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"Fine Cloths on the Altar": The 
Commodifica tion of La te- 
Nineteenth-Century France 

By Shane Adler Davis 

July 15 [1878]-Mama and I 
went shopping first thing.... 
Went to the "Bon Marche" and 
"Louvre." 
July 16-Went shopping the same 
as yesterday. 
July 17-Went to the Exposition 
all day, very interesting, but got 
very tired. 
July 18-Went shopping all day.' 

T hus Hattie Crocker of San Fran- 
cisco passed her days in Paris. Her 

family had planned their trip to coincide 
with the Exposition Universelle of 1878. 
In the twelve days in July that they 
stopped there, eight were filled with 
shopping, and three were spent at the 
Exposition. Returning to Paris in Sep- 
tember for an additional seven weeks, 
Hattie Crocker indicated in her abbre- 
viated manner that she "went shopping 
as usual" no less than eighteen times. 
Thirteen notations simply stated that 
she "went to the Expo." Otherwise, her 
diary gives some cursory details of visits 
to friends and acquaintances from home 
who had also come to Paris for the same 
activities.2 

Not only Americans but "foreigners" 
from around the globe and Parisians 
themselves went to the Exposition Uni- 
verselle and spent their days shopping in 
the wondrous new department stores of 
Paris. The two pursuits were similar: the 
visitor went to browse and was then 
seduced into buying by the displays of 
the world's riches creating a vision of 
fantasy and splendor. 

The monumental department stores 
replicated the atmosphere of the vast 
exhibition halls, announcing sale dates 
and in-house events as a continuation 
(or preview) of what could be seen at the 
Exposition.3 Descriptions of goods on 
display served as advertisements for 
both institutions: artistic integrity was 
confirmed by inclusion at the Exposi- 
tion, and the visitor was urged to obtain 
the prized item. 

M. Le Houssel, director of 

L'Union des Indes, in order to 
provide evidence to the beautiful 
visitors to the Exposition of the 
elegant colorations of cashmere 
and India muslin, has arranged in 
the show window of L'Union des 
Indes, Group IV, Class 58, very 
elegant outfits, made in the latest 
taste, that attest to the suppleness 
and softness of this unrivaled cash- 
mere, recognized by its stylish 
chine borders, which has already 
been rewarded with a gold 
medal.4 

The Exposition became linked to com- 
mercial enterprise in 1878; to the public 
mind, the two institutions-Exposition 
Universelle and department store- 
were equivalent in their common goal of 
paying tribute to womanhood. Thus, the 
Exposition was recollected at the end of 
the century: 

From the farthest corners of the 
earth the nations sent their best 
and most valuable products. The 
fair sex smilingly accepted the 
homage thus offered to its country 
and capital. Feminine vanity felt 
the flattery of the offered trib- 
ute-an ocean of gems and pre- 
cious stuffs, and exquisite fruits, 
and potent wines, and metals of 
the richest and the rarest, which 
rolled its waves to the white feet of 
France, risen back to glory, and 
rejoicing in her resurrection.5 

This description of the Exposition 
implies that industrialization was un- 
dertaken to honor the female population 
of France. Women would accept the 
offered tributes by acquiring them. This 
joint "accomplishment" is a contempo- 
rary explanation for what is now recog- 
nized as the commodity culture of late 
nineteenth-century France.6 

This paper will show how the forma- 
tion of the commodity culture depended 
on encouraging women to define them- 
selves through shopping. To this end, the 
women's journals that defined and 
defended bourgeois culture played a sig- 
nificant role in the transformation of the 

modest and frugal wife of the first half 
of the century into a commodity herself. 
The conjunction of art and industry 
dedicated to the glory of France within 
the international marketplace was in 
reality the marketing of luxury goods to 
clothe woman and her home. The 
expanded orbit of women's sphere 
released them into this world of display 
while offering them superfluous prod- 
ucts that further circumscribed their 
lives. Liberated from the seclusion of 
home, the arena was expanded, but 
woman's position was still confined; her 
freedom was limited to the selection of 
goods deemed necessary to the restruc- 
tured definition of her life, which meant 
nothing more than achieving the mar- 
keted image of her newly adorned self. 
In reality, women had acquired not eco- 
nomic freedom but another dependency 
to which they had to submit. 

