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FOREWORD

Costume has been a most characteristic symbol of a society. When you come to us from afar,
the first thing go into our eyes is your countenance and complexion, while the second is your
attire. As each nation has its own traditional accoutrements, they can tell of your origin, age and
social status all at once. Gradually, costumes accumulated to become a kind of social system and
culture. In the Chinese history, different nations had different costumes. When the ruling power
was taken over by one nation from another, costume became an important division between the
new and former regime. The policy of “male shall obey the dominant dressing style while female
don’t need to, and the living shall obey while the deceased don’t need to” became a harmonious
compromise between the rulers and common people. From ancient Greece, ancient Rome,
ancient India, to today’s Japan, Korea and south-east Asia, it’s a universal phenomenon that each
nation holds its own dressing culture, especially among time-honored ancient civilizations. Even
in Europe and USA, the business suits with leather shoes have become part of their culture. And
in big ethnic pans like London and New York, people from different regions still wear their own
traditional costumes.

Then, does the Chinese nation, which enjoys harmonious coexistence among multiple ethnic
groups, possess its costumes? In the 5,000 years Chinese history, costume has always been one
of the most essential elements in the mainstream Confucian rites and system. The story of the
Yellow Emperor made China peaceful by putting on clothes, the majestic coronets of Duke
Zhou, and Confucius’ averseness of purple infecting vermilion, are all examples of maintenance
of solemnity and purity of traditional law and rites. The Han people, which constitute the main
body of the Chinese nation, had preserved their traditional costumes till the Song and Ming
dynasties, through the restoration of loose gowns with wide sleeves. Other ethnic groups which
reigned China for a certain period, all had their characteristic costumes, such as the curtained
hat of the Xianbei people, the left openings of the Khitan people, the gugu coronet of the
Mongolian people, and the Manchu hoof-shape sleeves. Even after the Revolution of 1911 when
considerable influences came from the west, China still possessed its own national costume. In
particular, the cheongsam originated from the Manchu costume, which also integrated western
aesthetics and technology, and fully displayed the stature and figure of eastern women, became
the representative costume of Chinese female.

The centennial history of cheongsam witnessed the transformation of China from feudal society
to a republic, as well as the course of Chinese women from tradition to modernity. The prototype
of cheongsam was cheongsam the cheongsam gown of Manchu people. However, since the
collapse of the feudal system in 1911, the Chinese female was unprecedentedly liberated.
The influence of western design and technology, the renovation of ideas and innovation of
craftsmanship resulted in the unparalleled prosperity of new cheongsam styles during 1920-30,

which were also called Cheongsam. Even during the hardship of anti-Japanese war in the first



half of the 1940s, the charm, elegance, perseverance, and all other merits of Chinese women
could be revealed simply by putting on a cheongsam, in whatever material and colour, as it’s the
time-honored Chinese grace that is wrapped by cheongsam. And with the migration of Chinese
people to other parts of the world, cheongsam became an impression, a symbol, a common
language and attribute for Chinese people everywhere.

Along with the cultural renascence in China, costume, as a significant icon of the Chinese
nation, has become a focus of people’s concern, and academic studies and nongovernmental
explorations in this regard have never stopped. People in and out of the government are
discussing the necessity of national costumes and possible options. When governmental
officials and scholars are still making theoretical arguments, practices have already been
carried out by grassroots teams to design traditional Tang and Han style costumes, while some
famous designers and companies are also experimenting on producing costumes with distinct
Chinese features or new cheongsam styles. It’s obvious that with China’s rising economic,
scientific and political power, now it’s the time for us to embrace the cultural renascence of
the Chinese nation, while we shall also spare no effort in designing and welcoming costumes
with Chinese characters.

At this very moment, the China National Silk Museum curates and presents the Century of
cheongsam Exhibition, where more than a hundred cheongsam over the century has been
selected. Among them, there are the original cheongsam of Manchu people, the most classic
cheongsam from the first half of the 20th century, the modified and renovated cheongsam by
Chinese women all over the world during the second half of the 20th century, and the latest
explorations on cheongsam by contemporary Chinese designers. The magnificence of the
exhibition far exceeds people’s normal understanding of traditional cheongsam. Concurrently,
there is also the large-scale practice and dissemination program entitled Feast of Chinese
Costumes co-organized by the China National Silk Museum and the China Academy of Art. All
these costumes lead to one direction, the establishment of Chinese-style costume, which refers
to both the costume of the Chinese nation embracing multiple ethnic groups, and exquisite and
graceful costumes produced by China. At the same time, though today we are only displaying
the female Chinese costumes, we firmly believe that we’ll welcome the male Chinese costumes
in the near future as well.

Zhao Feng, Director, China National Silk Museum
Feb. 5th, 2012
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Preface

Gorgeous and graceful, that’s the image of Chinese female attired in cheongsam, and it has been

a classic image of oriental ladies for over a century.

Cheongsam, also known as Qi-pao, is a fruit of eastern and western cultural integration by
inheriting elements of traditional Chinese robes and absorbing western tailorship. It has been in
fashion since 1920’s, and is widely recognized as the most representative costume of Chinese
females.

Featuring simple and smooth lines, magnificent and refined styles and exquisite craftsmanship,
cheongsam appropriately reveals the elegant curves and exceptional charm of Chinese women,
and has become a classic in the costume history that surpasses all temporary vogues.

Today, cheongsam continues its pursuit for the fashion of the era, while carrying the Chinese
civilization. It looks for balance between classicality and modernity, serves as a bridge between the

past and future by inheritance and development, and its glory goes on.

This exhibition not only displays the centennial history of Chinese cheongsam, but also the

unswerving efforts of Chinese designers in exploring the revitalization of Chinese costumes.

Let’s call for the future of Chinese costumes, glorious Chinese costumes.
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Cheongsam, which became popular in the first half of the 20th
century, was a new female fashion style created by absorbing
elements from ancient robes, gowns of Manchu women, as
well as concepts of western costume design, and was then
called “Chinese dress”.

Cheongsam first appeared in form of sleeveless long vest, which
goes to the dorsum of feet, and was worn over the long-sleeve
lined jacket. Then the long vest was combined with the lined
jacket to form the rudiment of cheongsam.

In early 1920°s, Han women began to wear such gi-pao in
Shanghai and other places. According to the media report
then, it was the girl students in Shanghai who pioneered in the
popularization of cheongsam.
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