes in 
uncomfortable or vulnerable poses, to capture the essence of 
their personalities.

	/ Physicality and Flesh: Freud’s works are marked by their 
obsession with the human body. His portraits and nudes show 
the textures of flesh, with a focus on the reality of bodies in all 
their imperfections. His thick, impasto brushstrokes convey the 
tactile sense of skin and the materiality of the human form.

	/ Isolation and Vulnerability: Freud’s portraits often convey a 
sense of isolation and vulnerability. His sitters appear exposed 
and disconnected from the world, highlighting the existential 
loneliness of the human condition.

Famous Artwork:

	/ The Queen (2001) 
A portrait of Queen Elizabeth II, painted in Freud’s signature 
realist style. The work is famous for its unflattering, unidealized 
depiction of the monarch, challenging traditional royal 
portraiture and creating a sense of intimacy with a public 
figure.

	/ Benefits Supervisor Sleeping (1995) 
One of his most famous works, it depicts a woman sleeping in 
a disheveled position. The portrait is a powerful exploration of 
the body and the psychological state of the subject, with the 
woman’s exposed flesh representing both vulnerability and the 
inevitability of aging.
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Anselm Kiefer (1945)

Biography:

Born in Germany in 1945, Anselm Kiefer emerged as a major 
figure in the German Neo-Expressionist movement after studying at the 
Academy of Fine Arts in Düsseldorf. Kiefer’s work is deeply influenced 
by his experience of growing up in postwar Germany, as well as by his 
engagement with history, myth, and the dark past of the country. He 
has worked with large-scale installations and mixed-media works, often 
using unconventional materials such as lead, straw, and ash.

Principles in Artwork:

	/ Historical and Mythological Themes: Kiefer’s art often explores 
the trauma and guilt of Germany’s past, especially in relation 
to WWII and the Holocaust. His work incorporates references to 
German mythology, literature, and history, as seen in his use of 
materials like lead and ash, which evoke both destruction and 
memory.

	/ Materiality and Texture: Kiefer’s works are defined by their 
rough, textured surfaces. He frequently uses materials that have 
a sense of decay or destruction, such as dried plants, ashes, 
and lead. These elements are symbolic of both death and the 
passage of time, underscoring the historical themes in his work.

	/ Spirituality and Alchemy: Kiefer’s work also draws on 
alchemical imagery and spiritual themes. His paintings often 
explore the transformation of materials and their connection to 
the spiritual world, blending mysticism with historical reflection.

Famous Works:

	/ Winter Landscape (1970)  
A haunting depiction of a barren landscape covered in snow, 
this work captures the desolation and emptiness of postwar 
Germany, with Kiefer’s characteristic use of dark, earthy 
tones.	

	/ The Seven Heavenly Palaces (2004) 
An installation featuring towering structures made of lead, 
this work engages with the idea of heaven and the afterlife, 
creating a sense of awe and disorientation. The dark, 
monumental structures symbolize the weight of history.
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Miquel Barceló (1957)

Biography:

Miquel Barceló was born in Mallorca, Spain, and is one of 
the leading figures in contemporary Spanish art. He studied at the 
Barcelona School of Fine Arts and later became involved in the avant-
garde movements of the 1980s. His early work was influenced by 
Abstract Expressionism, but over time, Barceló’s art developed into a 
unique blend of figuration and abstraction. His work often incorporates 
elements of the natural world and deals with themes of identity, culture, 
and the human condition.

Principles in Artwork:

	/ Material Experimentation: Barceló is known for his exploration 
of unconventional materials. His paintings often include a 
variety of textures and media, such as mud, sand, and plaster, 
which connect his work to the earth and nature. His use of 
these materials reflects his interest in the organic and the 
natural world.

	/ Organic Abstraction: Barceló’s work is often abstract, yet it 
evokes organic forms such as landscapes, figures, and natural 
phenomena. His dynamic brushstrokes and fluid compositions 
suggest movement and transformation, aligning his work with  
a kind of visceral, bodily experience of the world.

	/ Exploration of Space and Texture: Barceló’s art is characterized 
by a strong focus on texture and the manipulation of surfaces. 
His works often play with the idea of depth and space, 
using thick layers of paint or relief to create a tactile, almost 
sculptural effect.

