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The modern supermarket owes its 
format as much to the invention 
or the shopping cart as CO any-
thing else. Before 1936 - the voir 

Sylvan Goldman, an Oklahoma grocer, 
assembled the first shopping carl in a 
w n i i in. Hash 'it insight i l l . I I came to him 
one night while contemplating a pair of 
metal folding chairs in the back of one of his 
stores - grocery stores were modest in size, 
and shoppers were limited by what they 
could catty away in wicker baskets. Invent-
ing the cart proved easier than getting 
people to use it. The story goes that in those 
days grocers considered carts dangerous, 
men considered them unmanly alternatives 
to carrying rhe merchandise in their arms, 
and women considered the whole self-
service concept declasse. 

But with the acceptance of the cart it was 
possible lor customers to serve themselves 
on an unprecedented scale, gathering up vast 
quantities of merchandise laid out in gallery 
format and paying tor it at a single point. 
Cart-assisted, self-service shopping deter-
mined that modern markets would be 
horizontal building constructed on pieces 
of land better measured in acres than in 
city lots - in short, determined a suburban 
building type. 

Over the years, the grocery store has grown 
in size from market to supermarket to 
hypermarket, and the common rituals of 
grocery shopping have become reliable 
models for vending a variety of goods, from 
food to clothing, hardware, lumber, and 
even furniture, it is a form of retail selling, 
uncomplicated and uninvolving, that is 
uniquely suited to suburban attitudes about 
privacy and purification. Richard Sennetl 
has written about the erosion of social life 
in America as more and more points o f 
contact between individuals are reduced to 
a min imum, if not eliminated entirely. As 
a description of retail activity, this means 
that shopping episodes that once involved 
eye-to-eye contact between the seller's agents 
and the buyer - haggling over prices and 
quality and bartering advice, not to mention 
tangential conversations of a more person.il 
sort — were no longer part of the shopping 
experience. Instead, customers were 
ex pet ted i>> make dci isions on their o« n, 
spurred tin by direct encounters with the 
products themselves. 

This pattern of self-service shopping lias 
spawned a broad range of discount depart-
ment stores - Kmart, Target, Wal-Mart, 
and numerous local and regional clones of 
the national giants - where everything from 
tennis shoes to bicycles, auto supplies, 
clothing, jewelry, television sets, and back-
to-school supplies can be louud in low-
in erhead sellings and .11 cut rare prices and 
can be trucked along through the aisles like 
meat and vegetables. The supermarket 
format is more ambitiously stretched in the 
lumberyard/hardware markets, which allow 
do-it-yourselfers to feel like weekend con-
tractors: they shop the hyper-real precincts 
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Market Strategies 
of the builder's warehouse for sheets of 
plywood, bundles of two-by-fours, sacks o f 
cement, tools, and kitchen cabinets, 
hauling the merchandise on sturdy muta-
tions of the shopping cart, roping it 
precariously to rhe roof ol the family car. 
IKI.A, the successor to the short-lived 
STOR, a Scandinavian furniture store-
Incited just outside the West Loop on 
Interstate 10, sells a comprehensive array 
of furniture and household fixtures, most 
of it modular in design and reeking ol 
European smugness. Much ol the furni-
ture is made of covered panicle board and 
based on clever blind joinery systems so 
the furniture can be sold knocked down, 
to be carried home in your Volvo station 
wagon and assembled with .1 screwdriver in 
front of your admiring family when you 
gel there. The IK1 A siore is arranged on 
rwo levels: a showroom on top, where 
customers can wander through a 
homotopia of look-alike furniture set up in 
a maze o f room-a-ramas and be all but 
ignored by the sales staff, who seem to be 
contemplating the furniture in some 
Platonic realm; and a reality-based lower 
level, a warehouse where items are lifted 
from shelves anil carted 10 a bank of 

checkout counters. A small counter up 
front displays an assortment o f packaged 
foods - loganberry jelly, Euro-biscuits, 
and other gastronomica with which to 
complete the transformation of your 
suburban, middle-class American home 
into a Swedish middle-class home. 

