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Between late 1900s and the end of the 1920s, all key modern visual communication techniques were developed:


photo and film montage, 

collage, 

classical film language, 

surrealism, 

the use of sex appeal in advertisement, 

use of unusual points of view (“new vision”),

the language of geometric abstraction, which is adopted by modern graphic design (simple geometric forms, negative space, primary colors, etc.) and abstract filmmaking and animation;

modern typography (sans serif all capitals or all lower-case, strong hierarchy of elements, use of type of graphic elements, etc.)

multiple points of view (as in Cubism),
superimposition of images,

the use of a close-up to show an object or a face. 

(Not incidentally, during the same decade, the designer, the advertising man, the cinematographer acquire professional status). Of course, in the later decades of the twentieth century these techniques are further developed and refined. The quick cutting of such films as The Man with a Movie Camera (Vertov, 1929) is speeded up in music videos and commercials while its experiments in compositing become the norm of digital filmmaking (1990s-). The treatment of type as a graphic element, pioneered by “New Typography” of Jan Tschichold and El Lissitzky, reaches new intensity in both print and video media produced in the recent decades (which in large part was stimulated by the availability of such software as Ilustrator, Photoshop and After Effects). All too classical juxtapositions of Surrealists acquire baroque intensity in modern advertisements. The sex appeal pioneered by J. Walter Thompson’s ads in 1922, as timid as Giotto's first attempts at representing a coherent three-dimensional space, reaches Tintoretto-like mastery and aggressiveness after the “sex revolution” of the 1960s. 

But were any new visual techniques developed after the 1920s that were as different from modernist techniques, as these modernist techniques themselves were in relation to visual culture of the nineteenth century? (I am talking about the techniques used in mass communication rather than in science and business). Lets try to make such a list of new techniques: the use of multiple levels of transparency in print and moving image design; blur effects; 3-D computer-generated interactive spaces and animations; information visualization. But even these new methods rely on the more radical innovations in visual thinking of the early twentieth century: the color combinations which aggressively use all of color spectrum including all pairs of complimentary colors; the bold use of asymmetry for all compositions, from typography to film; the refusal of ornament and decoration in favor of clean planar and curved surfaces; the diagonal as the basic organizational access; the representation of reality as an abstract diagram (in geometric abstraction). So if we marvel at multiple layers of imagery as seen today in a TV commercial, a motion graphic film, or music video, this only extends the principle of juxtaposing different worlds via photo-montage or via simultaneously exposed frames in cinema of the 1920s. The difference is qualitative rather than quantitative. Although visually the effect of hundreds of layers carefully composited in 32bit at 4K resolution on Flame or Inferno workstation is rather different than just two layers of moving images superimposed in The Man with a Movie Camera or a dozen separate images glued next to each in a Metropolis collage by Man Ray, the later example relies on the novel idea of constructing meaning by juxtaposing different images in the same space which was fully articulated by these modernist artists. In short, although its stylistics and poetics may be new, the grammar of contemporary “screen media” – the way meaningful statements are constructed and understood - was developed during the machine age.

Indeed, considered not only against the background of the nineteenth century but against all of human cultural history, modernist avant-garde breaks from the conventions which were shared by all visual cultures before twentieth century: symmetry and ornament. The desire to cover all forms with repeating patterns (whether abstract of figurative) and to reflect all flat and 3D dimensional forms against the axes of symmetry seem to be universal, something wired in human cultural genome – that is, it seemed that way until the beginning of the twentieth century when these universals were quickly abandoned in favor of new principles. 

In my view, nothing as radical as this ever happened in the history of visual culture before, or after. And if we add all other new communication techniques, or operations, which I listed above, developed in the 1910s-1920s, we realize that today we living in the visual world those key principles were formulated during this decade. The operations introduced by modernist avant-garde turn out to be sufficiently effective to last until the end of industrial age and well into information age. Commercial media only pushes further what was already invented, “intensifying” particular operations and mixing them together in new combinations. In short, the arrival of information society which according to sociologists took place already some time ago did not seem to bring fundamentally new techniques of visual communication. Is it still did not invent its own languages -- or maybe it simply has no need for them?

As I already noted, nineteenth century artists, artists and craftsman were already fully dealing with the new industrial situation – French Impressionists painted such new subjects as trains and train stations; Russian realists painted workers; British artists associated with Arts and Craft movement were forming workshops to produce well-crafted objects as an alternative to a poor quality of industrially produced goods. And even the fate of Anna Karenina turns out to be intrinsically linked to new industrial technologies: she throughs herself under the train because she does not get in time written note by Vrosnky which was supposed to be delivered by a horse-driven messenger. And the two pages describing Anna in the minutes immediately before her suicide, written by Tolstoy in the 1877, themselves can be said to embody new post-industrial vision: Anna’s distorted perception of reality is rendered using effects which we normally associate with Cubist, Expressionist and montage schools which came only decades later.

But despite these multiple reactions and engagements, a case can be made that the modernist artists were able to formulate new communication techniques only when they systematically engaged with new representational, communication, and material media: photography, film, electric light and motors, offset printing, concrete. For instance, as it well demented, painters such as Degas adopted new compositional effects that already were common in photography of the time. The introduction of paint in small metal tubes allows Impressionists to leave the studios to document new urban reality of their time. And of course, without being able to actually project film directors would not be able to develop the editing techniques, which rely on the precise timing of different shots. 