Famous Works:

	/ The Big Blue (2006) 
This painting features a deep blue sea, invoking a sense of 
vastness and mystery. It exemplifies Barceló’s ability to capture 
the natural world with bold, abstract forms.

	/ Cave Paintings (2002) 
Barceló created a series of works inspired by ancient cave 
paintings, reflecting his interest in the origins of human 
expression and the connection between humanity and nature.
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Paula Rego (1935)

Biography:

Paula Rego was born in Lisbon, Portugal, and studied at the Slade 
School of Fine Art in London. She is best known for her figurative, often 
surreal paintings and drawings that explore themes of power, gender, 
and the human experience. Rego’s work frequently draws on personal 
and political themes, blending elements of fantasy and reality.

Principles in Artwork:

	/ Narrative and Psychological Depth: Rego’s paintings often 
tell stories, using figuration and symbolism to explore complex 
emotions and psychological states. Her work is deeply personal, 
yet it also critiques societal norms and gender roles.

	/ Feminist Themes: Much of Rego’s work deals with feminist 
themes, exploring women’s roles in society, sexuality, and the 
body. Her works often challenge the traditional depiction of 
women in art, presenting them as powerful, complex figures 
rather than passive objects.

	/ Theatricality and Fantasy: Rego’s work is often theatrical in 
nature, with characters placed in dramatic, dream-like settings. 
Her use of vivid color and bold forms creates an unsettling, 
surreal quality, challenging the viewer’s perceptions of reality.

Famous Works:

	/ The Dance (1988) 
This painting portrays a group of women in a highly stylized, 
almost mythical dance. The figures are rendered with an intensity 
and emotional depth that speaks to Rego’s exploration of power, 
agency, and sexuality.

	/ The Abortion Series (1998) 
In this powerful series, Rego explores the emotional and physical 
trauma of abortion. The works depict women in various states of 
distress, critiquing both the social stigma around abortion and 
the oppressive control over women’s bodies.
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Postmodernism in Design: 
Principles, Key Designers, 
and Famous Works

Postmodernism in design emerged as a reaction to the formalism, 
simplicity, and strict rules of Modernist design. Influenced by broader 
cultural and philosophical shifts, Postmodernism in design rejected the 
idea that function should always dictate form. It embraced playfulness, 
irony, excess, and a mix of styles, drawing from history and pop culture 
while disrupting traditional design conventions. By the 1970s and 1980s, 
Postmodern design had gained momentum, especially in architecture, 
graphic design, and industrial design.

Principles of  
Postmodernism  
in Design:

Eclecticism and Pastiche:

	/ Pastiche refers to the mixing of different historical styles and 
design elements, often with irony. Postmodern designers played 
with historical references, incorporating classical, Baroque, and 
Art Deco styles, but blending them with modern materials and 
innovative forms.

	/ Designers didn’t just mimic styles from the past—they 
appropriated them, often combining contrasting influences in 
unexpected ways.

Irony and Humor:

	/ Postmodern design often embraced humor and irony, turning 
away from the serious and functional nature of Modernism. The 
use of exaggerated forms or playful patterns highlighted the 
idea that design could be unapologetically playful and self-
aware.

	/ For example, oversized proportions or unexpected combinations 
of materials challenged traditional expectations and created 
humor through contrast.
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Contradiction and Deconstruction:

	/ Postmodern design often contradicts itself, merging opposites 
in unexpected ways. Deconstruction, a concept influenced 
by philosopher Jacques Derrida, was applied in design by 
breaking down traditional forms and creating fragmented and 
disjointed designs that questioned the conventions of structure, 
order, and clarity.

Bold Use of Color, Form, and Ornamentation:

	/ Postmodern design celebrated bold colors, irregular shapes, 
and rich ornamentation. Unlike Modernism, which sought 
simplicity and minimalism, Postmodern design embraced the 
decorative and the excessive, often using exaggerated shapes 
and patterns that were visually striking.

Rejection of the Modernist "Form Follows Function":

	/ Postmodern designers rejected the Modernist dictum that "form 
follows function." Instead, they embraced the idea that design 
could be decorative, subjective, and influenced by emotion or 
cultural context, not just practicality.

Collage and Mixed Media:

	/ The use of collage, mixing textures, materials, and visual 
references from different times and places, was central to 
Postmodern design. Designers often layered different styles, 
materials, and imagery, combining both high and low cultural 
references.

