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  one
Introduction


Do you remember the famous Disney Cinderella? 
I don't know exactly how Cinderella's look was created, but I can't help thinking that this portrait—more specifically, the gown—may have been one of the inspirations behind her image. Then again, the same could be said of many formal portraits from that era, whose elegant silhouettes and romantic grandeur seem straight out of a fairy tale.
[image: ]
La infanta Isabel de Borbón y Borbón, hija de Isabel II (Infanta Isabel, Countess of Girgenti), 1866,  Vicente Palmaroli, Royal Palace of Madrid
Disney's Cinderella, of course, does not have such a magnificent long train—but that is perfectly understandable. Cinderella was not yet a princess. Before us, however, is a real princess: Infanta Isabella, the eldest daughter of Queen Isabella II of Spain.
She is fifteen years old here, about the same age as Cinderella. Two years later she would marry, and three years after that she would be widowed. A long and eventful life lay ahead of her. But in this portrait she appears as a young royal in all her splendor, dressed in a magnificent court gown. The long train, draped gracefully over her arm, is made from the same fabric as the skirt, creating a sense of unity and grandeur.
But what was this remarkable era, when women dressed in gowns whose skirts resembled enormous blooming flowers? These were fairy-tale silhouettes, images that stirred the imagination and seemed to belong to an entirely different world.
[image: ]
 Queen Alexandra when Princess of Wales; 1862-63; Artist: Richard Lauchert; Royal Collection
I would like to invite you on a fascinating journey to France in the middle of the nineteenth century (1848–1870).
France was then living through its Second—and last—Empire. On the throne sat Napoleon III, the nephew of Napoleon Bonaparte, alongside the brilliant Empress Eugénie, one of the most intriguing and ambitious royal couples of the age.
Paris was changing at a breathtaking pace. Old neighborhoods were being demolished, broad boulevards carved through the city, railway stations opened their doors, trains thundered across the countryside, and shop windows filled the streets with an ever-growing array of temptations, innovations, and fashionable novelties.
It was an age of scientific discovery and industrial progress. But it was also an age of imagination. our beloved Jules Verne was publishing Five Weeks in a Balloon, Journey to the Center of the Earth, Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea, and many other adventures.
[image: ]
Autour de la Lune by J. Vernes; Illustrator: Émile Bayard et A. De Neuville; Paris: Hetzel, 1872
And what about fashion?
Some historians call this period the triumph of nineteenth-century aristocratic fashion. It is also known as the age of Neo-Rococo. Why? Because in the middle of the nineteenth century fashion once again embraced the light-hearted, playful spirit of the Rococo era. Full skirts, cascades of ribbons, lace, and delicate decorative details clearly echoed the court fashions of the eighteenth century. The new Rococo, however, was on a much grander scale, thanks to crinolines and the achievements of the industrial age.
[image: ]
 Portrait of Princess Tatyana Alexandrovna Yusupova; 1858; Artist: Franz Xaver Winterhalter; Hermitage Museum
It was during this period that France firmly established itself as the fashion capital of the world. Haute couture was born here, along with new fabrics, new silhouettes, and new ideas about luxury itself.
Of course, we shall admire magnificent gowns and meet the dazzling, extraordinary Empress Eugénie. But we will also stroll through the streets of Paris, experience the daily lives of nineteenth-century women, and even go shopping!
Where?
Naturally, at the magnificent department store The Ladies' Paradise.
The nineteenth century gave the world literature. Throughout this book we will frequently turn to the works of Émile Zola, author of The Ladies' Paradise, Gustave Flaubert's Madame Bovary, the memoirs of Princess Metternich, and many other fascinating sources. I suspect I may occasionally overwhelm you with quotations, but they are simply too wonderful not to share. And since you have opened this book, I assume you enjoy reading as much as I do.
The journey I invite you to take is not an encyclopedia of fashion filled with technical details. We will not be tracking which print was fashionable in which particular year. That may be fascinating to specialists, but it is not our goal. Instead, I invite you on an engaging exploration of fashion, literature, art, and the lives of women in the middle of the nineteenth century.
Do you remember our journey into the Rococo era? We sat in elegant salons, sipping green tea from delicate porcelain cups. Later, women became more active and developed a passion for long walks in the fresh air, and we joined the heroines of Jane Austen. By the nineteenth century, however, women had discovered shopping—with all the consequences that followed.
