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Art as we know it has always been made to fill a purpose. As it’s been observed, different times 

and societies have called for different styles of art, signifying a reaction to changing times and ideals. In 

modern history, the period that signaled the greatest change in the way art was produced was the 

Industrial Revolution. The 18th Century saw vast improvements in terms of manufacturing and 

inventing, leading to the creation of photography. With realism in art now becoming antiquated with 

this advent, artists strived to find different ways to represent themselves and bring new life to the 

canvas. The advent of Modern art has created an irreplaceable influence that completely changed the 

face of art. 

‘Modern art’ itself covers such a wide scope that it’s impossible to encompass everything within 

a certain technique or style. More appropriately, modern art can be likened to an idea, or a movement. 

Modern art is a response to the long history of art being a commodity, or being reduced to a symbol of 

status for the upper class. The decline of traditional art in response to photography was what finally 

allowed the movement to take off. Impressionism was what set a lot of precedents for what was to 

come; while still depicting realistic objects and or landscapes, it was done with great artistic liberty by 

the artist. The most prominent change was the presence of the technique. Brush strokes and other 

evidence of the method were left in, creating a look that was once described as only bearing the 

appearance as a draft, as opposed to a finished piece. Two effects of this became major cornerstones of 

modern art; a decidedly less realistic appearance, and more focus based on the individual artist through 

different approaches/styles. Henceforth in modern art, the focus was entirely shifted from serving a 

patron to serving the artist. Artists were now conceiving of pieces that applied to them personally, no 

longer concerned with public appraisal or approval. This idea of self-expression saw the incorporation of 

contemporary theories and ideas, many dealing with psychology and dreams. This fascination with 

dreams and the subconscious mind saw the rise in surrealism. Also unprecedented was the fact that 

there was often no overt meanings to these pieces; sometimes lacking logical explanation, period. 
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Nonrepresentational art forced viewers to look beyond preconceived symbols that were engrained in 

their subconscious. Instead of delivering a concrete meaning, sometimes the purpose of a piece was 

simply a raw display of emotion or action. Of course, in moving from a realistic atmosphere, deliberate 

choices in color often created a strong central point to a piece. The vibrant and powerful brush strokes 

of Fauvist work demonstrate effectiveness of color. Beyond re-envisioning traditional mediums, any 

material was fair game when it came to Modern art. Despite the fact that photography prompted the 

movement, photography was accepted as an art form among many, and equally subject to 

experimentation and re-interpretation; likewise with film. Modern art has come to be closely associated 

with avant-garde. Works of this nature are inspired and unprecedented, the artist is looking to push 

his/her boundaries, and challenge the norms of society. Often, this is without regard for personal 

aesthetic, but in the name of art itself, and broadening the common public definition. 

After gaining momentum, modern art’s popularity took off, making it famous, or to some, 

infamous. At any rate, public perception was irrelevant; the effects have proven long-lasting and its 

influence remains present in the public’s mind. Modern art has proven invaluable to how we look at art 

in general, making the movement absolutely necessary. Modern art put artists themselves in the 

spotlight again, and granted them freedom in their work, not bound by any establishment. Modern art 

keeps the focus on the artist’s ideas without regard for repercussions (art deemed obscene, in poor 

taste, or generally unappealing). Modern art has also effectively been used to express criticism with 

society and further political ideas (like Dadaism). The idea battles Classicism, and encourages the 

creation of these new ideas, as opposed to revisiting the old. The new art also forms a distinct 

connection with the viewer; the variety of mediums help transmit different ideas to make the piece 

more expressive. Another important issue is recognizing and defining art. Our society has in a sense 

been desensitized to art that is around us; we’re constantly looking for definitions for what qualifies 

something as ‘art.’ Marcel Duchamp’s Fountain was instrumental in blurring this boundary for 
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audiences, and reconsidering the object’s utilitarian purpose in juxtaposition with its new presentation. 

Everyday objects we wouldn’t usually think twice about became a staple in Duchamp’s work to solidify 

this point.3 It’s after we become aware that we can begin to formulate original ideas, which include 

looking at things a different way, even those which have a strict preconceived notion associated with 

them. Without the ideals presented in Modern art, we run the risk of being stuck in our ways, not 

venturing beyond our comfort zone. 

Postmodern art is the movement that followed what we categorize as Modern art. Postmodern 

art is a direct response to its predecessor, and mainly existed in the second half of the 20th Century, 

though that’s not to say that both styles weren’t concurrent. Many major differences defined the 

disjunction between the two. The most profound is the role of the artist. In Postmodern art, the marks 

of process are intentionally left out - these remnants of the artist’s personality are intentionally left out 

to place the focus strictly on the content of the piece. In contrast to the organic nature of Modern art, 

Postmodern art emits a geometric feel with almost sterile construction. Roland Barthes’ Death of the 

Author focuses on this shift in thinking. He argues against considering the author/artist as part of the 

piece, and to merely consider him/her as an unbiased narrator.1 Meanwhile, the pieces are almost 

mechanical in their precision, which further adds to their meaning. Another difference is that 

postmodern artists used satire in their works to express discontent with societal issues. Avant-garde was 

not as big as a factor at this time; postmodern artists looked more at repurposing elements in art, 

effectively expanding upon topics already covered in Modern art. Most relevant to Pop Art and collage, 

we will see images that are immediately familiar, but juxtaposed with different elements to give a new 

meaning. The audience’s recognition of iconography is taken into account with this, whereas Modern art 

does not share that sense of audience recognition. 

Postmodern concerns also clashed with the ideology of Modern art. Voicing political concerns 

through art was an aspect of Modern art that had been dropped from Postmodern art. Postmodernists 
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had observed the negative effects of spreading such ideas through fascism in Italy and the Vietnam War. 

The past provides a warning, such as that with F.T. Marinetti’s Manifesto of Futurism; this article’s 

glorification of violence was soon met with a response as the movement was abruptly ended with the 

unfounded destruction caused by World War I.2 Postmodernists were more concerned with the style of 

Modern art as opposed to the message; such large ideas are substituted for works that force people to 

question aspects of their own lives. Postmodernists place a great value on open-endedness when it 

comes to interpretation of their pieces. The intention is set apart from Modernist pieces, which can be 

deconstructed, to deliver a piece that is only given meaning by the individual viewer.4 We can find 

examples within Man Ray’s work, specifically Object to Be Destroyed. The title, in conjunction with the 

deliberate arrangement of materials gives a strong sense of anti-authoritarianism to the piece.5 The 

departure from originality is in effect to remove the artist from the piece. The impersonal methods now 

force the viewer to consider the ideas behind mass-production involved in the process. The concept 

behind the piece essentially takes precedent over the method of construction.6 By comparison, 

Modernism places a heavy emphasis on whatever medium is being used to help express its meaning. 

Modern art and Postmodern art both capitalized on different time periods and reflected those 

respective cultures. While the latter was directly influenced by Modernism, the two movements remain 

distinct in their construction, and the way the artists communicate their ideas. Both movements, while 

not creating a unifying audience, attempted to deconstruct traditional art and unleash something that 

would provoke thought. By skewing people’s perceptions of what “art” truly is, Modern art forces us to 

be more aware of the potential that is all around us and expand our own way of thinking. 
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