Key Designers  
in Postmodernism

Memphis Group (1981–1987)
The Memphis Group was a collective of Italian designers led by 

Ettore Sottsass. They embraced colorful, geometric designs and the 
idea that furniture and objects could be both functional and artistic. 
The group’s work often combined bold patterns, bright colors, and 
unexpected forms in a way that rejected both the simplicity of Modernism 
and the traditionalism of classic design.

Famous Works:

	/ Sottsass’s Carlton Room Divider (1981) 
– A bold, multi-colored shelving unit 
with asymmetrical lines and geometric 
shapes, making a statement about both 
design and art. 

	/ Vase (1985) by Ettore Sottsass – 
Brightly colored, with playful geometric 
forms, this piece encapsulated the 
Memphis style’s approach to color and 
abstraction.
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Michael Graves (1934–2015)
An American architect and designer, Graves is known for his 

postmodern architecture and product designs. He often incorporated 
classical references, humor, and irony into his work, mixing historical 
and modern elements.

Famous Works:

	/ Alessi Whistling Bird Kettle (1985) – A playful, whimsical teapot 
design, with a bird-shaped whistle, showcasing Graves's ability 
to combine functionality with fun and visual appeal. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

	/ Portland Building (1982) – A postmodern building that blends 
bright colors and classical columns in an ironic twist on 
traditional architecture.

Philippe Starck (1949–Present)
A French designer known for his wide range of designs, from 

furniture to interiors and industrial products, Starck often infused his 
works with a sense of humor and innovation. He combined sleek modern 
lines with quirky details and unexpected materials, creating designs that 
were both functional and visually surprising.

Famous Works:

	/ Juicy Salif (1990) – A famous lemon squeezer designed in the 
shape of a highly stylized, abstracted alien creature, illustrating 
Starck's playful, artistic approach to functional objects.

	/ Louis Ghost Chair (2002) – A modern, transparent plastic chair 
that plays on traditional baroque designs, combining the old 
and new in a novel way.
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Hans Hollein (1934–2014)
An Austrian architect and designer, Hollein was known for his 

radical approach to architecture and design, mixing iconography and 
historical references with modernist forms.

Famous Works:

	/ Eurozine Packaging (1987) – The design of the Eurozine 
logo and packaging encapsulated Postmodernism's playful 
approach, mixing fonts, graphics, and colors to create an 
eclectic visual identity.

	/ Museum des 20. Jahrhunderts (Museum of the 20th Century) 
in Vienna (1985) – A design that juxtaposes classical forms with 
modern materials and surreal elements.

Famous Postmodern 
Design Works 

	/ The Piazza d'Italia (1978) by Charles Moore – Located in New 
Orleans, this public square combines classical architecture 
with playful elements, such as neon lights and nontraditional 
forms. The work reflects Postmodernism’s penchant for 
mixing historical styles with new materials and forms in a way 
that feels both irreverent and celebratory.

	/ Postmodern Typography – Postmodern graphic design 
took a playful approach to typography, rejecting the clean, 
functional styles of Modernism. Designers like Wolfgang 
Weingart and April Greiman introduced a more experimental, 
hand-crafted approach to typography, using unconventional 
layouts, bold colors, and mixed fonts to create designs that 
challenged the very rules of graphic composition.
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	/ AT&T Building (1984) by Philip Johnson and John Burgee – 
Also known as the Chippendale Building, it features a classical 
pediment and a broken top that alludes to the form of a piece 
of 18th-century furniture. The building is a prime example of 
Postmodern architecture’s mix of historical references with 
modern techniques and materials.

Czech Postmodernism  
in Visual Art: Content, 
Principles, and Sources

Introduction

Czech postmodern art emerged as a reaction to both the restrictive 
modernist formalism and the oppressive political climate of communist 
Czechoslovakia. It developed in the late 20th century, particularly after the 
Velvet Revolution in 1989, when artists gained greater creative freedom. 
This movement is characterized by irony, eclecticism, deconstruction, and 
the reinterpretation of historical and cultural symbols. Czech postmodern 
artists often critique authority, history, and social norms, employing diverse 
media and interdisciplinary approaches.
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Content and Principles  
of Czech Postmodernism

Irony, Parody, and Critique of Authority

	/ Many Czech postmodern artists use humor, irony, and satire 
to challenge political and social structures. This is particularly 
evident in the works of David Černý, whose provocative 
sculptures question nationalism, bureaucracy, and historical 
narratives.

