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Introduction: The Paradigmatic Shift in Post-1945 Visual Culture

The landscape of art history underwent a seismic transformation following the cessation of World War II. As 

documented in David Hopkins' seminal work, After Modern Art 1945–2000(and its expanded 2017 edition), the

period marks a transition from the heroic narratives of High Modernism to the fragmented, pluralistic, and often

contentious realm of the contemporary. This transition is not merely a chronological progression but a complex

interplay of geopolitical shifts—most notably the migration of the art world's 'capital' from Paris to New York—and

theoretical ruptures that challenged the very definition of the 'art object.'

Understanding this era requires a rigorous examination of the Neo-Avant-Garde, the influence of mass media, and

the persistent legacy of Dada and Surrealism. For scholars, curators, and practitioners, the period between 1945

and 2017 represents a laboratory of human expression where political upheaval, technological advancement, and

identity politics converged to redefine aesthetic value. This article provides a high-level technical breakdown of

these movements, the methodologies employed by David Hopkins, and a structured analysis of the evolution of art

in the late 20th and early 21st centuries.

Core Concepts and Theoretical Framework

To navigate the complexities of postwar art, one must first establish a baseline of the theoretical frameworks that 

govern the discourse. David Hopkins, a Professor of Art History at the University of Glasgow and an expert on 

Dada and Surrealism, utilizes a unique interpretative lens that seeks to bridge the gap between historical

precedent and contemporary innovation.

The Greenbergian Formalism vs. The Duchampian Legacy

A primary tension in postwar art exists between Formalism—advocated by critics like Clement Greenberg—and 

the Conceptualismrooted in Marcel Duchamp’s readymades. Formalism emphasizes the inherent qualities of the

medium (e.g., the flatness of the canvas, the properties of pigment), while the Duchampian legacy prioritizes the

idea or context over the physical execution. Hopkins’ analysis frequently navigates these poles, illustrating how

artists moved away from 'opticality' toward 'social and political engagement.'

The Neo-Avant-Garde Mechanism

The term Neo-Avant-Garde refers to the resurgence of radical artistic strategies (performance, installation, 

collage) that were first pioneered in the early 20th century. However, in the postwar context, these strategies were 

often institutionalized or modified to respond to the rise of consumer culture. The mechanical reproduction of 

images, as theorized by Walter Benjamin, became a central technical concern, leading to the development of Pop 

Art and Post-Painterly Abstraction.

Technical Analysis: Chronological and Thematic Workflows

The progression of art since 1945 can be categorized into distinct phases, each defined by specific technical



methodologies and socio-political catalysts. The following sections outline the engineering of these movements.

1. The Era of High Abstraction (1945–1960)

Following the trauma of the war, artists sought a universal language. In the United States, this manifested as 

Abstract Expressionism(Action Painting and Color Field Painting). The technical workflow shifted from

representation to the physical act of painting itself.

•  Action Painting: Artists like Jackson Pollock utilized the 'drip' technique, involving the controlled application of 

household enamel paint onto unprimed canvas placed on the floor. This removed the easel and the traditional 

'hand' of the artist in favor of indexicality—where the paint serves as a physical trace of the artist’s movement.

•  Color Field Painting: Mark Rothko and Barnett Newman focused on large-scale chromatic saturation to evoke 

sublime emotional responses, utilizing thin layers of oil or acrylic to achieve depth and luminosity.

2. The Pop Revolution and the Commodity Object (1960s)

The 1960s saw a technical pivot toward commercial lithography and silkscreening. Pop Art challenged the

'uniqueness' of the art object by adopting the tools of mass production. Andy Warhol’s 'Factory' serves as the

ultimate case study in the de-individualization of artistic labor.

3. Minimalism and Conceptualism: The Reduction of the Object

Minimalism sought to remove all metaphor and emotion, focusing instead on industrial fabrication. Artists like 

Donald Judd utilized steel, aluminum, and Plexiglas, often outsourcing the actual construction to industrial factories. 

This led directly to Conceptual Art, where the 'score' or the 'instruction' for the work was the art itself, and the

physical manifestation was secondary or even non-existent.

Comparative Analysis of Major Postwar Movements

The following table provides a structured comparison of the core characteristics and technical focuses of the

movements discussed within the Oxford History of Art framework.



Movement Primary Technical 
Medium

Core Philosophical 
Objective

Key Aesthetic Quality

Abstract Expressionism Oil/Enamel on Canvas Expression of the 
subconscious and 
universalism.

Gestural, scale-heavy, non-
representational.

Pop Art Silkscreen, Collage, Found 
Objects

Critique of consumerism 
and celebrity culture.

Flat, bright colors, 
mechanical finish.

Minimalism Industrial Materials (Steel, 
Fluorescent light)

Exploration of space and 
objecthood.

Geometric, repetitive, non-
referential.

Conceptualism Text, Photography, 
Performance

Dematerialization of the art 
object.

