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Abstract: The Manchu women's robe, as an essential part of Qing Dynasty clothing culture, embodies rich ethnic 
characteristics and profound cultural connotations, serving not only as a functional garment but also as a representation of social 
status, aesthetic values, and cultural beliefs. With its unique decorative art, including intricate patterns, vibrant colors, and 
profound symbolic meanings, the robe reflects the synthesis of Confucian values and indigenous Manchu traditions that 
characterized the Qing Dynasty's rule. This study provides a comprehensive analysis of the historical evolution, decorative 
patterns, color application, and symbolic significance of Manchu women's robes, aiming to uncover their transformations across 
different historical periods and their broader cultural implications. The findings reveal that decorative patterns commonly feature 
floral motifs, auspicious animals, and geometric designs, each carrying specific meanings associated with prosperity, nobility, 
and longevity, crafted using embroidery, brocade, and applique techniques that reflect the exceptional artistry of the Qing Dynasty. 
The color schemes of Manchu women's robes adhered to strict hierarchical regulations, with colors such as red, yellow, blue, 
and purple signifying wealth, power, and deeper cosmological meanings. Beyond their aesthetic appeal, these robes played a 
crucial role in expressing social identity and reinforcing societal order, communicating the wearer's virtues, marital status, and 
alignment with imperial traditions. This study offers valuable insights into the cultural and artistic significance of Manchu 
women's robes, contributing to a deeper understanding of traditional Chinese attire and its influence on contemporary fashion. 
The research highlights the potential for integrating traditional design elements with modern trends, promoting a sustainable 
approach to cultural heritage preservation while inspiring innovative design practices that blend historical aesthetics with 
contemporary sensibilities. By examining the evolution and adaptation of these robes over time, the study underscores the 
importance of preserving traditional craftsmanship and ensuring that the legacy of Manchu attire continues to inspire future 
generations in cultural identity, fashion innovation, and cross-cultural exchange. 
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1. Introduction 
Manchu women's robes represent a significant legacy of 

Chinese clothing culture. Originating from the Qing Dynasty, 
these garments evolved under the influence of both nomadic 
and Han cultural traditions, shaping their unique style 
characterized by stand-up collars, straight silhouettes, and 
elaborate embroidery. In the modern fashion industry, the 
revival and reinterpretation of traditional cultural elements 
have become a trend. This paper aims to explore how Manchu 
robe art influences modern fashion design by analyzing its 
historical context, design features, and applications in 
contemporary fashion. 

2. The Historical Evolution of Manchu 
Women's Robes 

2.1. The Formation and Early Development of 
Manchu Women's Robes 

The early development of Manchu women's robes was 
deeply influenced by the nomadic lifestyle of the Manchu 
people, focusing on functionality to accommodate horseback 
riding and cold climates. These garments were typically 
loose-fitting, featuring narrow sleeves for ease of movement, 
and had either straight or slanted front closures for 
convenience. As the Manchu people established rule over 
China, their clothing gradually absorbed elements from Han 

Chinese attire, resulting in more elaborate and refined designs 
that reflected the cultural integration of Manchu and Han 
traditions. With the establishment of court regulations, 
clothing became a crucial means of distinguishing social 
hierarchy, and specific styles were prescribed for women of 
different social statuses and occasions. 

During the early Qing period, Manchu women's robes 
maintained a simple and practical style, characterized by dark 
colors and minimal ornamentation, relying primarily on fabric 
texture to convey elegance. As the dynasty stabilized and 
court etiquette became more intricate, the demand for 
luxurious garments increased. Precious materials such as silk 
and brocade were widely used, and embroidery techniques 
became more sophisticated, reflecting the aristocracy's 
pursuit of opulence and distinction. 

2.2. The Maturation and Transformation of 
Manchu Women's Robes 

By the mid-Qing period, Manchu women's robes had 
evolved into a highly sophisticated form of dress, embodying 
elegance, grandeur, and intricate craftsmanship. In the 
imperial court, these robes became powerful symbols of 
authority and etiquette, with designs varying based on the 
wearer's social rank, occasion, and season. Imperial women’s 
robes featured exclusive colors such as bright yellow and 
deep blue, adorned with intricate dragon and phoenix motifs 
symbolizing nobility and auspiciousness. In contrast, robes 
worn by commoners were characterized by more subdued 
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colors and patterns, such as peonies, bats, and plum blossoms, 
representing good fortune and longevity. 