The instruction of the bourgeois 
woman in the proper running of her 
home, her family, and even herself was a 
primary concern of early- and mid- 
nineteenth-century women's monthly 
magazines.7 These magazines, like other 
journals, described the events and prod- 
ucts of the Expositions from their incep- 
tion, specifically those products called 
confections (women's apparel) and nou- 
veautes (trimmings and accessories), as 
well as objects for the home. The 
influential Magasin des demoiselles,8 
for example, described for its bourgeois 
readership the galleries with furniture 
and sewing machines, crystal and orna- 
mental bronzes. "If the masculine sex 
dominates in the galleries of machines 
and raw materials, women are in the 
majority in the various centers conse- 
crated to fabrics, to jewels, to clothing, 
to ornaments, and to perfume."9 

Another eminent journal, the Journal 
des demoiselles, suggested that there 
was historical precedent for the com- 
mercial intent of the Exposition. It 
informed its readers "that the mer- 
chants and the artists of Greece dis- 
played at the Olympic Games their fab- 
rics and their jewels, their pictures and 
their statues .... The huge fairs of the 
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Middle Ages... are true expositions; 
however, the products were crammed in 
haphazardly, in order to be sold and not 
to be studied.l? 

Both the Universal Expositions and 
the expansion of small shops into 

grands magasins had been made possi- 
ble by a law enacted in the wake of the 
French Revolution. The dismantling in 
1791 of the guild system-which had 
regulated trades and established levels 
of craftsmanship-meant that a mer- 
chant need no longer be limited to a 
single specialty. Whereas previously a 
shop could sell only a particular and 
limited assortment of related goods, and 
a customer entered with the intention of 
purchasing a certain item, stores were 
suddenly free to expand their trade and 
compete for patrons. Shopkeepers intro- 
duced various innovations to tempt cus- 
tomers into buying goods that were not 
really needed. And, celebrating the 
triumph of the products and productiv- 
ity of the new nation, the first Exposi- 
tion des produits de l'industrie francaise 
was held in Paris on the Champ-de- 
Mars-site of future expositions as 
well-in 1798.12 

The exhibitions of industrial arts were 
held at regular intervals. By 1839, it was 
predicted that clothing would command 
"a more and more important place" as a 
product of French industry. 3 The fol- 
lowers of fashion who developed the 
habit "of going two times a week to 
study and admire the perfected products 
of the period deplore the closing [of the 
Exposition] and meet 'in the best shops 
[which] have become our galleries.' " 4 

Theretofore, shopping had been con- 
fined to items of necessity, and luxury 
was considered characteristic of the 
profligate aristocracy that had bank- 
rupted France. Woman and her vanity 
were blamed; consequently, the sin of 
vanity-the desire for self-adornment- 
was condemned. With the enfranchise- 
ment of the bourgeois male, and with the 
increased political strength of that class, 
social structures were redefined to re- 
inforce the virtues of domesticity and 
religious practice."5 The emerging bour- 
geoisie was urged to respect and main- 
tain its own inherent values in the man- 
agement of its own house. Hence, the 
bourgeois wife, repudiating the fiscal 
recklessness of the aristocracy, should 
practice household economy by modera- 
tion in spending and modesty of appear- 
ance. A moralizing tone prevailed in 
women's monthly magazines, which 
served the function of defining appropri- 
ate behavior: "Advice-it is so easy to 
give, often so hard to follow.... [l]ike 
you-like you perhaps, I have known 
resistance, the little revolts of the spir- 

Fig. 1 AnaYs Toudouze, fashion plate 
from Magasin des demoiselles, June 
25, 1855, 63/8 x 95/8". 

