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Over the decades, art has come to shape the world we live in. Imaginative, inventive artists 
sought to recreate the world, emotion and even art itself. They designed concepts unheard of 
for their time. They were brave, for everything from modernism to postmodernism, to the 
movements they encompassed, challenged the norms of their time and was not readily 
welcomed. However, those changes were vital to forming the art we see everyday. Modernists 
offered a depiction of emotion with a focus on what art can do to a person, while Postmodernists 
focused on new ways to see our world. 

Modernism is about recreating thought, not just art. Artists of this time period desired to 
break away from the traditions of old, wherein people had to create seamless, masterful works 
of art or nothing. They wanted choppy brushstrokes, contrasting colors and loud statements. To 
them, art was about the visual, audio, sensational experience of the art, not the time spent or 
crafts perfected of Classic art. A piece could be chaotic, if it was chaotic on purpose. “Each artist 
of the movement tried to express his individual genius and style…”  The movement was about 1

the artist and his or her relationship with the world around them. This allowed for the growth of 
unique interpretations.

Emerging from Germany in response to the negative feelings surrounding the country, 
Expressionism sought to being forth emotions. Expressionism is the modernist movement that 
was the foundation for the art in the world we see everyday. From Cubism to Dadaism to 
Surrealism, Expressionist thoughts and ideas leaked down through the decades to create iconic 
art. Abstract thoughts and design were critical aspects of Modernist art, which tried to push the 
boundaries of the classical style art before it. Expressionism lit the fire in the eyes of many, it 
fueled the imagination of artists around the world and brought to life a new way of seeing the 
everyday. The website, The Art Story summarized that “…Expressionism announced new 
standards in the creation and judgment of art. Art was now meant to come forth from within the 
artist, rather than from a depiction of the external visual world, and the standard for assessing 
the quality of a work of art became the character of the artist's feelings rather than an analysis 
of the composition.”  2

Art was no longer about the quality of the art or the physical subject it attempted to display, 
art was now about the feelings in a person’s soul. One artist affected by the imaginative design 
of Expressionism was Wassily Kandinsky. He understand a painting’s symbolic relationship with 
sound. Vibrant geometric and organic shapes against luminescent backdrops bounced around 
the canvas like music around a room, lighting up hearts and minds. Kandinsky once said, “the 
sound of colors is so definite that it would be hard to find anyone who would express bright 
yellow with bass notes or dark lake with treble.”  Kandinsky understood that people react to the 3

sounds they hear, especially music. He believed his paintings to be almost spiritual in nature. 
He believed, like many modernists, that art, and music, could be enlightening in a way religion 

 Liddell, C. B. "Metropolis - Arts & Entertainment | Rodchenko & Stepanova: Visions of 1

Constructivism." Metropolis - Arts & Entertainment | Rodchenko & Stepanova: Visions of 
Constructivism. May 13, 2010. Accessed March 09, 2016. http://metropolis.co.jp/arts/art-
reviews/rodchenko-stepanova-visions-of-constructivism/.

 The Art Story Foundation. "The Art Story: Modern Art Movements, Artists, Ideas and Topics." 2

The Art Story. 2009. Accessed March 06, 2016. http://www.theartstory.org/.

 Miller, Renée B. "Wassily Kandinsky's Symphony of Colors." Denver Art Museum. March 19, 3

2014. Accessed March 04, 2016. http://denverartmuseum.org/article/staff-blogs/wassily-
kandinskys-symphony-colors.

�1

http://www.theartstory.org/
http://metropolis.co.jp/arts/art-reviews/rodchenko-stepanova-visions-of-constructivism/
http://denverartmuseum.org/article/staff-blogs/wassily-kandinskys-symphony-colors


Kasey Hall

could not. Expressionism was a way to critique, and often criticize, the world around the artist, 
which became a vital part of modernist art and even current art today. 

