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the politics of taste

After a certain point opinions on art are dismissed as mere “matters of taste”, supposedly because these responses are so 
personal that there could be no real gain from pressing the issue. In the present, when the “Contemporary” has replaced 
the “Modern,” it increasingly appears that those who are publicly writing and speaking about art often aren’t arguing about 
what Contemporary Art is and why it is important - but instead focus on situating it within a theoretical construct (ex-
plaining how it functions) which validates the work-as-art. It is as if the present generation, reeling in the wake of so called 
post-Modernity, are paralyzed from making value judgements, and with that has gone the arcane and quaint matters of 
aesthetic judgement, and Culture and Value. I suspect that this intellectual abdication of the realm of taste paved the way 
for the market driven excesses of the art world of the 1980s and 90s, an ever-corporatizing leviathan which we have yet to 
fully come to terms with culturally.

The philosopher and political historian Hannah Arendt has classified the problem of taste and its implications with such 
provocative clarity in her essay “The Crisis in Culture” from Between Past and Future (penguin 2006), that I believe it is 
worth quoting at length:

...Judging is one, if not the most, important activities in which this sharing-the-
world-with-others comes to pass.

What, however, is quite new and even startlingly new in Kant’s propositions in the 
Critique of Judgement is that he discovered this phenomenon of taste and hence 
the only kind of judgements which, since they concern merely aesthetic matters, 
have always been supposed to lie outside of the political realm as well as the do-
main of reason. Kant was disturbed by the alleged arbitrariness and subjectivity of 
de gustibus non disputandum est (which, no doubt, is entirely true for for pri-
vate idosyncracies), for this arbitrariness offended his political and not his aes-
thetic sense. Kant, who certainly was not oversensitive to beautiful things, was 
highly conscious of the public quality of beauty; and it was because of their 
public relevance that he insisted, in oppositions to the commonplace adage, that 
taste judgements are open to discussion because “we hope that the same plea-
sure is shared by others,” that taste can be subject to dispute, because it “ex-
pects agreement from everyone else.” Therefore taste, insofar as it, like any other 
judgement, appeals to common sense, is the very opposite of “private feelings.” In 
aesthetic no less than political judgements, a decision is made, and although this 
decision is always determined by a certain subjectivity, by the simple fact that 
each person occupies a place of his own from which he looks upon and judges 
the world, it also derives from the fact that the world itself is an objective da-
tum, something common to all its inhabitants. The activity of taste decides how 
this world, independent of its utility and our vital interests in it, is to look and 
sound, what men will see and what they will hear in it. Taste judges the world in 
its appearance and in its worldliness; its interest in the world is purely “disin-
terested,” and that means that neither the life interests of the individual nor the 
moral interests of the self are involved here. For judgements of taste, the world 
is the primary thing, not man, neither man’s life nor his self.

Taste judgements, furthermore, are currently held to be arbitrary because they do 
not compel in the sense in which demonstrable facts of truth proved by argument 
compel agreement. They share with political opinions that they are persuasive; 
the judging person - as Kant says quite beautifully - can only “woo the consent 
of everyone else” in the hope of coming to an agreement with him eventually. This 
“wooing” or persuading corresponds closely to what the Greeks called , 
the convincing and persuading speech which they regarded as the typically politi-
cal form of people talking with one another. Persuasion ruled the intercourse of 
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the citizens of the polis because it excluded physical violence; but the philoso-
phers knew that it was also distinguished from another non-violent form of co-
ercion, the coercion by truth. Persuasion appears in Aristotle as the opposite to 

, the philosophical form of speaking, precisely because this type of 
dialogue was concerned with knowledge and the finding of truth and therefore de-
manded a process of compelling proof. Culture and politics, then, belong together 
because it is not knowledge or truth which is at stake, but rather judgement and 
decision, the dudicious exchange of opinion about the sphere of public life and 
the common world, and the decision what manner of action is to be taken in it, as 
well as to how it is to look henceforth, what kind of things are to appear in it. 

