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training thE aEsthEtiCs

daniEL koCh

In 2005, Morris B. Holbrook published a paper in Marketing Let-
ters entitled “The Role of Ordinary Evaluations in the Market for 
Popular Culture: Do Consumers Have Good ‘Taste’?”. Although 
this paper referred to tastes in movie consumption, examining the 
relation between ”expert judgement” and ”popular taste”, it has 
much relevance to rethinking the ways in which choices of dress 
fashions are negotiated (Holbrook 2005, 75-86). Its importance 
lies not in how it re-confirms the common-sense perception that 
expert judgement (critics) and popular preference (ticket sales) 
are different. Rather, Holbrook posed two questions to the popu-
lace: first, what movie was a good movie, and second, what movie 
they would like to see. The replies to the first question were re-
markably like the expert judgements, whereas the replies to the 
second were remarkably like the sales figures in movie theatres. 
Consumption preference and quality judgements, it appears, 
are quite different even for something where the price for either 
choice is exactly the same. There is no explaining by use of pricing, 
availability or advertising – the ”good” movies are both receiving 
better press, and thought to be better.

This has important implications for how consumption and 
quality judgements are to be understood, not least the relation-
ship between taste systems, personal preference, and consump-
tion choices. If sales and quality judgements are to such a degree 
disconnected when it comes to something that has the same over-
all price and availability, it is reasonable to assume that the case is 
the same for a wider range of consumption commodities, perhaps 
all of them. This means that the use of sales figures for any analy-
sis of value systems can be seriously questioned as far as quality 
or status judgements are concerned, and that other means of re-
search might need to be used. These issues, together with some 
peculiar contradictions apparent in my study of retail architec-
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ture, raise some questions as to what is going on in fashion retail 
space, and call for further scrutiny of the role of architecture and 
space relating to fashion. Increasing investments in store design 
by many brands and retailers indicate the growing importance of 
this issue, as does the fact that research has found that the context 
and place of purchase has grown more important for final con-
sumer decisions (Underhill 2000; Miller 1998).

In light of the above, it is important here to re-focus the 
matter of consumption choices, and to raise the question of 
how ”expert” judgement communicates with and within popu-
lar quality judgement. As a point of origin I will therefore pro-
pose that one of the primary roles of retail architecture is that 
of performing aesthetic training, or perhaps education in taste. 
This is, it is worth noting, under the precondition that we work 
with concepts like taste, fashion, and space from certain points 
of view.

A Question of Taste: 
Disposition and Social Structures

Since the intention in this paper is to focus on that part of Hol-
brook’s findings that is less studied, that of the correlation be-
tween expert judgement and popular quality judgement, this calls 
for some closer definition of ”taste”. Taste is not deployed here 
in the popular version where it equates to aesthetic preference or 
the beautiful, or where it is considered as a product of individual 
values and judgements stemming from inherent, stable identi-
ties.1 Neither can it be seen as readable in sales figures or ”top-
lists”; if Holbrook’s findings are correct, then sales are not a result 
of judgements of quality, and not even a matter of quality-per-
investment. Instead, a concept more sensitive to social or cultural 
structures needs to be used. My discussion of taste will therefore 
be based upon the writings of Pierre Bourdieu (1984).

The primary differentiation of tastes, Bourdieu finds, is 

1. See e.g. Michael R Solomon (1999), “The value of status and the status of 
value” for a discussion on the weakness of tying value judgement to intrin-
sic values, and Janet Wagner (1999), “Aesthetic value: beauty in art and 
fashion” on equating taste to experience of beauty.
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what can be summed up in cultural disposition, which stems 
from the amount of cultural capital a class commands, where 
cultural capital is defined as knowledge of what is in the so-
ciety established as high culture. Together with other forms 
of capital, this forms a system which is powerful and perva-
sive because it masks its own nature by appearing as natural 
rather than structural.2 In Bourdieu’s work, the formation of 
this structure is neither completely free nor completely ar-
bitrary, but depends on ma terial and cultural preconditions 
which only have indirect purchase on taste and cultural and 
social dis position.3 As Jane Rendell has shown, for example, 
this presents a powerful framework for analysis to be used in 
relation to architecture. We will not, however, use Bourdieu 
in the way Rendell does, to “[...] explore how architectural de-
sign can inform the purchase and use of commodities, while 
itself a commodity” (Rendell 2000, 9). Bourdieu’s work will 
rather contribute the notion of systems of taste as structures of 
disposition, and the way dominant tastes can be present and 
well-known even whilst deviating from the tastes of individu-
als or groups. This has to do with the properties of architecture 
and fashion to be investigated, and is where this paper intends 
to posit the problem: the communication of the ”dominant” 
taste into ”public” knowledge.

2. In society, this capital produces social hierarchy together with economic 
and social capital, which first of all creates a map of capital distribution 
rather than a one-dimensional hierarchy of top-down because there is a 
horizontal division between kinds of capital and a vertical division between 
amounts of capital. The positions are structured by the underlying princi-
ples of class struggle, class differentiation, taste production, capital (both amount 
and internal distribution of), class trajectory, and the ultimate prize: power 
over the definitions of taste and value (Bourdieu 1984).

