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The Dreamland of the Department Store—Commaodified Fantasy and



Consumption Paliticsin the London Novels of Gissing, James, and Woolf

Urban modernity has habitually been conceived as a primarily male experience,
with women excluded (except as the prostitute or the elusive Benjaminian passante)
from modern public space. However, with the acceleration of a modern commaodity
culture since the late 19th century, there does seem arapid expansion of acceptable
public space for pleasurable consumption and rambling by unaccompanied,
respectable women. The department store, as the ultimate destination and motivating
force for women’s new en-masse public presence, is an important site where the
ambivalent relationship between women and commodity culture, a crucia part of
women'’s experience of urban modernity and participation in the public sphere, isto
be played out. This study locates its setting in London’s West End during the late 19th
and early 20th century, where amost all London’s department stores congregate, and
focuses on the representations in modern British urban novels of the intricate issues of
the modern department store, commodity culture and female public identity.

The modern department store uses the latest technological development in color,
light and glass production to highlight optical phantasmagoria and theatricalize the
experience of shopping. With its maze-like display of an unprecedented variety of
“dazzling and sensual” (Miller 167) goods intended to distract and dizzy its customers
and arouse an insatiable desire of imagined ownership, the store vigorously promotes
its image as a fantasy pal ace distant from mundane reality (Bronner112). In modern
discourseg, it isaso seen asa*“fairy grotto”, a“magic” realm “exempt from natural
laws’, “preserving marvelous illusions’ like the “stage” (Kraucauer 22), or the
“dream houses of the collective”’, promoting commaodity fetishism and deluging the
population with fantastical images that help to sunder them from consciousness of
reality (Benjamin 1999: 403)." However, the department store is also acrucial site
firmly embedded in the realities of urban modernity, an arena saturated with the
real-life strains of gender, class and race. The store’s transparent windows break the
interior-exterior boundary —Benjamin calls that “revolutionary” (1985: 228), making
it an extension of the public street outside, its free entry and fantastical displays of
exotic goods from imperia expansion attracting throngs of heterogeneous crowds,
turning the store into a stage and a microcosm of the real world of modernity. The

! Benjamin’sidea of commodity fetishism is derived from but differs from that of Marx. To Benjamin,
it involves concepts like the deification of the industrial product and the eroticisation of the inanimate
object, but commodities are not to be understood solely as the source and concrete manifestation of
“false consciousness’, a mere product of ideological mystification attending economic exploitation.
Instead, commodity fetishism also indicates a dream consciousness, a projection of unfulfilled utopian
impul ses and genuine aspirations. Thus, the department stores and its antecedent, the shopping arcade,
apart from being a mesmerizing “dreamland”, also harbors, like the commaodity fetishism they promote,
utopian potentials of awakening. See Gilloch (1996) 116-31, (2002) 123-39.
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store'sintegrated “ spectacle’ (Debord 32) disguisesits instrumental operating
principle, that of buying and selling, which underlinesitsrole as the key site reflecting
the fundamental economic principle of the modern consumer society. Thus although
the department store as a quasi-public space forms one of the most important outlets
for domesticity-bound women into modernity’s public sphere by encouraging the
public appearance of unaccompanied women (an image promoted by both the
capitalists and, curiously, the feminists of that time through the many women'’s
magazines, suggesting in this sense a sort of complicity between the two), its
interwining network of gender, class and race politics, its role as microcosm of red
world rather than an Edenic dreamland, turns it into a site where the formation of
women'’s public identities are both enabled and endangered.

In contradiction with the importance of the department store (the Benjaminian
“ur-landscape” of urban modernity), but also reflecting the relative late arrival of
modern aggressive merchandizing in England as compared with America and France
(Chaney 22-5), the subject of the department store has not received, in the literature of
modernity in England, detailed attention, probably because of its association with
consumption which has traditionally been feminized and trivialized in modern
classical discourse. Literary treatment is found sporadically in the texts of modern
writers with whom London is afavorite subject. This study placesitself in the
background of the recent increase of academic interest in the importance of
consumption and in women'’s role in urban modernity, and proposes to anayze the
literary treatment of the subject of women and commodity culture in George Gissing's
In the Year of Jubilee (1895), The Whirlpool (1897), Henry James's The Princess
Casamassima (1908) and VirginiaWoolf’s Mrs. Dalloway (1925). The texts chosen
were published with a space of about ten or so years between each other, but are all
falling within the period roughly defined as modernity, and each reflecting akey stage
in the growth of the modern department store in England. Gissing's time marks the
beginning of the shops' experimentation with visual display, after the success of the
1851 Crystal Palace Exhibitions often dubbed the “first department store” (Richards
17). James's work was published in a decade of domination of London’s Oxford
Street by Harrods, the quintessential formal British store with paternalistic
management and an upper-middle-class clientele. By the 1920s, stores like Woolf’s
Army and Navy Stores had changed from a member-only club-style shop in the late
19" century to a commodity spectacle of shining window and raucous display
catering to an “unfashionable” lower-middle-class clientele, thanks to the
revolutionary impact of the American-owned Selfridge’s (Adburgham 148). All three
writers locate women at the center of the modern department store and tackle
women’s ambivalent relationship with the burgeoning commodity culture.



