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sold at prices accessible to most buyers. Within the same article-advertisement that 
declares the goods at Selfridges were made in cottage industries, the writer declares 

Selfridges will sell nearly everything that any man, woman, or child may require or desire 
from the day of birth and throughout life—clothes, hats, boots, jewellery, stationary, toys, 
games, musical instruments, sport requisites, cutlery, glass, china, carpets—but not heavy 
furniture—household equipments, ornaments, embroideries, pictures, engravings, &c. 
(“HSGG”) 

▲

Fig. 2. Selfridges’ advertisement, “Special Display of the Famous Teco Ware at Selfridges,” 

Times, May 22, 1909: 4. 
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320 The store would be a veritable cornucopia of the latest goods. In a similar move, an-
other large advertisement listed Selfridges’ many departments, and just a sampling of 
the goods available in each. The very size of the full-page advertisement suggested the 
store’s vastness, the sheer number of goods that would fit under one roof.20 The tag line 
that frequently appeared in the early advertisements, “London’s lowest prices—always” 
further served to emphasize ready availability. Shoppers might take pleasure in the 
goods’ uniqueness, but might simultaneously take pleasure in the goods’ abundance. 

This cheerful paradox between unique and available goods paralleled the simulta-
neous move to hide the monetary transaction and to acknowledge it. These contradic-
tions may be seen in a long advertisement that presents the script of a short play for 
the readers. The play takes place in the “Morning-room of Mr. Carew’s little house in 
Mayfair” (Fig. 3).21 Mr. and Mrs. Carew have just returned from the Continent to find 
that their house has been burglarized; along with their possessions have gone all their 
markers of taste and class. Facing a dinner party that night, the couple is in despair, 
since their traders are scattered all over town and they could not possibly be reached 
in time. Turning over a newspaper, Mr. Carew spies an advertisement for Selfridges, 
and they quickly telephone in an order. Mrs. Carew selects a houseful of goods, all 
the “best quality,” including dresses, china, glasses, a clock, and a variety of fruits and 
flowers. Mrs. Carew dismisses her husband’s concern over prices, telling him that 
“we’re getting the best bargain of our lives.” The Selfridges assistant assures her that 
the vases, for example, are “the same things that one buys in the antiquity shops at 
fancy prices” and that the candle-shades are “unique.” 

The play highlights low prices and offers a clear indication that a whole houseful of 
goods might be bought at a moment’s notice for the specific purpose of constructing 
the illusion of stable taste and class that the Carews will need for their visitors. The act 
of buying is at once effaced and foregrounded:  the goods are unique aesthetic objects 
purified of the suggestion that they were ever actually purchased, and this aura may be 
purchased with a simple phone call. Readers are in fact offered a performance of how 
they might perform the Carews’ trick. This Janus-faced approach is notable for how 
readily it changes direction. The very dexterity that Selfridges allows in presenting the 
latest old goods, and the genuine reproduction, suggests an irreverent blend of high 
and low styles; the chance to smooth the gap between different values, and still be free 
to reinforce this gap, is part of what is so effectively sold.22  Selfridges may offer com-
merce in a non-commercial guise—but at the same time it happily exposes this guise 
not simply as a shopkeeper’s trick, but as a powerful strategy to possess goods that are 
both authentic and up-to-date, untainted by commerce, and still readily available.

The physical placement of the goods in the store itself offered a literal performance 
of the Carew’s play and its self-conscious paradox. On the one hand, the store’s window 
displays offered spaces for the transcendent commodity. Far from the cluttered window 
of the Victorian merchant, who crammed as many goods into the display as possible, 
Selfridges initiated a new era of window design in Britain. Displays were carefully 
constructed, often using classical detailing, or displaying a single figure or object in a 
romantic setting. The objects for sale were set under lights, often literally on pedestals, 
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surrounded by the suggestion of distinction—the single, beautiful object. As a writer 
for the Daily Mail noted, “Each window-frame formed a sort of proscenium for a 
deep-set scene with a painted background in colours delicately harmonizing with the 
articles occupying what may be termed the centre of the stage. The windows were not 
crowded with selling articles. No price tickets were displayed.”23 The commodity was 
the star in the spotlight. On the other hand, the store’s interior also presented models of 
abundance. While many of the special displays and showcases within the store continued 
the idea of the transcendent commodity appearing outside, the sheer number of goods 
suggested plenty over particularity and exclusivity.24 As one contemporary reviewer 
commented, on opening day, visitors could find “large quantities of woollens,” “about 
1000 washing robes,” “Dress materials too numerous to be mentioned” and thousands of 

