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SYMBOLISM AND EVOLUTION OF KU-FORM IN CHINESE COSTUME
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Abstract

Shang (£, from which Qun 3 evolved) which had came into
being before Ku (#), was used to cover the lower body. The
upper garment ({Yi), Ku and Shang constituted a complete
outfit in the traditional Chinese clothing system. This article
described briefly the developing and evolving process of
Chinese Ku. It stressed that the opening and closing rise of
Ku, expressed clearly the spirit and the cultivation of Chinese
literati, although it seemed contradictory in form: and content.
Qun, as a kind of lower cover, is actually unable to cover the
body completely. Ku, the Chinese trousers, for protection of
legs, may cover the lower limbs, but was not adopted by the
Chinese literati in ancient times. So, half-openness of the
skirt and half-closeness of the rise of Ku, half fantasy and half
reality, may be combined to complete the covering. This kind
of covering body by opening clothing system was just showing
the interesting point of Chinese traditional culture. We may
find illumination for creation through the study of Chinese
traditional clothing system.
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1. Origin of Trousers

In ancient times, the character of trousers was writien as
Ku (3 or ) in China. According to historical documents,
the shape of trousers had already made its appearance

during the time when society was matriarchal. See Figure
1 (Shen, 1997). Ku, also known as Jingyi (B %) at that time,

were knee-high trouser legs tied onto the calves leaving

the thighs exposed. For this reason, the ancients wore an
apron-shaped skirt called Shang (#), which hid the lower
part of the body from view along with an upper garment
(Yi ) and Ku. People could wear Shang which covered
the private parts without the Ku. Ku was used to keep out
the cold and for protection. In the gradual transformation

~ of the clothing from use of multiple pieces to single items,

Jingyi was stretched up along the thighs to form the Ku. To

_cover the rise it resulted as Kun G$). Both Ku and Kun are

the basic elements of embryonic trousers.

2. Evolution of Trousers

The wearing of Jingyi, an upper garment and Shang were
originally the clothing of the Central Area of China, and
conformed to the style of the civilization in ancient times.
However, trousers with a loose rise were more suitable
to the life style of the northern nomadic tribes. During
the Warring States Period (475 B.C. - 221 B.C.), King Zhao
Wuling executed cavalry fighting and adopted the clothing
of nomadic style. Consequently, trousers with a loose rise
were introduced to Central China, appearing first amongst
troops before being used by the masses. See Figure 2 (Gao,
2001). Such trousers with a loose rise later developed into
Dashao (X358 that was extremely wide legs or Dakouku
(O1#%) that was tied with strings under knees in the Han
Dynasty (206 B.C. - 220 A.D.). Under the influence of the
clothing of the nomadic tribes, Kun appeared that hid rise,
Despite the innovative design, high society was still deeply
affected by the traditional etiquettes of the Han culture
and thought that it was disgraceful to expose the shape
of the legs. In addition, people found it difficult to adjust
to the Kun in their daily routines, such as sitting, walking,

lying down, etc. as they were so used to the traditional

style. Therefore, Kun was worn only by warriors and
servants and it was not widely used by the general
population during the period. See Figure 3 (Huang, 1999).
Inspired by Kun, the Jingyi leggings were made longer

% . #B5&#k Shang, Kunand cover

#5# Kuand trousers

# private parts and the shape of the legs

Z
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and stretched up along the thighs, the waist was enclosed, the
rise and rear were open to allow for urinating and defecating, and
was covered by Shang to hide the private parts. Thus a basic, but
durable pattern of Ku, that is, Chinese trousers with an open rise
and open-seat, came into use. The most typical was a piece of
embroidered silk brocade Ku discovered in a Chu tomb in Jiangling,
Hubei Province, and Qiongku (33#8) worn in the court during the
Western Han period (206 B.C. - A.D.24). Qiongku is a sort of Ku
with the upper part covering the hips and lower part covering
the lower legs, and the rise and hips closed in the front and tied
at the back with multiple strings. It was designed for the maids
in the palace. Ku was the pattern of Chinese trousers which was
more acceptable in the Han tradition and occupied a vital place
in the costume history approximate following one thousand years.
Both Ku and Qiongku proved to be popular as detailed in the
book entitled Yi Yao (5E#E) by Zhang Xuan, a scholar of the Ming
Dynasty (1368 - 1644): both open-rise and closed-rise were worn
by both genders during this time period. See Figure 4 (Shen, 1997).
Dakouku, especially the wide-bottomed one, was prevalent among
both aristocrats and commoners during the period of the Wei,
Jin and North-South Dynasties (220 - 589). Dakouku was bound
by strings around the knees to guard against being caught by

. something while walking. Thus, a typical pattern of Dakouku was

developed. When matched with tight knee-length upper clothes,
Kuzhefu (#2%8R) appeared and became popular until the Sui-
Tang period (581 - 907). See Figure 5 (Shen, 1997). See Figure 6
(Huang, 1999).

