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Introduction: Refashioning the Renaissance

Paula Hohti

In 1581, the Italian writer Giovan Andrea Corsuccio complained in his Il 
vermicello that ‘today anyone, vile as he may be, dresses in silk, … so that 
even the charlatans, if they have no velvet cap or doublet, are not able to 
draw a crowd of listener’.1 Corsuccio was troubled by the fact that men of 
inferior status wore excessive garments and too expensive materials, such 
as silk, traditionally considered the badge of a gentleman. 

Similar concerns about extravagant appearance and ‘confused 
mingle-mangle of apparell’ among the lower social orders were also 
raised in other parts of Renaissance Europe, such as England and Italy.2 
For instance, in Spain, towards the end of the sixteenth century, a group 
of curious observers claimed that ‘it is well-known the excess of the 
way of dressing among Spanish people, because on a festive day the 
craftsman and his wife do not differ from the nobility’.3 The high-ranking 
Spanish citizens strongly disapproved with the idea that it would no 
longer be possible to identify people and their social rank on the basis of 
the wearer’s dress, as clothing had been traditionally seen as one of the 
most fundamental and visible means of recognising and distinguishing 
class.4

While Renaissance and early modern authors and commentators 
might have exaggerated to emphasise particular points, complaints about 
sumptuous dress among common artisanal populations were increasingly 
voiced during a period when stylish garments, fashionable accessories and 
desirable materials in a wide range of qualities became more accessible 
than ever before, not just for the elites but also for those of modest means 
and inferior status. The impact of this changing fashion context on every-
day dress and on the development of fashion among the ordinary artisanal 
population is the subject of this book.
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The changing context of fashion

The sixteenth century represented an important turning point in European 
fashion. The emergence of new crafts, industries and technical innova-
tions, and the wide circulation of new fashion innovations, popularised 
by courts and promoted by the flourishing cloth and clothing trade, intro-
duced new concepts into the traditional, local ways of dressing, making a 
break with traditional ways of dressing and the significance attributed to 
clothing.5 This not only changed the way clothing was made, decorated 
and worn, but it also introduced a wide range of new products, con-
sumption patterns and cultural values into the systems of dress. Heavy, 
brocaded velvets and damasks provided no longer the most exclusive 
powerful tools that made distinctions of rank visible in society. Instead, 
the display of new fashion manufactures that were designed to be worn 
or carried, such as light silk fabrics, gloves, fans, handkerchiefs, hats, 
trims, silk bands and buttons became essential parts of a fashionable 
outfit and indicators of the wearer’s rank.6 Less magnificent silks, like taf-
feta and tabby, became acceptable even in the formal wear of the ruling 
men and women, and could be combined with elaborate surface decora-
tions, such as applied braid and slashing.7 The multiple ways in which 
fashionable dress could be put together, mixing and matching detachable 
sleeves, bands of decoration, silk ribbons and small-scale personal items 
such as gloves, shoes, handkerchiefs and fans, is visible in surviving 
sixteenth-century visual images and surviving garments all over Europe 
(Figures 0.1a–c). 

Dress historians have connected the new emphasis placed on light 
silks, accessories, trims and surface decoration, in part, to the broadening 
markets for more marketable goods that were suited to the gathering pace 
of elite dress fashions.8 However, the cheaper price and the smaller size 
of new products that were on offer in the local shops and second-hand 
markets made fashion accessible also to new social groups. Shop records 
and other archival evidence demonstrate that ready-made items, from 
woven ribbons and lace veils to velvet hats and gilt netting, were available 
at varying prices and qualities in local fairs and shops to a wide range of 
consumers. At the same time, cheaper imitations of the desired goods, 
such as false pearls, foiled gems or stamped mock velvets, appeared on 
the market, turning extraordinary textiles, garments and jewellery into 
something familiar.9 

