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I. How I Came to Atmosphere

I came to think about atmosphere as a critical concept that might be retuned or repurposed 

while I was preparing a syllabus for a course on the Gothic.

I was already familiar with “atmosphere” in a casual way as a term with dubious uses, one that 
frequently reserved for blog-level pop-critical discourse. Atmosphere could usually be found on 

the back of used dvd cases or in commonplaces about film noir: “An eerie, atmospheric thriller,” 
for example, or “a jazzy, electric atmosphere,” or some variation on these.

In fact, when I looked up the term in the Oxford English dictionary, this debased sense was ac-
knowledged in the etymology with a quote from PG Wodehouse: “I never know, when I’m telling 

a story, whether to cut the thing down to plain facts or whether to… shove in a lot of at-
mosphere.” 

Wodehouse’s irony indicates that even in 1923 “atmosphere” was a cliche as suited to the lexi-

con of the burgeoning culture industry as it was to the more stolid field of aesthetics.

His joke suggests that atmosphere has been commodified and fundamentally altered according 
to the reifying tendencies of instrumental reason. 



In this sense atmosphere is more a function of the mass scale of the publishing and entertain-
ment industries than a viable critical concept. Atmosphere’s market relations, its status within 

the culture of capitalism, is significant, so we’ll come back to it in a moment.

II. Gothic: Subject and Object
Nancy Armstrong’s definition of the Gothic novel in the Encyclopedia of the Novel reminds us 

that one of the strategies of the gothic mode is the confusion of subject and object. Characters 
are often objectified in gothic narratives, immured behind walls, stricken unconscious, mesmer-

ized, transformed to somnambulists or the living dead. Just as often, inanimate objects are in-
vested with powers not properly theirs. Statuary weeps, portraits flicker, and even whole build-

ings respire. This last is dramatized to great effect in Guillermo del Toro’s Crimson Peak where 
Allerdale Hall itself resembles a monstrous body, one that sweats and breathes and bleeds.

This spirtualization of matter and objectification of the subject evokes an immediate analogy 

with the perfection and universalization of the commodity fetish that Gyorg Lukacs called reifica-
tion. Both of these inversions imply one another, just as they signal a social situation that is fun-

damentally false. Certainly capitalism possesses a Gothic aspect, something Marx and Engels 
underscore when they open the Manifesto with the observation that bourgeois society is haunt-

ed. This presence of the ghostly in a world revolved by the invisible hand is reinforced by that 
document’s most quoted line: “All that is solid melts into air.” 

It will be useful to simply observe here that this micronarrative— all that is solid melting into air

—  can be read in multiple ways. We can understand it as a way of expressing the dissolution of 
use value into exchange value. We can see it as a chemical metaphor for social sublimation— 

i.e., as a socio-historical process that “magically” deprives humanity of any certainty or solid 
ground. Finally, we can imagine it as the production of a new atmosphere. In the original, 17th 

century valence of atmosphere as a term of natural history, planets were thought to emanate an 
enveloping substance. In this sense atmosphere was the extension of any celestial body. In a 

kind of reversal of the Kantian Absolute Spirit’s self-alienation, the earth exhaled its own ghost. 

Delueuze suggests something like capital’s sublimation of the social in his account of the post-
disciplinary society of control. “The corporation,” more a personality than a property he tells us, 



“is a gas.” Should we push his metaphor to its limits we might find ourselves ultimately returning 

to Marx and Engels. What capital makes is a gas. Postmodern capitalism doesn’t build a new 
world, in other words, so much as it liquidates the old one, converting it into pure atmosphere. 

We live in an atmosphere enfolding no planet. 

III. The Virtual Retail Atmospheres of the Fins-de-Siecles

Recent research into the practical value of atmosphere in retail settings yields some useful in-
sights even as it underscores the apparently endless will to instrumentalize even the subtlest 

aspects of human experience in the pursuit of profit.

Of note in particular is a definition of atmosphere which has gained currency in the study of con-
sumer behavior, as “the affective evaluation of an environment” (Vogel 2008). This usage em-

phasizes perception and judgement, a process that not only responds to sensible cues but 
emerges from a context of past experience and present expectation. 