And the store truly deserved its name. Monsieur Mouret, its owner, did everything possible to transform it into a kind of earthly paradise:
"Mouret's unique passion was to conquer woman. He wished her to be queen in his house, and had built this temple that he might there hold her completely at his mercy. His sole aim was to intoxicate her with gallant attentions, traffic on her desires, profit by her fever. Night and day he racked his brain to invent fresh attractions. He had already introduced two velvet-padded lifts, in order to spare delicate ladies the trouble of climbing the stairs to the upper floors. Then, too, he had just opened a bar where the customers could find gratuitous light refreshments, syrups and biscuits, and a reading-room, a monumental gallery decorated with excessive luxury, in which he had even ventured on an exhibition of pictures."
Ready?
Then let’s begin. 






  
  two
The Ladies’ Paradise


Let us step into the salon of Henriette, Madame Desforges, a secondary character in Émile Zola’s novel The Ladies’ Paradise. On Saturdays, from four to six, Madame Desforges hosted tea with pastries for her friends.
Among her visitors is Madame Marty: “you will excuse me bringing my bag. Just fancy, as I was coming along I went into The Paradise, and as I have again been very extravagant, I did not like to leave it in my cab for fear of being robbed.”
[image: ]
 "Le Salon. Moniteur des Modes Parisienne" ur Nyaste Journal för Damer, nr 13, juli 1862; Unknown Artist; Nordic Museum
Nineteenth-century women clearly understood the difference: a reticule was a reticule (that tiny little handbag we discussed when talking about Jane Austen’s heroines), while a proper bag was something entirely different. Confusing the two would have been almost as improper as wearing a ball gown to a picnic. Every item had its own purpose, its own character, and its proper place in a respectable woman’s life.
What could actually fit into a reticule? A handkerchief, a small mirror, a little money, smelling salts, and a few other delicate necessities — and, in truth, that was quite enough.
Ladies did not carry cosmetics with them: touching up one’s make-up in public was considered entirely improper. And as for hair, there was little you could do anyway — it was an elaborate structure, arranged strand by strand and crowned with a hat secured by special pins. A comb would have been of little use in such a situation.
Nor were keys needed: doors would be opened by a servant. So the nineteenth-century handbag did not exist to carry “one’s whole life,” but only a selection of pleasant little essentials.
And yet this was also the age when women were beginning to shop in earnest. Of course, purchases could be delivered directly to one’s home… there was an entire delivery system, including services extending into the provinces and even abroad. At Monsieur Mouret’s Ladies’ Paradise, the mail-order department alone occupied several rooms on the second floor and employed as many as thirty people — and that was only for provincial and international orders.
But one could also simply carry one’s purchases away. If the package was small, it could even be — as would become common by the early twentieth century — attached to a strap fixed to the waist. It would dangle there quite conveniently, leaving the hands free. But that only worked for small things.
And if the shopping was more substantial, then of course a proper bag was needed. And what exactly was hidden inside Madame Marty's shopping bag?
The other ladies could hardly wait to find out. Everyone knew that Madame Marty had one particular weakness. She was perfectly respectable—and completely incapable of resisting beautiful things.
For several minutes Madame Marty clutched her little red leather bag, almost trembling with excitement. At last she could bear it no longer.
"She was burning with a sort of sensual desire to display them."
Out came the first treasure.
"This is the Valenciennes for my daughter... Isn't it delicious? One franc ninety centimes the metre."
The lace passed from hand to hand and was admired by everyone.
But that was only the beginning.
Madame Marty closed the bag for a moment—as though she ought not to reveal any more of its secrets. Then temptation won again.
"There was this handkerchief as well. Real Brussels, my dear. Oh! A bargain! Twenty francs!"
And then, as Zola delightfully puts it,
"...the bag became inexhaustible."
Out came a Spanish blonde-lace cravat, then a Chantilly veil, and finally twenty-six yards of guipure lace.
"Really, lace is so pretty!" she repeated with her nervous laugh. "Once I'm inside I could buy everything."
I suspect many of us know exactly what she means.
Finally one of the ladies looked rather puzzled.
"But what are you going to do with it?"