As social and economic conditions flourished and cross-
cultural exchanges increased, Manchu robes underwent 
further stylistic changes influenced by Western fashion. 
Elements such as high collars and narrower sleeves, inspired 
by European styles, gradually appeared in late Qing attire, 
blending traditional features with contemporary trends. 
During this period, Manchu women's robes transcended their 
original courtly function to become widely popular across 
different social classes, embodying both ethnic identity and 
the evolving aesthetics of the time. 

In the modern era, shifts in social values led to the 
simplification of Manchu women's robes, with a greater 
emphasis on practicality and comfort. The garments were no 
longer solely symbolic of social hierarchy but became 
expressions of personal style and evolving fashion trends. 
Traditional decorative techniques such as embroidery and 
brocade weaving found new interpretations in contemporary 
fashion design, reflecting a balance between heritage 
preservation and innovation. The historical evolution of 
Manchu women's robes not only mirrors the development of 
Qing society but also highlights the dynamic interplay 
between tradition and modernity in Chinese fashion culture. 

3. Decorative Patterns of Manchu 
Women's Robes 

3.1. Symbolism and Cultural Meaning of 
Decorative Patterns 

The decorative patterns featured on Manchu women’s 
robes were highly symbolic, drawing inspiration from nature, 
mythology, and auspicious beliefs. Each motif carried 
specific meanings that were closely linked to traditional 
values, social status, and aspirations for a prosperous life. 
Floral motifs, such as peonies, lotuses, and chrysanthemums, 
were commonly used to represent wealth, purity, and 
longevity. The peony, often referred to as the "king of 
flowers," symbolized wealth, prosperity, and high social 
standing, making it a favored motif among women of noble 
rank. The lotus, known for its association with purity and 
enlightenment, was frequently featured in the robes of women 
within the imperial court, signifying moral integrity and 
spiritual aspiration. The chrysanthemum, symbolizing 
longevity and resilience, was another popular motif, 
especially in ceremonial robes worn during autumn festivals. 

Animal motifs were also prominently featured, conveying 
messages of grace, virtue, and marital harmony. The phoenix, 
a widely recognized emblem of femininity and virtue, was 
often paired with the dragon to symbolize marital harmony 
and imperial authority, representing the ideal relationship 
between the emperor and empress. Cranes, known for their 
association with longevity and wisdom, were frequently 
embroidered on robes to express wishes for a long and 
prosperous life. Butterflies, often used in wedding garments, 
symbolized love, beauty, and happiness, making them an 
essential element in robes worn during important life events. 

Geometric patterns held significant meaning in Manchu 
robes as well, representing philosophical and spiritual 
concepts. Cloud motifs, frequently seen in imperial robes, 
symbolized good fortune, eternity, and celestial blessings. 
Wave patterns, often placed near the hem of robes, signified 
strength, resilience, and the dynamic flow of life. These 
patterns were not chosen arbitrarily; their placement and 

combination with other motifs were carefully designed to 
reflect the wearer’s social status, align with auspicious beliefs, 
and comply with the strict hierarchical dress codes of the Qing 
Dynasty. 

3.2. Techniques and Artistic Styles in Pattern 
Creation 

The creation of decorative patterns on Manchu women’s 
robes required exceptional craftsmanship and artistic 
precision. A variety of textile techniques were employed to 
achieve the elaborate designs that adorned these garments, 
reflecting the high level of skill possessed by Qing Dynasty 
artisans. Among the most widely used techniques was 
embroidery, which allowed for the addition of intricate details 
and vibrant colors to the fabric. Embroidery styles such as 
satin stitch, couching, and gold thread embroidery were 
commonly used to create smooth, richly textured designs. 
Satin stitch was ideal for floral motifs, producing a lustrous 
and delicate finish, while couching techniques allowed for the 
application of gold and silver threads that enhanced the visual 
appeal of the robes. Gold thread embroidery was particularly 
popular in court garments, emphasizing the luxurious status 
of the wearer and reflecting the grandeur of imperial life. 