Atmosphere, in other words, consists not simply in “mise-en-scene”— lighting, spatial relations, 

color scheme, etc.— but manifests according to a person’s mood and to their understanding of 
the kind of environment they inhabit and its conventional characteristics. 

In one experiment, test subjects were asked to purchase ingredients for a breakfast for two in a 

retail space modeled after Belgian supermarkets. The subjects were asked to describe their 
mood before entering and were later asked to characterize the space in terms of a simplified 

taxonomy of atmospheres. The values of coziness, liveliness, tenseness, and detachment— 
distilled from a wider lexicon of 38 terms— could be ascribed to an atmosphere with varying de-

grees of intensity. The experiment was meant to determine not only the effect of different lighting 
techniques on the shopping experience but whether this aspect of atmosphere might influence 

“customer binding”— the sense of personal investment and identification a consumer feels for a 
particular brand— and purchasing behavior.

To some extent, such questions are as old as market exchange itself, evoking, in particular, the 

retail spaces of 19th century realism such as the elaborate displays found in the Ladies’ Delight 
of Zola or “the drag of desire” exerted on Carrie Meeber by artfully positioned department store 



stock. As William Leach has discussed, the advent of new commercial spaces in the Gilded Age 

reconfigured the city and gave rise to new practices of mobility and sociality. Wannamaker’s use 
of color, glass and light transformed the optics of shopping, and department stores competed 

with other institutions such as cathedrals and courthouses for sheer visual scale and grandeur.

Yet we should be careful not to conflate display with atmosphere. Though it is true that major 
concerns such as Macy’s, Marshall Field’s and Selfridge’s changed the experience of the city by 

developing increasingly spectacular window displays, it could be argued that such powerful vis-
ual-commercial stimulus is not precisely a matter of atmosphere. The experience of atmosphere 

is the experience of being present in a particular space possessing a multiplicity of sensuous 
cues. It implies a subjective, situated perspective which is responsive to those elements: light, 

shadow, color, acoustics, temperature, spatial organization. The new cityscapes of glass that 
emerged in the period emphasized the visual, showcasing merchandise in vivid new ways, 

though they did so at the expense of smell and touch. As forceful as such displays were, they 
unavoidably produced a kind of distance.

Dreiser’s novel, like those of Norris and London, appropriates different fictive modes, counter-

pointing acute Naturalist details with Romance panoramas. When Carrie first visits a great de-
partment store she discovers

hundreds of stores coördinated into one and laid out upon the most imposing and eco-
nomic basis. They were handsome, bustling, successful affairs, with a host of clerks and 
a swarm of patrons. Carrie passed along the busy aisles, much affected by the remark-
able displays of trinkets, dress goods, stationery, and jewelry. Each separate counter 
was a show place of dazzling interest and attraction.

This brief description echoes the language Frank L. Baum used in his trade journal The Show 
Window when he advised store owners to “‘suggest possibilities of color and sumptuous display 

that would delight the heart of an oriental.’ Bring the ‘goods out in a blaze of glory” (Leach 
60-61).

IV. Is Atmosphere a Dialectic?

Among other categories in play for the evaluation of commercial enterprises, ratings amalgama-

tor Yelp (valued at $3.5 billion) suggests a set of terms to describe “ambience.” These include 



romantic, intimate, classy, hipster, divey, touristy, trendy, upscale, and casual. Absent, however, 

is any specific criteria for those evaluations; Yelp reviewers are encouraged to judge ambience 
but aren’t required to qualify those judgements. If we can hedge for a minute and equate ambi-

ence with atmosphere, this lack of rigor, this reliance on what a retail space “feels like.” Under-
cuts the previous claim by Vogel that atmosphere is “an affective evaluation of environment.” 

Vogel’s formulation, in my view, suggests that atmosphere partakes of one of the pillars of the 
dialectical method, the interpenetration of opposites. If, for Marx, spirit and matter were recon-

ciled in human activity, in Vogel those two poles converge at the cusp of the physical environ-
ment and the sensing, thinking subject in their experience of atmosphere. Like a sign, at-

mosphere mediates the opposition. 

Freud and the Uncanny? Paul Thomas Anderson’s Boogie Nights: Amber Waves (Julianne 
Moore) attempts to retain custody of her son. Reagan portrait, light, Moore’s expression— all 

these elements of mise-en-scene produce an atmosphere which is experienced like tinnitus.


