The Department Store in Emile Zola's
Au Bonheur des Dames:
a metaphorically complex miliey
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In his novel Au Bonheur des Dames, Emile Zola has
succeeded in wrapping his department store in layer upon
vivid layer of symbols, of allegorical and metaphorical
meanings. For a self-proclaimed Naturalist author, Zola
manages mincurpﬂrﬂcag_rcndea] which goes against the
tenets of his school: symbols, myths, metaphors and irony.
However that may be, deprived of the richness and complex-
ity of the web of symbols and metaphors conceming the
Store, whose overpowering presence dwarfs the "human
interest’ stories, the novel would indeed be bland. Zola's
store aspires to represent an entire age, to be a microcosm of
the 19" century, presenting much of the phenomena associ-
ated with it: France's second Empire, the 'Haussmanisation'
of Paris, the city itself, the nouveay commerce, urban and

bourgeois family life, the commodity culture, new social
‘mores, new attitudes towards sex... he did in fact say that he
‘wanted to write a poem of modern activity: «En un mos, aller
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