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Abstract

With the advent of urbanization, railways, and factory production,
significant changes occurred in the retail trades, the department store emerged
as a new place of business. The ‘shopgirl,” a pivotal associate in the store, has
a task to mediate the process of selling and buying in the way of
commodity-display. The shopgirl’s display of the commodity beckoned an
ambiguous identity since she seemed to side with the commodity much more
than with the consumer. The most significant place where the process of
selling and buying took place is the department store. It created a
phantasmagoric effect stimulating perceptions and senses of customers
through various commodities. The spatiality of the department store imparted
a suspicion of the shopgirl as a displayed commodity bound to the conditions
of capitalist production, thus making the shopgirl’s body seemingly passive
and objective. Yet a shopgirl’s experience of commodity culture is more than
that. Millicent Henning in The Princess Casamassima, a typical late Victorian
shopgirl, was eager to see and to know people in the crowd as well as to
become familiar with a spectrum of commodities. This paper will explore
three aspects: how a parallel of the shopgirl and commodity is made, how the
spatiality of the department store situates the shopgirl, and how the shopgirl

takes advantage of her working experiences to develop her special visions.
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