Interdisciplinary and Multimedia Experimentation

	/ Czech postmodern art integrates various artistic disciplines, 
including sculpture, performance, photography, and conceptual 
art. Milan Knížák’s engagement with Fluxus demonstrates how 
Czech artists merged visual arts with music, literature, and 
performance.

Reinterpretation of Historical and Cultural Symbols

	/ Postmodern Czech artists frequently deconstruct and reimagine 
traditional cultural symbols. Bořek Šípek, for example, blends 
Baroque influences with modern design elements to create 
ornate yet contemporary objects.

Engagement with Everyday Objects and Mass Culture

	/ Postmodernism in the Czech Republic, similar to international 
trends, incorporates elements of consumerism and mass 
media. Běla Kolářová’s experimental photography transforms 
everyday objects into artistic compositions, challenging 
perceptions of materiality and value.

Deconstruction and Fragmentation

	/ A key principle of Czech postmodernism is the breaking apart 
of conventional artistic forms and structures. This can be seen 
in Milan Knížák’s “Destroyed Music” series, where he physically 
alters vinyl records to create new, chaotic soundscapes.

Personal Narratives and Subjectivity

	/ Czech postmodern art often blurs the lines between personal 
history and collective memory. Libuše Jarcovjáková’s 
documentary photography captures raw and intimate 
moments, portraying the realities of life under communism 
and post-communist transformation.

Public Space and Audience Interaction

	/ Many Czech postmodern artists actively engage with public 
space and encourage audience participation. David Černý’s 
large-scale sculptures in urban settings, such as “Tower Babies” 
on the Žižkov TV Tower, disrupt the conventional function of 
public monuments and provoke dialogue among viewers.
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David Černý (1967)

Biography	

David Černý was born in Prague in 1967 and became internationally 
known for his provocative and politically charged sculptures. His 
early career was shaped by the fall of communism in 1989, a pivotal 
moment that gave artists newfound freedom of expression. He studied 
at the Academy of Fine Arts in Prague and later gained prominence 
through his controversial public artworks that often challenge authority, 
nationalism, and societal hypocrisy. His works frequently engage with 
global political themes and remain relevant in contemporary discussions 
about nationalism, censorship, and European identity.

Principles of His Artwork

	/ Provocation and Satire: Černý uses humor and irony to critique 
political and social issues, often causing controversy.

	/ Public Engagement: His sculptures are frequently placed in 
public spaces, forcing viewers to interact with them.

	/ Subversion of Authority: His work challenges traditional power 
structures, exposing political hypocrisy and nationalism.

	/ Multimedia Experimentation: He utilizes various materials, 
including fiberglass, bronze, and digital media, to challenge 
artistic conventions.

Notable Works

	/ "Quo Vadis" (1990): A sculpture of a Trabant car on human 
legs, symbolizing the migration of East Germans through 
Prague.

	/ "Tower Babies" (2000): Gigantic crawling babies with 
barcode faces on the Žižkov TV Tower, symbolizing 
dehumanization.

	/ "Pink Tank" (1991): A Soviet tank painted pink as a political 
statement, leading to international controversy.

	/ "Entropa" (2009): A satirical representation of European 
stereotypes, installed during the Czech Republic's EU 
presidency.
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Bořek Šípek (1949–2016)

Biography

Bořek Šípek was a leading Czech architect and designer known 
for his imaginative, colorful, and decorative designs. Born in Prague in 
1949, he fled Czechoslovakia after the Soviet invasion of 1968, studying 
architecture and philosophy in Germany and the Netherlands. He later 
returned to the Czech Republic, where he became the chief architect of 
Prague Castle under President Václav Havel. His work in furniture and 
glass design made him a leading figure in contemporary design, and he 
was widely regarded as the father of Neo-Baroque design.

Principles of His Artwork

	/ Eclecticism and Ornamentation: Unlike modernist minimalism, 
Šípek embraced rich ornamentation and elaborate designs.

	/ Craftsmanship and Material Experimentation: His work often 
used glass, metal, and unconventional materials, merging 
tradition with innovation.

	/ Symbolism and Emotion: His designs were deeply personal and 
expressive, often incorporating surreal and fantastical elements.