it.... This submission, this docility, is a 
worthwhile homage." 16 

The unassuming and modest bour- 
geoise, admired for her thrift and unpre- 
tentious manner, was the spiritual cen- 
ter for her family. While reminding her 
of the responsibilities to her household 
and how to conduct herself properly, the 
women's journals began to praise the 
bounty of the expositions, as a realm of 
the imagination: they implanted the 
dream of transcending the rigid confine- 
ment of everyday life, which could be 
accomplished by altering her apparel.'7 

In his Eugenie Grandet, Balzac 
warned of the consequences of "an 
earthly paradise of luxury and pleasure 
[which would] turn one's heart to stone 
and mortify the flesh for the sake of 
fleeting enjoyment of earthly treasure 
[which is now] the popular ambi- 
tion!... When this doctrine has been 
handed down from the bourgeoisie to 
the people, what will become of our 
country?"18 Balzac responded to his 
own question in Pere Goriot: describing 
the abusive vanity of the new aristocra- 
cy, he remarks that "Love and religion 
both require fine cloths on the altar." 19 

T he battle that determined the des- 
tiny of the bourgeois wife began in 

earnest in 1855. In that year Paris was 
given its first Exposition Universelle as 
well as the Grands Magasins du Louvre, 
a vast arcade of luxury shops that sur- 
rounded the Hotel du Louvre, built 
expressly to accommodate Exposition 

visitors.20 These stores and the Exposi- 
tion were both regarded as centers of 
merchandise by the women's journals. 
From the Exposition, they described 
only the displays of feminine clothing 
and accessories and household furnish- 
ings, and praised them in the tantalizing 
language of the salesperson. The superi- 
ority of French goods was established: 
"Other people are as scientific as we, 
but none have better taste. As for pleas- 
ing design, harmony of color, nothing 
surpasses France."21 

Those interdependent twins, Industry 
(the Exposition) and Commerce (the 
luxury shops) were indeed two sides of 
the same coin. Since woman was the 
holder of the purse strings, the two insti- 
tutions seemingly conspired to tempt her 
to loosen them. The magazines were the 
intermediary, advising woman to be 
cautious and practical ("Economy is, 
you know, an essential virtue for happi- 
ness"22) while corrupting her cloistered 
reality with a vision of attaining her 
fantasy. Combining a review of the 
Exposition of 1855 with its regular com- 
mentary on clothing for "the month of 
the virgin," the June issue of Magasin 
des demoiselles makes the fusion of 
interests apparent: "Here is what I 
noticed on my first visit: the bronzes 
very handsome without doubt, but no 
more marvelous than those displayed all 
year at Susse, Giroux, Deniere; the silks 
of a very beautiful texture, but one could 
find the same in our best stores."23 

This review of the Exposition is fol- 
lowed by fashion advice, as if to suggest 
that the purpose of visiting the Exposi- 
tion was merely to spot trends (Fig. 1): 

I wanted, my dear Blanche, in 
giving you a report of my visit to 
the Palace of Industry, to prove 
that I haven't been negligent in my 
promenades. I shall return there 
next month and hope to satisfy my 
Parisian self-respect and your 
exiled curiosity at the same time, 
to be able to experience only won- 
der. I am sending you a fashion 
plate of great distinction.24 

A profusion of details describing an 
assortment of fabrics and types of trim- 
mings follows. Not one mention of mod- 
eration is made here; implied is only the 
limitless potential offered by material 
pursuits. 

The moral quandary already engulf- 
ing women was then exacerbated by the 
chastisements of the church: "The Rev- 
erend Father Ventura gave his Epistle 
to Parisiennes: 'O my sisters, why this 
show and this scandal of unnecessary 
attire? What result do these sacrifices to 
fashion bring you? ... Preach then sim- 
plicity to all these daughters of Eve who 
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are continually tempted by the indus- 
trial demon.' "25 

The extravagance of the Second 
Empire mantained the sense of duplici- 
ty. The Exposition Universelle of 1867, 
with more emphasis on consumer prod- 
ucts than on tools of production,26 
clearly focused on women. And the 
women's magazines continued to in- 
veigh against luxury with religious fer- 
vor- 

[W]omen arrive in the most glit- 
tering outfits, they are an on- 
slaught of luxury, elegance, and 
immodesty; the sacred temple 
seems to become the theater of 
worldly conflicts between silk, 
satin, and lace.... I wish that one 
would go to church to worship God 
and beg his mercy and not to be 
admired for a peplum or a new 
neopolitan, and not to sweep with 
a rustling train the paving stones 
of the holy place27- 

but then go right on to report on the 
newest neopolitans. 

