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Bourgeois Culture and the Development of the Parisian Department Store

When department stores first came into existence in Paris, it was at the precise right time. In effect, they filled a gap in Parisian society just as soon as it appeared, and they slotted in to city life as though it were the most natural development to occur. The rise of department stores in Paris was a landmark in the evolution of bourgeois, commercialist French culture. They were both a result and the apotheosis of Paris’s growing materialist, appearance-orientated society. As a result, department stores functioned as reflections of the broader bourgeois, Parisian world. In order to be successful, department stores had to anticipate and cater to the desires of its customers; in doing so, they provide us with a lens with which to see into capitalist Paris society during the late 19th to early 20th century. In this essay, we will look at the developments that led to the creation of department stores or grands magasins in Paris. We will use the example of the Bon Marché, arguably the first of such stores in Paris, as a case study that exemplified many of the traits typical of stores like it during the 19th century. In the process, we will be able to get a sense of the historical climate which department stores developed in, and how they are reflective of ideas of cultural modernity that existed at the time.
	Prior to the development of department stores, the most popular shopping venues for bourgeois Parisians were the famous shopping arcades, immortalised by Walter Benjamin in his work The Arcades Project. In this book, Benjamin refers to the arcades as ‘fairy palaces’, a phrase which illustrates the fantastical luxury which they presented.[footnoteRef:1] Like the department stores which followed them, Paris’s shopping arcades were born of a particular place and time. Benjamin writes that the arcades were products of ‘the boom in the textile trade’, going on to become ‘centers of commerce in luxury items’.[footnoteRef:2] The arcades came out of one situation (the textile boom), yet went on to take advantage of another (the desire for luxury items). They were crafted as symbols of Paris’s modernity, showcasing the latest technological advancements such as gas lighting and the use of iron in construction.[footnoteRef:3] However, the arcades’ presentation of their modernity was not limited to physical innovation – they also appealed to a cultural vision of modernity that was popular in Paris at the time. At the time when they were first coming to prominence, which Benjamin puts down to ‘the fifteen years following 1822’, the concept of flânerie was also coming into the public consciousness.[footnoteRef:4] According to David Frisby, Benjamin perceived the flâneur as directly connected to the type of commodification shown in the arcades:  [1:  Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1999), p. 834.]  [2:  Ibid., p. 15.]  [3:  Ibid., p. 14.]  [4:  Ibid., p. 15.] 

[the flâneur] is intimately associated with commodity form, indeed who circulates like a commodity himself and who, in seeking a marketplace for his literary productions, goes in search of the magical field of commodity circulation.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  David Frisby, Cityscapes of Modernity (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2007), p. 32.] 

Yet there is also a more basic reason that the arcades might appear to the sensibility of the flâneur – the simple acts of walking and looking. These two actions, of strolling and observing, are key to the behaviour of the flâneur, and the arcades provide the perfect venue for their expression. The arcades, constructed as passages through the city and lined with lit-up shop displays, are designed to accommodate both movement and sight. This would appeal not just to the flâneurs, but to any Parisians who were also enticed by this culture of exploring the urban environment.  
	All this is to give a sense of the world into which department stores, or grands magasins, first appeared in Paris. The arcades, which were already popular in Paris when the department stores arrived, provided both an obstacle and an opportunity for the new stores. Department stores would have to compete with the arcades in order to succeed, but if they were able to do so successfully, they could take hold of the market which the arcades had already established and claim it for themselves. Department stores built upon the culture of visual seduction that was both utilised and solidified by the arcades before them – a culture that was fundamental to the city. Ben Highmore points to this as part of the Paris’s particularly consumerist appeal as the ‘city of attractions’.[footnoteRef:6] Colin Jones likewise connects this to the production of spectacle exhibited in the city’s expositions, such as the Exposition Universelle.[footnoteRef:7] Although this exposition came after the creation of the first department store in Paris, they are still emblematic of a city in which the art of display was of the utmost importance. Department stores came into being ready to take advantage of this, but first they had to find some angle that would allow them to compete with (and eventually take over from) the arcades. [6:  Ben Highmore, ‘City of Attractions’, in Cityscapes: Cultural Readings in the Material and Symbolic City (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005).]  [7:  Colin Jones, Paris: Biography of a City (London: Penguin Books, 2006), pp. 385-6.] 

	Although there is some debate about which shop should count as the first department store to be founded in Paris, the most frequently cited is the Bon Marché in the 7th Arrondisement. The Bon Marché began life as one of many magasins de nouveautés (or novelty shops): shops that sold ‘dry goods’ (primarily textiles) at fixed prices.[footnoteRef:8] The magasins de nouveautés marked a significant development in Parisian shopping, particularly in terms of stock and advertising. In his book on the history of the Bon Marché, Michael Miller writes that ‘The [magasins de nouveautés] were revolutionary as well in their organization along departmental rather than general merchandising lines and especially in their pioneering use of new merchandising techniques.’[footnoteRef:9] They sold large quantities of a variety of goods and advertised aggressively. Their choice to buy products in bulk was enabled by the recent boom in the textile trade, which had also enabled the rise of the arcades.[footnoteRef:10] Likewise, their use of advertisements showed a change in Paris society that formerly saw such blatant marketing as somewhat ‘suspect’.[footnoteRef:11] As with all the most successful shopping venues in Parisian history, the magasins de nouveautés were products of their era, and taking on the form of whatever was considered modern at the time. If the arcades were the precursor of department stores in Paris, the magasins de nouveautés were perhaps an earlier form, before they had fully evolved into the grands magasins they were to become. [8:  Michael Barry Miller, The Bon Marché : Bourgeois Culture and the Department Store, 1869-1920 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1981), p. 25.]  [9:  Miller, p. 25.]  [10:  Benjamin, p. 15.]  [11:  Miller, p. 26.] 