The Department store as a miniature Empire: shopping and the imperial tour:

Research on consumption has mostly focused on the experience of the
middle-class femal e shopper especially concerning universalized issues of agency or
passivity.? Having examined these issuesin my last year's NSC research project’, this
study moves on to analyze three other types of female experience in the modern
department store so asto achieve a greater awareness of socio-historical contextuality.
Thefirst concerns the female shopper and issues of Empire, and the second and third
tackle the more liminal positions within the department store of the shopgirl/model
and the economically disenfranchised shopper. Imperial expansion underwrites the
exotic commodities and the touristy “oriental extravaganza’ on display in the store,
implying arole of complicity in the ideology of imperialism for the practice of
consumption and shopping (Sibyl in Gissing’'s The Whirlpool). While the store
replicates a miniature Empire with its exotic displays, middle-class women'’s shopping
experience becomes avirtual exploratory Imperia Tour where they could be tourists
to their own desires with an Empire at home. Thus whatever liberating effects on the
formation of women’s public identity brought by their participation in modern
commodity culture has to be further qualified by a deeper exploration into the
possible colonial exploitation that might entail. The analysis of thisfirst issuein
Gissing's novel will also be supported with references to contemporary historical data
and shopping journals.
The Shopgirl: commodity, masquerade and labor

The rise of modern commodity culture has also provided public space
employment and income for lower-middle-class women as shopgirls. Gissing’'s and
James's novels portray the experience of the shopgirl who often also hasto pose as
the model for the display of commodities, usually clothes, but by the time of James's
“great store in Oxford Street” (Princess 67)--very likely Harrods--, amarked
intensification in the commodification of the shopgirl’s body is discernible. The
shopgirl is often conflictingly both the subject and object of commodity exchange.
Mediating between customer and goods, she forms atriangle of desire with shopper

2 Two approaches typify the academic scholarship on the femal e shopper. Marxist-informed scholars
tend to emphasize women's manipulation by masculinized producers through deception and
commaodity fetishism; recent scholarship tends to emphasize the positive potentia of the shopping
experience as contributing to the formation of afemale public sphere and as harboring possibilities of
resistance and agency by the consumer. See

3 My last year’s NSC project, now in the form of a paper entitled “Women Entering the Cityscape:
Streetwal king, Consuming Spectatorship and Turn-of-the-Century London in Gissing’s Urban
Narratives’, and accepted by Chung-Wai Literary Monthly, basically argues that the en-mass presence
of shopping and rambling women in turn-of-the-century London streets has problematized the
masculine engendering of urban modernity. Their en-masse nature and their role as consumer have also
entailed a change of research method from the Benjaminian theory of the individualistic and litist
flaneur to De Certeau’s theory of subversive use (including walking and consumption) of urban space
by ordinary people.