Instruction-based, 
intellectual, non-visual.

Post-Modernism Multimedia, Digital, 
Appropriation

Deconstruction of 'Master 
Narratives'.

Eclectic, ironic, politically 
charged.

Methodological Approach: Interrogating the 'Baffling' Nature of Art

As noted in the descriptions of Hopkins’ book, contemporary art can often appear baffling or disturbingto the

uninitiated. A technical writer’s approach to de-mystifying this involves a three-step interpretive process:

Step 1: Formal Description (The 'How')

Analyze the physical properties. Is the work a performance? Is it made of ephemeral materials like ice or organic 

matter? The choice of medium in postwar art is rarely neutral; it carries inherent semiotic weight. For instance, 

Joseph Beuys’ use of fat and feltwas inextricably linked to his personal mythology and themes of healing and

insulation.

Step 2: Contextual Mapping (The 'Where' and 'When')

Evaluate the historical moment. How does the work respond to the Cold War, the Civil Rights Movement, or the rise 

of the Internet? Hopkins emphasizes that art does not exist in a vacuum but is a reaction to (and participant in) the 

cultural zeitgeist.

Step 3: Critical Synthesis (The 'Why')

Connect the work to existing theoretical discourses. Does it utilize Appropriation to critique authorship? Does it 

use Institutional Critiqueto expose the power dynamics of the gallery system? By applying these filters, the

'baffling' nature of the work is decoded into a logical series of rhetorical moves.

Implementation Guide: Conducting a Postwar Art Historical Analysis

For researchers and students utilizing Hopkins' 1945–2017 edition, the following procedure is recommended for

evaluating specific works or periods:

1.  Identify the Axis of Influence: Determine if the work leans toward American formalist traditions or European 

conceptual/surrealist traditions.

2.  Analyze the Relationship with the Viewer: Post-1945 art often breaks the 'fourth wall.' Evaluate if the work 

requires active participation (e.g., Happenings) or if it relies on the viewer’s physical presence (e.g., Minimalism).

3.  Assess the Technological Integration: Identify the use of non-traditional tools. This includes the move from 



analog photography to digital manipulation, and the incorporation of video/time-based media.

4.  Examine the Political Dimension: Determine how the work addresses issues of gender, race, or globalization. 

Contemporary art since the 1990s has become increasingly preoccupied with Relational Aesthetics—art that takes 

as its theoretical horizon the realm of human interactions and its social context.

Case Studies in Postwar Innovation

Case Study A: The Transition from 2000 to 2017

In the updated editions of his work, David Hopkins addresses the radical shift caused by the Digital Revolution. 

The years between 2000 and 2017 saw the rise of 'Post-Internet Art,' where the boundary between the physical 

gallery and the digital screen became porous. This era is characterized by high-velocity image circulationand

the use of algorithmic logic as a creative tool.

Case Study B: The Influence of Dada on Contemporary Practice

Hopkins argues that the 'Anti-Art' sentiment of Dada remains the most potent force in contemporary creativity. By 

analyzing the works of artists like Damien Hirst or the Chapman Brothers, one can trace a direct lineage back to 

the Surrealist Provocation. The technical execution involves a 'Shock Value' mechanism—utilizing disturbing

imagery or controversial subjects to bypass intellectual filters and elicit a raw emotional or visceral response.

Potential Analytical Challenges and Troubleshooting

When studying the 1945–2017 period, certain obstacles frequently arise for the researcher:

•  Problem: Lack of traditional aesthetic 'beauty' leads to dismissal. Solution: Shift the evaluation metric from 

Aesthetics to Semantics. Ask what the work means rather than how it looks.

•  Problem: Overwhelming volume of movements and 'isms'. Solution: Use a matrix approach to group 

movements by their core 'reaction' (e.g., those reacting against the market, those reacting against the canvas).

•  Problem: Difficulty in accessing original contexts for ephemeral works (Performance/Happenings). Solution: 

Rely on Documentation Analysis—viewing photographs, scores, and manifestos as the primary technical record of 

the work.

Synthesis: The Future of the 'After Modern' Narrative

The study of art since 1945 reveals a trajectory of increasing complexity and global integration. As David Hopkins

illustrates in his concise interpretation, the period is defined by a move away from the 'Universal Truths' of the early

20th century toward a more nuanced, localized, and technologically driven understanding of what it means to

create. The 'baffling' and 'provocative' nature of contemporary art is not a failure of the medium but its greatest

strength; it reflects the instability and dynamism of the modern world.

Ultimately, After Modern Art 1945–2017serves as a technical manual for decoding the visual language of our

time. By understanding the mechanical, theoretical, and political underpinnings of these movements, we gain the

tools necessary to navigate the ongoing evolution of human culture. The shift from the physical object to the

conceptual framework, the rise of the global biennial circuit, and the integration of digital life into aesthetic practice

ensure that the story of art remains a vital, albeit challenging, field of inquiry for the foreseeable future.
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