It may be the case, as Oswald Spengler put 
i i , that in each age one of the arts gains 
ascendancy and leads the others: sculpture 
for the Classical, architecture for the 
Middle Ages, music for the Renaissance 
and Baroque. In our own time, especially 
after Andy Warhol made the condition 
visible with his interchanging of artistic 
and commercial valuations, the prevailing 
art form is commodification - the creation 
of tantalizing new products with which to 
magnify desire. This phenomenon finds iis 
most intense and vivid expression in the 
modern supermarket, a veritable horn of 
pleniv, confirming in its vast spatiality and 
endless rows of packaged roods the 
abundance of the capitalist way o f life. It 
is a gallery of the seller's art, images of 
desire cunningly packaged, with scientific 
attention to details of color and nuances of 
typeface and verbal message. 

What fuels this well-ordered orgy of 
consumption is a vast enterprise that in 
effect transforms all plant, animal, and 
mineral substances (hat serve as food into 
technical products, then divides and 
shuffles them into the appearance of 
significant variation by sorting, coloring, 
packaging, and labeling. Unlike the past, 
the present faces few constraints on pro-
duction; the proliferation of available food 
products has outstripped die capacities of 
the more modest-sized grocery stores that 
were the primary purveyors of foodstuffs 
up into midcentury. As an example, a 
Randall's flagship now requires 45 linear 
feet of six-toot-high shelves just 10 display 
its collection of dry cereals, including a 
category tailed "adult cereal.'" Breakfast 
food provides an interesting example ol 
food hybridization: not long ago there-
were only a few types of dry cereal 
available, mostly straightforward formula-
tions of wheat, corn, rice, or oats 
distinguished by differences in rlieir 
"Jiccse-food"-filled crunch life before they 
turned into edible papier-mache when the 
milk was poured on, and by the kiddie 
novelties - things like decoder rings -
stuffed inside. Then, inspired b) the 
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Left: Fiesta Mart no. 16, 
Interstate 45 at Nasa Road 1, 
near Clear Lake City. 

Far left: Hydroponic farm, 
Fiesta Mart no. 16. 

Below: Franchise row. Fiesta 
Marl no. 16. 
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success of crunchy granola with an increas-
ingly health-conscious public, the big cereal 
makers rushed out with (heir own versions, 
equally expensive and high in calories but in 
tastefully decorated boxes. It should be 
noted that the need to improve the nutri-
tional value ol products without losing their 
taste appeal and at low cost to the manufac-
turer gave rise to the science of enriching 
and fortifying nutritionally marginal foods 
such as cereals and Twinkies. Any food can 
be made to look nutritionally respectable by 
reinforcing (designing) it to include a broad 
spectrum of artificially introduced vitamins 
and minerals. After that it is only a matter 
of shaping it and giving it a theme. 

The consumer is dropped into a labyrinth ol 
choices. Rather than finding food, the 
dilemma is one of choosing among the 
apparent surplus of availability. After a time, 
the production of food becomes similar to 
the manufacturing o f any other consumer 
product. The difference between the 
healthful or stylish properties of, say, a 
running shoe and a breakfast cereal is 
dissolved. What is required of the modern 
citizen is simply to need, as David Green, 
the poet o f Archigram, put it: 

/; 's all the uime. The joint between God 
nodes and you, eat nodes and you is the 
same. Theoretically, one node could service 
the lot. There's no need to move. Cool it 
baby. Be comfortable. God burgers, sex 
burgers, hamburgers. The node just plugs 
into a giant needery. You just sit there and 
need. We do the rest. Green stamps given. 