▲

Fig. 3. Selfridges’ advertisement, “‘Gerrard One,’” Times, March 31, 1909: 4. 
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322 other items, all set, of course, within a refined atmosphere. 25 Selfridges built a mutable 
aura around its commodities, one that might shift at the customers’ discretion and that 
built on the consumers’ willing, pleasurable consent to the paradox.   

Selfridges’ use of the commodified authentic to sell its goods had clear class impli-
cations for London shoppers. Selfridges largely appealed to the rapidly rising middle 
class and contributed to the emergence of the “middlebrow” culture. As Lawrence 
Rainey has observed, the term middlebrow actually comes into existence at precisely 
this time, with its first recorded use in 1904 (IM, 3). Shoppers were offered all the 
exclusivity implied by the higher class Bond Street stores, but without the high price 
tags and snobbish disdain for the middle class customer that was found there, as well as 
all the spectacle and pleasures of the Oxford Street Emporiums, without the negative 
associations of cheap goods and frenzied shopping. The commodified authentic in fact 
united what appeared to be two contradictory models, and made these models available 
at middle class prices. The Selfridges’ shopper might obtain—as the Carews did—a 
houseful of apparently old stuff, infused with an instant familiarity that intrinsically 
suggested an erasure of monetary exchange. Such an erasure was usually considered a 
special purview of high class dwellings, embodied in the country house or the old urban 
residences, places where the purchases were made so long ago as to purify them of 
commercial stain. The commodified authentic, however, cheerfully pricked the sacred 
bubble surrounding such established places, not only exposing them as constructed 
environments that were commercial in origin, but in the same breath offering this 
tantalizing high class erasure to the middle class shopper. The authentic was of course 
manufactured, but with the potentially egalitarian result of making high-class models 
more universally available. Selfridges captured the understandable longing to possess 
authentic goods—and the perhaps hypocritical but perhaps honest admission that these 
must be purchased like anything else. The middle class shoppers at Selfridges could 
perform different class identities depending on the goods chosen and, as I go on to 
discuss in the next section, on where they were in the store. 

4. Redefining Commerce 

Selfridges not only used the commodified authentic to shift radically the image of 
shop goods, but also to redefine British commerce in general, and the department store 
in particular.  The initial ads repeatedly chastised the English public for thinking of com-
merce as a tainted endeavor. Commerce was, on the contrary, a dignified and respected 
profession, and the department store an established institution. Selfridges declared that 
viewing business as “mere money-grubbing” was an outdated model of commerce, an 
older evolutionary stage now superceded by a new and improved commercial vision.26 
This new vision linked commerce and Selfridges to older, less commercial models. 
Both the depiction of Selfridges in the advertisements, and the store’s actual layout, 
suggested a readily exchangeable set of lived environments, each with its own form of 
commercial erasure. Selfridges, at turns, was an established institution, a museum, an 
art gallery, a self-contained village, a domestic home. The shoppers themselves could 
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323decide which model to embrace; Selfridges thus worked to move commerce from its 
tainted position as contaminated other into the very heart of British culture. As another 
advertisement declared, Selfridges was ready to “enter into and take its place in the 
life of the whole of London, indeed, the United Kingdom, and in its own time of the 
whole British Empire.”27 Two of Selfridges’ constructed images—the store as village 
and the store as domestic home—offer especially potent models of the commodified 
authentic. I will turn to them now. 