3. In Bourdieu’s Distinction there are tendencies towards material determin-
ism, which can be and have been criticised. While Bourdieu more or less 
begins by deconstructing classes, moving on to presenting the dynamic 
model of a structuring structure, he then, by investigations into habitus, 
practices and dispositions connects the different tastes and their nature 
back to economic conditions. That is, disposition, as a vertical distributor 
in the hierarchy, becomes more or less described as a necessary effect of 
economic relations. See Tony Bennett (1995, 163-165).
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Spatial Preliminaries
In approaching the question of how disposition is conveyed in the 
shopping situation (as different from magazines or advertisements, 
for example) I stay within the peri meters of how commodities are 
distributed in space and in relation to space. This is a methodologi-
cal rather than ontological decision which highlights certain prop-
erties of architecture that arguably makes it more communicative 
with Bourdieu’s conception of taste and disposition.

As a basis for this discussion, it is worth noting how consump-
tion-space has a peculiar character: it is simultaneously private 
and public. This is significant, as public spaces have been shown 
by scholars such as Sharon Zukin to serve as representations, 
producers and sites of negotiation for society and public culture 
(Zukin 1995). ”Public space” in this sense is not concerned with 
private or public ownership but what is appropriated as public 
in everyday practice, whereby it is endowed with credibility for 
expressing a public idea of social and cultural structures. This is 
a role that emerged historically with the first department stores 
of mid-19th century Euramerican culture, which along with 
tea-rooms and coffee-shops constituted the first public spaces 
for middle-class women in the 19th and early 20th centuries, 
providing a public sphere and social context from which wom-
en could operate.4 This is a role for commercial space that has 
grown with the advent of shopping malls, shopping centres, gal-
lerias and the general commercialisation of the public sphere.5

On the other hand, retail spaces are at the same time possible 
to interpret as expressions of expert judgement, where economists, 
retailers, or simply the ”laws of the market” lead to the particular 
configurations and distributions present. That is, by virtue of mak-
ing itself known as the result of emergent processes of economi-
cal laws, consumption spaces are further endowed with credibility 
in the forms of naturalisation, which might be an even stronger 
endorsement than public space. It can be argued that this contra-

4. Penny Sparke (1995) and Mica Nava (1996). See also Michael B. Miller 
(1981), Tony Bennett (1995), and Bill Lancaster (1995).

5. Shopping malls were, contrary to how they are criticized today, conceived 
as public spaces by their ”father” Victor Gruen (Wall 2005). 
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dictory role of both representing public culture and expert judge-
ments makes it simultaneously more powerful and problematic, 
but it does leave possibilities and openings in manners of reading 
and ways of acting that otherwise might not exist.

Furthermore, as exhibitions such as Michael Asher’s contri-
bution to the Art Institute of Chicago’s 73rd American Exhibi-
tion (1979) or Fred Wilson’s Mining the Museum at Baltimore’s 
Maryland Historical Society (1992) have demonstrated, re-
contextualisation of objects also means redefinition of their 
identity. It also foregrounds identity of the context, something 
art has worked with consciously for several decades, if not since 
Marcel Duchamp’s famous works of the 1910s (Buskirk 2005; 
Kwon 2002). It is also something Jean Baudrillard discusses ex-
tensively in The System of Objects (1968), although he expands the 
notion of contextually dependent identity of commodities to 
incorporate all objects in a way that leaves less power to specific 
situations. In this work, he labels the phenomenon of relational 
spatial identity formation through arrangement of objects atmo-
sphere (Baudrillard 1996).

This effect of the situating of objects relative to one another 
is perhaps where retail or consumption theory tend to be weak-
est. The identity of objects is often taken as granted, and their 
arrangement in space is often discussed as a play of adjacencies 
with the potential to spark complementary purchases (such as 
placing coffee cups and kettles next to one another).6 The pro-
posal here is, that through such contextualisation, the identities 
of both singular objects and ranges of items that are formed into 
contexts, serve to formulate categories that depend on which el-
ements are given precedence, a result of choices, prioritisations 
and of values.7 That is, an exercise of taste.

6. This is something that can be seen to a large degree both in the consumer 
culture studies as defined by Holbrook and in the anthropologically 
founded shopping theories of for instance Daniel Miller; something that 
one could argue comes from the focus on the question of how consumption 
choices are made – that is, how an individual comes to decide on a specific 
commodity (Miller 1998; Holbrook 1998).

7. On categorizing operations see Michel Foucault (2002).
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However, if identity is formed by context it is also changed by 
context – that is, once an object is moved its identity is changed 
(Kaye 2000). This suggests that the impact of contextualisation 
beyond the point of purchase itself can be discussed, since com-
modities can and will change identity several times during their 
”lives”. Communication of identity in the retail situation is un-
likely to have a lasting impact on the specific commodities pur-
chased, which forms another reason why value communication 
seems more likely to be about systems of tastes, or the structure 
of fashion; la langue, in Roland Barthes’ terms.

For the purposes of this discussion, I will firstly study spe-
cific forms of spatial practice in fashion retail-architecture, and 
how they serve to define various forms of object disposition. 
What disposition of the object in space is generated and im-
plied? Secondly, how are relative differences between contexts 
created by the consumer her- or himself and what is the disposi-
tion of relative body and subjectivity? Thirdly, how are different 
demands on knowledge and conduct formed by space? I conclude 
by refocusing the discussion on taste and how all of these inter-
connected factors contribute in ”training” aesthetic knowledge. 
How does this relate to taste being a question of ”disposition” 
to and within the very subject of fashion?

