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pursuit of reliable performance and high return. Other dep:

stores on Nanjing Road—Sincere, the Sun, and Sun Sun in p;
followed suit -

artment
articular—
These stores of the Republican era were, in that sense.

5 significantly
lized assemblage of the seas:

al markets of
Nanshi in the mid-nineteenth century. The earlier emporium, with s ra
, with its ran

the decentr

different fr

dom assemblage of live tropical birds and gruesome bear paws, had

stim
ulated the city’s visual imag

ation with its mindless transgression, The
makeshift stalls of the late Qing, with minimal overhe

ad costs, opened
or folded as circumstances might dictate. The incorporated Wing On

with its neon lights and cluster of buildings in multiple stories, functioned

asa tightly managed corporation and became a Shanghai landmark that

was there to stay.

In the 1920s foreign imports made up of about three quarters of Wing
On's merchandise. Of the imports, the ratio between European and Amer-
ican goods (Palmolive soap, Quaker oats, Kronin powdered milk, Siemens
electronics, Parker pens, Philips radios, Context cameras, typeswriters, eye-
glasses, refrigerators, space heaters, butter, biscuits, canned foods, brandy)
versus Japanese products was about four to one. Machine-manufactured
goods made in China rarely appeared on the floors of Wing On, where
the “Chineseness” in s global construction consisted almost exclusively
of handicrafts and local specialties: Suzhou embroidery, Jiangxi porcelain,
Fuzhou lacquer, Jinhua ham—an “Orientalized” conception, one might
say, of Chinese goods from a Westernized perspective.*

Wing On operated Chinese and Western restaurants in its luxury ho-
tel, with bars and amusement halls that featured a variety of shows. Much®
le Bon Marché in Paris, Wing On ende: vored to create a new kind
of environment in which the pleasure of modern shopping was fused with
that of dining, drinking, and entertaining. It filled over sixty-four thou-
sand square feet of space with products and consumers, deployed an in-
ventory valued at over five hundred thousand Hong Kong dollars, and
engaged the service of four hundred men and women, all witha secondary
education 2 Sales staff spoke multiple Chinese dialects—Cantonese, Wu,
and Mandarin—in addition to English and a smattering of Japanese. “The
Customer,” a large neon sign in the store announced in English, “is always
tight.” Wing On abolished the practice of bargaining, permitted the re-
tamn of purchased items, collected payments upon delivery, extended
aredit to prized Chinese and foreign patrons, stood behind the quality
ofits goods, and provided the services of a host of master craftsmen Wf-

been engaged in special house contracts. For those who could/d on
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ses jammed his entrance—Wing

ria

)n drew a multitude of housewives
who came for the cut-rate Jinhua ham: a dried, cured, and flavored del

‘cacy made from the choicest cuts of pork raised on family farms in th

central hills of Zhejiar

Business historians who examined the rise of le Bon Marché have
argued that the department store—a “drapery shop” ¢
fre
merchandise—was an expression of emer

at departed

m medieval French guild conventions and carried a diverse range of

ing machine-manufacturing

capacity in the mid-nineteenth century. In an expanding economy of size
and scale, le Bon Marché “democratized luxury” by passin

on to ur
ban customers the savings that resulted from more efficient manufac
ruring and distribution techniques

ith

By contrast, the rise of Wing On—and Sincere—had less to do v
the store’s connection with domestic Chinese manufacturers than its ac
cess 1o liquid capital and overseas suppliers. In is first two decades of
operation, Wing On gave less than 15 percent of its shelf space to Chi
nese products, which were stocked to address the low end ofthe pricing
Smachure. A frequent target of public citicism during the anti-foreign boy-
and *30s, Win

distribution of manufactured products in increased

yn achieved success not by improving

cotts in the 19
the efficiency in t
quantity to a larger market; it excelled, instead, both in the packaging

of luxury that targeted an exclusive clientele and in the reorganization
of sales and advertising that glamorized shopping

Business historians have argued that the rise of enterprises such as l
Bon Marché and Macy's meant a simultaneous decline of old-style re-
vy competitive pressure. Unable to com
aris and New

tailers, who lost out under h

petein price, quality, and selection, master-proprietors i P
York, who practiced their craft in family settings with the help of a hand-
ful of clerks and apprentices, were left behind in their dark and cheer-
less workrooms.

