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An alluring classic of the Chinese wardrobe is making a comeback
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ISITORS TO A recent international ceramics
expo in Shandong Province took it all
in their stride when they saw a bevy of
beautiful women, wearing nothing but
body paint, gathered at one of the stands. How times
have changed. When Shanghai women threw off the
voluminous robes of the past in the mid 1920s and
donned the cheongsam it caused a scandal. China’s
fashion capital had produced a figure-hugging dress
showing off a woman’s curves for the first time.

Better known on the mainland as the gi pao, or
banner gown, since it resembled robes worn by
women of the ruling Manchu banner divisions in
the Qing Dynasty, the classic garment is no longer
controversial. It inspires designers such as John
Galliano, Roberto Cavalli and Dolce & Gabbana,
regularly appearing in some form in their collec-
tions. Renowned New York designer Vivienne
Tam, who was born in Guangzhou and educated
in Hong Kong, still looks to her roots for inspira-
tion. “I've been collecting cheongsams since high
school,” she says. “I love the beautiful embroidery
and dragon beading, the lined lace from the ’Gos,
the crotchet work from the "7os.”

Back in the 1930s, Shanghai’s film industry
was big business and stylish women copied the
cheongsams that movie stars wore, along with
their permed hair and arched eyebrows. When
hemlines dropped to the ankle, side slits slid to the
thigh, revealing legs clad in sexy silk stockings.
Even though the cheongsam’s popularity declined
in Mainland China in the 1950s, women in Hong
Kong continued to wear it. The dress became still
more figure revealing, with a rounded hem accen-
tuating the curvaceous look.

Cheongsams worn by Nancy Kwan in the 1960
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movie The World of Suzie Wong became a hit over-
seas, even worn in Hong Kong by visiting royalty.
And in Wong Kar-wai’s movie 2046, in which much
of the action is set in Hong Kong during the ’60s,
the dress takes centre stage, with Zhang Ziyi as a
glamorous call girl in sensual attire.

Leung Ching-wah of Linva Tailors in Hong
Kong’s Central district made gorgeous cheong-
sams for Maggie Cheung in a previous movie by
Wong, In the Mood for Love. Leung and his wife
founded Linva in 1966 after a seven-year appren-
ticeship with a distinguished cheongsam-maker
from Shanghai.

The first step in choosing a cheongsam, espe-
cially if it’s your first, is a careful discussion with
Leung. He will want to know the occasion on which
it will be worn — daytime, evening or a wedding,
for example. Most tailors offer a large selection
of fabrics to choose from including printed and
woven silks, brocades, velvet chiffon and cashmere.
Since Western customers are sometimes unsure
about how they will look in a cheongsam, there are
ready-made ones hanging up to try on.

Once the fabric has been chosen, it is time to
select the two or three plain silk accent colours
used for the piped edging, and the distinctive
flower-button fastenings. These are placed at the
neck and down the right side opening, and are
made to resemble the peony or chrysanthemum
to complement the style.

The next step is to measure the client. There is a
strict order in which Leung does this, keeping all
12 measurements in his head until the last one is
taken. He’s always done it this way, he says.

Like the cheongsam itself, there is a tradition to
making the garment that has never varied. Small

Photos. Modern-day cheongsam: TPGimages. 1880s: Private Collection/The Stapleton Collection/The Bridgeman Art Library. 1920s: Hulton Archive/Getty Images







The essence is in a few basic details
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changes may be made to collar and length, but
the look is always the same. As fashion designer
Tam explains: “The essence of the cheongsam is
in a few basic details: the cross opening, the high
neck, the close fit to the body, and the side slits.
Nothing else really matters.”

After taking the measurements, Leung writes
them down on a form and hands it to a tailor in the
cramped room at the back of the shop. Experienced
tailors can work by simply marking measurements
onto the cloth, while those in training first make
a paper pattern. The garment is then cut out and
basted together for a fitting. Tailors still use the
traditional paste, made of rice flour mixed with
water, to stick the fabric edges together before
sewing with a large stitch. After about three days
the client returns for a fitting and the garment
is checked carefully for proportion and comfort.
All adjustments are made prior to completing the
decorative edging. The cheongsam is machine-
sewn together and the flower buttons added. The
garment is then ironed and given a final check
before being sent to the customer.

Once the cheongsam was the mainstay of many
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Hong Kong women’s wardrobe, but it became
less popular in the "7os due to the growing
influence of Western styles. But many tailors
say it is enjoying a resurgence. Celebrities and
businesswomen, such as Prada-clad Amanda
Cheuk, love wearing the cheongsam. “You can
wear them for business functions in the evening,”
she says. “My overseas clients like to see me in
them.” Many Chinese brides also wear the cheong-
sam as part of their wedding ensemble during the
ceremony, so tailors are kept busy.

Others are also preserving the craft. In a
studio in Hong Kong’s Sheung Wan district,
Jody Kan runs classes about cheongsam-
making and gives workshops at schools in
the New Territories to educate girls about
their heritage.

So although the fortunes of the cheongsam
rise and fall, along with its hemline, its aura
extends into the 21st century. B

A tighter fit for the 'sos
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Photos. 1937: Hulton Archive/Getty Images. 1962: Getty Images. 2003: Evan Agostini — Getty Images.

1940s: V&A Images/Victoria and Albert Museum, London
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