	/ Historical References: He integrated classical and historical 
motifs into contemporary forms.

Notable Works

	/ Prague Castle Interiors: Redesigned several rooms with 
modern yet historically respectful aesthetics.

	/ Glass Artworks: Intricate, colorful glass designs reflecting his 
mastery of material.

	/ "Crystal Candelabras" (1995): Glass chandeliers that blend 
traditional Czech glasswork with modern design.

	/ "Ota Otanek Chair" (1988): A whimsical and playful chair 
representing his postmodern approach.
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Milan Knižák (1940)

Biography

Milan Knižák is a versatile artist known for his involvement in the 
international Fluxus movement. Born in 1940 in Plzeň, he experimented 
with various media, including performance art, music, and sculpture. 
His rebellious and avant-garde approach led him to become one of the 
most radical Czech artists of the 20th century. He later served as the 
director of the National Gallery in Prague. His early works were deeply 
influenced by his experiences under communist censorship, pushing him 
to develop art that was anti-establishment and highly conceptual.

Principles of His Artwork

	/ Interdisciplinarity: His work spans across performance, 
sculpture, music, and conceptual art.

	/ Deconstruction and Reconstruction: He often destroys and 
reassembles materials, questioning artistic conventions.

	/ Audience Participation: His performances frequently involve 
direct engagement with viewers.

	/ Fluxus Influence: He aligned with the international Fluxus 
movement, emphasizing process over finished products.

Notable Works

	/ "Demonstrations" (1960s): Series of politically charged public 
actions.

	/ Performance Art: Numerous happenings challenging political 
oppression.

	/ "Broken Sheet Music": Mixed-media works merging visual art 
and music.

	/ "Destroyed Music" (1960s): Altered vinyl records to create new 
sound experiences.
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Běla Kolářová (1923–2010)
Kolářová was an experimental photographer and assemblage 

artist whose work explored everyday materials, abstraction, and the 
transformation of ordinary objects into aesthetic compositions.

Principles of Artwork:

	/ Minimalism, materiality, alternative photographic techniques. 

Notable Works:

	/ Artificial Negatives (1960s): Created using everyday objects 
pressed against photographic paper.

	/ Cosmetic Assemblages: Artworks made from items like lipstick 
traces and hairpins, reimagining domestic materials as artistic 
elements.

Libuše Jarcovjáková (1952)
A documentary photographer whose work captured life under 

communism and the transition to democracy. Her photographs 
emphasize raw, intimate moments, challenging the official narratives 
of history.

 Principles of Artwork: 

	/ Subjectivity, social realism, personal narrative.

Notable Works:

	/ Černý Pavilon (1980s): A documentary series focusing on the 
lives of factory workers and nightclubs.

	/ Evokativ (1980s): A photographic series capturing Prague’s 
underground scene and marginalized communities.
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Postmodernism in  
Latvian Art and Design
Features of Postmodernism in Latvia

Irony and play with forms: Artists and designers often employed 
irony and references to Soviet ideology, as well as international art and 
design movements, to challenge societal perceptions.

	/ Intertextuality and references to the past: Postmodernism 
frequently used references to historical events, art styles, and 
past artists, often to highlight their relevance or explore the 
relationships between the past and present.

	/ Multivisuality and eclecticism: Postmodern art and design 
often combined various stylistic elements and approaches, 
creating new forms and meanings that were not limited to  
a single aesthetic.

	/ Deconstructivism: This movement was also reflected in Latvia, 
particularly in architecture and design. The possible fragmentation 
of different forms and structures was uncovered and illuminated, 
revealing unpredictable shapes and transformations.

The history of postmodernism is relatively recent, and as a phenomenon, 
the movement in Latvian architecture and design has yet to be fully defined. 
Postmodern architecture in Latvia emerged in the 1980s. However, within the 
context of the Soviet Union, it took on distinct characteristics, partially merging 
with the so-called "critical regionalism" movement – Latvian architects, 
inspired by the prevailing ideas of independence, sought to express them 
through locally sourced means of expression.