This changing fashion context provided a new dynamic ability for 
urban men and women way below the nobility, including local artisans 
and shopkeepers from barbers and bakers to shoemakers, innkeepers and 
book dealers, to experiment with appearance. Foreign travellers occa-
sionally noted the extravagance of the ordinary people’s dress. Pietro da 
Casola, a Milanese cleric who visited Venice on his way to the Holy Land 
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Figure 0.1a–c  Accessories and surface decorations in sixteenth and seventeenth century 
Spanish and Italian dress. Museo Nacional del Prado, Madrid, Museo Nazionale di Palazzo Reale, 
Pisa, and Kunsthistorisches Museum Vienna.

at the turn of the sixteenth century, for example, remarked that in Venice 
‘those [women] who are able as well as those who are not dress very 
sumptuously’.10 

The increasing ability of ordinary people in the Renaissance period 
to acquire a wide range of material goods through pawning, second-hand 
markets, renting, borrowing, gift giving, theft, lotteries, auctions, inher-
itances or advanced credit systems has been noted by Renaissance art 
and material culture historians who have referred to examples of popular 
classes in their studies of consumption, material culture and dress.11 
This evidence suggests that ordinary Europeans enjoyed a greater access 
to consumption of new clothing and fashion manufactures than ever 
before. Yet, as Margaret Rosenthal has noted, exactly how and to what 
extent lower social orders were connected to fashion and new consump-
tion practices, and what characteristics defined their appearance, is still 
an ongoing area of investigation.12 Could individuals from lower social 
classes, such as tailors, bakers, barbers, shoemakers and butchers, par-
ticipate in Renaissance fashion and culture and engage with the latest 
trends? 

Non-elite engagement with fashion

Early modern probate inventories, sumptuary law statutes, guild docu-
ments, auction records and account books suggest that the wardrobe of 
ordinary artisanal individuals and families underwent a transformation in 
Europe in the second half of the sixteenth century. Preliminary research 
based on probate inventories from Italy, for example, indicates that the 
number and kind of garments and dress accessories among local urban 
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craftspeople, shopkeepers and tradespeople increased significantly in 
the second half of the sixteenth century. The plain and durable woollen 
and linen garments suited to work, typical for artisans, were complemented 
with a notable range of garments and dress accessories that embraced 
new fashions. These ranged from colourful silk skirts and aprons to muffs, 
gloves, silk scarves and hats decorated with gold badges and feathers. 
Male artisans had a taste in particular for ruffs that grew from a narrow frill 
at neck and wrists to a broad ‘cartwheel’ style that required a wire support 
by the 1580s, and women favoured gold frontals and rosettes, silver and 
gold nets and thin silk veils. In addition, a range of elaborate bright stock-
ings and detachable sleeves that were made from coloured silks, particu-
larly red, white, green, or yellow taffeta, sarcenet or satin, were included 
in artisan wardrobes.13

This evidence suggests that many types of fashion novelties were 
worn by the general population as well as the more affluent elites, and, 
when contextualised with pictorial evidence, their cultural significance 
as functional or fashionable wear at lower levels of society becomes evi-
dent. For example, in Vincenzo Campi’s Fruitseller, painted in the 1580s 
(Figure  0.2), the young woman wears a plain linen garment decorated 
with a matching partlet and sleeve cuffs and red sleeve ribbons. A yellow 
band is embroidered across her green apron, perhaps made in imitation 
of gold. 	

Figure 0.2  Campi, Fruitseller, 1560s. Young women wearing a linen gown with matching 
partlet and sleeve cuffs and red sleeve ribbons. A yellow band is embroidered across her green 
apron. Pinacoteca di Brera, Milan.
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Historians have shown, furthermore, that ordinary people’s engage-
ment with fashion in the Renaissance period was more than just a matter 
of ‘getting and spending’.14 Instead, it extended to the way ordinary people 
began – through their garments and images of clothes – to adopt and 
express attitudes towards life, explore their connections to others and 
interact with the surrounding world and culture.15 

To comprehend the significance of this profound change, we can 
examine surviving visual evidence. One notable example is the ‘democ-
ratisation’ of portraits in the sixteenth century, which demonstrate how 
urban citizens below the nobility began to place importance on clothes, 
accessories, hairstyles and their comportment to assert their social value 
and how they desired to be perceived. In Moroni’s portrait from the 1560s, 
for example, the tailor appears in a self-assured pose, wearing a fine 
cream doublet and red hose (Figure 0.3). Although he holds a pair of 
scissors, symbolising his craft and manual labour, his posture and elegant 
clothes establish a visual connection between the tailor and portraits of the 
contemporary elite.