Art Objects
There is a tendency when working with fashion and architec-
ture, at least in popular media, to focus on certain oppositional 
types of retail space. There are the high-profile stores such as 
Carlos Miele’s New York store designed by Asymptote in 2002, 
with a white, serpentine, fluidic volume “[…] snaking from the 
front wall to the changing rooms in the back” (Luna 2005, 163), 

where the dresses and other apparel hang like an installation 
with close to a metre of space in-between in a single row along 
each wall. Then there is the Prada Tokyo Epicenter by Herzog 
and De Meuron, 2003, with an abundance of free and open 
space, a few low table displays and single-file, sparse hangers 
along the walls. Finally we have the store of spacious character, 
frequently small, with three elaborate hangers of just three to 
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four clothing pieces each at the Lucien Pellat-Finet store in To-
kyo by Katayama, 2002. 

These types, along with the other flagship stores presented 
by Ian Luna in his work Retail: Architecture and Shopping (2005), 
work with techniques that from a simple economic perspective 
might be perceived as hazardous. It could be argued that they 
work more like museums than as regular shops; the connection 
of the contemporary retail store as museum is widely under-
stood. I make a connection from gallery art here; that the con-
nection in time and strategy between the evolution of brand 
stores and the “[…] awareness that how a work is presented 
once it leaves the artist’s hands will frame the meaning or inter-
pretation of the work itself” (Buskirk 2005, 168), that evolved 
from situational art of the 1960s, is no coincidence.8 It is a mat-
ter of an attempt to control representations frequently engaged 
in by post-war artists and designers and also to maintain control 
over the presentation of the goods. 

They also point towards a dialectic of values at work in the 
overarching system of taste, where the unique and individual is 
the quality that is praised, whereas this uniqueness is assumed 
to be reached by consumption of mass-produced items. The 
search for the unique comes down to choice, in all but the finest 
commodity one can own: an authentic piece of fine art, at times 
(if one takes Baudrillard’s position) substituted by the authen-
tic antique or the ”primitive” object.9 This takes an expression 
of value in the form of ”staging” of the commodity, as is the 
case with a work of art and other rarities. Museums are used 

8. See Buskirk (2005) and Gamboni (1997).
9. In truth, Baudrillard subscribes to the value of both antiques and “primi-

tive” objects as the same although expressed in different ways. The antique 
then stands for authenticity by both its history of ownership and the ways 
in which both the creator’s work and the previous owners’ relations are 
perceived to be present in the object, and the operation performed by the 
primitive objects is the same although time is here replaced by space. In 
both, it is the idea of distance and of a dream of another society with a 
more “authentic” culture (Baudrillard 1996, 73-84). Or, as he puts it, “[…] 
there are two distinctive features of the mythology of the antique object 
that need to be pointed out: the nostalgia for origins and the obsession 
with authenticity” (Baudrillard 1996, 76).
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as a contextual association for retailing as stores borrow from 
the world of ”authentic works of art” to allude to the aura of 
authenticity of art and haute couture with its myth of originals/
origins and the essence of ”creativity”, the rare or valuable com-
modity qua the unique work of art.10

In comparison, Miller et al. introduces the ”cheapjack”, which 
as a strategy uses an aesthetic similar to the flea market: piles 
of wares, haphazardly gathered on different makeshift tables or 
shelves, pile upon pile on high-rise shelves so closely placed that 
it is difficult to make one’s way through, with little perceptible 
order except perhaps who sells or how recently it came from the 
storage. However, while the general ambiance of the cheapjack is 
crammed and the goods presented as a jumble, “[t]he fact that an 
object is piled up as though it was about to be thrown out does 
not necessarily mean it will turn out to be particularly cheap” 
(Miller et al. 1998, 154). They argue that this is a general type of 
ambiance that follows the class or status aspirations of the store.

Here are two important claims: first, that there is a general 
relation between order, spaciousness, and status claims; and sec-
ond, that these status claims have little to do with pricing. If 
these are correct, it is rather the spatial framing of the commod-
ities that constructs their status. If the cheapjack works by piling 
and gathering objects with seeming lack of order to convey the 
idea of low-price and thrift, this can further be understood as an 
expression of investment. By de-emphasising, or rather empha-
sising the lack of interest in, interior design, designed fixtures 
(although everything is designed), giving space and exposure to 
everything, and keeping order, a claim is made that money is 
not spent on personnel re-arranging the commodities, nor on 
empty space: shopping at the cheapjack means getting more for 

10. “[…] from then on, artists had to defend the specificity of their products 
against those of industry as well as of handicraft, and this was achieved by 
eliminating from their practice the utilitarian project common to the other 
two and by stylizing the uniqueness of every work of art into an essential 
predicate, opposed to the interchangeability of serially produced industrial 
objects and to the irrelevant variability of handmade artefacts.” (Gamboni 
1997, 123). See also Buskirk (2005, 70-77).
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money. The flagship store, comparatively, states that this com-
modity is worth the cost of all this space and the cost of personnel keeping 
it folded, ordered, and tidy. That is, there are both direct references 
to economy which implies price, or implies difference in what 
you pay for, and references to the art world; communications 
of disposition and degree of distinction. Uniqueness, singular-
ity, authenticity, and value are tied together, and participate in 
forming disposition, as Bourdieu puts it:

In cultural consumption, the main opposition, by over-
all capital value, is between the practices designated by 
their rarity as distinguished, those of the fractions richest 
in both economic and cultural capital, and the practices 
socially identified as vulgar because they are both easy 
and common, those of the fractions poorest in both 
these respects. In the intermediate position are the prac-
tices which are perceived as pretensions, because of the 
manifest discrepancy between ambition and possibilities 
(Bourdieu 1984, 176).