Fig. 2 Heloise Leloir, fashion plate 
from La Mode illustree, 1869, 101/4 x 
143/8". 

The relationship of women's maga- 
zines to their readers was changing. 

In 1860, a new publication, La Mode 
illustree, instituted a different format 
and content, and its success was to alter 
the style of all others by the 1870s. As a 
weekly, La Mode illustree accelerated 
the pace of fashion changes; there was 
also an added emphasis on fashionable- 
ness.28 Its larger size made more effec- 
tive use of description; numerous 
engravings of objects for the person and 
the home were integrated into the text. 
The fashion plate included with every 
issue of La Mode illustree evoked a 

scene from women's lives-engaged in 
needlework, reading,visiting, preparing 
to go out, or assisting a child in some 
way. These depictions reinforced stan- 
dards of decorum and the system of 
values; but there was no moralizing. 

At the same time, the magazines 
appeared to be becoming mere vehicles 
of the fashion industry, increasingly 
dependent on commercial advertising. 
Women's journals encouraged their 
readers to reach for the forbidden fruits 
of the marketplace; once there, however, 
her supposed liberation limited her fur- 
ther as she became the assemblage of 
the products that she purchased. Out- 
ward embellishment took on greater 
importance because women's publicly 
defined role was essentially only a physi- 
cal appearance. 

In a fashion plate in an issue of 1869 
(Fig. 2), La Mode illustree proposed a 
new activity for women: attendance at 
art exhibitions. Now art is to be incorpo- 
rated into the lives of fashionable 
women as a consumable commodity, 
and the exhibition as an acceptable way 
for them to view the world and the world 
to view them. Yet the women themselves 
are displayed as images that can be 
purchased.29 

That same year, Aristide Boucicaut 
opened a restructured and expanded 
version of his shop of confections and 
nouveautes: the grand magasin or 
department store.30 In a sense, this mod- 
ern and immense emporium, the Bon 
Marche, was the permanent Exposition 
the industrial community had requested 
in 1855 (Fig. 3),31 concentrating on 
those same luxury products described 
and illustrated in women's magazines. 
For bourgeois women, spending time 
shopping among the visual stimulation 
of exhibition-like arrangements of mer- 
chandise immediately available for con- 
sumption had become by the 1870s yet 
another acceptable female pastime, 
although not one without its critics: 

One saw them, each day, dressed 
with an exquisite grace strolling in 
the huge stores, ... buying with- 
out purpose, without need, by 
whim or poorly defined caprice, 
because of the idleness, the ennui 
of "home," ... in a search for 
distraction and oblivion in the vast 
stores, where they prowled end- 
lessly.32 

This aimless searching, heretofore un- 
recognized, was attributed to a spiritual 
crisis. Similarly, the Goncourt brothers 
referred to the institutionalizing of shop- 
ping as a remedy for the prevailing 
ennui and anxiety.33 The commodity 
culture of late-nineteenth-century 
France was rooted in the promise that 

this lifestyle would provide spiritual sat- 
isfaction in the possession of products 
called "art." 34 