	The transformation of the Bon Marché from a magasin de nouveautés into a grand magasin is generally attributed to the entrepreneur Aristide Boucicaut – a man who would later be referred to as the ‘Bon Marché King’ due to the monumental impact he had on the history of the shop.[footnoteRef:12] Boucicaut began working at the Bon Marché in 1852, where he took on the role of co-proprietor. In 1863, Boucicaut bought out the other co-proprietors to become sole owner of the store.[footnoteRef:13] Details on the Bon Marché’s progress between these two dates are hazy, although we know that it was a period of intense growth and profit for the store. From 1853 to 1869, annual sales multiplied over 44 times.[footnoteRef:14] This rapid success can be attributed partly to savvy business leadership on the part of Boucicaut, but it is also true that department stores in general (and the Bon Marché specifically) appeared at the exact right time to take advantage of current trends and to become the new icons of 19th century Parisian, bourgeois modernity. [12:  Miller, p. 40.]  [13:  Michael Stephen Smith, The Emergence of Modern Business Enterprise in France, 1800-1930 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2006), p. 122.]  [14:  Smith, p. 122.] 

	The Bon Marché used a number of techniques to appeal to its market. It built upon the magasins de nouveatés strategy of selling large quantities of dry goods, but they increased said goods in both variety and number. 
‘They framed [the new shopping] experience in a setting which combined the most modern technology – notably iron frame construction and plate-glass […] Crowd phenomena such as window shopping, browsing, mingling with fellow shoppers and impulse-buying entered the lifestyle of a mass audience. These cathedrals of consumption, by parading the exotic trappings of luxury at a gamut of price levels, attracted all classes off the boulevard’[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Jones, p. 386.] 

The department stores were physical representations of the popular desires of the Parisian people: for modernity, mass consumption (that is, consumption en masse), and affordable luxury. This last feature represented one of the greatest appeals of the grands magasins. They were able to put the bourgeois lifestyle on sale, at prices that were affordable for most classes. Unlike the arcades before, whose enjoyment was dependent upon a bourgeois lifestyle that allowed its patrons to spend long periods of time leisurely strolling around the city, the allure of department stores was more accessible. 
	This idea of ‘democratised luxury’, as Miller puts it, was at the core of the department stores’ popularity. They were undeniably bourgeois institutions; yet they were also monuments to popular consumerism. Over time, Miller argues, the line between the two began to blur: ‘[Democratised luxury] stood for the realization that bourgeois culture was coming more and more to mean a consumer culture, that the two were, in fact, becoming interchangeable.’[footnoteRef:16] There must have been substantial appeal to this idea, as there was no shortage of department stores taking advantage of the profitability of democratised luxury over the next several decades. In his essays on another department store in Paris, the Grands Magasins Dufayal, Brian Wemp argues that what set this particular store apart from the others was ‘its desire to appeal to a working class clientele’.[footnoteRef:17] Yet in reality, this approach was not unique to the Grands Magasins Dufayel. Although Wemp’s choice of department store may have done so more blatantly than its rivals, appealing to the working classes (and in fact anyone outside of typical bourgeois society) was fundamental to the success of department stores. It was by commodifying and selling the bourgeois lifestyle that the grands magasins were able not just to replace the arcades as the primary shopping destination of Paris, but able to reach heights of success that no stores before could have ever dreamt of. Though they all took slightly individual approaches to it, all Paris’s department stores – by the simple virtue of their selling luxury goods at a variety of prices – utilised the popularity of this democratised luxury. [16:  Miller, p. 165.]  [17:  Brian Wemp, ‘Social Space, Technology, and Consumer Culture at the Grands Magasins Dufayel’, Historical Reflections, 37(1) 2011, 1-18 (p. 8).] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]	The grands magasins of Paris were an iconic feature of 19th century Paris. They showcased the latest technology and architectural developments of their time, becoming symbols of their era’s modernity. At the same time, they symbolise a particular stage in the development of Paris’s commercial landscape. Unlike the arcades and smaller shops that came before them, the grands magasins used the idea of democratised luxury to transform bourgeois Parisian culture into a commodity that they could sell at a profit. This gives us some idea of the cultural values that were dominant in 19th century Paris, but more than that, it shows us when the widespread democratisation of luxury first took hold – at least in one city. When the concept of purchasing class status fell out of fashion, if indeed it ever did, is perhaps harder to determine.
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