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The Chinese Children’s Wear
~In Late Qing Dynasty and Republic Period
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INTRODUCTION

‘Tong Zhuang’ is the most appropriate word in Chinese for garment worn by children. However, it seldom
appeared in ancient Chinese literatures. Therefore, it's reasonable to conceive that, as a stable term, it wasn’t
commonly used until Late Qing Dynasty. ‘Tong Zhuang' is a perfect counterpart to Children’s Wear in English
though there's no evidence showing that ‘Tong Zhuang’ is a loanword. From old times on, there were many
terms for children’s clothes and accessories, such as Du Dou (A5, a kind of beliyband), Hu Tou Mao (/8L
18, tiger-head hat), Wei Xian (B &, swaddling clothes), Bai Jia Yi (B % 4%, patchwork jacket) and etc. However,
as a big category of things, it lacked a general term. However, there aren’'t many special terms for children’s
wear from a immense number of ancient books and records. in the Twenty-Four Stories of Piety, Lao Cai Zi
‘wore colorful clothes pretending to be a child’. The ‘colorful clothes’ should be children’s wear or at least in
the form of children’s wear but larger in size.

In Chinese, ‘Tong’ (child) applies to anyone under age, from which derives other words such as ‘Er Tong’
(young child) and ‘Tong Zi’ (boy). Many other terms, together with ‘Tong’ and its derivatives, refer to people
who are under age. ‘Xiao Tong’, ‘Zhong Tong’ and ‘Da Tong’ are standard name for different age periods in
modern industry of children’s wear. However, these standard terms are originated no earlier than the Late
Republic Period, and therefore it's not adopted in this book. We prefer to use baby, kid, child and teenager
respectively for people less than 3 years old, 3-6 years old, 7-10 years old and 10-15 years old.

Children’s wear is a unique part of garment, treasured and cherished by folks at different historical periods
and different countries or regions. Children’s wear occupies a significant proportion in modern fashion design
and marketing. However, real academic research on the history of children’s wear or on historical children’s
wear is almost blank. Some literatures touched this topic a little bit, such as one of Dong Xuezeng's book
analyzing the clothes worn by a small brass human figure collected by Jilin Municipal Museum . The shortage
of such research is, to some extent, attributed to the lack of research materials. Few ancient children’'s wear
was unearthed and there weren’'t many documentary records (The fact that special terminology of children’s
wear is much less than that of adult’'s wear is high related to lack of documentary records), not to mention
graphic materials.

However, compared with ancient times, modern times provide abundant materials for reasearches on
children’s wear. There are many existing children’s clothes and graphic materials. Although the stylization of
paintings lowers the authenticity and reliability of these works, the addition of large amount of photographs
and the emerging of western realism paintings heip to create a realistic vision. Documentary records are still
rare but at least more than old times. Therefore, more can be achieved with less effort made if making modern
Chinese children’s wear a cut-in point of research on the history of Chinese children’s wear.

Modern Chinese society was under great influence of the west. Fashion, including children’s wear, is no
exception. In modern China, some children’s wears have fully adopted western style, combination of colors
and patterns. These elements are not included in the research scope of this book. What comes into our
eyeshot is traditional Chinese children’s wear, including both those purely traditional and those mixed with
foreign elements but still keeping traditional form.

The modern times in the context of this book refer to Late Qing Dynasty and the Republic Period. The tradition
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of children’s wear of modern China can be traced back to before Qing Dynasty. Although adults’ wear
presented an entirely new appearance after two tremendous changes, one in Qing Dynasty due to the change
of dynasties and the other after the Revolution of 1911, the tradition of children’s wear was still well maintained
and inherited. Children’s wear of Qing Dynasty kept many styles and elements of Ming Dynasty while carry-
overs from Qing Dynasty are easily found in children’s wear of the Republic Period.

For example, there's a kind of a jacket with front opening in Qing Dynasty, which has a Lingmo ($i#, front
decoration) below the neckline in front of the breast, similar to jackets of Ming Dynasty. Such kind of jacket with
Ling Mo was also called Dao Yi (i&7%, Taoist jacket) in Ming Dynasty and children could wear it to ward off evil.
In JIN PING MEI, Xi Menggqing got a son in middle age. The baby was so weak that Xi Mengqging was afraid
that it might die at young. So he asked Wu Daoguan to prepare a ‘black silk Dao Yi’' decorated with other acces-
sories such as Taoist Bun. Such Ling Mo could be traced back to Song Dynasty and was mostly applied to Beizi
(F-F). Ling Mo was usually made separately from other parts of a jacket and decorated with embroideries, gold
print or woven pattern. Documentations about Ling Mo could also be largely found in ancient classics books.
Ling Mo in Song Dynasty was as long as the trim of the jacket while in Ming Dynasty it became very short in
front of the breast. Ling Mo in Qing Dynasty was inherited from that of Ming Dynasty. Ling Mo was still in use
in the Earlier Republic Period and could even be applied to big openings. However, traditional decorations such
as embroideries were replaced with imported western laces, same as the trimmings of other women’s clothes
in the period.