Madame Marty answered with complete honesty:
"I'm sure I don't know. But it was such a funny pattern!"
[image: ]
Detail: Le Moniteur de la Mode, 1876, No. 1348: Toilettes de Mme Morison (...); Rijksmuseum
For all of this, a proper bag is absolutely essential — just like the one shown in this fashionable print. In a way, it may well be the ancestor of our modern shopping bags.
So let us take this bag, leave Madame Henriette’s salon behind, and head in the direction of The Ladies’ Paradise. Everyone is talking about the beautifully decorated Oriental salon there, and we shall go and see it for ourselves.
What’s that? Still unsure about your mantelet? Don’t worry — at The Ladies’ Paradise we will find you the perfect wrap, and afterwards we might stop at a café-chantant not far from the store.
A café-chantant?
Oh, those are singing cafés — lively places where owners installed small stages for chanson performers. They are always packed with crowds, and raspberry brandy (framboise) is served. It promises to be great fun!
Ready? 
Our route takes us along the Boulevard des Italiens — a magnificent promenade. This boulevard functioned not only as a place for walking, but also as a vast living runway. It was said that after such strolls, some Parisian women would head straight to their dressmakers demanding “something even better.”
Let’s also take a look at the fashionable men about town. They were not there only to admire the view, but also to display their fine horses and the beautiful women they paraded in their carriages.
[image: ]
Boulevard des Italiens, from 'Physionomies de Paris; 1856; Eugène Charles François Guérard; Musée Carnavalet
We were lucky enough to spot a grand dame on the Boulevard des Italiens — Madame de Metternich herself, a truly stylish figure.
Let’s continue. The closer we get to The Ladies’ Paradise, however, the more our stroll is disrupted by construction work.
By the middle of the nineteenth century, Paris had a problem. The city was still trying to function with a medieval street plan: narrow lanes, overcrowded neighbourhoods, ageing buildings, and traffic jams of people, horses, carts, and who knows what else. Not exactly the look Napoleon III had in mind for the capital of the modern world.
So in 1853 he handed the city over to Baron Georges Eugène Haussmann and essentially said, "Fix it."
Haussmann's solution was refreshingly simple: if a street was too narrow, remove the street. And the houses. And sometimes the entire neighbourhood.
Soon great swathes of old Paris disappeared to make room for broad boulevards, elegant avenues, parks, water pipes, sewers, and all the infrastructure a modern city requires. The famous chestnut-lined streets that we now associate with Paris date from this period. Today many people admire Haussmann's vision, but the Parisians who watched their familiar streets
[image: ]
Demolition of Butte des Moulins for Avenue de l'Opéra, photo by unknown author, 1870; Collection: Brown University Library
"From the very threshold it was a marvel, a surprise, which enchanted all of them."
"From the centre of the Place Gaillon you could see this oriental saloon, composed solely of carpets and door-curtains hung up under his direction. The ceiling was covered with a quantity of Smyrna carpets... Then from each side there hung Syrian and Karamanian door-curtains... carpets... a strange florescence of peonies and palms, fantastic blooms in a garden of dreamland."
"On the floor too were more carpets, a heap of greasy fleeces... And then, here, there and everywhere came a display of marvels..."
"This seeming and sumptuous tent, fit for a caliph, was furnished with divans and arm-chairs... Turkey, Arabia, Persia and the Indies were all there. They had emptied the palaces, looted the mosques and bazaars."
"A tawny gold prevailed in the weft of the old carpets... Visions of the East floated before you... all the luxury of this barbarous art."
[image: ]
Paris Interior; 1877; Artist:Munkácsy Mihály; Collection: Hungarian National Gallery
[image: ]
room 16:4 at Kulturen museum in Lund with furniture exclusively from around 1850; source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/User:Nixdorf
[image: ]
La Mode Illustrée, 1868, No. 11: Chlamydes Kachmir; 1868; Rijksmuseum
[image: ]
Penelope: Nyaste journal för damer; 1859; Nordic Museum
[image: ]
Modejournal för alla snälla dockor; 1858; Nordic Museum
“Denise immediately took off her thin wool dress, worn out from cleaning and patched at the sleeves — the only one she had brought from Valognes — and put on the uniform of her department: a black silk dress; it had been fitted to her figure and was waiting for her on the bed. Even so, it was slightly too large and a bit loose at the shoulders. But Denise was in such a hurry and so nervous that she forgot all about vanity and paid no attention to such details. She had never owned a silk dress before. Going down the stairs, feeling both dressed up and constrained, she glanced at the glossy skirt and felt embarrassed by its loud rustling.”