As communication between East and West traversed though
the Silk Road, there were multicultural influences on central
Chinese classical clothing. Men in the Tang Dynasty (618 - 907)
mostly wore robes with trousers underneath. See Figure 7 (Gao,
2001), Dakouku was worn only by warriors and guards of honor.
Meanwhile, closed-rise trousers which were worn underneath
skirts by women became popular. The Chinese trousers appeared
with thin legs instead of loose legs irom Dashao and Dakouku.
During the period of Song and Yuan (960 - 1368), Xiku (#), knee-
length trousers, became so popular that emperors were known to
wear them occasionally. According to historical literature, Xiku
enjoyed a great variety of styles that also were called Kuwa. This
style was prohibited to be worn by noble ladies except actresses in
theatre, which were dramas for entertainment in the Song Dynasty
(960 - 1279). Another form of narrow trousers called Xiaoku (/) i)
was worn by the general public. See Figure 8 (Shen, 1997).

In the Ming-Qing period (1368 - 1911), Xiku was improved as Taoku
(E#), trouser legs worn over trousers. In addition, common
trousers that were conventional for both genders were either
worn underneath the robe or matched with a Ru (), cotton-
padded jacket. Women wore trousers underneath the Chinese
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skirt in accordance with traditions since the Han Dynasty.
With many ways of combining separate parts, usage of the new
updated trousers could be worn independently, rather than the
traditional approaches of 3 parts of clothes. See Figures 9, 10
(Bao, 2004).

With the introduction of Western clothing to China from the
Republic of China (1912 - 1949) onwards, the traditional shape
of Chinese trousers took on a more international flair in three
dimensional structures, reflecting the influence of Western
designs. Preference for Western clothing indicated the end of
the development of Chinese traditional trousers.

3. Forms of Trousers

3.1 Jingyi

Jingyi, the original formation of Ku which dates back to the
Neolithic Age, has two pieces of cloth from the knees to the
ankles. This style was preserved in the clothing system in the
early Han period. Jingyi worn in pairs like shoes and socks
as detailed in records written on wood in the Han Dynasty
which were unearthed at Juyan in the Ejin River Basin in
Inner Mongolia. It is still popular among the Hani and Miao
nationality women who wear Jingyi under skirts in southwest
China. With elegant embroidery and colorful patterns, they
are now called Jiactong (&), to be worn for protection from
branches, insects, etc. on the mountainous paths. See Figure
11 (Zhong, 2005).

3.2 Ku and Qiongku
Ku (#), which'is also known as Ku (]) in the Han Dynasty

literature, had two complete tubes connected to the waist by
a piece of cloth that covered the abdomen and left the hips
uncovered. This was the most typical historical formation of
open-rise trousers. A pair of embroidered silk trousers with
116 cm long by 95 cm wide, unearthed from Mawangdui in
the Han tomb at Changsha, Hunan Province, had symmetrical
left and right pieces. Four front and back silk pieces of size,
122 cm long by 45 cm wide, were joined to wrap around the
waist with the back left open. A silk patch sized 12 cm by 10
cm which covered the private part was separate along the
central line after being folded. See Figure 12 (Shen, 1997). In
comparison with the rise of Kun, Ku was characterized by a
closed front rise and an open back. In comparison with Jingyi
which had two separate trouser legs, Ku was one piece where
the right and left trouser legs were joined at the bifurcation.
Therefore, as open-rise trousers, Ku stood between Jingyi and
Kun. ,

During the Western Han period, Qiongku, a piece of wide
cloth at the rise joined with strings was employed in the

XM E solid style of Western design

W pair

FF A underneath

FiEHA original form
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imperial palace. According to the Bioegraphy
of Queen Shangguan in the History of the Han
Dynasty, General Huo Guang married his grand
daughter Shangguan to Emperor Zhao Di as the
queen to assist the emperor in ruling the country
as stated in the edict of his father, Emperor Wu
Di. To help the queen monopolize the emperor's
favor and produce an heir, it was necessary to stop
the emperor from having sexual intimacy with his
concubines. Thereofre, Qiongku was exclusively
designed for the imperial concubines who were
forced to wear it. Qiongku, with a closed front
and back, was noted by historian Yan Shigu in the
Tang Dynasty.