The styles of Chinese ancient or tradition children’s wear have two extremes. Babies’ wear mostly repre-
sented feminine or mother’s aesthetic taste, conforming to no pre-set rules. The pattern and combination of
colors were mostly from the loom, such as the ‘colorful clothes’ of Lao Cai Zi. This applies to underwear such
as Du Dou in particular. For example, Guan Ge Er in JIN PING MEI wears ‘a brocade Du Dou with small silver
pendant’. In modern times, Du Dou is usually embroidered with all kinds of patterns or blessings. Silk threads
were even made in string bags to hold silver coins on some Du Dous. The style of clothes for elder children or
teenagers was similar to adults’ clothes but in a smaller size. Sometimes ‘small adults’ clothes’ were also
prepared for babies. That's why few terms of children’s wear were found in ancient documents. Terms of adults’
wear plus the word ‘small’ were used to refer children’s wear, such as ‘small socks made of white damask silk’,
‘small shoes with stitched faces made of blue silk’, ‘small blouse made of green satin with cloud pattern’ and
etc. (JIN PING MELI). Such custom didn’t change until the Republic Period but the change was limited.

In the old times, parents worried about most of kids’ abortion and they believed that evils could be avoided
by lowering kid’s social status and therefore often named their kids after cats and dogs. Different kinds of
meaningful patterns could be found on children’s wear in the purpose of praying for blessings and avoiding
disasters. The children’s wear mentioned above is an example. Another typical example is Bai Jia Yi.
Children’s shares the same form with, a kind of women’s wear in Ming and Qing Dynasties, both of which are
kind of patchwork made of bits and pieces of textile. Tiger-head hat and shoes, kylin hat and hat embroidered
with five poisonous creatures {scorpion, viper, centipede, house lizard and toad) were all deemed to be able to
drive away evils and suppress disasters.

Patterns on children’s wear, reflecting parents’ expectation on the children, often imply special meanings. For
example, star embroidered on the clothes of teenage boy delivered the message that the parents expected him
to be successful. Girls were encouraged to take good care of her future husbands and children, be hardwork-
ing, thriftily, and good at needlecraft when her clothes were embroidered with small scissors and rulers.
Besides, during that period of time, it's a custom to give children mandarin square as present. The mandarin

square was in the same size as that of adults’ but without any patterns of animals. it was wrapped up in red



paper with congratulations or greetings written on the paper when given out with good wishes that the boy
would achieve high official rank and bring honors to his ancestors.

Adults’ wear in both ancient and modern China was generally loose, so was children’s wear. Sizes of breast,
waist and wristband were much larger than actual, sometimes even larger than those of today’s adults’ wear.
Only the neckline reflected the real size of a child, which also becomes one of the features to distinguish
children’s wear from adults’ wear.

There are also children’s wear of courtesy or different classes. Young prince has his own dragon robe with
specifications on color and form. Teenagers who achieved scholarly honor or official rank should also have
Bufu (%R, special uniforms), which, unfortunately, couldn’t be found any more today. Chris Hall, famous textile
connoisseur, collected some smali-sized mandarin squares (14.8cm or 18.7cm in length, 14.8cm or 19.3cm in
width) conserved in Asian Civilization Museum in Singapore. These small-sized are named ‘children’s manda-
rin square’. Graphic materials of Chinese children wearing Bu Fu are found in Southeast Asia.

Children’s wear in the same style of aduits’ wear is also slightly changed in consideration of children. For
instance, cotton are used as linings for children’s wear; tied strings are adopted to fastening the opening; the
use of accessories such as distribution of buttons are more flexible, rules applied to adults’ wear not
conformed.
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CHILDREN’S ROBE

Children in Late Qing Dynasty, especially boys and Eight-Banners’ girls, usually wore robes, whose
style had no significant difference from adults’ robe. The Han-Nationalization of Eight-banners’ clothes of
Late Qing Dynasty is embodied mostly in style but not in details. The biggest change of style is from tight
silhouette to loose. The arrow-shaped sleeves are still the same but one couldn’t raise a bow in such
sleeves; there are still four slits but they make riding a horse almost impossible. Although the size of
children’ s robe is much smaller than that of the adults, yet it’ s still very big in modern people’ s eyes and a
slim adult can fit in. This feature is more obvious in formal dress.

In the Republic Period, children’s robe for girls is the same as the Eight-Banners’ robe. The variety of
style is no second to that of adult females. Boy's robe is also similar to that of man and is matched with Kan
Jian( ¥X /8, vest)or Magua (3 #} , jacket). Therefore, embroidery is much less seen on the robes and most of
the patterns are printed or woven by machines. The fabrics are also most products of mass production with
no differentiation between adults and children. The size of children’s robe also reflects the disproportion of
the size of the prints.

For the purpose of convenience, non-robes, such as cloak, which can also wrap the whole body are not
included in this chapter.

During this period of time, babies’ wear changed most obviously. As mentioned before, babies’ clothes
are usually handmade by the mother or other female members of the family, who follow no rules and are
willing to make changes. Some babies’ clothes are mixed with western elements and in bright colors with
little changes in style, which is more close to today’s one-piece dress. And therefore, they are inciuded in

the chapter of children’s skirts.
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blue kesi Jifu robe late 19th century
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golden zhuanghua satin Chaofu late 19th century
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colorful embroidery on brown satin ground Jifu robe Iate 19th century
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silvery-red floral damask robe padded with silk floss late 19th century
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girl’s red satin robe with embroidered trimming late 19th century
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purple floral silk , girl’s robe late 19th century - early 20th century
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grey blue scattered floral damask robe late 19th century - early 20th century
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grey brown silk robe with lining beginning of 20th century
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