The significance of clothing below the nobility, moreover, extended 
beyond self-fashioning and visual display. The ‘Book of Clothes’, studied 
in detail by Maria Hayward, Ulinka Rublack and Jenny Tiramani, shows 
that, in Germany, Matthäus Schwarz, an accountant and a son of a wine 
merchant, commissioned over 130 watercolour illustrations between 1520 
and 1560, in which he posed in different styles of outfits, in front and back 
(Figure 0.4).16 What makes this collection of illustrations remarkable, as 
Rublack notes, is not only the accountant’s fascination with manipulating 
clothing and adapting changing fashions to create the desired impression 
but also how he experienced his clothing in relation to his body. It appears 
that the accountant was worried about putting on weight. In 1529, at the 
age of twenty-nine, he had himself depicted in the nude and inscribed a 
note next to the image, stating, ‘this was my proper figure from behind, for 
I had become fat and round’ (Figure 0.5).17 This example, Rublack argues, 
is one demonstration of how deeply clothing became embedded with the 
perceptions people across social classes had about their dress, bodies and 
the social and cultural meanings associated with fashion.18 

These findings highlight the issue that has been largely overlooked in 
dress history: that fashion transformation in the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries was interconnected across social classes. All this evidence 
demonstrates, then, that there is a demand for an interdisciplinary study 
of Renaissance and early modern fashion that investigates how fashion 
evolved in dialogue with various social groups and economic contexts.

This book explores how fashion emerged and developed in Europe 
in 1500–1650 among the middling classes, including craftspeople, shop-
keepers and local traders residing in commercial centres, trading towns 
and the surrounding countryside across various regions in southern and 
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northern Europe such as Italy, England, Scandinavia and Estonia.19 Their 
social group consisted of individuals such as bakers, barbers, shoemak-
ers, innkeepers and others who earned their livelihood by creating or 
selling goods. While the collective terms used in this book to refer to 
the group of artisans and small local shopkeepers include ‘artisans’, 
‘artisanal groups’, the ‘artisan classes’, ‘non-elite’ and the ‘middling 
sort’, it is important to recognise the diversity within this group. While 

Figure 0.3  Moroni, Portrait of a Tailor, 1565–70. The sitter is dressed in fine pinked cream 
colour doublet and red breeches. The National Gallery, London. 
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most were ordinary members of minor craft and trade guilds, the group 
encompassed a wide range of individuals, from prosperous pewterers 
and goldsmiths to destitute members of the textile and building crafts.20 
Dress played a crucial role in making social distinctions visible between 
these diverse categories.21

Approaching everyday artisan fashion

This book is the outcome of research conducted within the ‘Refashioning 
the Renaissance’ project, a five-year collaborative dress-history initia-
tive  funded by the European Research Council (ERC, Aalto University 
2017–23).22 The project was set up to identify new sources and develop 
methodologies that allow us to investigate fundamental questions relating 
to the transformation of fashion in early modern Europe, with a special 
focus on popular taste, dissemination, transformation and adaption of 
fashion, on imitation and meaning, and on changing cultural attitudes 
to dress among popular groups in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century 
Europe. 

Figure 0.4  Schwarz, ‘Book of Clothes’, fol. 113r, 1538. The Herzog Anton Ulrich Museum, 
Brunswick.
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One of the key challenges of studying non-elite dress is the question of 
how we can gain access to the cultural practices, artefacts and dress fash-
ions at popular levels of society. Museums and archives primarily docu-
ment the culture of the rich and powerful, leaving scant information about 
the garments and lifestyles of the ordinary population. Consequently, 
understanding how dress fashions evolved at popular levels of society, as 
well as how to study them effectively, presents significant hurdles. 