In contrast, the rise of Sincere and Wing On appeared to have the op-
posite effect on small retailers. Instead of pushing them out of business,
the department stores inspired entire districts of old
their practices and keep up with new trends. Shanghai’s mastct hatters,
shoemakers, cosmetic dealers, leather goods manufaceurers, silk mer
chants, fur dealers, tailors, jewelers, umbrella makers, SCiSSOt makers,
andso forth were spared the fate of Zola's Uncle Baudu or neighbor Bour-
tas. Profting from the new shopping fad generated by the department
stores, old-line retailers transformed their business operations and of-
fered new products. Some made use of imports, W hile others thrived on

shops to modernize
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One fictional account tells of Master Yao, a respectable provincial de-
gee-holder (juren) from Suzhou, who takes his son and three discipls,
= of old:stock gentry, to Shanghai on a study tour. 2 Upon their arrival
in the International Settlement, the group has breakfast in a teahouse,
during which Master Yao announces his planned curriculum. They are
\omeet with fellow scholars and students, browse in bookstores and pub-
fiching houses, tour new-style schools,lsten to.a presentation of “Suzhou
storytelling” in tea g ardens, and attend theater performances. After the
wvening play they will have supper, which is also to be an educational
experience as they plan to sample different cuisines, especially “Western
food.” The weekends are for sightseeing in and around Shanghai. They
willside in horse-drawn carriages and explore every inch of the city, from
the avenues to the back alleyways.

hey are also to go to the Zhang Gar-
den (Zhang Yuan) to hear public speeches and to join the gentry rally."*
Someone comes by to sell the daily Shenbao, Xinwenbao, and Hubao
newspapers as the group finishes breakfast. Just as they begin reading, a
quarrel breaks out at the next table. A young woman, casually dressed
and wearing cheap jewelry, sits in the company of three men. She has
been sharing the same pot of tea with them. She begins to speak excit-
edly in a raised voice.!* Once a student, she is now the mistress of the
man sitting opposite her at the table, who works as a clerk in a Euro-
pean trading firm. Their companions are a coach driver, who had intro-
duced the couple for a fee, and a runner on the detective squad of the
Shanghai Maunicipal Police. The young woman pounds on the table to
underscore her argument, the many gold bangles on her wrist jangling
together. Soon after, she jumps to her feet, grabs her estranged lover b
his vest, and the two begin struggling with one another. The detective
tries to scparate them, but has no success. With the help of the coach
driver he drags both of them down to the street, where two waiting po-
licemen, “one Chincse and the other a foreigner with red turban and dark
face,” promptly step forward. The episode ends with the couple being
taken to appear before the foreign magistrate of the concession court.
 Master Yao tries to rush his students away from this scandalous scene
in the teahouse. But before that happens, a tall man walks up the stairs
and steps inside. Al eyes turn to this man, who appears o be Western.
He has a sunburned face, carries a walking stick, and wears a suit and
Brown leather shoes. A man by the name of Huang Guomin (literally
Yellow countryman-) hails from a corner table; this man is wearing a
£0tton gown with patched holes. The suited man joins the gowned one,
TeMoving his straw hat to reveal a “full head of hair tied info a bun, rather
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ror at the cuisine, quette and involuntary hor
The city's mercantile rich, in blatant disregard for sumptuary | i
modesty, donned silk, fur, jewels, and 1.\.!(. and had Inin\j dr n‘\l“‘.‘m
riages attended to by private entourages.® They |n‘\|u\‘n(cdl(|\w> ; '-'.:{.‘.l-
quarters, gave lavish banquets of shark-fin soup and lamb m\l\\: n~\i
struck deals in the company of women. Their e di

and “blatantly® dis

Their

. Contem
and wine seemed evenly di

“retained™ ladies wore di
amonds and jeweled wristwatches, and rode with men in open coaches
through the busiest sections in town. These women put suc

h exquisite
care into their appe:

rance that they began new fashion trends, from
makeup and hairstyles to jewelry, watches, shoes, and clothing.*