The difference between the flagship stores and the cheapjack is 
thus not only one of external references, but also in how the 
commodities are described as ”mass or class” through the store’s 
configuration itself. In the former, the commodity is presented 
as if unique, thereby suggesting the buyer as both unique in her-
self or himself and as equally interested in pursuing the authen-
tic. The main diff erence in-between is quantity, which translates 
into quality, translating in turn into space (Baudrillard 1996, 
150). For this relation to be realised it must be the case that 
space is valuable, which means, qua Baudrillard, that there has 
to be a shortage of it. In any case, one can argue that it is depen-
dent on the general commodification of space in contemporary 
society.11 

11. The commodification of space needs to be understood as a series of paral-
lel, interdependent processes. In part, it stands for how space (consumption 
space, public space, and private spaces like our homes) is more and more 
filled with commodities, giving it character and identity. It also, however, 
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This connects further to the need to protect the commodity. 
The use of glass boxes, over-the-counter sales and similar strate-
gies are means through which the commodities are implied to 
be so valuable they need to be protected, or at least to have limi-
tations set on as to whom and in what way they can be accessed. 
Relative inaccessibility implies the need for protection, further 
implying inherent rarity and value – suggesting taste. Further-
more, as a good masquerading as a modernist work of art, it is 
so important in itself that it needs to be observed in its own 
right with as little interference from other works as possible. 
However, there is no actual claim of uniqueness, and most cus-
tomers are likely aware that there might be several more of the 
same size and model just behind the storage door. What is sold 
is not authenticity per se, but the sense of distinction as an effect of 
ownership of that which is rare (Bourdieu 1984, 260-317).

Embodied Subjects
If retail architecture defines the commodities ”in themselves” 
by architectural framing, it also describes the nature of the con-
sumer for whom the commodities are intended; or perhaps 
better still, the wearers who are to formulate their identities by 
fashion statements through the wearing of the clothing on dis-
play. To some extent this is done via describing the consumers’ 
relation to the clothing in terms of form, in others in terms of 
relations to the Other12, and in yet others in terms of what de-
gree or kind of knowledge and intent is expected. A prevalent 

stands for how space itself (in the sense of real estate or buildings) shifts 
into a commodity – something that is bought, owned, sold, and speculated 
in and which is susceptible to similar market forces as any other commod-
ity. Both of these processes change how we relate to space and place in fun-
damental ways (Lefebvre 1991; Harvey 1989; Baudrillard 1998).

12. The Other is here used in the sense e.g. Butler (2005) uses it. It stands for, 
primarily, other people who may or may not be present, but to whom we 
relate in order to understand ourselves and our actions in a social and cul-
tural context, and through which we understand our role. Thus, it can be 
the direct presence of other people, but it can also be in the implication, 
reference (more or less direct), or description of others, or situations in 
which there would be others. The important part is the psychological effect 
of relating “me” to other people and how they would perceive “me”.
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form of such description is that of the dialectics of mind and 
body (although it is not quite a dialectic; I will return to this), 
which at times responds to that of subject and object. While at 
first this might seem to have less to do with taste than the previ-
ous topic, it is of importance in order to understand disposition, 
as disposition towards the role of the body in the formation of 
the identity of those in whose taste it would be to wear that 
which is contextualized in the situation is in question. 

It has been repeatedly established that in retail space, women 
are much more present as bodies than men in the ways clothing 
is presented.13 One of the ways this is true is through the use of 
mannequins: If we use the examples of two department stores in 
Stockholm, there were in the autumn of 2005 one hundred and 
nineteen mannequin dolls showcasing women’s fashion, versus a 
mere twenty four showing men’s fashion in one store, and in the 
other, eighty nine and thirty seven respectively (Koch 2007, 336). 
Even taking into consideration the amount of square meterage 
assigned to each of the categories, the figures are telling: with a 
ratio of between two to one and three to one for clothing, and 
seven to one and twenty to one for underwear, women’s fashion 
was significantly more markedly displayed on mannequins. The 
gendered dependence on bodily form for the representation of 
clothing becomes obvious. This returns in fashion magazines and 
advertising, and not the least in the treatment of men and women 
as symbols of fashion or lifestyle (Chung 2001).

