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Charles Jencks, an authority on postomodern architecture and art, provides a useful scanning of the term postmodern. But what does it mean in practice? Does “postmodern” accurately aum up the story of what we are present? Or is it just a fashionable term that leaves us unenlightened about our true historical condition?



First, let’s consider the WORD…


What do you mean postmodern? The confusion is advertised by the “post” prefixed to “modern”. Postmodernism identifies itself by something it isn’t. It isn’t modern anymore. But in what sense exactly is it post…


-as a result of modernism?


-the aftermath of modernism?


-the afterbirth of modernism?


-the development of modernism?


-the denial of modernism?


-the rejection of modernism?


Postmodern has been used in a mix-and-match of some or all of these meanings. Postmodernism is a confusion of meanings stemming from two riddles…


-it resists and obscures the sense of modernism


-it implies a complete knowledge of the modern which has been surpassed by a new age.


A new age? An age, any age, is defined by the evidence of historic changes in the way we see, think and produce. We can identify these changes as belonging to the spheres of art, theory and economic history, and explore them for a practical definition of postmodernism.


Let’s begin with art by tracing the genealogy of postmodern art.





PART ONE: THE GENEALOGY OF POSTMODERN ART


We could begin by visiting an installation by the Conceptual artist Daniel Buren (b.1939), entitled On two levels with two colours (1976), which features a vertically striped band at the floor levels of two adjoining gallery rooms, one at a step up from the other. Empty rooms, nothing else…
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HOW DID WE GET TO THIS? DO WE WANT TO STAY? HOW DO WE LEAVE, IF WE WANT TO?





Buren’s installation is not necessarily a representative example of art in the postmodern age. But it is a good place to start from, in the sense of where modernism itself has arrived at through a persistent history of innovation.



What’s Modern? The Shock of the Old


Modern comes from the Latin word modo, meaning “just now”. Since when have we been modern? For a surprisingly long time, as the following example shows.


Around 1127, the Abbot Suger began reconstructing his abbey basilica of St. Denis in Paris. His architectural ideas resulted in something never seen before, a “new look” neither classically Greek nor Roman nor Romanesque.


Suger didn’t know what to call it, so he fell back on the Latin, opus modernum. A modern work.
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JUST A MINUTE…HOW CAN YOU CALL YOURSELVES MODERN IF YOU’RE REVIVING SOMETHING THAT’S ANCIENT?


BECAUSE NATURE AND REASON HAVE SHOWN US THAT THE CLASSICAL IS THE ONLY TRUE AND PERENNIALLY MODERN STYLE.





Suger helped to inaugurate an immensely influential architectural style which became known as the Gothic.


Gothic was in fact a term of abuse, coined by Italian Renaissance theorists, meaning a northern or German barbaric style. The ideal style of Renaissance architects and artists was the classical Greek, or what they called the antica e buona maniera moderna – the ancient and good modern style.


Ever since then, architects have been arguing about what best represents a perennial style – classical, gothic, modern or even postmodern.



Dialectical Antagonism


At least since medieval times, there has been a motivating sense of antagonism between “then” and “now”, between ancient and modern. Historical periods in the West have followed one another in disaffinity with what has gone before. A rejection of one’s immediate predecessors seems almost instinctively generational.


The result of this historical dialectic (from the Greek, debate or discourse) is that Western culture recognizes no single tradition.


History is carved up into conceptual periods –
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and so on. These antagonistic periods are Western culture’s sets of tradition, a sort of “periodic table” of tradition.


Tradition in the West is constituted and indeed energized by what is in combat with it.


Another peculiarity of Western culture is its strongly historicist bias, a belief that history determines the way things are and must be.
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WHAT WE PRODUCE IS ALWAYS MILES AHEAD OF WHAT WE THINK.


Darling. it’s arrived…WORKLESS WASHDAYS at last!





Karl Marx’s dialectical materialism provided the classic historicist formula.


Marxism established a structural difference between society’s traditional or cultural institutions and its economic productive forces. Rapid-paced progress occurs in the infrastructure, the economic sphere of productive activities which supports but also subverts the superstructure, the social sphere of ideology which includes religion, art, politics, law and all traditional attitudes. The superstructure evolves more slowly and is more resistant to change than the economic infrastructure, especially in the modern industrial age of advanced capitalism.


The ways we think – or better, those assumptions we take for granted – are pre-established by superstructural ideologies.
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TOO CRUDE, TOO MECHANICAL. IF THINKING IS ALL PRE-ESTABLISHED BY IDEOLOGY, WHERE DOES THE FREEDOM TO THIHK SCIENTIFICALLY COME FROM? AND WHERE DO YOU GET YOUR FREEDOM TO CRITICIZE? THE TAIL DOESN’T WAG THE DOG.





“Mankind always takes up only such problems as it can solve…we will always find that the problem itself arises only when the material conditions for its solution already exist or are at least in the process of formation.”


Karl Marx, preface to A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy (1859)



What’s MODERNISM?


The Marxian formula is still useful for understanding the different speed-lanes of change in the traditional and productive spheres of society.


Modernism, in the infrastructural productive sense, begins in the 1890s and 1900s, a time which experienced mass technological innovations, the second tidal wave of the Industrial Revolution begun nearly a century before.