At the turn of the last century, cross-dressing and costume plays came
into vogue.” With the establishment of the first women's schools in Shang
hai, even daughters from gentry families began unbinding their feet,

v
tending social events, and conversing with men.® Diplomats and West

ernizers approved of such trends: Sheng Xuanhuai's numerous daughters,
who added prestige to the exclusive McTyeire School, were among the
first to convert to the Protestant faith, to insist on monogamy, and, even
tually, to sue their brothers for an equitable share of their father’s vast
estate. ’

Women featured largely in the gossip columns and exposé fiction pro
duced by a new breed of professional voyeurs who wrote for the city’s
emerging publishing industry.” idebooks contained detailed reviews
of what to see, where to dine, what
essentially advising how to hold on to on S
like a country bumpkin. In the late 18908 local gazettes periodically sy
sored beauty contests and ranked the women i
cording to—as ‘we would say today—"custom
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such as Liang
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ir of the foreigners.” Instead of a \
‘he newcomer is but “a transformed Chinese.”6

The Westernized person speaks of his transformation.
l“y(;m,”“ of Western-style clothing, 1 h'iwe changed all my
inig, drinking; Sleeping, and walking.”!” He eats two mealsa
trains from having snacks in berween. He tried taking a ¢
time and nearly died of it. He tries to take a bath everyd
been altogether successful. He is not sure whether to
or cut it short, and he is confused about which the forei
more hygienic.

The two episodes in the teahouse share a refrain al
ness of Shanghai seen through provincial eyes: W
eigners in the city, and a new. breed of Chinese that ha
ern ways. The state and elite promoted new schools andan
the shangxue and its declared value of science and
house audience nonetheless saw immodesty and tra
ity and humiliation. What to make of the foreign in t

issue of mixed feelings and uncertainty.

‘Much of Shanghai history i

different from the short ha
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ment stores (Sincere, W

the Sun, and Sun Sun) were located on

Nanjing Road, in addition to a whole host of makers and retailers of fin

jewelry, watches, shoes, hats, satin, fabrics, dresses, suits, children's cloth

ing, eyeglasses, cosmetics,

1d so forth."” Local historians refer to a “Nan.

jing Road Phenomenon”
patterns of merchandise displays, new standards of quality assurance,

and new att

that combined new designs for shop fronts, new

i T
udes in customer service.?” These changes reinvented the

mani

“shop als advised (see chaper 2) and turned shop.
pi to entertainment. A stroll down Nanjing Road, as the Suzhou gen-
tleman’s stroll through the Nanshi marker had be

a half century ear-
Jier, was a pleasure and an experience. Yet the two strolls underscored

not only the differences between the seasonal markets of old and the

newer fancy shops on municipal blocks, but also that between a pre

dominantly male versus female shopping crowd. The new shops were

housed inside steel and cement buildings with large glass panes

ofte

Window shopping became more in fashion, as customers were able to
look in from the anonymity of the street without being accosted by the
clerks.

whole range of restaurants, bakeries, food companies, theaters,
movie houses, and amusement halls established their presence along the
way. Shopping acquired certain glamour. It had also shed its dimly un-
savory taint so as to permit women from middle-class households ro in-
dulge in this pleasure in the company of their *sisterhood.™!
The leading store that glamorized the shopping experience was no
doub the Wing On Department Store. Wing On was a subsidiary of the
Hong Kong Wing On Company that was launched by a group of Can-
tonese investors who had learned their craft from British department store
operators in Sydney. But Wing On was not Shanghai's first retailer of-
fering a diversified line of imports—that distinction belonged to the
equally glamorous Sincere Company, which opened in 1916 as an off-
shoot of two Western-owned shops of limited scale, in operation since
the turn of the century.* Nor did Wing On spearhead the practice of
selling a diversified inventory of houschold goods. Retailers featuring an
assortment of Chinese and Western goods (hua yang zabuo or *Chinese-
Western miscellany™) had already appeared in Shanghai in the mid-
nineteenth century. These shops had derived their practice, in turn, from
fetailers merchandizing an assortment of goods transported across long
from north and south China—the Jing Guang zahuo or “Beijing-
miscellany.”

Yt when the Shanghai Wing On Company opened its doors for busi-
on September 5, 1918, it surpassed all other retailers in a variety of