In addition to embroidery, brocade weaving played a 
significant role in robe decoration. This technique involved 
weaving intricate patterns directly into the fabric, resulting in 
complex, multicolored designs that added to the overall 
richness of the garment. The use of brocade not only 
demonstrated the advanced textile techniques of the Qing 
period but also added a three-dimensional quality to the robes, 
enhancing their visual and tactile appeal. Appliqué techniques 
were another method used to create decorative effects, where 
separately cut fabric pieces were sewn onto the robe to form 
layered and contrasting designs, adding depth and artistic 
complexity. 

The artistic styles of decorative patterns varied according 
to the intended use of the robe. Court robes featured highly 
elaborate and intricate designs, often incorporating auspicious 
motifs and imperial symbols to emphasize the wearer’s 
connection to the ruling dynasty. Everyday robes for 
commoners, while still adorned with symbolic patterns, were 
simpler and more practical, using fewer embellishments and 
focusing on comfort and functionality. However, even the 
more modest designs retained elements of Manchu cultural 
identity, with patterns such as stylized floral and geometric 
motifs woven subtly into the fabric. 

 

 
Figure 1. Photographed by the author 

 
The decorative patterns of Manchu women's robes not only 

served aesthetic and social functions during the Qing Dynasty 
but also continue to inspire contemporary fashion. Modern 
designers draw upon these traditional elements to create 
garments that blend historical heritage with contemporary 
trends, ensuring that the artistry and cultural significance of 
Manchu robe patterns remain relevant in today's fashion 
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world. The enduring appeal of these intricate designs 
highlights their timeless beauty and the important role they 
play in preserving cultural heritage while fostering innovation 
in textile and fashion design. 

4. The Use of Colors in Manchu 
Women's Robes 

4.1. The Use of Colors in Manchu Women's 
Robes 

Colors in Manchu women's robes held significant symbolic 
value, each conveying specific meanings tied to prosperity, 
virtue, and cosmic harmony. Imperial yellow, the most 
prestigious and exclusive color, was reserved for the empress 
and women of the highest ranks, symbolizing supreme 
authority, wealth, and the emperor’s divine power. The rich 
golden hue represented the central element of earth in 
traditional Chinese cosmology, reinforcing the connection 
between the emperor and the heavens. Women of lower ranks, 
such as concubines and princesses, were allowed to wear 
shades of red and blue, colors associated with auspiciousness, 
loyalty, and wisdom. 

Red, frequently seen in ceremonial robes, symbolized joy, 
prosperity, and good fortune. It was a favored color for 
wedding attire and festive occasions, reflecting the wearer’s 
hope for happiness and success. Dark blue and deep purple 
were often worn by noblewomen and represented dignity, 
loyalty, and wisdom. These colors were frequently combined 
with intricate embroidery to enhance their visual impact and 
cultural significance. Light blue and green were considered 
more modest and appropriate for informal settings or daily 
wear, symbolizing renewal, harmony, and growth. 

The selection of colors also followed seasonal variations 
and ceremonial requirements. Bright and vivid colors were 
commonly worn during spring and summer festivals, 
reflecting themes of renewal and celebration, while darker 
and more subdued tones were preferred in winter and for 
mourning rituals. The interplay between colors and motifs on 
the robes created a harmonious visual effect that was both 
aesthetically pleasing and deeply meaningful in the context of 
Qing Dynasty culture. 
 

 
Figure 2. Drawn by the author 

4.2. Dyeing Techniques and Color 
Combinations in Manchu Robes 

The production of colors for Manchu women's robes 
involved sophisticated dyeing techniques that ensured vibrant 
and long-lasting hues. Natural dyes derived from plant and 
mineral sources were carefully processed to achieve the 
desired shades, with artisans employing techniques that had 
been refined over centuries. Indigo, extracted from plant 
sources, was used to create deep blue hues, while safflower 
and madder root produced a rich spectrum of reds and pinks. 
Yellow dyes were typically derived from pagoda tree flowers 
and gardenia fruit, lending a distinctive golden tone to 

imperial robes. 
Color combinations in Manchu women's robes were 

meticulously arranged to create striking visual contrasts while 
adhering to cultural and hierarchical norms. Certain 
combinations were believed to bring harmony and balance, 
reflecting the philosophical principles of Yin and Yang. For 
example, pairing gold with dark blue signified the balance of 
earth and water elements, while red and green combinations 
symbolized harmony between fire and wood elements. 