[image: ]
The Governess; 1860; Artist: Emily Mary Osborn;  Yale Center for British Art
"Coffee was taken by all excepting Denise, who couldn't bear it, she said. And they lingered there before their cups, the young ladies from the under-linen department all middle-class simplicity in their woollen dresses, and the young ladies from the mantle department arrayed in silk, their napkins tucked under their chins, in order not to stain their gowns, like ladies who might have come down to the servants' hall to dine with their chamber-maids."
"But it was a miserable spring, always raining! People bought nothing but black silks." 
[image: ]
Mrs Ellinor Guthri; 1864; Frederic Leighton; Yale Center for British Art 
"It happened that the next day she had to play the part of the well-dressed girl. Some well-known customers came in, and Madame Aurélie summoned her several times in order that she might show off the new styles. And whilst she was posing there, with the stereotyped graces of a fashion-plate, she thought all the time of Pépé's board and lodging, which she had promised to pay that evening."
[image: ]
Portrait of Aleksandra Zatler, general’s wife; 1862; Józef Simmler; National Museum in Warsaw
"They were talking about dress, and Madame de Boves was describing a gown she had seen at a ball.
"First of all, a mauve silk skirt, covered with flounces of old Alençon lace, twelve inches deep."
"Oh! is it possible!" exclaimed Madame Marty. "Some women are very fortunate!"
"But, my dear," said Madame de Boves, "the upper skirt was covered with it as well. I never saw anything richer."
"Ah, that's a good idea," resumed Madame Desforges, "I've got several yards of Alençon somewhere; I must look them up for a trimming."
Then the voices fell again, sinking into a murmur. Prices were quoted, a feverish desire to buy and bargain stirred all the ladies; they were purchasing lace by the mile."
[image: ]
Shawl of black Chantilly lace; 1865; Maciet; Bibliotheque des Arts Decoratifs (Paris)
[image: ]
Lover's Walk; 1865; Artist: Gustave Léonard de Jonghe
[image: ]
Princess Olympiada Vladimirovna Bariatinskaia; 1863; Artist: Franz Xaver Winterhalter;  Art Museum of Estonia
"But this Chantilly isn't at all bad!... And you paid twenty-five francs for it?"
"Of course," replied Madame Desforges. "The mounting cost me two hundred francs."
[image: ]
Fan "La course aux chiens"; 1860; Artist: Unknown; Palais Galliera, musée de la Mode de la Ville de Paris
"I've scarcely bought one in my life. One always receives too many of such things."
[image: ]
The Comtesse Georges De Mniszech; 1850; Unknown Author; https://fineartamerica.com
" And the mantles were here, in this sort of chapel raised to the worship of woman's beauty and grace. In the centre was a magnificent article, a velvet mantle trimmed with silver fox; on one side of it appeared a silk cloak lined with miniver, on the other a cloth cloak edged with cocks' plumes; and, last of all, some opera cloaks in white cashmere and quilted silk trimmed with swansdown or chenille. There was something for every taste, from the opera cloaks at twenty-nine francs to the velvet mantle which was marked eighteen hundred."
[image: ]
Modes de Paris. Le Messager des Modistes et des Salons. Proprieté exclusive du Journal Aglaja publié par A.C. Kruseman à Harlem; 1856; Artist: Alexandre Lacauchie
"However Madame Marty had just noticed a striped cloak which she rather liked. Her daughter Valentine was already examining it."
"...they had reduced it from a hundred and fifty francs, to a hundred and thirty, and it was now ticketed at a hundred and ten."
"She could not withstand the temptation of its cheapness. She bought it."
[image: ]
Nyaste journal för damer; 1858; Nordic Museum
[image: ]
La Mode Illustrée, 1868, No. 24: Toilettes de Mme Breant-Castel; Rijksmuseum
[image: ]
Nyaste journal för damer; 1862; Nordic museum
[image: ]
Nyaste journal för damer; 1858; Nordic Museum
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