Nearly every discipline outside of archi-
tecture has been able to make good use of 
the cultural appraisal that is called post-
modernism as a way of understanding our 
time. Postmodernism describes one of the 
more pervasive paradigmatic shifts in 
history, where life as we know it is being 
systematically dismantled, replaced by 
simulated realities, hyperrealities, and 
cyberexperiences where, as Cluy Debold 
writes in The Society of the Spectacle. 
"everything that was directly lived has 
moved away into representation." 

It is easy to see (lie impact of this shift in 
what might be called the culture of the 
mind - that is, in those areas of human 
activity that are based on superficial 
sensations, or where, as in the case of 
business dealings, the actual physical act 

of the transaction is merely confirmation 
of what is at heart already highly abstract 
and symbolic. If my paycheck is automati-
cally and electronically teletransported to 
the bank and then distributed to my 
creditors by punching buttons on my 
touch-tone phone, the difference in the 
transaction from actually carrying green-
backs around is purely a matter of 
convenience- the money, after all, being 
merely a representation of buying power 
that can be represented just as well by 
stored electrons branded with my personal 
code. The same can be said, at least to 
sonu degree, ol culture, which, as \ndrc 
Malraux demonstrated in his brilliant essay 
on the "museum without walls," is now 
readily converted from artifacts to easily 
transportable forms of publication, video 
documents and recordings, so that one 
now has access, in a way unknown to our 
predecessors, to the whole range of human 
artistic accomplishment. But there is 
another culture that defines our human-
ness that is not so easily deceived, one that 
exploits other sensory potentials and 
ministers to other needs. This other 
culture we might call the culture of the 
stomach. It is not at all content with the 

products offered in cyberspace. This 
stomach culture is guardian ol the most 
invasive sensory experiences, those that 
finally end up inside the body, where they 
deliver both the temporary pleasure ol 
good flavor and also the long-term effects 
of calories, vitamins, and toxic residues. 

1 bus the supermarkets, purveyors tit some 
of life's most satisfying experiences, may be 
a hands-on antidote for a world becoming 
increasingly virtual, i f not invisible. This is 
not to say that modern food is not a 
reflected reality. We buy at the end ol a 
long chain of ideation and production 
through which raw food is made into food 
ideas, imperishable and convenient. Food 
defies Platonic geometry. In its original 
form, most ol it is amorphous: yet its 
presentation in the grocery store is nearly 
always in the form of recognizable card-
board and plastic geometries, a symbolic 
designation ot nonputrcfying reality that 
bears little resemblance to what is inside. 
Thus one is asked to make choices based 
mi simulations ,tiu| logical valuations 
constructed on the surfaces of these 
packages: promised pleasures, promised 
benefits, convenience. Participation in this 
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kind ot buying requires skills of a different 
sort from those required of the buyer in the 
past, who had to smell, feel, and even 
sometimes taste the product before buying 
it. Instead, the modem shopper runs 
through little equations while rolling along 
the aisles, the variables of which include 
convenience, eye appeal, cost, and nutri-
lional value. Or the shopper simply seeks 
out a product that has already been presold 
on television. Manufacturers must create 
the idea of the food first, then have it 
systematically constructed by technicians. 

In order to revivify' their contents, super-
markets increasingly arc devoting large 
portions of their merchandising territory to 
the "real stuff," visceral, organic, 
putrefiable, short-lived bod in the raw: live-
lobsters and catfish swimming in glass 
aquariums, crawfish in barrels, mussels 
lying blissfully under a gentle, cool shower 
in display tanks, piles of fresh vegetables, 
fish staring forlornly as they do on a 
fisherman's stringer. It's all a little like a 
museum, pieces of visceral art up for sale. 
Wut for many, actually having to deal with 
these forms of food equates to a premndern 
state of development; tor them, modern 
food comes in sealed packages with 
instructions for microwaving, and opening 
a box of some new kind of crunch fulfills 
the desire to explore the new and exotic. 

