Special
al Autumn Delights

Seoul fashion

The South Korean capital is a shopper’s haven with great
bargains around every corner, says Joanne Poh
MENTION Seoul and thoughts
turn to soap opera heartthrobs and
ancient palaces.
Given these stereotypes, one
might be forgiven for perceiving Seoul as the domain of drama
serial-loving ladies.
Look past the smiling advertisements of celebrity-endorsed
products, however, and you might
uncover a quirky city with sophisticated tastes.
As with all societies heavily
influenced by Confucianism, the
concept of “face” is all-important
to the Korean people.
However, the denizens of Seoul
take this deep-seated concern with
appearances to a whole new level.
Everything — from shop signage and tourist brochures to
the meticulously applied makeup adorning women’s faces — is
primped, designed and styled to
be as pleasing as possible.
This makes bargain shopping in
Seoul a pleasure rather than a desperate scramble to unearth hidden
gems from a pile of junk.

ill-fitting wholesale apparel one
might be forgiven for expecting,
most of the clothing on offer is of
excellent quality and, very importantly, is fashion-forward and
edgy.
Each shop owner is a stylist
in his or her own right. Basic Tshirts and cardigans are matched
with tapered chinos, large-framed
tortoiseshell spectacles and canvas loafers; printed dresses are
refreshingly paired with combat
boots, and everything is layered to
within an inch of its life.
Bargaining is necessary at all

markets and most small shops.
While most shopkeepers speak
little English at best, your most
winsome smile and the soothing
refrain of, “Cheaper?” unfailingly
coax the salesgirl into brandishing
her Hello Kitty calculator.
After grappling with mental
sums for a few seconds, she deftly
punches out a discounted price.
You feign shock appropriately until a happy compromise is
reached.
When the afterglow of your bargains has faded and you spot your
latest purchase on no less than

Passion for fashion
At shopping centres such as
Migliore at Myeongdong and
Hello apM at Dongdaemun, slink
your way through never-ending
warrens of stalls retailing Koreanmade clothing.
A far cry from the low quality,

Myeongdong is Seoul’s most popular shopping district. PHOTO: REUTERS
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three passers-by, you may begin
to desire something a little more
unique.
Head to Doota! at Dongdaemun
for mid-priced fashion that echoes
the trends of its cheaper cousins
with more interesting details and
better fabrics.
If you are opposed to spending your holiday sequestered in
a shopping mall, you have only
to look anywhere on the streets
to find vintage-inspired dresses,
nautical striped shirts and Dr Martens-style boots.
Open-air stalls and markets,
such as those in the vicinity of
Ewha Women’s University and lining the thoroughfares of Myeongdong, offer clothing that can rival
what is found in the shops.

Haven for beauties
Nowhere else in the world is the
value of a pretty face, male or female, better appreciated.
Alight at the Apgujeong subway
station and you will be greeted by
the image of a row of imperfect
noses, accompanied
optimistically by their
post-surgery counterparts and a smiling face
of their plastic surgeon
(right).
Apgujeong is the
playground of the rich
and famous. The men in
these parts are fairer and
thinner than their compatriots in Myeongdong,

The Seoul subway system is one
of the world’s most efficient.

Quaint interior of a café
near Apgujeong station.

A Vespa scooter on the
streets of Apgujeong.

who seem unpolished in comparison.
Cosmetic surgery clinics, spas
and tanning salons lurk around
every corner.
Venture a little way into the interior of the district and you find
several streets of self-consciously
fashionable cafés,
restaurants and boutiques.
Certainly, everything here is a tad more
expensive than it would
be anywhere else in
Seoul.
But you have not
really come here for
that organic tea or
that slice of green tea

tiramisu but for a day in a fantasy
world which, try as you might, you
cannot help but admire.
Pots of pansies peek charmingly
out of the shop windows at which
they have been strategically placed.
The yogurt with granola (below) and blackcurrant tea you order seem progressive even as they
hint at simpler, more wholesome
times gone by.
As you emerge from the café,
the waiter, in all his geek-chic
glory, bids you farewell with a
slight bow.

GETTING THERE

INSIDER’S TIPS

Singapore Airlines flies direct to
Incheon International Airport in Seoul
two to four times daily in about 7hr
25min. Economy class tickets are
priced at $1,329 onwards. Korean
Air and Asiana Airlines also operate
direct flights to Seoul.

Do not be deceived by the term
“market”. Goods on sale are
head and shoulders above what
is on offer at Singapore’s pasar
malam stalls, the occasional
Louis Vuitton knock-off
notwithstanding.
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