The government of the Third Repub- 
lic, concerned with unity after the 

Franco-Prussian War and the Paris 
Commune of 1870-71, sought to instill 
solidarity and order through a sound 
economy. As the "party of the market- 
place," the republican leadership 
stressed high principles and the moral 
superiority of the bourgeois republic. 
After the severe depression of 1873-74, 
which affected much of France's textile 
production-already suffering from 
competition with the English-the gov- 
ernment in 1876 pledged itself to indus- 
trial prosperity.3 Textile mills could 
become stable only through increased 
production; economic regeneration 
would depend on stimulating demand 
for goods that moralists had been con- 
demning. The forthcoming 1878 Exposi- 
tion Universelle had to resurrect "our 
poor decimated nation" by rescuing the 
"industrial and artistic endeavors [from 
the] degree of social decadence into 
which we have fallen."36 Therefore, the 
manner in which acquisition would be 
perceived was altered for all the luxury 
industries. No longer deemed frivolous, 
the decorative object-imbued with the 
moral superiority of the French na- 
tion-was now called "art." Art-eter- 
nal, beautiful, untainted, and valu- 
able-would be the determinant in 
uplifting France and transforming the 
nature of industry.37 Thus the Exposi- 
tion of 1878 became a place "to make 
discoveries of works of art and delightful 
fantasies and to make comparisons 
between this or that display. The display 
of Duvelleroy includes unique fans, like 
painting, . . . like the most perfect speci- 
men of modern art." 38 

And woman was similarly trans- 

Fig. 3 Palais de l'Industrie, Exposition 
Universelle, 1855, photograph. Paris, 
Societe francaise de photographie. 
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formed, from a sybarite into a goddess 
with a transcendent spirituality. The 
resurrection of France was credited to 
this redemptrix who nursed her nation in 
the Franco-Prussian War. And because 
she was an object of worship, her mate- 
rialistic pursuit was justified as the con- 
ferring of so many sacraments. This 
Parisian goddess was sanctified by the 
Exposition of 1878, which was a "tem- 
ple"-as was the department store. In 
Au Bonheur des dames, which was pub- 
lished in 1883 as a tribute to the modern 
grand magasin, Zola referred to 
Mouret's department store as "a temple 
to woman . . . creating the rites of a new 
cult," as a "tabernacle" and "altar."39 
Thus, the products of industry, similarly 
displayed and described, were conse- 
crated to woman, redefining her need, 
and then sustaining it: "Every depart- 
ment of art bore witness to [women's] 
charm and beauty, and their influence 
inspired the industrial and artistic revi- 
val of the nation. For them costumiers 
worked, and masons built, and poets 
sang."40 

The Exposition defined itself as the 
world center of expensive goods, and 
foreigners came to see these marvels; 
browsing and shopping were all one 
experience. "Parisiennes, provincials, 
and foreigners who like to glean from all 
over also find in the Universal Exposi- 
tion an abundant harvest of wonders."41 

No wonder then that the entry gate of 
the Exposition Universelle of 190042 rec- 
ognized the major industry of France 
with an icon, La Parisienne by Paul 
Moreau-Vauthier (Fig. 4). The massive 
sculpture embodied the Parisian woman 
as sacred goddess. With the luxury 
products of France placed symbolically 
at her feet,43 the woman of fashion, 
wearing a couture gown by Madame 
Paquin, best represented the conjunc- 
tion of French art and industry. 

The original altruistic conception of 
the Exposition Universelle had necessi- 
tated a dissociation from encroaching 
commercialism. The department store 
used the Exposition as a model and 
became a permanent fair that ex- 
pounded higher values to legitimize its 
devotion to consumption (Fig. 5). Gov- 
ernment officials, representatives of 
artistic institutions, and entrepreneurs 
collaborated in setting the conditions for 
the exhibited merchandise of France.44 

These two institutions-the depart- 
ment store and the Exposition Uni- 

verselle-in dedicating themselves to 
modern commerce changed the image of 
the French woman: from a demure and 
sheltered, simply clad demoiselle, she 
became by the end of the century a 
self-confident woman with a certain ele- 

gant aura, obtained in part by an obliga- 
tory opulence, whom women of other 
nations would emulate. Empowered in a 
domestic marketplace, women were con- 
trolled by it: the very products whose 
possession they could now command 
posited a changing image to which they 
had continually to aspire. 
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