To classify taste, the chief cultural activity, among man’s political abilities 
sounds so strange that I may add another much more familiar theoretically little-
regarded fact to these considerations. We all know very well how quickly people 
recognize each other, and how unequivocally they can feel that they belong to 
each other, when they discover a kinship in questions of what pleases and dis-
pleases. From the viewpoint of this common experience, it is as though taste 
decided not only how the world is to look, but also who belongs together in it. 
If we think of this sense of belonging in political terms, we are tempted to re-
gard taste as an essentially aristocratic principle of organization. But its politi-
cal significance is perhaps more far-reaching and at the same time more profound. 
Whenever people judge the things in the world that are common to them, there is 
more implied in their judgements than these things. By his manner of judging, the 
person discloses to an extent also himself, what kind of person he is, and this 
disclosure, which is involuntary, gains in validity to the degree that it has liberated 
itself from merely individual idiosyncrasies. Now, it is precisely the realm of act-
ing and speaking, that is, the political domain in terms of activities, in which this 
personal quality comes to the fore in public, in which the “who one is” becomes 
manifest rather than the qualities and individual talents he may possess.

It is through this lens I would like to invite interaction with the diverse content of this issue - in which these artists and 
writers have offered their thoughts and judgements, revealing themselves and building our common world. “The Question 
of Taste”, which has been conspicuously absent from our contemporary art dialog, is essentially about thinking and feeling 
deeply and sharing this with each other as peers inhabiting shared reality - a matter at the very heart of art and politics, and 
an issue which will deeply enrich contemporary art discourse when it returns to the fore.

-je 
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jarrett earnest: I want to talk about what moved you to 
start documenting Performance art, and what’s kept you doing 
it?

marion gray: I had just returned to Berkeley where I was working 
in art history and sculpture with  Peter Selz, Joan Brown, Peter 
Voulkos, and Jim Melchert. I was introduced to a whole new way 
of operating and engaging with the world - ideas and materials.
It was a real coming together of creative foreces from all sides,  
whether it was someone drumming on a bronze sculpture, a 
performance  gathering up in the hills with many participants or a 
showing of the experimental video, like Theresa Hak Kyung Cha’s 
Mouth to Mouth (1975). Being around those people changed my 
way of thinking about work and how to approach it. 

It was at this time I decided I wasn’t really an art historian. I’m 
still so glad I was at Berkeley then because of the energy.  I really 
sat down and asked myself “what is it I like?” “Well, I like to be at 
times by myself, but not on a daily work basis, so that eliminated 
being a writer.” I wanted to be out interacting with people and 
decided that the best solution was to commit to the photography 
I had been doing. So I bought two cameras, they were the first 
Olympus’ that I could carry - one for black and white, and one for 
color, and I would use both of them at the same time, with filters 
to shift between indoor and outdoor lighting. It just became an 
activity and a way of working in the environment that challenged 
me intellectually, and gave me the opportunity of preserving 
something that I thought other people should see. Performances 
were not being documented at the time, like they are now, of course 
there was not the technology or the sensibility. This was about the 
time the Running Fence project was starting.

je: One of the other things that I hoped we could talk about is 
Christo and Jeanne Claude.

mg: Running Fence was the first project I ever photographed 
seriously. I had just left Berkeley and in my back yard was what 
I believed to be the most exciting “art world” event happening at 
the time. I have gone on to work with Christo and Jeanne Claude 
many times since, but this will always be very special for me.

je: How do you like the films about their projects - how do you 
feel the experience relate to its filmic representation?

mg: The Running Fence film brings me back to the very moment 
of working on the fence every time I see it.  In the beginning of 
the film, you are seeing groups of workers headed out in the early 
morning light to their appointed locations, it was like an army 
of artists crossing Marin and Sonoma counties. The fence was 18 
feet high, and as it was going up it started to feel like we were 
part of a crusade. The poles that held the fabric had wires with 
grommets and when the wind blew they hit and and made a sound 
reminiscent of a boat in full sail, the fabric billowing out. The 
sounds for me add another dimension to the film. Anyone who saw 
Running Fence can never look at the landscape again without 
recalling what Christo and Jeanne Claude created. It made 
everyone look at California and the hills so differently. The films 
to me are honest, exactly right.

je: In some ways this is like a portrait of an artistic family, a 
community. How do you feel about that?

mg: I have been in the Bay Area for a long time now -  the people 
I have worked with, or the projects I have photographed, are an 
extension of what a family would be. 