The print advertising and the store’s policies presented Selfridges as an urban 
village, a gathering place for people motivated by more than economic ties. Gordon 
Selfridge himself insisted that the store was a community center, not a shop, declar-
ing, “‘My object was to make Selfridges a civil center where friends could meet and 
where buying was only a secondary consideration’” (qtd. in SB, 254). Selfridge worked 
to form the staff, store, and customers into a self-sufficient community, announcing 
at a staff meeting that the goal was “not merely to provide the goods of civilization. 
It is to be civilization” (qtd. in SB, 213). As the familiar communities of the country-
side—so nostalgically re-imagined by writers such as Forster—were disappearing, 
Selfridges re-created a community in an urban setting, one that echoed the kind that 
Forster believed urban commercialism was dismantling. Selfridges almost seemed to 
be responding to the lament C. F. G. Masterman cite in his popular 1909 work The 
Condition of England: 

‘A village which once fed, clothed, policed, and regulated itself cannot now dig its own 
wells or build its own barns. Still less can it act its own dramas, build its own church, or 
organize its own work and play.’28 

Selfridges in effect took up this call, creating an urban village within London. The staff 
formed its own community groups, including a popular drama league. Like small vil-
lages across England, Selfridges’ employees organized support efforts during the First 
World War, a group of men formed a “House Corps” and actually drilled on the roof 
and practiced musketry, and the employees created the “Selfridges Red Cross Detach-
ment” that met wounded soldiers at the train stations. Like a new and improved town 
elder, the information desk advertised that it could answer any reasonable question on 
any topic. In 1929, Selfridges even added a traditional country garden on the roof of 
the store, where the vegetables prepared in the restaurant were grown. 29 By gesturing 
towards older, nostalgic visions of town centers, Selfridges simultaneously redefined 
the commercial landscape using non-market models and at the same time suggested 
to its guests that they might literally and figuratively buy into such a model. The cus-
tomer might visit this idyllic town in the position of feudal lord, gathering the goods 
desired before retreating home, and yet avoiding any of the guilt or responsibility that 
might have attached itself to such a position. Alternatively—or simultaneously—the 
shopper could participate as a valued member of the community, equal to any within 
the town and invited to share in its bounty, but without the labor such a position might 
once have required. 
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324  Selfridges also linked the store to that perennial icon of non-commercial ties, the 
private home. Visitors, especially women visitors, were instructed to make themselves 
at home while the staff endeavored “in every way imaginable to create and cherish 
that comfortable sentiment.”30 Visitors were given small silver keys on opening day, 
with the wish that they would feel “at home” in Selfridges.31 At the top of the store, 
elaborate and luxurious rooms of rest awaited the guest: Reception rooms, a library, 
the Silence Room, and the Retiring Room, each with special attendants ready to serve 
the visitors.  Several rooms offered free use of phones and were stocked with paper 
and writing utensils available at no charge. There were even special rooms for differ-
ent European guests, decorated in the décor of the visitors’ home country.32 Material 
transactions disappeared; the rooms were free and open to all, and no tips of any kind 
were required or allowed. A Luncheon Hall and a Tea Garden provided food “in a 
dainty, home-like fashion” (“VD”). This domestic model was encouraged not simply 
among the guests, but among the employees as well. One of the expressions among 
the staff was “I’m home,” meaning the sales target had been met for the day; bonuses 
were then given out in what Selfridges called “a little family ceremony” (SB, 182–3). 
Of course, Selfridges did not re-create the home, but offered a vision of a new and 
improved home, one that had the markers of comforting familiarity, yet improved on 
the reality. As Gordon Selfridge said, his female customers came to the store “‘because 
it’s so much brighter than their homes’” (qtd. in SB, 107). 