A Bolshevik run Russia gave birth to a simple, easy to understand yet powerful art 
movement, Constructivism, in hopes of keeping abstract or expressive art away from its people. 
The movement took complex ideas and simplified them for a general public, helping to corral 
and persuade them. The term Constructivism as we know today was first created by Kasmir 
Malevich to explain the artwork of Aleksander Rodchenko. Rodchenko was an artist who 
emerged following the Russian Revolution, who created works of verious styles and was 
considered to be the first Constructivist artist.  His work, while simple in design and color, was 4

highly influential to later movements. “Rodchenko's graphic design works became an inspiration 
to many people in the western world including Jan Tschichold and the design motif of the 
constructivists is still borrowed, and stolen, from in much of graphic design today.” 
Constructivism trickled down over the ages to affect propaganda posters and towering 
architecture. Strong sharp angles and bold colors speak directly to the audience. Like the 
movements before it, Constructivism held on over the years.5

To speak of Postmodernism is to explain why it is unlike its predecessors. While Modernist 
artists sought emotions for their art, Postmodernists strived to create art for art’s sake and not 
for an audience, though they often spoke a message few could ignore. “Postmodernism was a 
reaction against modernism.”  It looks at the process of art, the approaches to art, but not the 6

feeling of art. Where Modernism glorified their world, Postmodernism criticized. They often 
subtly spoke on the hardships everyday man had to endure, sometimes without even realizing 
it. Modernists wanted to simplify and abstract the world until it could be easily understood. 
Postmodernists wanted their work to complicate lives and leave their viewers with a longing to 
understand. They believed people should challenge the norms of society.

Robert Indiana postulated that “Pop is everything art hasn't been for the last two decades...It 
springs newborn out of a boredom with the finality and over-saturation of Abstract-
Expressionism, which, by its own esthetic logic, is the END of art, the glorious pinnacle of the 
long pyramidal creative process. Stifled by this rarefied atmosphere, some young painters turn 
back to some less exalted things like Coca-Cola, ice-cream sodas, big hamburgers, super-
markets and 'EAT' signs. They are eye-hungry; they pop…”  Pop artists longed to find a true 7

meaning in the everyday monotony. They contrasted abstract expressionists by making a 
statement using the mundane. They desired to speak out against the capitalist stronghold most 
of the world felt. Andy Warhol is an exceedingly well known pop artist, made famous by his 
colorful reimagining of iconic symbols like celebrities or food items. He sought to make the 
thoughtless everyday beautiful and exciting again. At the same time he attempted to make a 
critical statement about the capitalist nation. Warhol chose to use bright, happy looking pop art 
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to make a loud political statement. Today, people look to the waves he made when decorating, 
designing or directing. The bright colors attract people and the simple shapes keep things easy 
to digest for those who only want to enjoy, not interpret, art, while leaving room for people to 
dissect if they choose. His images left a lasting impression due to their complex simple designs. 
Pop Art was loud, expressive and opinionated yet left room for people to understand in their way 
the message being stated.

During the 1960’s another movement washed over New York, Minimalism. This movement 
was a large white cube in an empty white room. Nothing loud, nothing dangerous, yet 
necessary. Minimalism greatly affected the world we live in today. Simple ways to intemperate 
ideas and objects helped to streamline society. Over the decades, the abstraction of 
Expressionism, understandable forms of Constructivism and bright colors of Pop Art melted 
together to make exceedingly simple, visually appealing designs that people could readily 
understand yet had room left to interpret. Minimalists sought to break down the formality of art 
and create something with no meaning, yet infinite meaning. This movement was about the art 
indefinitely. Frank Stella, a Minimalist artist in the 1960’s, wanted to see the art he made as the 
object of interest, not the emotions embed in it or the physical world around it. He wanted his 
viewers to see his art for what it was. When asked by a reporter what his art was, Stella 
described his work as “a flat surface with paint on it - nothing more.”  His art was a canvas with 8

paint on it, a bold statement. He did not want people hung up on the meaning or symbolism, he 
wanted people to admire the paint and canvas. That simplistic, direct thought process likely 
fueled the icons and symbols everyone uses today.

While Modernism and Postmodernism had radically different viewpoints and processes, both 
movements affected the world today. Kandinsky, Rodchenko, Warhol and Stella all went against 
the popular art of their time and created something brilliantly new and, while distrusted at first, 
their work set the foundation for artistic revolutions to come. Artists have to be willing to go 
against the popular themes of their time in order to leave lasting waves throughout art.
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