\Y



and commodities, and becomes thus an important link in the modern shopping
experience. Chosen often for their physical beauty to display the desired commaodity,
the shopgirl’s commodified body, the object of the customer’s fetishistic
worship/fantasy, draws them into uncomfortable proximity with the prostitute, who is
seen by Benjamin (1999: 861) as the very embodiment of the commodified status of
all workers (including the flaneur) in modern commodity culture. The customer’s
fetishistic gaze fragments her body into discrete parts (hats, dress, etc.), threatening
the materiality of her self. At the same time the shopgirl as commodity/object of gaze
is capable, like the Benjaminian sandwichman, of observation and gazing back
(Buck-Morss 111).* Their fashion expertise and ability of judging the status of
customers give them aflaneur-like position of al-seeing authority (Nancy in
Gissing's The Year of Jubilee). Displaying ideal middle-class femininity yet on
borrowed objects/clothes, the “passing” shopgirl/model epitomizes deconstructively
the femal e masguerade and the performative nature of gender roles. Selling but also
manipulating her bodily representations, the shopgirl attains a degree of
agency/subjectivity. However, such masquerade/self-fashioning should not ignore the
material reality of the shopgirl’s body as a laboring cog in the economically
exploitative machine of the department store, nor the intricate working of sexual and
socio-economic politics within the “dream-land” . The shopgirl agreesto put her
femininity on display while also having to forsake part of her female destiny
(marriage and pregnancy leads to dismissal). To keep up the “aura’ of their
commodified body-display, the shopgirl is often forced to supplement their meager
income with love-affairs with rich male clients (who want them because of their
display) — thus again confirming that women consumer in order to display body for
sexual objectification by men (Millicent in James's Princess Casamassima). The
shopgirl’s display of femininity could thus both endanger and enable the formation of
their subjectivity.
The poorer shopper: the cost of fetishistic desire

Modern consumption is often seen as leading optimistically to the defusion of
classtension and transgression of class boundaries (Cross, Johnson). The department
store used to employ “floor-walkers’” who advised customers but also drove out “false
purchasers’ (Princess 422). By Woolf’s 1920s, the Americanization of the
“democratized” “walkabout” stores means that the poorer shopper were more free to

* Benjamin writes of the flaneur that “ his last incarnation is as sandwichman” (562). Yet Susan
Buck-Morss (1986:122) also points out one fundamental difference between the two, despite the
identification — “they remain the ‘other’ for him [the flaneur], afield of symbolic rather than
experienced meaning.” She writes that for the flaneur, “projection ... entails not the loss of self, but
incorporation of the world as fantasy images within one’s own day-dreams (and then losing oneself in
them) (italics original). Thus to egquate the sandwichman'’s or the whore’s sense of selfhood/agency that
of the flaneur would be too risky and over-optimistic.
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just look and turn the place into awarm, free, bright social center for meeting friends
or for visual entertainment (In fact Selfridge’s actively promoted its image as the
“community center”). But although the new commodity culture’s emphasis on
surface/body-display threatens to blur class distinctions, with people dressed in ways
disproportionate to their social rank and with the display of commodities, or Veblen's
“conspicuous consumption”, as the new indicator of status, there is another side to the
apparently democratizing effects of commodity culture. With the department store's
power of arousing insatiable fetishistic desires on the consumer, the inability of
desire-appeasing (however temporarily) through ownership leads to greater bitterness
and gnawing awareness of the mocking counter-gaze of the commaodity and the
alterity of the self and its failure/lack (Miss Kilman's disorientation and bitter
confusion in Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway). Instead of the Benjaminian flaneur forgetting
shame in the worship of commodity, the poorer shopper is doubly reminded of it,
being rejected “empathy” by the commodity (Benjamin 1973: 55). Fermale commodity
fetishism is traditionally seen as leading to the objectifying display of women for the
benefit of men, but here another class dimension isinherent in the inability of the
poorer female consumer to fully partake in the fetishism of the store, because this
fetishism negotiates a sexual difference of classinstead of the purely binary
differences of gender. In this sense, the commodity (the petticoat in Miss Kilman's
case, highly eroticized code), with its cultural signification as well as status indication,
takes on an “aura’ that Benjamin has not seen as possible in the new era of mass
production, albeit in anew sense based on exclusivity. The inability to possess the
commodity//cultural capital denotes a harsher cultural rejection (in Kilman's case a
lack of afulfilling female sexuality), and the aroused but thwarted desire finds a
compensating outlet in (if not kleptomania) the indulgence of cheaper purchases (in
Kilman's case a devouring of cheap food), prolonging the economically crippling
cycle of insatiable desire.

The above-mentioned three types of female experience in the modern department
store are important parts in women’s participation in modern commaodity culture, and
provide crucia contextualized evidence to the ambivalent relationship between
modern consumption and female public subjectivity. This project thus focuses on the
literary representations of such femal e experience in the London novels of Gissing,
James and Woolf, but also seeks to use other contemporary sources like women’'s
magazines, department-store’s in-house journals and historical data as supplementary
materias, in order to unravel the embedded issues of consumption, modern urbanity,
the scopic regime and their interaction with gender, class and race, all conflated in the
discursive site of the modern department store.
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