Wi th this bounty of sameness, the store 
itself becomes an important part of the 
shopping experience. Inside, the architect 
and entrepreneur conspire to create 
different shopping scenarios based on the 
conditions under which purchasable items 
can be presented - to re-create shopping as 
a form of participatory theater. In Sam's 
Club warehouse stores, self-conscious 
proletarianisni appeals to hardcore buyers 
who, as card-carrying members, feel they 
have slipped the bonds of advertising 
appeals and overhead niceties and entered 
the realitv room of the back lot, where 
unadorned stacks of products still in their 
big boxes are bought up in quantity and 

hauled off in enormous shopping carts. 
Contrast this to Randall's Food Markets' 
appeal to wholesome family values. Or 
Whole l;oods Market's neo-sixties 
ambience, updated to include wellness, 
where the food looks like it has been silled 
through the counterculture League of 
Nutrit ional Decency. The aisles are tight 
and miniaturized. Whole Foods produces 
a feeling that this is a place to get your 
attitude adjusted (along with your neck 
muscles - a masseuse-in-residence wil l 
rub away your body pains for ten bucks 
in the aisles between the vegetables 
and the pasta). 

No one has played with this idea of 
imaging more successfully than fiesta 
Mart, a local chain that came to promi-
nence by catering ro the city's growing 
Hispanic population. Fiesta's standard 
store bears a sanitized resemblance to a 
fesrival market in a Third Wor ld country, 
heavy on bountiful stocks of produce 
(much of it exotic by middle-class 
American standards) and samplings of 
ethnic-foods-in-a-can organized in sections 
by country of origin. In front of many 
Fiesta stores, an aggregation ol sidewalk 
vendors hawks cheap goods, creating the 
kind of street clutter between the store and 
the parking lot that merges shops with the 
street in many cities throughout the world. 
Not wanting to be one thing only. Fiesta 
created a different kind of store in Clear 
lake, adjacent to Interstate 45, that 
features a dramatic, vaguely deconstruc-
tionist tip-of-the-hat root as its roadside 
summons. Inside, a hydroponic farm 
beckons from the produce section; tor a 
premium, customers can harvest their 
sprouts and leaves directly from scientifi-
cally monitored growing trays - a 
demonstration that would look more.lt 
home in the pedagogical precincts of a 
science museum than a supermarket. 

Houston now sports an Auchan store, a 
European-style hypermarket with its roots 
in France - grocery shopping in its most 

inflated form. There arc some 90 Auchan 
Hypermarkets in Europe, but the Houston 
store is the first in the United States. What 
does "hypermarket' mean? In this case it 
comes down to a marriage of convenience 
between a medium-size grocery store and a 
discount dry-goods store - a commercial 
formal that appeared earlier in I louston, 
Weingarten s and Henke's, both defunct 
local grocery chains, had full-service 
counter restaurants and sizable dry-goods 
sections into the 1950s; the Henke's at 
Wayside even sold major appliances. 
Houston's first big discount department 
stores, Clobeand Fed-Mart, both had 
large grocery-store components, as did 
Target, which combined grocery and 
discount stores in a side-by-side arrange-
ment through the 1970s. 

Auchan's architectural accommodation of 
this format resembles a large factory, or 
perhaps the hangar deck of an aircraft 
carrier, hut is decorated as an upscale flea 
market. The architecture is what might be 
called bare-tech: industrial-issue junior 
trusses steel rool decks, exposed ducts, 
big industrial lights - austere treatment 
intended to suggest a connection to the 
no-frills economies of European demo-
cratic socialism. The store is enormous bv 
any standards, with 140,000 square feet 
of shopping. But only half o f it is food, 
and nearly half of that is fresh (unpack-
aged) food. 