What the various degrees of bodily presence through manne-
quins suggest more directly, is of the importance of the form of 
the body for the clothing and its identity to be realized. Your body 
defines the shape of the clothing, on the one hand laying demands 
on the consumer to be formed like the mannequins, and on the 
other laying demands on the consumer to try the clothing on to 
see if one can measure up to its preconditioned requirements of 

13. I will here not go into the constructed status of the dialectic division of 
biological sex and its subsequent produced connection to duality of gen-
ders. Suffice to say that one of the most prevalent messages of retail space 
is that there are, indeed, two sexes which are to be held apart (see Butler 
2005; Williamson 1995).
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a fitting body. The logic of the mannequin, as Vanessa Osborne 
(2008) writes, produces the mannequins as idealized substitute 
bodies that are inscribed with narratives, where the desire for the 
clothing they wear is further extended to the mannequin itself 
in the form of the consumer desiring to be the mannequin; thus 
the form of the mannequin becomes something desired through 
the desire for the product it wears, since fashion is the clothing 
as worn rather than the clothing itself. It further suggests the 
wearing of fashion as something for the eye of the Other, and the 
judgement of others – even the wearer as dressed by the Other 
(the expert). Hereby, expertise is externalised from the wearer to 
the dresser, designer, or viewer (Blomley 1996). 

This was found in a study of Åhléns City and Debenhams in 
Stockholm City, investigating department store architecture as 
communicative spatial structures. The focus of this study was 
how the material arrangements in the department stores served 
to describe social and cultural structures and identity from a 
primarily semiotic point of view. The description of gender dif-
ference through the use of mannequins noted above was one of 
the more direct forms in which this was done, but when looked 
at closer it was further supported by the number and placement 
of dressing rooms. These were also heavily over-represented in 
the women’s fashion floors (in one department store thirty-nine 
compared to twenty-one, in the other thirty compared to nine), 
which was further strengthened by their placement in relation 
to exposure and accessibility. The availability of fitting rooms, 
with consequent more frequent use, in which the consumer is 
made into a spectacle for herself (Burgin 1996), servs to stress 
body, surface and form over mind. The constant, repeated pres-
ence of the dressing rooms repeats the same message as the 
mannequins: you need to try the clothing on, for your body is 
decisive for what it is when worn as fashion. 

But as Louisa Iarocci argues, the availability and subsequent 
higher use of the dressing rooms to try clothing on, and the 
cycle of undressing and dressing within, also actualises the 
clothing as the filter between the wearer’s body and the public 
(Iarocci 2008). The communication of this body by covering 
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and showing at the same time (as Barthes notes), is emphasised 
as one of the predominant means through which fashion func-
tions. Consumption is performed as a repetition of stripping 
and re-clothing; the body becomes something for the other to 
inspect via the clothing it wears, managing it and revealing it 
to just the correct degree. One could argue, as Victor Burgin 
does rather pointedly, that the presence of dressing rooms, es-
pecially when the curtains or doors into them are readily visible, 
let those inside become a “[...] spectacle also for the illicit gaze 
enticed by a gaping curtain” (Burgin 1996, 112). Burgin here 
makes direct reference to Barthes’ Where the Clothing Gapes, with 
the eroticised references commonly noted, which although im-
portant, should not be exaggerated and are not the only factor. 
Rather, one could argue that from the point of view of the one 
inside the cubicle (as opposed to the male gaze from the out-
side), such gaping stresses the need to be aware of not only the 
viewing Other, but the potential, however unlikely, of constantly 
being watched.

To understand how consumers are embodied in consumption 
space, however, it is important to set this relation to the consum-
ing ”body” to that of the consumer as ”mind”, in such forms as 
”intention”, knowledge, and perhaps most of all ”subjectivity”. 
This calls for the recognition that retail positioning is deliber-
ately and strategically employed in order to suggest an intended 
range of consumers. High-brow fashion brands are never to be 
found on the most populated streets or squares in the urban 
fabric, but rather make sure to differentiate themselves by use 
of distance, just as they tend to be higher up and deeper within 
department stores or shopping centres. What these locations 
suggest is intent and knowledge; the further one has to move 
into a building or out of regular pedestrian patterns, the more 
effort or knowledge it takes, and the less likely one is to end up 
there ”by chance” – the customer can be expected to be there in-
tentionally, specifically to find that which is located there. Thus 
it implies purpose and decisiveness. Often, it also implies taste, 
as they are prepared to make the effort to reach that far, which 
sometimes even has to be achieved by passing through guarded 
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or locked doors requiring permission to enter and monitored by 
uniformed attendants, or appointments to be made.

Compare this to the crowded situation of the main shop-
ping streets or the entrances to large department stores where 
the subject’s anonymity is guaranteed by mass. One effect of 
depth, distance from the entrance, or locations in less frequent-
ed streets, is an emergent degree of presence, which further is 
linked to who ends up there. The effect of the lower degree of 
presence in these stores is a transition from co-presence to co-
awareness. By crowding and spatial situating, ”who” sees ”who” 
is also defined, one is forced to acknowledge the other, and one 
is also seen. In looking at one another, in acknowledging one 
another’s existence by mere eye contact the Self is invoked, plac-
ing both a demand on and actualisation of the subject. This fol-
lows Judith Butler’s argument in Giving an Account of Oneself that 
the Self comes in the recognition of the Other (Butler 2005). In 
another context, Patrizia Calefato has argued that the meeting 
is turned into a kind of dialogue (2004). In a situation such as 
the luxury fashion store, with few people present, there is little 
chance that one will not meet the gaze of others present during 
a visit. One will acknowledge them and they will acknowledge 
in return, in the briefest of dialogues. Hence everyone is a subject 
in his or her own eyes and in the eyes of the Other. Through 
this, the customers are made self-aware, and the silent questions 
of who I am and why I am here become actualised.