The embroidery and embellishments on robes often 
complemented the base colors, creating layers of meaning 
through the integration of symbolic patterns and color 
schemes. Gold and silver thread embroidery, commonly used 
on darker fabrics, enhanced the regal appearance of court 
robes, while pastel-colored embroidery on lighter robes 
provided a more delicate and feminine aesthetic for daily wear. 

The careful application of color extended beyond aesthetic 
considerations, reflecting broader cultural ideals of order, 
balance, and moral virtue. The choice of color and its 
application were not only a matter of personal taste but also a 
reflection of the wearer’s adherence to social norms and 
cultural expectations. 

The use of colors in Manchu women’s robes remains a 
source of inspiration in contemporary fashion, influencing 
modern designers who seek to blend historical elegance with 
contemporary trends. The legacy of these vibrant and 
meaningful color choices continues to serve as a bridge 
between traditional aesthetics and modern artistic expression. 

5. The Symbolic Meanings and 
Cultural Connotations of Manchu 
Robes  

5.1. Social Status and Symbolism in Manchu 
Robes 

In Qing Dynasty society, clothing was a primary indicator 
of an individual’s social status, and the Manchu robe played a 
crucial role in this visual hierarchy. Strict dress codes were 
implemented to regulate the use of specific colors, patterns, 
and fabrics according to rank and position. The robes worn by 
the imperial family and high-ranking officials were 
distinguished by luxurious materials, intricate designs, and 
symbolic motifs that reflected their power and privilege. The 
dragon, a revered symbol of imperial authority and divine 
power, was prominently featured on the robes of the emperor 
and other high-ranking male figures, signifying their 
connection to the heavens and their role as the guardians of 
the empire. Empresses and noblewomen, on the other hand, 
were adorned in robes featuring phoenix motifs, representing 
femininity, grace, and prosperity, reinforcing their esteemed 
status within the court. 

The color hierarchy of Manchu robes was equally 
significant, with each shade carrying profound meanings and 
restrictions. Yellow, regarded as the most prestigious color, 
was exclusively reserved for the emperor and his direct family 
members, symbolizing the central authority of the state and 
cosmic harmony. Purple and dark blue, often worn by nobility 
and high-ranking officials, conveyed dignity, wisdom, and 
loyalty to the imperial court. In contrast, commoners were 
permitted to wear muted and earthy tones such as light blue, 
brown, and gray, reflecting their modest social standing and 
adherence to simplicity and humility. 

The fabrics and materials used in the production of Manchu 
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robes further emphasized social distinctions. Silk, brocade, 
and gold-thread embroidery were reserved for the elite, 
signifying wealth and refinement, while simpler fabrics like 
cotton and hemp were used by the lower classes. Special 
robes were designated for significant life events such as 
weddings, court ceremonies, and religious rites, with each 
design tailored to reflect the wearer’s role in these occasions. 
These garments served as tangible markers of social order and 
cultural values, ensuring that individuals adhered to the 
expectations of their rank and position. 

Manchu robes also conveyed personal and familial 
affiliations, with regional variations in embroidery patterns 
and design elements reflecting specific cultural influences 
and traditions. Through these distinct designs, wearers could 
proudly display their heritage and community ties while 
adhering to the broader framework of Qing Dynasty dress 
regulations. 

5.2. Cultural Connotations and Spiritual 
Symbolism 

Beyond their role in signifying social status, Manchu robes 
were imbued with profound cultural and spiritual meanings. 
The motifs and patterns adorning the robes often drew 
inspiration from nature, mythology, and spiritual beliefs, 
serving as visual representations of moral virtues, good 
fortune, and cosmic balance. The designs were not merely 
decorative; they were a means of communicating deep 
cultural messages that resonated with both the wearer and 
those who beheld them. 

Auspicious symbols such as peonies, lotuses, and 
chrysanthemums were frequently used in Manchu robe 
designs to convey messages of prosperity, purity, and 
longevity. The peony, a flower associated with wealth and 
honor, was commonly featured in court robes, symbolizing 
the grandeur and opulence of the Qing imperial family. The 
lotus, revered for its association with spiritual enlightenment 
and resilience, reflected moral purity and the ability to rise 
above adversity, making it a popular motif among women of 
high social standing. The crane, often depicted in flight or 
standing gracefully, symbolized longevity and wisdom, 
reflecting Confucian ideals of respect for elders and the 
pursuit of virtue. 