New Technology


•the internal combustion and diesel engines; steam turbine electricity generators


•electricity and petrol as new sources of power


•the automobile, bus, tractor and aeroplane


•telephone, typewriter and tape machine as the basics of modern office and systems management


•chemical industry’s production of synthetic materials – dyes, man-made fibres and plastics


•new engineering materials – reinforced concrete, aluminium and chromium alloys
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Mass Media and Entertainment


•advertising and mass circulation newspapers (1890s)


•the gramophone (1877); the Lumière brothers invent cinematography and Marconi the wireless telegraph (1895)


•Marconi’s first radio wave transmission (1901)


•first movie theatre, the Pittsburgh Nickelodeon (1905)


Science


•genetics established in the 1900s


•Freud launches psychoanalysis (c.1900)


•discovery of uranium and radium radioactivity by Becquerel and the Curies (1897–9)


•Rutherford’s revolutionary new model of the atom overturns classical physics (1911)


•Max Planck’s quantum theory of energy (1900) revised by Niels Bohr and Rutherford (1913)


•Einstein’s Special and General theories of Relativity (1905 and 1916)
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It isn’t difficult to see how these innovations extend logically to postmodern scientific and information developments. Two examples…


1. The foundations of postmodern cosmology – atomic theory, quantum and Relativity – were laid down between the 1890s and 1916.


2. The modern copper telephone wire replaced with the postmodern fibre-optic cable increases the information data-load 250,000 times over (the entire contents of Oxford’s Bodleian Library transmitted in 42 seconds).


Modernism in the cultural or superstructural sense occupies the same period in the early 1900s – the heroic first phase of modernist experimentation in literature, music, the visual arts and architecture.



Picasso’s Big Bang


Despite the telephone, telegraphy and other such technological novelties, a photographic glimpse of everyday life circa 1907 looks to us entirely remote from “modernity”. Nothing prepares us – or indeed the good folk of 1907 – for the first truly modernist painting, Picasso’s Les Demoiselles d’Avignon, 1907.
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Those angular deformities and staring African mask faces depict prostitutes, partly expressing Picasso’s own panic about syphilis but, more importantly, proclaiming a new anti-representational model of [de]FORM[ation].
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WHY HAS THIS VIOLENCE TO REALISTIC REPRESENTATION IN ART COME ABOUT?






The Crisis of Representation


Some art historians have argued, to an extent correctly, that the invention of photography ended the authority of painting to reproduce reality. Painting pictures of “reality” had simply become obsolete. Technological innovation in the infrastructure had outstripped the superstructural traditions of visual art. Mass production (photography) replaced hand-crafted originality (art).
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YES! THAT’S GREAT!…SAY CHEESE…NOW…HOLD IT FOR 3MINS 45 SECS…





The crisis runs deeper than this crude but effective scenario suggests. The doctrine of realism itself was coming to an end.


Realism depends on a mirror theory of knowledge, essentially that the mind is a mirror of reality. Objects existing outside the mind can be represented (reproduced by a concept or work of art) in a way that is adequate, accurate and true.



Cézanne: the View Contains the Viewer


Paul Cézanne (1839–1906) did not scrap realism but revised it to include uncertainty in our perception of things. Representation had to account for the effect of interaction between seeing and the object, the variations of viewpoint and possibilities of doubt in what one sees.
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MERDE! WHO LEFT THAT LADDER THERE? IMPRESSIONISM HAS SHOWN HOW APPEARANCES CHANGE WITH THE LIGHT AND ARE AFFECTED BY RAPID MOVEMENT…. THAT’S NOT ENOUGH! WE DON’T SEE THINGS AS FIXED BUT AS SHIFTING. A TREE CHANGES IF MY GAZE SLIGHTLY SHIFTS.





Cézanne had taken a revolutionary new direction, painting not reality but the effect of perceiving it.


Cézanne was not interested simply to reproduce a fragmented, subjective view of reality. He sought after a basic foundation, a “unified field” theory that must underlie the variability of perception, and this he got from elementary geometric solids. In a famous letter of 1904, he advised, “…treat nature by the cylinder, the sphere, the cone.”
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UNCERTAINTY PRINCIPLE? UNIFIED FIELD THEORY? THESE MAKE CÉZANNE SOUND LIKE A — MODERN PHYSICIST!






The “Science” of Cubism
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THE UNCERTAINTY PRINCIPLE WAS NOT MINE: IT WAS THE DISCOVERY OF PHYSICIST WERNER HEISENBERG (1901–76), FORMULATED IN 1927 AS A CONSEQUENCE OF QUANTUM MECHANICS. IN SIMPLEST TERMS, IT STATES THAT THERE IS ALWAYS UNCERTAINTY IN SIMULTANEOUS MEASUREMENTS OF THE POSITION OF A PARTICLE… OUR ALBERT HOW CAN YOU BE SO SURE? ……AND THE UNIFIED FIELD THEORY WAS MY LIFETIME QUEST TO DEMONSTRATE HOW ALL NATURE’S FORCES DERIVE FROM ONE COMMON UNITY AND A SINGLE ULTIMATE LAW OF ACTION!





Cézanne was not a physicist, modern or otherwise. Nor indeed were his successors and heirs, the Cubists. What we have is one of those rare occasions in history when science and art arrive independently at complementary attitudes.


Cubism, unleashed by Picasso’s Demoiselles d’Avignon, was then developed by him, Georges Braque and others between 1907 and 1914.


A typical Cubist painting, Picasso’s Girl with a Mandolin (1910), takes Cézanne’s theories of variability and stability to an astounding logical conclusion.
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SIMPLIFICATION TO GEOMETRIC SHAPES AND PLANES MULTIPLE AND SIMULTANEOUS VIEWPOINTS INTERLOCKING MOVEMENTS SYNTHESIS OF SPACE AND FIGURE





The human figure simplified to geometry, interacting on a par with the space around it and treated like architecture, might be said to be dehumanized. Cubism agreed with modern physics in rejecting the notion of a single isolatable event – the view contains the viewer. This is not necessarily a dehumanizing limit but a recognition that the human is non-exceptional to reality.
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