This is not solely a difference between men and women: As 
Doreen Massey has so clearly shown in her counter-analysis of 
Blade Runner, the questions of gender and class are both inter-
linked and in conflict; in large parts the mechanics overlap in 
different ways: The understanding of power positions and rela-
tions appear quite different as if one looks at them from each 
perspective (Massey 1994). The same differentiation of the role 
of the body works between statuses or status branches; men’s 
street fashion, for example, tends to be more ”embodied” than 
men’s tailored fashion and is often displayed on different man-
nequins. Gender is also differentiated hierarchically. I note here 
that although the usual understanding is mind or body, this is 



323

koCh | training thE aEsthEtiCs 

not described as an either/or question in the department stores. 
Rather, many of the factors setting the focus on the body are 
independent of those implying intent, knowledge, purpose, and 
so forth. Thus, it is possible to describe identities as based on 
mind and body, and not just primarily on either one. This allows 
for a much more nuanced range of descriptions, which are also 
used. It also opens up to other effects of implications of subjec-
tivity and knowledge. 

Representational Spaces
In the situating practice of space performed by the department 
stores a series of staging effects are enacted. Not only are people 
situated relative to one another and the relative degrees of pri-
vacy and publicity produced through crowding or seclusion, it is 
further dictated who is on stage for whom. This includes the way 
in which relations are formed and framed in and by space and 
people. If a public situation is constituted by being exposed to the 
Other or as Beatriz Colomina argues, the possibility or plausibil-
ity of exposure, such exposure lies more or less inherently in a 
crowded situation (although anonymity could be said to come 
with it as well) (1996, 260-264). With exposure comes the pos-
sibility of making a fool of oneself, of being exposed as clumsy 
or unknowing, or for that matter to excel in social and cultural 
rituals of the daily encounter. By producing situations that either 
require knowledge or taste, there is a requirement put on the con-
sumer to be comfortable with the kind of scrutiny he or she is put 
under. The likelihood that the ones less secure in their right to be 
there, or in the codes or proper practices, would exclude themselves 
from such situations is high, as excellently described by Zola in 
Au Bonheur des Dames (1883) when Denise stands outside the La-
dies’ Paradise for the first time, but does not dare to enter as she 
does not quite know how to conduct herself amongst all those 
who know better (Zola 1995, 31).

Tony Bennett argues similarly that the open-plan structures 
of modern museums have one primary purpose: that of disci-
plining the working class by putting them in the visual surveil-
lance of the cultural élite and the bourgeoisie, constantly remind-
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ing them they are out of place and do not belong, transferring 
the behavioural patterns of those in power to those without 
(Bennett 1995, 25-55). Bennett’s argument is that the modern 
museums’ primary tasks are to teach the lower class how to re-
late to culture and force them to follow the beha viour and norms 
(clothing, body gesture, language, and so forth) of the dominant 
classes. Such a development was supported by spatially situat-
ing exposure of people’s behaviour: by open-plan museums, by 
strategies of spatial distribution in libraries, and by the halls of 
the department stores (Koch 2007, 115-160).

However, there is not a simple and direct relation between 
sharing of space and exposure in this sense, and how exposure is 
staged has an important impact on what it means – that crowding 
leads to exposure does not mean that exposure is dependent on 
crowding. Rather, one can argue it is the other way around: it is in 
the lack of flow that exclusivity is best performed. To understand 
this we must first recognize the relation between status claims, 
subjectivity and intent,14 and secondly the way in which exposure 
is by and large unrelated to the direct presence of people. If we 
look at, for example, the catwalk, the stage is formed in a very 
peculiar way, with only select people entering the stage; whereas 
the rest, the crowd, form the audience. One is placed literally on 
stage for the other to see. The demands on the conduct of those 
put under such scrutiny is even higher than in the crowd; there 
is no mass to hide in, no anonymity of the crowd in which the 
Self can seek refuge from the eyes of the Other. Whatever is done 
will be seen by others, and as they form an anonymous crowd 
the favour cannot be returned. This leads to indirect exclusion of 
those uneasy with exposing their taste, knowledge, or insecurity 
publicly. By using the lack of flow, the discerning enter the realm 
of the scene for scrutiny by the audience.

14. While not inherently the same, status and power often follow from one 
another: status is linked to power. Social status gives power as a result of 
those of higher status being perceived as more potent to achieve what they 
set out to do. Similarly, those with much power are (usually) endowed high 
status for the same reason albeit inverted (Giannopoulos, Conway and 
Mendelson 2005).



325

koCh | training thE aEsthEtiCs 

This is first and foremost a situation produced by spatial con-
figuration. First, the configuration supports a situation where 
only those who are there for a reason tend to come there; sec-
ond, the social situation provides a self-consciousness and sub-
jectivity to those involved; and third, this situation where few 
are and those who are there are made Self-conscious, is exposed 
to the masses, such as via a glazed facade. Their uniqueness, 
their discernment, and their taste is exposed, emphasised and 
ensured.