This challenge is particularly evident regarding the physical texture 
and visual and sensory properties of clothing and accessories, along 
with the skills and artisanship involved, as written accounts and visual 
depictions provide limited information about materials and construction 
techniques, and surviving garments worn by the ordinary population are 
scarce, often fragmented and in poor condition.23 Addressing these gaps of 
evidence requires innovative methodologies and a combination of diverse 
approaches.

The research presented in this book aims to overcome the limitations 
in sources by incorporating a novel methodology that combines traditional 
historical empirical evidence with a range of explorations of early modern 
materials and crafting techniques. 

Figure 0.5  Schwarz, ‘Book of clothes’, fol. 80r, 1526. The Herzog Anton Ulrich Museum, 
Brunswick.
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Methods and sources

The core historical findings are based on archival sources, written records 
and visual representations to investigate the clothing worn by lower social 
classes. At the heart of our research is an extensive archival dataset, created 
during the ‘Refashioning the Renaissance’ project. This dataset comprises 
nearly a hundred thousand items of textiles, clothing and jewellery docu-
mented in post-mortem inventories of ordinary artisanal families between 
1550 and 1650, currently accessible online in an open-access format 
(Figure 0.6).24 Referred to as the ‘Refashioning the Renaissance database’ 
in this book, it contains 80,076 records from Siena, Florence and Venice, 
as well as 12,207 records from early modern Denmark.25 The dataset is 
cross-referenced with a range of other archival evidence from guild records, 
petitions, trade accounts, contracts, sumptuary law statutes and printed and 
painted depictions of dress. These ranges of traditional historical records 

Figure 0.6  Inventory of the Danish tailor Peter Folchersen, 5 June, 1650, fol. 213r. National 
archives, Copenhagen. 
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offer a solid foundation and reliable evidence for exploring essential ele-
ments of early modern popular fashion. They shed light on the garments, 
accessories and textile materials that circulated among lower social groups 
in this period, and reveal what economic, symbolic and cultural meanings 
were associated with dress and fashion in their own time.

The conventional historical research method is complemented in this 
book with practical hands-on experiments. Designed and organised during 
the ‘Refashioning’ project in collaboration with museum professionals, 
textile and craft experts, costume makers, historical re-enactors and scien-
tists, these enabled us to re-create objects that no longer survive, showing 
how they were made, what they might have looked and felt like, and what 
levels of skill and sophistication were involved in making them.

The efforts carried out during the ‘Refashioning’ project included a range 
of experiments aimed at getting closer to the materials and garments worn 
by the artisanal population of the past. For instance, in collaboration with 
costume experts at the London School of Historical Dress, we brought back 
to life a seventeenth-century male doublet made from stamped mock velvet, 
recorded in the inventory of the modest Florentine waterseller Francesco 
Ristori, who passed away in Florence in 1631 (Figure 0.7). Additionally, 
we initiated a knitting project to re-create early modern knitted stockings, 
including a seventeenth-century hand-knitted silk stocking of high fashion 
conserved at Turku Cathedral Museum, Finland (Experiment in focus II). A 
group of dedicated volunteer knitters used tiny 1 mm knitting needles and 
silk yarn produced by hand at the silk farm Nido di seta in Calabria to bring 
to light the patterns and fine artisanship of the delicate stocking (Figure 0.8). 

These explorative historical reconstructions, informed by detailed 
archival and visual research, scientific testing and object analysis carried 
out by the ‘Refashioning’ team, were made by hand by skilled craft experts 
using historically appropriate materials. Even though reconstructions 
are, as Jenny Tiramani has pointed out, ‘acts of interpretation’ and never 
precise copies of the authentic, engaging with reconstructed garments 
through touching, looking and even wearing them offered new insights 
into the fashionable aspirations and innovative methods used by the arti-
san classes to participate in early modern culture of fashion.26

