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Introduction: "Fixing the Fluctuating Ideas of Taste" –  
The Case of William Hogarth 

 
The essays in this volume are concerned with the issue of taste in the long eighteenth 
century in England. A selection of the best papers originally presented in a series of 
conferences held in Landau and Paris between 2007 and 2009, they address the five 
human senses in the context of the Enlightenment discussions of the aesthetics of taste.  
In the wake of the study of moral psychology inspired by Locke and Shaftesbury, the 
critical Enlightenment debate was concerned with the way in which art affects our 
emotions. After Addison's seminal essays on "the pleasures of the imagination" in The 
Spectator (nos. 411-42) of June 1712, Jean-Baptiste Dubos, in Réflexions critiques sur 
la poésie et la peinture (1719), defines taste as a sixth sense. Francis Hutcheson (in 
Inquiry Into the Original of our Ideas of Beauty and Virtue, 1725) follows Shaftesbury 
when he regards taste as an internal sense concerned with both morals and art, and 
Montesquieu (in De l'esprit des lois, 1748, translated in 1777) sees it in connection 
with climate as an organ of the "body machine." Many writers of the Enlightenment 
agreed that good taste is based on universally valid principles: Hume (1742) and 
Voltaire (1764) wrote on standards of taste while William Hogarth, in his Analysis of 
Beauty (1753), was, typically, preoccupied with redefining taste for a new middle-
class audience.1  
A more relativist viewpoint emerged in the second part of the eighteenth century when 
Alexander Gerard (1759) defined the term as a responsive faculty of the imagination 
complementing the effort of the artist – taste is to the critic what genius is to the artist. 
Kant, in the context of discussing the sublime, insists on the varying notions of taste 
championed in different periods.  
Clearly, then, taste is an issue relating to aesthetics, philosophy, art history, literature 
and literary criticism, but also to social history, class distinctions, and gender. For 
much of the discussion briefly outlined above often turned out to be, implicitly at least, 
a defence of the attitudes (the habitat, in Bourdieu's terminology: see Bourdieu 1991) 
of a self-defined, wealthy, educated, male, leisured, and exclusive elite. It is not least 
because the (male) champions of the new rising middle class (Addison and Steele in 
journalism; Defoe and Richardson in fiction; Hogarth in art) used taste as a weapon 
and mark of distinction that one of the central aims of this book is the exploration of ��������������������������������������������������������
1  See especially Montesquieu's "Of Laws in Relation to the Nature of the Climate", in his De 

l'esprit des lois (1748), transl. Thomas Nugent: The Spirit of the Laws (London: J. Nourse, 1777); 
David Hume's essay "Of the Delicacy of Taste and Passion" in Part I of his Essays, Moral, 
Political, and Literary (1742), ed. Eugene F. Miller (Indianapolis: Liberty Fund, 1987); and Vol-
taire's condemnation of the Jesuit baroque style in his "Essay on Taste", supplement to Alexander 
Gerard's Essay on Taste (London: A. Millar, 1759). 

 For a discussion of the central figures in the development of the modern philosophy of art in this 
context, from Francis Hutcheson through Gerard, Alison, Hume, and Kant, see George Dickie 
1996. 



Peter Wagner, Frédéric Ogée�2

the politics and ideologies of taste.  From Francis Hutcheson, quoted above, to Archi-
bald Alison, at the century's end (see his Essays on the Nature and Principles of Taste, 
1790), taste occupied artists and philosophers (who, more often than not, also proved 
guardians of morality), writers and journalists – so much so that the term became 
rather vague and ambiguous2, the Connoisseur arguing in a vitriolic article, published 
in May 1756,  

Taste is at present the darling idol of the polite world and the world of letters; and, indeed, seems 
to be considered as the quintessence of almost all the arts and sciences. The fine ladies and gentle-
men dress with Taste; the architects, whether Gothic  or Chinese, build with Taste; the painters 
paint with Taste; critics read with Taste; and in short, fiddlers, players, singers, dancers and 
mechanics themselves are all the sons and daughters of Taste. Yet in this amazing superabun-
dancy of Taste, few can say what it really signifies. (Coleman, The Connoisseur, no. 120, 1756) 

The cultural debate on taste took place in a newly charged atmosphere as more com-
mentators from the middle class joined the fray and Britain developed into a consumer 
society.3 Definitions of taste, as the above quote demonstrates, were "implicated in 
wider cultural changes, as participants in theoretical debate sought to establish posi-
tions inflected by the nuances of class position and the uncertainties of gender roles" 
(Jones 1998: vii). 
One (self-defined) expert who thought he knew all about it was William Hogarth. 
What better commentator than this unique English artist on the aspects addressed in 
this volume – and, indeed, what better source when one inquires into the ways taste 
changed from, say, the 1720s to the second part of the eighteenth century? For not 
only did Hogarth witness the impact of a new, rising, class on taste in art and literature 
in England, he also lived through and participated in the concomitant war of ideologies 
while taking part in what Linda Colley has so aptly described as "forging a nation" 
(and classes, one might add: see Colley 1994). As Mark Hallett has noted, Hogarth, in 
his life as well as in his art, was someone who knew the transgression of class barriers 
and "whose brilliance in depicting the rituals of high and low culture was sharpened by 
his personal experience of both" (Hallett 2000: 7). In addition, Hogarth's case is all the 
more interesting precisely because he reinforced an already strongly gendered dis-
course on taste.4 The forging of the nation was thus accompanied by formations of 
taste5 also affected by constant political and aesthetic friction with France, England's ��������������������������������������������������������
2  For a discussion of this ambiguity, see Jones 1998: 8-16. 
3  On the cultural consequences of this development, see especially McKendrick, Brewer, Plumb 

1985; Porter 1982 and 2000; Brewer and Porter 1994; Brewer 1997; and Bermingham and Brewer 
1997. For the more political consequences of this rise of middle-class expression on the notion of 
taste, particularly in the debates leading to the foundation of the Royal Academy in 1768, see 
Barrell 1986. 

4  Jones has argued convincingly that the aristocratic view of the emerging middle-class taste was 
seen in a gendered discourse marking it as the "work of weak, unregulated passions, womanly 
cravings after fripperies, fancies and all manner of Chinese trash" (1998: 5). Hogarth's representa-
tion of the Countess in his Marriage series fully confirms this view, as does his strongly femi-
nized ideal of beauty, the (female) S-line, implying seduction, wantonness, attraction, and beauty 
simultaneously. 

5  The plural here is important, the aesthetic expression of what J. G. A. Pocock and Roy Porter 
have presented as "Enlightenments": see J. G. A. Pocock 2001; and Roy Porter 2001. 