Many of the motifs found in Manchu robes were closely 
linked to Confucian values such as loyalty, filial piety, and 
harmony. Patterns featuring bats, deer, and clouds carried 
auspicious meanings, representing happiness, career 
advancement, and celestial blessings. These symbolic 
elements were carefully arranged to create a harmonious and 
balanced composition that reinforced the core values of Qing 
society. The incorporation of these motifs into everyday and 
ceremonial robes ensured that wearers remained constantly 
reminded of their moral obligations and cultural heritage. 

The spiritual dimension of Manchu robe symbolism 
extended to cosmological beliefs rooted in Manchu and 
broader Chinese traditions. The positioning of motifs, colors, 
and design elements often adhered to principles of Yin and 
Yang, ensuring balance and harmony between opposing 
forces. Dragon and phoenix pairings symbolized the union of 
male and female energies, reflecting the belief in 
complementary dualities and cosmic order. Wave and cloud 
patterns represented the cyclical nature of life and the ever-
changing flow of time, reinforcing a connection between 
human existence and the natural world. 

The cultural connotations of Manchu robes transcended 

their immediate function as garments, embodying a 
philosophy of balance, virtue, and harmony. The 
craftsmanship and artistry involved in their creation served as 
a testament to the values of patience, precision, and respect 
for tradition. Today, the legacy of Manchu robe symbolism 
continues to inspire modern designers, artists, and cultural 
enthusiasts, preserving the rich cultural heritage of the Qing 
Dynasty in contemporary forms. 

The enduring influence of Manchu robes is evident in their 
continued presence in Chinese cultural festivals, traditional 
ceremonies, and modern fashion interpretations. They remain 
a powerful symbol of identity and heritage, offering a tangible 
link to the past while evolving to meet the needs of 
contemporary aesthetics and cultural expression. The 
symbolic meanings and cultural connotations of these robes 
serve as a reminder of the importance of preserving and 
celebrating cultural heritage in a rapidly changing world. 

6. Conclusion  
The Manchu women's robe, with its intricate decorative 

patterns, symbolic color schemes, and profound cultural 
connotations, stands as a testament to the rich heritage of the 
Qing Dynasty and the identity of the Manchu people. These 
robes were not merely articles of clothing but carriers of 
cultural expression, social hierarchy, and artistic mastery. 
Through their carefully crafted designs, they communicated 
messages of prosperity, virtue, and cosmic harmony, 
reinforcing the values and traditions of the Qing court and 
broader society. 

The historical evolution of Manchu women's robes 
demonstrates their adaptation to changing social, political, 
and cultural landscapes. From their early practical designs 
rooted in nomadic traditions to their later elaborate court 
styles influenced by Han Chinese and Western elements, these 
garments reflect the dynamic interplay between heritage and 
innovation. The robes' decorative patterns, whether featuring 
floral, animal, or geometric motifs, held deep symbolic 
meanings, while the use of color was carefully regulated to 
signify social status and align with Confucian ideals of order 
and balance. 

The cultural significance of Manchu robes extended 
beyond their visual appeal; they served as tangible 
representations of identity, loyalty, and spirituality. The 
motifs and colors chosen for each garment reflected the 
wearer's aspirations and moral values, reinforcing their role 
within the rigid social structure of Qing society. The robes 
also embodied the philosophical principles of balance, 
harmony, and respect for nature, making them powerful 
cultural artifacts that continue to inspire modern 
interpretations and adaptations. 

In contemporary times, the legacy of Manchu robes 
continues to influence fashion design, cultural studies, and 
heritage preservation efforts. As the world embraces cultural 
diversity and the fusion of traditional and modern aesthetics, 
these garments offer valuable insights into the intersection of 
history, art, and identity. The preservation and reinterpretation 
of Manchu robe elements in modern fashion highlight their 
enduring relevance and provide a bridge between past and 
present. 

Understanding and appreciating the symbolic meanings 
and cultural connotations of Manchu women's robes 
contribute to a broader recognition of their artistic and 
historical value. As efforts to preserve and revitalize 
traditional Chinese attire continue, the story of the Manchu 
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robe serves as a compelling reminder of the importance of 
cultural heritage in shaping contemporary identities and 
fostering cross-cultural appreciation. 
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