Additionally, several small hands-on experiments were conducted 
during the project to explore, for example, how early modern garments 
were stitched together and shaped by tailors, in what ways silk thread was 
traditionally made from cocoons, how the colours of clothing mentioned 
in our archival sources were created using natural dyes and historical 
colour recipes, how imitations of precious pearls and amber could be 
made at home following recipes from cheap printed advice manuals and 
how textiles were cleaned and cared for (Figures 0.9a–b). These material 
investigations allowed us to explore, for instance, a sense of the visual 
and sensory effects offered by counterfeit materials or imitative objects, 
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Figure 0.7  Reconstruction of a seventeenth-century male artisan’s doublet made by the 
‘Refashioning the Renaissance’ project and London School of Historical Dress. 
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such as false amber or fake leopard fur, as well as to re-create some of the 
essential colours, materials and shapes of garments and objects of adorn-
ment that were mentioned in artisans’ clothing inventories. 

Experimental recreative methods and object-based research have 
emerged as a significant development in the field of dress history in recent 
years. Building on methods of experimental archaeologists, costume 
makers, re-enactors and textile conservators, historians such as Sarah 
Bendall, Serena Dyer, Hilary Davidson, Pamela Smith, John Styles and 
Ulinka Rublack have demonstrated the transformative capacity of replica-
tion to turn static narratives of the past into a dynamic process to compre-
hend the experiences of wearing and making of early modern textiles.27 
Despite the promising outcomes, experimental approaches in the study of 
cultural history of dress remain relatively unfamiliar, with possibilities yet 
to be fully explored and methodologies still needing to be established.28 

This book presents, alongside more traditional essays, an exploration 
of the most important material experiments and historical reconstruc-
tions conducted as part of the ‘Refashioning the Renaissance’ project.29 
Through short Experiment in focus texts, readers can examine and under-
stand how experimental work and material-based approaches can help us 

Figure 0.8  Two hand-knitted replications of an extant seventeenth-century silk stocking, 
reconstructed by the ‘Refashioning the Renaissance’ project. The stockings are knitted using 
hand-reeled Bombyx mori silk and dyed with fustic and logwood. 
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to provide access to the visual, material and sensory properties of early 
modern of fashion and gain new insights into the skills of makers and the 
significance of materials now to lost to us. Additionally, the experiments in 
focus demonstrate how a range of ‘re-methods’ can provide historians with 
new ways of sharing findings about the making, wearing and historical 
importance of textiles and clothing. 

Cultural studies of dress and fashion have been traditionally separated 
from the study of the real physical and material objects, due to the prefer-
ence for interpreting semiotic symbols and signs of dress through visual 
or written representations rather than the physical and material properties 
of clothing and textiles.30 As a result, we have largely lost touch with the 

Figure 0.9a  Red dye experiments at historical colour workshop, held by the ‘Refashioning the 
Renaissance’ project at Aalto University, September 2019. 
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materiality of historical objects and fashion and the material experiences 
linked to their creation and use.

By focusing on the materials and materiality fashion, along with its 
symbolic, social and cultural significance, this book seeks to offer new 
insights not only into everyday artisan fashion but also to the lived experi-
ences associated with the early modern materials and garments that influ-
enced fashion trends. Understanding the visual and physical attributes 
of garments during the centuries covered in this book, ranging from the 
early sixteenth century to about 1650, is crucial, as the period witnessed a 
number of significant shifts in the ways in which textiles and clothing were 
produced, adapted and worn. Materials, skilled artisanship and the sen-
sory qualities of garments and accessories constituted defining elements 
of fashion and an important part of its meanings.31 

Previous studies by notable dress, textile and consumer historians 
such as John Styles, Giorgio Riello, Beverly Lemire and Maxine Berg 
have provided a valuable framework for understanding the dynamics of 
economic, social and cultural change in premodern Europe, and the role 
that textiles and dress played in shaping such changes.32 However, social 

Figure 0.9b  Cheap sixteenth-century printed ‘book of secrets’ by maestro Giovanni da Lucca, 
Opera nuova nella quale troverai molti bellissimi secreti … (1540?). Wellcome Institute, London, 
4630/B.
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groups below the wealthy elites have been largely overlooked in the 
elite-dominated dress studies of the Renaissance and early modern peri-
ods, because of either the perception that their fashions were character-
ised by emulation and passive copying of the elites or the assumption 
that individuals on the societal margins had limited contact with the rapid 
changes in European fashion and remained culturally isolated.33 As a 
result, a significant portion of the consumer population has been margin-
alised in the history of fashion in urban Renaissance and early modern 
life, raising doubts among historians about the impact of the Renaissance 
on the lives of ordinary Italians.34