In the mid-1970s, projects emerged that aspired to originality 
and sought to affirm local identity. By the mid-1980s, postmodernism, 
which merged with the so-called regionalism, had become dominant in 
Latvian architecture. The founding of the group "Māja" in 1989 can be 
considered the culmination of this process. This is the only instance in 
the history of Latvian architecture where a group of architects united 
around conceptual ideas and publicly advocated for them, both in 
exhibitions and happenings, and by issuing their manifesto. The core 
idea was the search for the archetype of the Latvian home within  
a cosmic-scale coordinate system. The group consisted of Ausma Skujiņa, 
Zaiga Gaile, Ivars Šļivka, Zintis Butāns, Raitis Jelēvičs, and Ģirts Ādminis.

The project of the group "Māja" at the exhibition hall "Latvija". 1991.  

The Latvian farmstead World model, marking the Path of the Sun.
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Architecture 
The long agony of postmodernism in post-socialist countries was 

determined by political changes and the new economic situation – the excesses 
of postmodernism served as an illustration of the grand transformations. 
Latvian professional designers, who no longer found vacancies in industry, 
turned to exhibition halls and contributed to the so-called critical or conceptual 
design movement. Postmodern style was characterized by the imitation of 
past architectural forms (e.g., the Viesīte Cultural Center designed by Linards 
Skuja), an interest in metaphors in architecture, expressiveness, and at times 
even a cryptic representation of architectural space. The period from the mid-
1990s to the economic crisis of 2008 is seen as the most quantitative flare-up 
of postmodern architecture in Latvia.

The happening in the group "Māja" project at the exhibition hall "Latvija". 1991. Zaiga Gaile. Former collective farm "Soviet Latvia" in the Riga region. Christian school. 1995.

Linards Skuja. Cultural Center in Viesīte. 1985–1991.
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Interior examples  
of Postmodernism in Latvia

The postmodern interior center was located in Liepāja.  

Andris Pope's interior design for the "Lauma" store in Liepāja. 1985.  

The first postmodern interior in Liepāja.

Māris Guntars. Hotel "Man-Tess" at the corner of Riharda Vāgnera and Teātra streets in Riga. 1993-1994.

Agris Padēlis-Līns. Riga Commercial Bank's settlement point in Liepāja. 1997.
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Design objects examples  
of Postmodernism in Latvia 
In 1989, an exhibition titled "Space and Form" was organized at the 

"Arsenāls" exhibition hall. The theme of the exhibition was the Piebalga 
Chair. The author of the most successful work in the exhibition was Indulis 
Martinsons, with his diploma project from the Latvian.

Academy of Art, "Chair Group." The work presented a paraphrase of the Piebalga Chair. Māris Gailis. "Femme fatale". 2003.
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Students' Tasks
1. Research and Analysis Tasks

	/ Compare and Contrast: Compare Modernism and 
Postmodernism in art and design. Identify key differences in 
their principles, aesthetics, and social impact.

	/ Artist Analysis: Choose one postmodern artist (e.g., Cindy 
Sherman, Jean-Michel Basquiat, Andy Warhol) and analyze 
their work in terms of irony, pastiche, and fragmentation.

	/ Postmodernism in Media: Explore how postmodernist 
principles are reflected in contemporary advertising, social 
media, or digital design.

2. Creative and Practical Tasks
	/ Create a Postmodern Artwork: Using collage, mixed media, 

or digital tools, create an artwork that embodies postmodern 
techniques like appropriation, parody, or pastiche.

	/ Reimagine a Classic: Take a well-known classical painting or 
modernist artwork and reinterpret it in a postmodern style.

	/ Design Challenge: Design a piece of postmodern-inspired 
furniture, typography, or product packaging, incorporating bold 
colors, irony, and mixed styles.

3. Writing and Reflection Tasks
	/ Critical Essay: Write a short essay discussing whether 

postmodernism is still relevant today.

	/ Artist’s Statement: Write an artist’s statement explaining how 
your own work incorporates postmodern principles.

	/ Fictional Interview: Imagine you are interviewing a postmodern 
artist (e.g., Jeff Koons or David Černý). Write a script of your 
conversation, discussing their work and views on art.

4. Group Activities
	/ Debate: "Postmodernism makes art meaningless" – Divide the 

class into teams and debate for or against this statement.

	/ Curate an Exhibition: Plan a postmodern art exhibition. Select 
artists, write exhibit descriptions, and explain how the artworks 
fit postmodern themes.

	/ Art Interpretation: Present a postmodern artwork to the class 
and discuss different possible interpretations, considering its 
irony, ambiguity, and references to popular culture.
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