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Introduction

Question: What do these have in common: hair design, art and
artists, property lettings, fashion, letterboxes, jazz music, bicycle
saddles, fast cars, consulting engineers, T-shirts, and lifestyle
coaching? Answer: in a recent trawl by this author on the internet,
particular instances of these all shared the designation ‘avant-
garde), either as descriptions of them or as part of their brand
names. This range the use of ‘avant-garde’ is striking. And for
anyone interested in contemporary culture, and in the ways in
which it constantly changes, it is worth noting, I would suggest,
for three reasons. First, because clearly it is a buzzword, a term
that is used because of its current power to bestow on certain
things and practices in the cultural marketplace an instant
‘up-to-dateness’ that seeks to distinguish them from their
competitors. Second, because it is apparently empty of meaning
beyond this very ‘up-to-dateness’: what it appears to point to is no
specific quality other than the value our (western?) culture places
on newness, on contemporaneity. And third, because if the term
‘avant-garde’ is as readily available as this, to signal such newness,
then it has already become a cliché—has already been ‘co-opted’
for an expectation of the very qualities of un-expectedness that the
‘new’ is supposed to bring, and that make it new; which makes it
something of a contradiction in terms.



