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The Transition From Modernism to Postmodernism 
 
 
 Modernism and Postmodernism were two separate art 
movements that really made an impact on cultures and societies all 
over the world. Modernism took off around the time of the Industrial 
Revolution. Before Modernism, artists were commissioned to make 
art by wealthy patrons, these pieces normally depicting religious and 
mythological scenes or of portraits of the patron and their family. This 
was a movement when people became aware of themselves with 
drawing and painting things that interested them with an expressive 
use of color and non-traditional forms of art. While Modernism was a 
time when the focus was on the art of the individual artist’s talent, 
Postmodernism was a movement where understanding 
interpretations meant everything. Postmodernism relies more on the 
experience of the abstract principles. Both movements impacted what 
most people know as art today and with out them, both art and other 
cultures around the world would have been treated differently than 
they are now. 
 
Modernism took off during the 19th century when many artists started 
to make art of what interested them; art about people, places, things, 
of even their own ideas with which they had direct experience from. It 
was “the search for American identity” that was the common theme in 
the 1930’s “as a nation wracked by depression sought to revisit its 
past and to affirm enduring sources of value”1. The idea of the 
individual artist started to take off in this movement. No longer did 
artists just paint commissions for the wealthy, they painted and 
experimented in different forms because that’s what they wanted to 
do. Many artists explored the idea of dreams, symbolism, and 
personal iconography as ways to depiction their experiences. 
Modernism tried to break the ideals of classical forms of art that made 
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things look “good” and challenged the normal idea of beauty. Artists 
wanted to have their art “speak” differently to every viewer and have 
them have their own thoughts and ideas about the modernist work. 
There are several key themes in order to understand the emergence 
of modern art that made it stand out from the rest; how the artist 
reflected their own ideas, taking risks and might challenge the 
government and the academy, breaking the notion of classicism, the 
notion of experimentation, and challenging the definition of beauty. 
These themes and the current events of the time of modernism were 
what made modern art what it was known to be for. Wars and other 
events in the United States also helped influence the movement of 
Modernism. Postwar American Modernism, also know at Later 
Modernism, was an ongoing cultural debate among intellectuals and 
artists about common anxieties and themes2. Modernism was 
necessary for culture because it gave many artists the ability to 
express themselves without having to be judged so harshly. Without 
Modernism, art today would be less meaningful and expressive, like 
when before Modernism happened. 
 
The necessity of modernism helped changed the way people viewed 
art. The goal was to create things that have never been created or 
painted before. Artists did their best to try to challenge to morals of 
society with their work and to astonish viewers with their new form of 
art and getting rid of idea of “classic art.” People started to become 
more self aware of themselves. All art before the time of modernism 
were either pieces of religious or mythological scenes or pieces of art 
that were commissioned by the wealthy. Artists wanted that to 
change, they wanted to make chaos within the art world with their art. 
Modernism was a type of art revolution in a sense that it changed a 
lot of morals and values that still exist today. The Industrial 
Revolution was a big key factor for the transport of these new ideas 
of art. Without the industrial revolution and new modes of 
transportation, none of these ideas would have got out to the public at 
an large enough pace and the modernist movement would have only 
possibly been in only a few major cities of the United States. New 
ideas and social groups took form because of modernism. Cultures 
and societies would be different today if it were not for the spread of 
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modernism and the changes it brought with it. 
 
Postmodernism is completely different than Modernism. It is 
“revitalized and sophisticated relativism... that integrates the 
interpretive and political economic perspectives”3. Postmodernism is 
“post” because it denies the existence of ultimate principles and lack 
the optimism of there being a scientific or religious truth that will 
explain everything for everyone, a factor of the “modern” mind. In 
Modernism, everything is all about the aspect of dreams and being an 
individual, but postmodernism is more influenced by scientific aspects 
and efforts to explain reality. Postmodernist artists try to understand 
their own particular and personal realities. While Modernism relies on 
expression, Postmodernism relies on experience. The outcome of 
one’s experience will be relative rather than universal. Interpretation 
was the key to understanding postmodern art. There is also less 
experimentation down in postmodern, the whole purpose of 
modernism what to break away from the ideas of classicism. After 
modernism, postmodernism was trying to bring back the aseptic of 
the true nature of beauty and to focus of the truth rather that dreams. 
Postmodernism wanted to challenge the mine of the viewer, but in a 
way that it was still moral enough to show to the public without the 
need for censorship. 
 
You can tell a piece of modernist art from a piece of postmodernist art 
just by looking at it. A work by Jackson Pollock is completely different 
than a piece down by Andy Warhol. Pollock’s style of drip painting is 
very abstract with mostly dull colors. Then there are Warhol’s screen 
prints that are very organized with vibrant colors. Along with being in 
the modernist and postmodernist movements, Pollock and Warhol 
where in over artistic movements as well; Pollock being in Abstract 
Expressionism and Warhol being in the Pop Art movement. Pollock’s 
art may appear to be a mess, but he had a system to that mess and 
was able to accomplish what he wanted in his art, which what 
abstract expressionists tried to do in their works. Abstract 
expressionism was mainly an “American” art style for its use of paint. 
It was a very cohesive style that conveyed strong emotional, 
expressive content. In Pop Art, “painters were now agog the ability of 
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the mass entertainment machine to project”4. Meaning that the idea 
of celebrities was brought about in the time of Pop Art. Warhol’s 
numerous portraits of Marilyn Monroe had grabbed the attention of 
the public to focus on her as a celebrity with the help of his art. 
Monroe’s popularity wouldn’t have been as high as it was without the 
help of Warhol. Pop was greatly influenced by other movements that 
came before it, dada and futurism and tried themselves to blend in 
with the other Pop and also Flux works. “If the artist is not to lose 
much of his ancient purpose, he may have to plunder the popular arts 
to recover the imagery which is his rightful inheritance”5 (Hamilton 
1961). 
 
Both Modernism and Postmodernism where needed to create what 
we know as art today. Without the influence of these movements, art 
would be created and viewed differently. The need for one to express 
one’s feelings and emotions is one of the things that helped drive the 
modernist way of thinking. If the Industrial Revolution didn’t happen 
and help spread the word of modernism, it would have taken longer 
for that idea to spread and change the way people thought about and 
created art. If many social groups and sub cultures may have not 
been formed it the modernist art hadn’t influenced them to be their 
own people and make their own choices. Modernism gave people the 
opportunity to experiment with art and create what was important to 
them. However, these views and emotions were not always accepted 
be the morals of society or the academy. Some artists were not fully 
appreciated for in earlier times, unlike now, where artists are praised 
and honored for their work. People were still in the mindset that all art 
had to be appealing and beautiful and Modernism was trying to 
change the opinions of those thoughts. Artists like Pollock continue to 
inspire those to create what they want and to not care how others 
think as long as you enjoy what you are doing. With the arrival of 
Postmodernism, it was all about understanding what things meant to 
people. Still, the individual person is still important, but it’s their views 
and experience is what drives them to do what they do. Artists 
completely ignored the thought of any principles in their work and	  
realized that not even these principles where beyond the idea of 
being questioned themselves. These movements in art history had 

                                                             
4 Hamilton, Richard. "For the Finest Art, Try Pop." Gazette, 1961: 42-43. 
5 Hamilton, Richard. "For the Finest Art, Try Pop." Gazette, 1961: 42-43. 
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helped change art itself and the way that it is viewed and admired by 
society today.	  
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