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¢ EOPLF care more about being

thought to have good taste

than about being thought of as
cither good, clever or amiable " S
said Samuel Butler. He T
haps have confined his observation to
the British who, because of our obv
ous lack of artistic gifts, value good
taste above ail other attnbutes.

Bu being Britsh we find we are
ncapable of talking about good and
d taste coherently, and when called

o judge, commend and define
ken with doubt and

&

because taste in Brtain

ocs with appea A
and all of these things still have the
power 10 cause us embarrassment. In
fart. that is why any discussion of
taste is considered 1o be, well, in
rather poor taste
Never was thus more palpable than
at the seminar on taste held this week
at The Design Museum in 1 3
Designers and arbiters of style gath:
ered in one large, spartan room and
uickly agreed that there was no suc
thing as good taste, and that pro-
nouncements on taste were little more.
than rank snobb ard of
dradly put-down of Michael Heseltine
of whom it was said — my dear — he
had filled his beautiful old house with
bought, rather than inhernited, furni-
ture We shuddered
because each one
d

o)
low alike, new money and ol

There were 70 of us in that room,
which made exactly 70 Incorrigible
and deluded hypocrites. | suspect — in
fact I know — that everyone attending
that seminar had a very clear idea
about good taste Publicly we chant
chacun 4 son godt, mon brave, but

- All a matter of taste
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Dagens Industri, 28 March, 1996

THE SATURDA

OLUMN

With questionable good taste, HENRY PORTER
sets out to define this most elusive of attributes

privately we recoil at the awfulness of
our neighbour’s aspiration, his term-
ble sense of colour and his oscillating
pursuit of fashion and nmtll{

André Putman, the distinguished
French designer, captured our demo-
cratic mood. * The idea of good taste is
an absolute nightmare,” she said. “I

e that we use it so much It is &
stupid invention of the arrogant.” She
went on 10 talk about style, but natu-
rally enough did allow herself to admit
she was still talking
“Style is a cocktail of 1 s I's free-

m_If you don't have Ireedom to do
what you want, you don't have style
Style is a certain bliss in your life, a
certain sympathy,” all of which sees
10 me a very good starting point to
define good taste

1 believe in good taste, chiefly
because | don't possess it and no
amount of earnest poring over back
copies of House and Garden magai
or descriptions of Vita Sackville
West's at Siss: wil

ol be i .,,;.i:‘...'.’."' '

woul nes )

out perfectly apt Theirs is the
1 of taste which is

ifceent but edo to il b ¢

of taste, rather, it [
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The Independent, 26 June, 1995

0bvious fraud, even thotgh nooe of us.
these days is I¢?4Mh.
o T /104
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Armani pret & mh":
your bid for taste Indeed you
will find that good taste. con.
sists of 1 that are fas moce jaded,
tied, rusted, crarked. frayed.
any

worn than or

desigoer allows. You camot i
even if you are the Amencan fash-
100 dest Ralph Laures who fell in

love the English cosntry house
"M"'lﬂl-lbum“l&'hlﬁ
of Old-Vi bncadrac to dress
his store 00 Madison Avenve. The
hunting boots, salmon rods and
sticks propped an
rhreas o Ui shan sarovodinc
M-r,:‘nohnh' 10 good tast
T %0 €, no
Rather it is the operation of an individ
o s ey e
on
e 5 rker than pemiiog
pwullll:"hm’ 0 what
you like, this is not a self-conscious
exercise because you should never be
st Any’ chpresasn ening
from this process comes naturally
cannot be dreamt up beforehand
“There s, ha , ooe l“m-ﬁ;c‘-
the Mu'&l’m colours m
shapes are available,
indeed their histories, . places
are choice —
rrnlm. but certainly restricted

Daily Telegraph, 20 May, 1996
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Hosen by Conran but Ne s offering

1s naffin good taste guide

; Culture is entirely in the eye of the beholder, ite. “T like the colour and the.
say the style experts.
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Taste

Taste is a difficult subject to tackle in 800 words.
Immanuel Kant devoted a whole book to the subject (Kritik
der Urteilskraft), while Beau Brummel, the 19th Century
English gentleman, devoted his whole life to cultivating it.
In addition, | should confess from the outset that | am
generally regarded as not having any.