The use of this nostalgic version of the commodified authentic had two important 
implications for female customers. First, Selfridges united competing versions of the 
modern woman. As Rita Felski argues in The Gender of Modernity, women at the turn 
of the century were on the one hand associated with a nostalgic vision of a primitive, 
pre-industrial world separate by definition from the bustling and commercial public 
sphere. On the other hand, however, a competing vision of women began to emerge in 
the form of the voracious consumer, caught up in the frenzy of spending.33 Selfridges, 
however, deftly combined these images and erased both the contradictions and any 
negative associations. The careful female shopper at Selfridges could, in effect, remain 
within the private sphere of the home, surrounded by a domestic atmosphere and 
home-made products. At the same time, however, she could still shop, not becoming 
a mad consumer exactly, but a discriminating shopper, selecting goods that would in 
turn bring her home closer to the Selfridges’ model. The woman shopper could indeed 
perform the commodified authentic, becoming new and fashionable at the same time 
that she remained authentic and “non-commercial.” 

Second, Selfridges offered female shoppers the chance to experience the home from 
the male perspective. Women might enjoy the room of Silence, the carefully arranged 
and decorated interior, the sense of service and security—in short, all the classic images 
of home—but not have to produce the ideal themselves, at least not while they were 
in the store. With echoes of the exclusive male clubs in London, with all the comforts 
of home minus the spouse and children, Selfridges gave women shoppers the chance 
to sit within the picture of comfort without obligation. As Selfridges understood, misty 
visions of home derive much of their power from the viewer’s lack of responsibility for 
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325the scene itself; adults may be nostalgic for a childhood home, both men and women 
may be nostalgic for homes they never had, but the fantasy is to be within the scene, the 
beneficiary of the maternal, home-like comfort, but not usually to create the comfort 
oneself. Selfridges allowed women a rare chance to “Feel at Home,” without actually 
having to maintain the home. The ideal modern woman could enjoy the privileges of 
the ideal modern man.  

Selfridges’ suggestive re-creations of non-commercial environments, and the class 
and gender mobility such re-creations promised, were literally represented in the store’s 
interior. A shopper could experience an intriguing geographic hierarchy of monetary 
associations by simply walking through the store. A shopper might begin in the Bargain 
Basement, the lowest floor accessible to the public, where an enormous mass of goods 
were jumbled together and where low prices were the central theme. She could travel 
upwards to the more exclusive floors, visiting departments where goods were tastefully 
arranged and price tags available but not obvious. As the efficient lift whisked her to 
higher floors, she could relax in the elegantly decorated lounging rooms, where she 
might write a letter, read a book, or simply rest. She might enjoy a home-cooked meal 
in one of the restaurants or, continuing to the roof, simply sit in an English country 
garden. The farther up she went in the building, the farther away she moved from 
actual material transactions, where money was exchanged for specific objects.  The 
shopper could, in effect, choose the environment in which she shopped, and by exten-
sion, select the class and even gender associations she wished to perform. Within the 
store, the identity of both class and gender might be created and maintained within 
objects and also elided by their ready exchange within a seemingly infinite, expanding 
market of goods.  This sort of mobility was not necessarily liberating but neither was it 
necessarily a sinister manipulation. Selfridges presented a new commercial landscape 
for London, one which used the purity implied in nostalgic laments or markers of high 
class taste—a purity usually invoked to place commercialism in the role of contaminated 
other—as central to a new definition of commerce. 

Selfridges’ use of the commodified authentic not only anticipated the modernist 
dream of a separate, autonomous aesthetic, but also anticipated recent modernist cri-
tiques of this separation. Selfridges fundamentally questioned the organizing binary 
that divided the authentic from the mass market, or a pure art from a sullied material-
ism, declaring without embarrassment that its anti-market aesthetic was for sale. It 
was a true full-service store, offering both the cultural text and the critique exposing 
it, achieving the cultural equivalent of a vertical monopoly.34 In its development of the 
commodified authentic, Selfridges offers us an important critical model for approaching 
modernism’s simultaneous drives to elitism and egalitarianism, one flexible enough to 
acknowledge the pervasive desire for a cultural location apart from the marketplace, 
while at the same time acknowledging and even celebrating the commercially con-
structed nature of such a location.  
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