For instance, the way Tom Marioni’s social action is a formal 
recognition of an interaction between people coming together.  
Before I started going to New York or Europe, many artists would 
come to the Bay Area. In a way its like when you are traveling, 
moving around in different countries over and over again, you see 
people in Italy and have dinner with them, then you end up in 
Germany and there they are, and you make friends. For those who 
are moving around and working, these connections are the richness 
of being in the art world.

je: That is at the heart of one of the things that blows me 
away about what you do. Because the idea of documentary 
photography has a sense of assumed “clinical” purpose, it is 
supposed to be showing you something that is “true”, it is kind 
of distanced to “show you what really happened,” which is just 
a fantasy anyway. But with your photographs, you get this very 
subjective perspective, its like you can tell that you are really 
excited and you love whats going on and you want to share 
what you love about it with other people and that motivates 
the photographs. So they’re not “documents” as much as very 
personal sharings, and you get these wonderful things. They 
are kind of bizarre, if you thinking about them “showing what 
happened” in the future, but then they show it in another, 
perhaps truer way.

mg: Thats very nice to hear because that is exactly how I feel about 
it. I like to enjoy my life. I feel you have to make everyday the best 
it can be, so I have a lot of fun. 

je: I know you have seen so many, but what are some of the 
performances you’ve seen and thought “this is just the best 
thing, most important thing, I’ve seen”?

mg: Sometimes the most important performances were not things 
that need to be documented. The one piece that stands out in my 
mind was John Cage and Merce Cunningham’s final collaboration 
Ocean,  performed in 1996 in the Harmon Gymnasium on the 
UC Berkeley campus which was circular so that the orchestra 
encircled the audience who encircled the dancers. It was all there 
- the music, moving figure, and orchestration of space.

je: So did you photograph that performance?

mg: Of course not, it was something to sit back and enjoy. I 
probably took a few photos, but with no real intention, just 
something for me. 

je: It makes sense that we both love Richard Tuttle - its all 
about space. I have never worked with another photographer 
on installing a show that really worked to put up the images 
architecturally within the space in a way that makes meaning 
outside of the photograph. Usually its like: I made this 
photograph or painting, and its done, and I stick it on the wall. 
You brought such an awareness to how it would be encountered 
spacially. 

mg: Thanks for saying that - that is key. That is a consideration 
that goes into every step of the process- composition, printing, etc.

I can’t imagine doing anything else. Its almost like an addiction. 
I feel very fortunate as an individual to have found what really to 
me is never ending and exciting. 
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page ten: jeanne-claude and cristo, press conference 
for the wrapped walkways in jacob loose memorial park, 
kansas city, mi 1978 				  
above: joan jonas performing the juniper tree, sfai 1979 
page 14: hemann nitsch  ... partitur der  56. aktion 
...  requiem  fur meine frau beate, bologne italy 1977	
page 15: terry fox, berkeley art museum 1978		
all photos: © Marion Gray
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barney/beuys,  sfmoma 2006/documenta 1977 © Marion Gray
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page 18: eiko and komo, uc berkeley campus 1979	
page 19: pauline oliveros, mills college oakland 2000	
below: john cage/beethoven 1987			 
opposite: harriet, christo and jeanne-claude exhibit 
reception, laguna beach art msseum, laguna beach, ca 1979	
page 22-23: car dance, jules beckman with keith hennessey 
and jess curtis, san francisco 1997  				  
all photos: © Marion Gray
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contributors

bill berkson is a poet and art critic born in New York in 1939 and became active in the literary and art worlds in his early twenties. 
He is the author of 14 books and pamphlets of poetry, including Saturday Night: Poems 1960-61, Shining Leaves, Recent Visitors, Enigma 
Variations (with drawings by Philip Guston), Blue Is the Hero, Lush Life and most recently, Serenade and Fugue State. His work has been 
included in many literary journals and anthologies. He is also a Corresponding Editor for Art in America and a regular contributor 
to Artforum, Modern Painters, Art on Paper, American Craft and other magazines. From 1971-78, he was editor-publisher of Big Sky 
magazine and books. He has received awards and grants for poetry from the Poets Foundation, the National Endowment for the Arts, 
Yaddo, the Briarcombe Foundation, and Marin Arts Council, and in 1990 was given an Artspace Award for Art Criticism.  In recent 
years he has also curated exhibitions of individual artists such as George Herriman and Ronald Bladen and of contemporary painting, 
and served as an adjunct curator for Facing Eden: 100 Years of California Landscape Art at the Fine Arts Museum, San Francisco. He has 
taught and directed the public lectures program at the San Francisco Art Institute since 1984. He lives in San Francisco

laura bowles faw and cathy fairbanks  are art artists who’s investigations consist of sculptural installations, curatorial projects, and 
collaborative ventures such as The Pistils and The Ap-art-ment. They have exhibited nationally and internationally. 