By integrating traditional historical methods and sources with explora-
tion of materials and techniques of early modern textiles and garments, this 
book seeks to enhance our understanding of the fashion of the lower social 
orders and challenge the inherent biases often present in conventional his-
torical sources, which tend to emphasise the perspectives of the privileged 
elites. In doing so, this book aspires to present a fresh and socially more 
diverse perspective of early modern dress, aiming to inspire new inquiries 
and broaden the horizons of how narratives in cultural historical studies of 
dress can be constructed. 

‘Refashioning the Renaissance’

This book presents the key findings of the ‘Refashioning the Renaissance’ 
project. In collaboration with economic, cultural and social historians, 
dress and material culture historians, museum specialists and craft 
experts, it explores what materials and objects constituted the key ele-
ments of everyday dress and agents of fashion change among the lower 
social groups in Europe in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. By 
focusing on the creation, adaptation, innovation, uses and meanings of 
a wide range of fashion items among the ordinary artisanal population, 
along with the materials of fashion, ranging from affordable light textiles 
and imitations to expensive jewellery and valuable fabrics, the central 
questions explored in the chapters and experiments in focus include: What 
types of novelties and low-cost fashion manufactures were available to 
emerging consumer groups and how was their use regulated by sumptu-
ary laws? What materials and objects shaped consumer preferences at the 
lower social levels? How was fashionable appearance physically, materi-
ally and visually constructed by ordinary artisans and what processes were 
involved in dressing oneself?

The book is organised into three sections, each dedicated to different 
aspects of everyday artisan fashion. The first part concentrates on inno-
vations and imitations in fashion, showing the range of new commercial 
fashion products available to consumers of modest means from the early 
sixteenth century onwards. In Chapter 1, John Styles frames the book 
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chronologically and methodologically from an economic-history perspec-
tive. His chapter shows that, between the fifteenth and the eighteenth 
centuries, western Europe witnessed a surge of novelty in textiles and 
a wave of innovations, embracing both fabrics and equipment used for 
textile production. Styles examines the shift from heavily napped woollen 
broadcloths and silk velvets, which dominated the European high-prestige 
textile market, to lighter and more affordable silk, wool and mixed-fibre fab-
rics, and explores the impact of these innovations and how they extended 
to non-elite consumers. Styles shows that the rise in popularity of the new 
affordable and visually appealing textile goods, particularly cheaper silks, 
had a profound impact not only on the vibrant consumer economy of early 
modern Europe but also on ordinary people’s engagement with fashion. 
The transformations in the textile market expanded the range of attractive 
clothing options accessible to ordinary women and men and shaped their 
broader fashion preferences. 

This shift in the European textile market was accompanied by a cor-
responding transformation in the variety and availability of textile trim-
mings and clothing accessories, such as knitted stockings, kerchiefs, lace 
trims  and ribbons. While ribbons and tapes, for example, had ancient 
origins and knitted goods were present in medieval Europe, the period 
after 1500, as Styles emphasises, witnessed a remarkable expansion and 
elaboration of these items. 

Andrea Caracausi, in Chapter 2, explores the impact of this trans-
formation on fashion. His chapter reveals how the market for ribbons 
expanded during the late Renaissance and beyond, offering a plethora of 
choices for decorating garments, ranging from expensive luxury braids 
to affordable plain ribbons made from cheap waste silk. This expansion 
in the ribbon market stimulated demand and made ribbons accessible 
to people from all economic and social backgrounds. Because of their 
small size, ribbons provided an affordable means to incorporate precious 
materials in dress and maintain a connection with prevailing fashionable 
trends.