This is tied to representation and to what degree a situation 
is emphasised as representation. Baudrillard makes an impor-
tant point in describing how the effect of the glass casing trans-
forms the commodity into the sign of itself; what glass, seen 
as a transparent boundary, lets through is not the object itself, 
but a visual representation thereof (Baudrillard 1996). In this 
process, he claims that the object is turned into a representation 
of itself, instead of being an object possible to use or even to 
touch. The same argument could be conducted for the glazed 
windows of the modern stores. However, for the glass casing to 
perform the operation of emphasising representation over utility, 
it is required that the glass box is enclosed. If one can open the 
box on one’s own, this emphasis on representation implying ex-
clusivity and status, and this restriction of availability implying 
rarity and desire to grasp, will lose power. This redefinition of 
that inside into representation further emphasises the representa-
tional role of conduct and consumption choice. A situation that 
is already characterised by considerable scrutiny is underpinned 
by anything done on this stage being given the character of per-
formance: you are there to show your taste and knowledge, and 
through this who you are.

Such strategies are often used by high profile retailers, brands, 
or other actors in the doxa of fashion sales to underpin their 
status. They exclude the less knowing without ever having to 
explicitly do so; and this is done remarkably effectively through 
spatial form.15 This discrepancy between what we can see (and 

15. Bourdieu remarks in Distinction that classes or exclusive groups are never 
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smell, hear, etc) and reach or have is something inherent in most 
architecture, but is played with to an extreme in retail since it so 
effectively communicates the way in which we are expected to 
interpret their qualities as symbolic or utility.

Concluding Words
With this in mind we can return to the original question posed, 
of how architecture communicates systems of taste to consum-
ers. Let us begin by recalling the parallel between an emphasis 
on forms of representation versus content, and of the formal 
and aesthetic ambitions of the store versus the efficiency and 
utility of retail space. This represents a disposition towards the 
objects for sale, in how it presents their identity by how they are 
put relative to one another and within space. Central to this is a 
disinterest in utility. This can be compared to Gamboni’s posi-
tion on taste:

[f]ormed through family, background and school educa-
tion, tastes express views of, and relationships to, the 
world. The disinterested enjoyment of functionless ob-
jects, which constitutes the authorised model of aesthetic 
perception, implies a fundamental distance from eco-
nomic necessity and to those who are bound to it, as the 
Bienne case made clear (Gamboni 1997, 183).16  

explicitly exclusive but all follow inclusive membership rules: everyone who 
has the tastes and knows the rules of conduct within the group is allowed 
in; it is rather the fact that such rules and tastes are never explicitly defined 
and recognized that make the groups exclusive by virtue of making it nigh 
impossible to learn that which is needed for inclusion (Bourdieu 1984).

16. Gamboni uses the case of the 8th Swiss Sculpture Exhibition (SSE) in Bienne 
1980 to discuss how public art becomes something of a battleground of 
dispositions. Here, a lot of funding and work was put into an international 
sculpture exhibition meant for ”the public”, but ended up with a major part 
of the sculptures being vandalized. What Gamboni argues is that the reason 
for the vandalism is how distanced the exhibition was in its idea of art from 
that of the populace of Bienne, which he also claims can be seen in which 
sculptures were vandalized. The inhabitants were, he means, infuriated not 
because of specific sculptures, but because they in total posed art as some-
thing that was not for them, and therefore the whole exhibition was seen as 
a statement that they did not and perhaps could not understand art. One of 
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That is, a highbrow aesthetic is formed as a result of a disinterest 
in utility. The high-profile flagship stores share as a common 
aesthetic denom inator a disinterest in their function as retail 
spaces (Rendell 2000; Bourdieu 1984). 

This disinterest further imposes a demand for knowledge on 
the part of the consumer. If such knowledge is to emerge from a 
similar disinterest, this knowledge takes the form of what I have 
termed ”indirect training”. For those acquiring it and those per-
forming it, this knowledge is not experienced as education or 
learning but rather presents itself as inherent taste that cannot 
be learned. For Bourdieu and Alain Darbel, the higher in the 
hierarchy one goes, the less signs of actual training or studying 
of that which is valued as good taste can be found: it is simply 
done as if it was natural, a “natural disposition” (Bourdieu and 
Darbel 1991, 14-36).

In so far as architecture relates the fields of taste and fash-
ion, this can be understood through presentations of disposi-
tion. Fashion could be presented as a field of representative art, 
a subject to browse with inherent knowledge and disinterest in 
utility. It can also be presented as clothing to be bought and 
worn as material object, where it is the utilitarian qualities that 
are in focus such as protection from the weather or, simply, to 
have something to wear. In this presentation, the importance 
of the bodily form of the wearer, just as the degree of intention, 
self-awareness, the Other, and representation can vary as a re-
sult of architectural form. The same could be said of the presen-
tation of commodities in fashion magazines. The high-profile or 
high-culture magazines distinguish themselves by a few means 
of which the presentation of fashion itself is the most notable; 
it is figured first as a subject rather than a practice, and it is 
presented with a disinterest as to how the real clothes look, and 
especially how they would look in a “normal” situation. Presen-
tation constantly takes forms reminiscent of both popular and 
high art practices (Williamson 1995).