Does that matter? It's not very often that someone
admits to having no taste — most people believe themselves
to be in possession of impeccable taste. Taste, like beauty,
is commonly regarded as being in the eye of the beholder,
so how can anyone not have it? The answer is that neither
taste nor beauty are wholly subjective qualities, at least
not in the sense in which that is usually understood. Taste
is not something that a person cultivates by himself, in a
vacuum. Rather, it is a manifestation of some aspect of
society, whether it is class, the collective unconscious or
the zeitgeist. The most obvious candidate is social class.
How a person dresses or decorates their home is certainly
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as reliable a guide to their place in society as what school
they went to and what accent they have. When people say
something is in bad taste, they usually mean the taste
they associate with someone of an inferior class. People
reserve their greatest scorn for the taste of those in the
class directly beneath them. In this light, the social
function of taste, particularly in England, is to preserve the
class system.
Insofar as taste is a largely conservative force, main-

taining rather than disrupting prevailing social conditions, it
is similar to other cohesive forces such as religion and
ideology. One view of taste, particularly taste in high fashion,
is that it has taken the place of religion for the social elites
of the developed world. It's certainly true that many of the
key concepts in the sociology of religion can equally well
be applied to fashion. For instance, the latest Manolo
Blahnik shoe is an object of such intense worship in
certain circles it has become a “sacred object", much like
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Nicholas Blincoe, John Hart and Toby Young in London.

“Is there anyone here with free taste?” Toby Young flung the question
from the podium. The place was London; the occasion, the premiére
of Blend Collection. Modern Review, the arts magazine founded by
Toby Young, had organised a well-attended seminar on good versus
bad taste - and the discussion was a lively one. The word, “taste’”, has
been a recurring theme of the project and the exhibitions ever since.

In Paris, Stephen Calloway spoke with great insight about the
respective designer's ashtray. The subject was not directly that of
taste, but it is nonetheless the case that the audience often had
completely different views of what they saw in the exhibition. And
perhaps one might be permitted to refer to this as taste.



In Stockholm influential architects and designers had been invited to
treat the subject in a variety of ways. “Where are we headed in a
society dominated by media and communication?" asked Gaetano
Pesce, who was hot news this summer with his massive exhibition, Le
temps des questions (Time for questions) at the Georges Pompidou
Centre in Paris.

The speeches which, apart from the one given by artist and
architect, Pesce, were given by Gillo Dorfles (top picture), Professor of
Aesthetics, Stephen Calloway, writer and museum curator, Mauro
Baracco (bottom picture), architect and Professor, Mattia Bonetti,
designer, and Lionel Lambourne, museum curator, led to a wide
range of reflections on the subject. The titles of the talks included
Everyone's right and no one’s possession, Taste as behaviour, Beyond
taste and after trends, Leaders and followers in the creative press,
and Kitsch as deliberate bad taste.

Most of the designers and architects taking part in the project are
not interested in taste. And particularly not in the division into good
and bad taste, which many regard as a social invention - a way for one
group to oppress another. The word “taste” can, however, be replaced
with such words as beauty or culture, or as Andrée Putman would
have it, style. In London, she said, “Style is a cocktail of things. It's
freedom. If you don't have the freedom to do what you want, you don't
have style. Style is a certain bliss in your life, 2 certain sympathy” All
of which would seem to be 2 good starting point for defining taste.

However, taste differs from religion in that it is in a

constant state of flux. Jesus Christ has been the principa
object of worship for practising Christians for the last two
thousand years, whereas fashions change on an almost
daily basis. If taste does play a part in demarcating
different social classes it does so by requiring members of
each class to constantly revise and update their furniture,
their wardrobes and the paintings they hang on their walls.
That is to say, if taste is a fundamentally conservative force
it only achieves this by appearing to be in a state of
permanent revolution.

This is the most fascinating aspect of taste: it is para-
doxical. Another paradox is that, while taste may not be 2
matter of individual choice it nevertheless must appear to
be so from the point of view of the person being
influenced by it. For instance, the real reason someone
buys red tag Levis rather than orange tag Levis is because
they are supposedly in better taste, but in order for taste
to work its magic it must appear to be an autonomous
choice uninfluenced by prevailing notions of good taste.

“| just happen to like them better a person might well say
temporarily forgetting that everyone he knows also
happens to like them better as well.

In the fashion industry, this paradox is expressed by the
supposed difference between “style” and “fashion”. The
real art of promoting a brand like, say, Calvin Klein, is to
persuade people that it is both in fashion and a reflection
of their own, unique personal style. Oddly, the fact that
these two qualities are so different as to be blatantly
contradictory doesn't seem to trouble people. It is a bit like
regarding your blood type as something expressive of your
individuality, even though it might be something you have
in common with 50% of the human population.

This is the answer to the question | posed at the
beginning: taste is an objective, quantifiable, social
phenomenon but, in order to exercise the power over us
that it does, it must appear to be wholly subjective from
our own internal perspective. When | say | have no taste
what | mean is | refuse to entertain the illusion that my
taste is in any meaningful sense “my” taste. | like to think
recognise that | am merely a puppet dancing as society
pulls the strings. However, in truth, when | do buy a pair of
red tag Levis | can't quite dismiss the idea that they just
happen to suit me better than orange tag Levis.

In this respect | am like everyone else when it c«

taste. To paraphrase Wittgen

TOSY YOUNG was $he founding Editor of Moder Review n London
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