3.3 Kun
According to the Explanation of Clothing in the
book Explanation of Names, Kun, commonly worn

‘as underwear, were tied around waist and crossed

at bifurcation. During the Western Han, Shi You
listed Kun in his book, the Chapter of Jijiu along
with other forms of clothing, such as Chanyu (3§ &
ancient short garment), Qia (38 long robe), Zhe (¥8

wide-bottomed trousers bound by strings around
the knees matched with tight knee-length robe),
and Fu (3§ clothing with lining). According to Yan
Shigu, a cloth covered rise gave rise to Kun, which
differed from Ku. Kun is a style of trousers with a
loose rise borrowed from the northern nomadic
tribes and played an important role in perfecting
the structure of Chinese trousers. In the Han
clothing system, Kun did not replace Ku which
helped to provide privacy with Shang, a skirt to

" cover the lower part of the body. Hence, Kun was

mostly used as Xieyi (¥§4%). See Figure 13 (Gao,
2001).

3.4 Dubikun, Xiaoyi and Zhongqun
Dubikun (4% B3®) was somewhat like present

briefs. It appeared in the Han period. Dubi (3%

B) means cattle's nose and the name Dubikun has
heen later described in three ways: first, it was
made from a piece of cloth that was in about 70
cm width; secondly, shorts with a wide top and
narrow bottom which opened on both sides with
strings going through them just like a cattle's nose;
thirdly, Dubi is said to be an acupuncture point on
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the thigh and as the length of the shorts just reached that spot,
hence it was given the name Dubikun. Another version is that
Dubikun is like the present day apron as depicted in the book,
Supplementary Notes to History of the Han Dynasty by Qing
scholar Wang Xiangian (1842 - 1917), "A single piece of cloth
that covers the front part below the waist and is tied at the
back of waist is what Chu people called apron." Han people
preferred the name Zhongqun ($#8), Qun as the underwear,
or Xiaoyi (\%), small pieces of clothing. Moreover, historian
Pei Songzhi (372 - 451) of the Southern Dynasty said in an
annotation to the Biography of Pei Qian in the Book of Wei
from the Records of the Three Kingdoms, "It was very cold
when Han official Han Xuan was bound facing the ground,
prepared to be punished by flogging. He took off his Ku and
tied around with Kun." See Figure 14 (Gao, 2001).

3.5 Guyi

According to the book, the Explanation of Names, Guyi (j&
%) is similar to leggings. Wang Niansun (1744 - 1834), a
Qing scholar, explained in Volume Six of his Enlarged Library
Expositor, "Gu (B) is the thigh, Jing (i) is the lower leg."

Since Jingyi was mainly for protection of the lower legs, it was
assumed that Guyi was designed for the thighs.

. 3.6 Dashao

Dashao (338 referred to extremely big and loose trousers. In
the Han Dynasty, both military and civil officials wore loose
robes with Dashao. Influenced by the clothing style of the
northern nomadic tribes at that time, trousers were made big
and loose in the Han style in harmony with the popular loose
robes. See Figure 15 (Gao, 2001).

3.7 Dakouku, Fuku and Kuzhe

A type of wide-bottomed trousers called Dakouku (XD #5) was
developed in the Wei-Jin period (220 - 420). Later, trousers
were bound around the knees with strings, regarding as Fuku
(48%). When the Fuku was matched with a tight cotton-
padded robe which came down to the knees, it was called
Kuzhe (%48 or Kuzhefu (¥$¥8HR), a most fashionable style in
the South-North Dynasties. Atfirst, it was worn by warriors
as an armor suit and later was widely accepted even by both
genders. From the Han Dynasty to the South-North Dynasties,
Dakouku, closed-rise, was popular used that accompanied with
the multicultural context. See Figure 16 (Shen, 1997).

3.8 Xiku
Xiku (EE¥%), also called Xitao (BEE), Banwa (%), Xiwa (B
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