the ways in which it did this is in the way such quantities of funding went 
into apparently meaningless artworks (Gamboni 1997, 170-189).
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Space is also a matter of sequences, structures and interre-
lations in time. The situating of classes in the greater context 
of one another plays a role in constructing the physical system 
of spaces. Cosmetics and accessories are placed close to the en-
trance of the department store, while fine suits and high profile 
denim are to be found deeper inside, and the more expensive 
jewellery or makeup has access restricted by glass encasings or 
over-the-counter sales. Some of these positions have higher retail 
potential than others. The collections that “everyone” should 
see in the museum are placed where everyone passes by. What is 
important here, as noted by Baudrillard, is how these ordering, 
whether intended or not, are communicative. They participate 
in the acculturation of people to the way in which things belong 
together or separately, with who is concerned with what, and 
what is not the interest of others (on acculturation see Baudril-
lard [1998, 166]). As a good example, we are trained that cos-
metics are something that (mostly) concern women and that 
women are (ought to be) concerned with.

Architecture also has an inherent heterogeneous, relational 
character, regarding both time and space. A simplified semiotic 
analysis, as well as Baudrillard’s concepts of acculturation and 
atmosphere, is synchronic, yet ”reading” is always historical and 
contextual. Meaning is relative to other spaces as well as other 
systems of meaning, such as the mediation of fashion through 
magazines, advertising, television and online blogs. Further-
more, context and history also plays an important part in how 
expectations, in part based on earlier experiences of the same 
or similar places, have strong impact on the interpretation of 
a situation (Kaye 2000, 32). Altogether, this means that even 
though we discuss the situations ”as they are”, there is much 
more to be taken into consideration when it comes to what they 
communicate to specific consumers. 

Thus, while semiotic properties of space to some extent give 
light to the process of aesthetic training in the langue of fashion, 
it is important to account for how it does not form such a sys-
tem, which is in part because it cannot do so. Architecture oper-
ates in a sort of in-between, not presenting la langue but neither 
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presenting la parole, yet partly being both. On the one hand 
works of architecture are a sort of statements, on the other hand 
they are dependent for their meaning on practices and suscep-
tible to significant changes by context and event to the point of 
working metaphorically, and leaning towards langue (Tschumi 
1996; on metaphor see Johansson 2003). This places architec-
ture in a peculiar position in relation to how it is appropriated 
and interpreted, taking a role as both framing for and actor in 
the emerging situation (Kaye 2000). 

This could be claimed to be even truer for fashion retail. 
While not able to present a taste system, or directly appeal to 
tastes or preferences, it suggests who, by implied disposition, 
should be wearing what, but also describes the system of tastes 
in which personal dispositions can find their counterpart. In 
some ways stores serve to present a langue from which to build 
individual statements, yet they are too limited in their material-
ity to form such; in other ways they form statements of identity 
that could be treated as parole, but compared to fashion as a situ-
ated practice of dressing they lack in intentionality and ways 
of wearing. They present both an either/or and a neither/nor. 
All are subject to strategies of subterfuge and counter-readings 
yet continuously repeat the message. In this repetition change is 
both a necessity and an actuality; an actuality because any visit 
is always different from the last due to anticipation and history 
(Kaye 2000; Sand 2008), and a necessity because it demands at-
tention to the overall description and keeps consumers coming 
back to re-learn, during which they also (preferably) consume. 

Furthermore, if Baudrillard’s argument is that the relational 
character of the identity of objects means that any time a statement 
is made, an identity is formed, the entire system is brought to play, 
we can again point to the character of architecture as neither parole 
nor langue, and specifically fashion retail: what is ”stated” is some-
thing better understood as a presentation, or texture, of a sub-set 
of the system, not a statement. By virtue of bringing the entire 
system into play, such ranges also lay claims to represent the sys-
tem, making use of it for its own purposes and meanings, and thus 
making statements of the system rather than statements per se. In 
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a curious turn, these statements serve to re-describe the system to 
then insert the various goods in it, which also make suggestions 
and changes to the system. ”Shopping” must, in this sense rather, 
be seen as learning about the system than as a process of economic 
consumption, and ”retail” as performing and thereby redefining 
the system rather than facilitating sales. It can be argued that this 
in-between position is part of what makes it so persuasive, it offers 
something that might first seem like a statement with which one 
can agree or not, and then offers what might seem like a langue 
which can be used to form statements of one’s own.

One can thus argue that what retail architecture does is first 
and foremost to facilitate the translation between disposition 
seen as the relation to fashion and the Self, and taste seen as 
fashion aesthetics. That is, various tastes are described as rela-
tive to one another to form the culturally dominant system of 
tastes and to then communicate this to consumers. It then ties 
down taste to disposition, and through this indirectly proposes 
individual choices, but also how these tastes (brands, lifestyles, 
commodities) are positioned in the fashion system. However, 
when stating this it is important to realise that taste does not 
emerge as a result of other factors, but in many ways serves to 
form disposition. That is, providing you wish to belong to a taste 
group, you are also trained in disposition. Identity through taste 
that forms how to relate to fashion, to clothing, to identity, 
body, and Self. What makes space so persuasive in the commu-
nication of taste is that rather than forming an order, a structure 
from which to choose, or a statement, a sentence to which one 
can relate, it forms an ordering practice. As such, any current 
order, selection, or categorization, as well as any activity in it, 
becomes an exercise in taste.
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