Auchan suggests a new concept of the 
supermarket, a kind of mall in the form of 
an enclosed plaza. 'The opening layer, up 
front, is an indoor pedestrian street where 
one finds sundry shops, fast-food restau-
rants (McDonald's, Pizza Hut , Taco Bell), 
a bank, a beauty shop, a quick copy, a 
jewelry store, and something called 
Hyperoptical, located across the entrance 
from S & M Travel. The subdividing of the 
vast interior volume into gridded blocks 
begins after you cross the Auchan thresh-
old, with little gabled pavilions marking 
oft the product neighborhoods: patisserie, 
tortilleria, cheese shop, meat market, 
butcher shop, cigarette kiosk. Sheer 
volume combines with perceptual com-
plexity to produce a sense of phenomenal 
size, size that can be measured cxistentially 
by ascertaining how long it takes to find 
your shopping companion when you get 
separated. In Auchan, it can be a long time 
indeed. The aisles are exceedingly lengthy 
(85 feet just for pet foods) and high. 
Shoppers seem unusually grim and busi-
nesslike. The convivial social atmosphere is 
missing that makes many grocery stores 
into commercial incarnations ol the agora 
(an interpretation sometimes stimulated by 
atmosphere-enhancing embellishments 
such as the performing mariachi bands in 
Fiesta Marts); Auchan customers seem 

:' obsessed with searching for Auchan 
: bargains. And no wonder. This is 

heterotopia, an odd mixture of the familiar 
made to look strange. Wi th 55 functioning 
checkout stations, it reminded me ol the 
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customs stations at a large international 
airport on the way out of a duty-free 
country — somewhere you go just to shop 
for hargains. Fly in, buy a few (or more 
than a few) things, go home. The airport 
feeling is reinforced by the way you rent 
your shopping cart, airport style, putting 
in a quarter to unlock the conveyance and 
getting your money back when you lock it 
up again. Out on the vacant new land-
scape of Beltway 6, the place seems 
estranged even for a suburban market, 
disconnected in the way an airport is 
disconnected. 

This may be the final iteration of Ameri-
can shopping life, a melding ol everything 
you can buy into one anonymous space. 
You don't need a shopping list; you just 
buy impulsively. Everything is here on this 
island, a final resting place for Miranda's 
brave new world. You reallv don't know 
where you are, suspended in a place far 
removed from time and space, navigating 
your cart through an overstimulating 
environment made up entirely of products 
for sale. 

Futurist thinkers imagine a greater impact 
of technology on the supermarkets of the 
future, including media transformations 
that marry the technology of television to 
the traditional aisles so shoppers will be 
bombarded by video messages alerting 
them to bargains ,\\K\ demonstrating how 
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Far left: Mariachi band on the 
balcony. Fiesta Mart no. 20. 

Left: The paper aisle, Auchan 
Hypermarket, Beltway 6, 
Houston. 

Below: Checkout sector, 
Auchan Hypermarket. 

to assemble new products into "dishes" 
while they navigate the aisles. This is one 
road the supermarkets ol the future may 
travel, building on the appeal of conve-
nience, the watchword ol the t>ld 
modernism, by giving shoppers the smug 
feeling of participating in a state-of-the-art 
experience. In the early 1950s, architect J. 
Gordon Carr explored the concept of a 
circular supermarket that treed shoppers 
from having to carry anything around with 
them at all. Strolling the aisles, customers 
made their selections by punching buttons 
next to advertised products, and the items 
were transported overhead from storeroom 
to checkout with the shoppers' numbers 
attached - an innovation that would have 
marked the end to the short life of the 
shopping cart. Fascinating as this is 
technologically, the idea fails to take into 
account the ultimate util ity of the super-
market in the hit lire as a conservator of 
physical experience. As well as it may have 
served us in the past, the goal of conve-
nience may be limited by a desire ro retain 
some level of complexity - self-navigation, 
examining, decision making, handling, and 
t o t i n g - and satisfy an implacable urge to 
consume more than the merchandise itself 
by inspecting the wares, noshing samples, 
picking out that box or bottle that wil l be 
yours alone. And preserving the semblance 
ol a primitive hand-to-mouth gratification, 
even on the eve of the 21st century. • 
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