david carrier is Champney Family Professor at Case Western Reserve University and the Cleveland Institute of Art. He is the author 
of the Penn State titles The Aesthetics of Comics (2000), High Art: Charles Baudelaire and the Origins of Modernist Painting (1996), The 
Aesthete in the City (1994), Poussins Paintings: A Study in Art-Historical Methodology (1993), and Principles of Art History Writing (1990).

amanda jane eicher has been a co-director of San Francisco State University’s Colima Project for the past seven years. She 
collaborated with women in Rwanda as a Boston Society of Architects Research Fellow in 2008; with children in Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan 
as a part of a CEC Artslink Residency in 2009; and with local artists as founder and curator of the Back Room Gallery at Adobe Books 
from 2000-2003. She will receive her MFA in Art Practice from UC Berkeley in May 2010. Her writing will appear in the upcoming 
issue of Writer magazine and NIDO means Nest, a book of artists’ writings on itineracy edited by Rachel McIntyre and Amanda 
Lichtenstein

bruno fazzolari is an artist and critic.  He has shown with Feature, Inc., Gallery Paule Anglim, and Michael Kohn Gallery, and has 
been included in shows at the M.H. de Young Museum and the Katonah Museum of Art. His work has received attention in Artforum, 
Art in America, Art Papers, The New Yorker, the San Francisco Chronicle, Artweek and New York Times. He earned an MFA from the San 
Francisco Art Institute in 1996 after graduating from U.C. Berkeley in Comparative Literature with a focus on critical studies, French 
and Ancient Greek.

christian l. frock is an independent curator and writer.  Invisible Venue, the alternative enterprise that she founded and has directed 
since 2005, collaborates with artists to present art in unexpected settings. Frock’s creative practice interrogates the intersection of art, 
daily life and popular culture through the presentation of and examination of public art and interventions, site-specific installations, 
happenings and events, avant-garde publications, artist multiples, and alternative spaces. 
Frock holds a Master’s degree in curatorial practice from Goldsmiths College, University of London.

linda geary is a painter who lives and works in Oakland.  She is the Assistant Chair of Painting at California College of the Arts. She 
has upcoming solo shows in June at Rose Burlingham Fine Art in New York, and in October at Rena Bransten Gallery in San Francisco.		
http://www.roseburlingham.com/		  http://www.renabranstengallery.com/Geary.html

marion gray is an Artist/Photographer that has been active in the vital Bay Area art scene since the 70’s. In 1975, she completed her 
studies at the University of California at Berkeley in the Art History Department with Peter Selz and in the Art Practice Department 
with Jim Melchert, Peter Voulkos and Joan Brown. Upon graduation, she began her “camerawork”- using still and moving cameras 
- collaborating with artists, developing imagery for multi-media performances, publications, portfolios, exhibits, and documentation. 
Marion’s work has taken her from the West Coast to New York and Europe, and covers a wide spectrum of artists, including Meredith 
Monk & Ann Hamilton collaborations, Christo and Jeanne-Claude, Tom Marioni, Fluxus Artists, Alison Knowles, Paul Dresher 
Ensemble, Rinde Eckert, Douglas Davis, Nam June Paik, Charlotte Moorman, and Jospeh Beuys. www.mariongray.com

ellyse mallouk is an artist and writer based in San Francisco, where she is currently a candidate for an MA in Visual and Critical 
Studies at California College of the Arts. Her thesis work concerns the social activity already always present in viewing. She holds an 
MFA from CCA, and has shown her work locally and internationally.

mary mccarthy (1912 - 1989) was novelist, critic, and bitingly satric intellectual-at-large who was a major figure in the American 
Intellectual life of the 20th century. Her novels include The Company She Keeps (1942); The Group (1963), her most popular work; Birds 
of America (1971); and Cannibals and Missionaries (1979). She also wrote two autobiographies, Memories of a Catholic Girlhood (1957) 
and How I Grew (1987).

robert smithson (1938 - 1973) is one of the most influential artists and thinkers about art in the 20th century. His seminal Spiral 
Jetty is the key example of earthworks as they emerged in American art, and is a key illustration of his influential concept of the 
“non-site”.
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theresa wong is a composer and performer whose work encompasses music, theater, and visual art. She is currently working on 
her first large scale opera, O Sleep, which will premiere at Southern Exposure in May 2010. She believes that Chinese and Italians are 
irrefutably related through the institutions of mafia, pasta, chaos, and family

christine wong yap is a visual artist who explores optimism and pessimism. Her writing is inspired by thingness, complicity, 
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