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History is hard to know, because of 

all the hired bullshit, but even without 

being sure of ‘history’ it seems entirely 

reasonable to think that every now and then 

the energy of a whole generation comes to 

a head in a long fine flash, for reasons that 

nobody really understands at 

the time - and which never 

explain, in retrospect, what 

actually happened.” (Hunter S. 

Thompson, Fear and Loathing 

in Las Vegas, 1971)

“Postmodernism” is a move-

ment that happened inside 

inverted commas; it was arch, 

self-referential, ironic, and play-

ful with its tongue, often, firmly 

in its cheek. Indeed, to call it 

a “movement” (those distanc-

ing punctuation marks again) is 

problematic. When we talk of 

postmodernism do we refer to 

a coherent set of practitioners 

in the fields of art, design and 

architecture with a manifesto 

of defining principles by which 

they sought to delineate their 

work from modernism, or are 

we dealing with a tag retrospectively and pre-

cariously attached to design that was daring 

and befuddling, simultaneously courting and 

shaking off significance?

The V&A’s major autumn exhibition, 

Postmodernism: Style and Subversion 1970-
1990, which the curators claim to be the first 

“in-depth survey” of PoMo, attempts, with 

varying degrees of success, to describe a nar-

rative of postmodernism. We are asked to 

consider the nature and legacy of this most 

uncertain and slippery of movements.

If, in the classical and indeed medieval 

worlds, all roads led to Rome, for the postmod-

ernist, all highways led from Las Vegas. And 

it is in this oasis of capitalism in the Nevada 

desert, where the sand turns to gold, that we 

begin. Learning from Las Vegas, architects 

Robert Venturi and Denise Scott Brown’s 

record of late 1960s study trips to the city, 

caused a sensation in the architectural world 

when it was published - in a quotation fea-

tured on the dust jacket of various editions, the 

Ohio Review called it a “dangerous book”.

Venturi and Scott Brown wrote in the 

preface: “Passing through Las Vegas is Route 
91, the archetype of the com-
mercial strip, the phenomenon at 
its purest and most intense. We 
believe a careful documentation 
and analysis of its physical form 
is as important to architects and 
urbanists today as were the studies 
of medieval Europe and ancient 
Greece and Rome to earlier gener-
ations.” It was this blurring of high 

and low culture, the claim to sig-

nificance of the “vulgar” alongside 

the “refined”, that was the book’s 

central challenge and, perhaps, 

offers the closest to an underlying 

precept that postmodernism can 

muster. Next to an iconoclastic 

image of the death of modernism, 

in the form of the 1972 demolition 

of the Pruitt-Igoe housing complex, 

Venturi and Scott Brown’s work 

is a fitting introduction to the cre-

ative themes of the subsequent two decades 

explored by the exhibition.

Leaving Las Vegas and its kitsch 

playgrounds, it was Italy in the early 

1980s where the product language of 

postmodernism as we recognise it was 

defined. Two influential design groups - 
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Memphis and Studio Alchymia - transported 

postmodernism’s interests in pop-culture, 

surface, and play into the realm of furniture, 

lighting and ceramics. We have Ettore 

Sottsass’ creations, typified by a bright 

primary colour palette and clashing pattern. 

His Casablanca sideboard (for Memphis, 

1981) also demonstrates postmodernism’s 

predilection for cheap materials, plastic 

laminate here: an intentionally ersatz surface 

aesthetic became a PoMo motif. It is perhaps 

no surprise that Karl Lagerfeld, himself 

celebrated in the V&A’s retrospective for the 

Ettore Sottsass’ creations 
were typified by a bright 
primary colour palette 
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“postmodernisation” of fashion house Chanel 

through overt foregrounding of brand identity, 

owned a flat filled with Memphis furniture.  

We see Martine Bedin’s Super lamp 

(1981, again Memphis), a portable hedge-

hog of bulbs on wheels, that, depending on 

one’s perspective, illustrates postmodernism’s 

witty pop sensibility, or its ridiculous vacuity. 

Teapots by Peter Shire and Sottsass, bold in 

their architectural forms but singularly ineffi-

cient in the pouring of tea, sit nearby Michele 

de Lucchi’s toy-like prototypes for domestic 

devices. The objects are interesting, but as 

wit is integral to the postmodernist spirit, the 

pieces, as a joke loses its impact on retell-

ing, suffer in collection. Indeed, among the 

teapots and trendy, perm-legged stools the 

curators appear to lose some conviction in 

their overarching narrative: “No single strategy 

binds postmodernism together. The move-

ment was a convergence of like-minded prac-

titioners, not a group marching in lockstep,” 

the exhibition signage reads.

We move past a recreation of Hans 

Hollein’s Facade from Strada Novissima, 

columns of mock marble, faux dilapidation 

and playful architectural reference which 

are not so much iconic as ironic, through an 

exhibition space styled somewhere between a 

Laser Quest and a sticky-floored 80s themed 

nightclub (but then what more postmodern-

ist spaces?). Here is the very danger of falling 

down PoMo’s rabbit hole of self-reflexive 

kitsch and seeing all through the goggles of 

irony. There’s a temptation in talking about 

postmodernism to understand knowing nods 

in everything. The show itself is a case in 

point - is the sponsorship of Barclay’s Wealth 

coincidence or comment on PoMo’s inevi-

table and self-destructive alliance with capital-

ism? Exhibitions inevitably end with the gift 

shop; here that seems particularly wry.   

The exhibition riffs on postmodernism’s 

engagement with pop culture with Ridley 

Scott’s 1982 Blade Runner offering the 

archetype of the post-apocalyptic urban dys-

topia with which the movement seemed so 

interested. Projections of Grace Jones, David 

Byrne of Talking Heads and German émigré 

performer Klaus Nomi, complete with rubber 

tuxedo, compete in disorientating cacophony.

However, it is the section exploring graph-

ics and magazine culture in which the show 

really hits its stride. Neville Brody’s creative 

directorship of The Face and i-D magazines 

oversaw a style typified by cut-and-paste 

graphics and inventive typography. Such 

magazines were of particular significance 

because, in a pre-internet age, they played 

a key role in disseminating the ideas and 

stylistic sensibilities of postmodernist design 

amongst a self-selecting audience. Peter 

Saville’s album cover for New Order’s 1983 

LP Power, Corruption and Lies, which uses a 

19th century still-life by Henri Fantin-Latour, 

is shown as an example of postmodernism’s 

appropriation and recontextualisation of 

imagery. Furthermore, in a manifestation of 

play, the colour bars in the top right corner 

are not graphic proofing strips but give the 

record’s name in a code. Brody, recently 

appointed director of the RCA’s Department 

of Communications, and Saville, who 

designed the England football team’s 2010 

jersey, have shown the flexibility to transcend 

postmodernism whilst carrying its legacy of 

wit, playfulness and the subcultural. 

Graphics aside, we see in postmodernist 

products and architecture a style that feels 

peculiarly dated, noticeably alien to current 

taste. Despite claims that in the age of Lady 

Gaga and Dubai we are more postmodernist 

that we have ever been, perhaps the defining 

irony is that, for all its pretence of subver-

sion, postmodernism cannot escape from 

its period. Even Las Vegas, after its late 20th 

century resurgence, now offers a different 

version of excess and conspicuous consump-

tion. ❙

The movement was a 
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