Sophie Pitman’s contribution in Chapter 3 shifts the focus to imitations 
and the manipulation of materials, exploring how imitations of expensive 
and rare items like fur, silk velvet and gold were created by skilled crafts-
people. Pitman’s chapter shows the expanding range of artificial novelties 
available, ranging from small buttons made of precious metal and silk 
threads wrapped around a wooden bead to imitation fur and fake pearls. 
Such imitations allowed men and women from diverse backgrounds to 
convey an impression of luxury without high cost. Yet Pitman challenges 
the prevailing assumptions about their value, showing that imitations were 
not necessarily seen just as fakes, cheap copies or inferior substitutes 
of the originals, reserved only for those with limited economic means. 
Instead, many types of replicas, worn by individuals across all social strata, 
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were often appreciated for their artisanship and regarded at times even 
more attractive and suitable options than the genuine articles. 

The three experiments in focus in this part – imitation fur, knitted 
stockings and stamped mock velvet doublet – focus on some of the key 
materials and techniques that played an instrumental role in driving 
the innovative fashion trends discussed in the chapters. They underscore 
the significant role played by affordable and fashionable semi-durable or 
‘semi-luxuries’ from the early sixteenth century onward as a means to 
engage with current fashions.35 

The second part of the book focuses on adornment and display, inves-
tigating the availability for artisans of costly dress accessories such as 
jewellery, precious gems and protective arms. Traditionally, these items 
have been regarded by scholars as expensive status symbols exclusively 
reserved for the affluent and influential members of society. Michele 
Nicole Robinson and Natasha Awais-Dean in Chapters 4 and 5 challenge 
these assumptions by demonstrating that artisans, both men and women, 
commonly possessed and adorned themselves with expensive jewellery, 
including pearls and gold and silver jewellery, despite their cost and regu-
lations imposed by sumptuary laws. However, their chapters also highlight 
that while all jewels and jewellery were generally expensive, we need to 
be cautious and avoid making broad generalisations about their material 
value. Items such as pearls, gold strings, medallions, rings, silver buttons 
and hat badges were available in various grades and lower price ranges 
for ordinary consumers through pedlars, local fairs, markets, auctions, 
pawnshops and goldsmiths’ workshops. Misshapen and tiny lower-grade 
pearls, for example, were sold by the ounce rather than being individually 
priced like larger pearls, making them much more affordable than more 
costly and desirable Asian pearls. 

Victoria Bartels, in Chapter 6, focuses on male artisans, arms and 
armoury, showing that the possession and display of arms and armoury – 
once reserved for princes, lords, knights or upper-class citizens – was not 
limited to the elite echelons of society in the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries. Men from all social classes, including artisans and even humble 
farmers, legally and illegally owned, and carried weapons. While arms 
served vital important protective functions, swords and daggers worn on 
belts were also considered fashionable accessories and essential com-
ponents of respectable male dress by artisans as well as high-ranking 
citizens. 

The three experiments in focus in this section explore the embod-
ied experience linked with wearing a Renaissance male doublet and 
examine the visualisation of the garment’s complex construction and 
hidden layers through digital reconstruction. These are followed by an 
exploration of how imitation pearls and amber could be made following 
recipes of that time. The experiments underscore the importance of 
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considering sensory aspects such as scent, warmth, physical sensations 
and bodily postures, as well as the concealed layers of garments which 
may not be visible to the eye, alongside visual aesthetics, when assessing 
the experience and value of artisan fashions. For example, in the case 
of false amber beads frequently used in rosaries, as argued by Michele 
Nicole Robinson, it might have been amber’s transformative effect that 
was sought rather than the material or visual look itself. Ensuring that 
counterfeit amber beads emitted a similar scent and warmth to authen-
tic amber when touched was important, as these supported religious 
practices and protected bodily health. 

The final part of the book examines everyday artisan fashion in relation 
to status and reputation. In Chapters 7 and 8, Stefania Montemezzo and 
Astrid Wendel-Hansen challenge the prevailing notion of the Renaissance 
and early modern periods, which suggests that only wealthy and pow-
erful citizens could demonstrate success and express interest in fine 
garments through expensive textiles. Their research reveals that costly 
materials such as fur, patterned silk velvets, damasks, brocades and red 
fabrics dyed with expensive insect dyes – traditionally associated with 
elite luxury and symbols of status in sumptuary laws – were owned and 
embraced by a broad range of individuals and from different social groups. 
Despite  the clear desire for novelty and the ability to adapt to evolving 
fashion trends demonstrated by ordinary men and women, these prestig-
ious textiles – often seen as important stores of wealth that were circulated 
in inheritances – did not disappear from artisanal wardrobes. The coexist-
ence of traditional luxury fabrics and emerging textile innovations, such as 
new lightweight fabrics and mixed silks, some of which imitated the exotic 
silks of Asia and were crafted in foreign styles, complicates the notion of 
linear change in fashion.

Chapters 9 by Elizabeth Currie and Jordan Mitchell-King and 10 by 
Anne-Kristine Sindvald Larsen highlight the importance of a respectable 
appearance among artisan, peasant and trading communities, not only on 
festive days or special occasions but also in their everyday professional 
lives. Their research suggests that individuals from modest Italian coun-
trywomen to humble artisans from small Danish trading towns recognised 
the importance of maintaining a clean, fashionable and modestly prosper-
ous appearance for their social and marital position, public influence, and 
professional image as trustworthy and reliable businessmen or business-
women. As Currie, Mitchell-King and Sindvald Larsen show, presenting 
a favourable image through a simple linen apron or other unassuming 
garments decorated with embroidery, ribbons, lace trims and accessories, 
while ensuring clothes remained clean and maintained a pleasant scent, 
held similar importance for artisans and peasant women as it did for their 
social superiors. Some artisans, like Jacob Jensen Nordmand, a skilled 
Danish art turner, even expressed their social ambitions and aspirations 
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by commissioning portraits that immortalised their professional and pros-
perous image (see Figure 10.5). 

The three experiments in focus in the final section, focusing on stain 
removal recipes, historical colours and dyes, and bobbin-lace making, 
explore the processes involved in caring for, dyeing and embellishing linens 
and other textiles at home. These explorations reveal that instructions found 
in printed collections of recipes, advice manuals, pattern books and books of 
secrets – increasingly circulated in Europe in cheap printed media – offered 
individuals of the lower social strata new possibilities for creating vibrant 
and desirable colours and decorations within their household environment. 
They highlight the importance of widespread new fashion knowledge in 
driving the expansion and evolution of everyday artisan fashion. 

Conclusion

Through an exploration of written records, visual representations, material 
objects, hands-on experiments and historical reconstruction, it becomes 
abundantly clear that ordinary European men and women not only pos-
sessed access to contemporary fashions but also placed great importance 
on their dress and outward appearance. While practicality of garments was 
often a primary concern in the early modern period, especially in the north 
of Europe which experienced extreme cold due to the ‘little ice age’, the 
belongings of artisans, shopkeepers and small local traders show a clear 
awareness and understanding of prevailing clothing trends. Their cloth-
ing and accessories reflect an ability to embrace novelty and adapt to the 
evolving dynamics of fashion. 

The key components of fashion among the popular groups, spanning 
various regions from Italy and England to Denmark and Estonia, included 
cost-effective textile and fashion innovations of the period, such as new 
light silks, imitation fabrics and ribbons as well as small accessories such 
as bobbin-lace-trimmed handkerchiefs, hats, muffs and knitted stock-
ings. At the same time, however, their clothing cupboards incorporated 
significant and expensive textile objects and objects of adornment, such 
as silk velvets, fur, gold, pearls and arms, associated traditionally in 
sumptuary laws and visual images with prestige, power and high social 
status. 

Materials played a significant role in driving transformations and shap-
ing fashions at the lower social levels. The ways in which artisans applied 
imitation fabrics in stylish garments, or blended materials of high intrin-
sic value with cheaper textiles in order to appear fashionable, reveal the 
creative and personalised ways in which early modern European artisans 
engaged with fashion. By incorporating trendy elements such as ornamen-
tal silk ribbons, trimmings of lace or imitation fur or fake gems into the 
most visible areas of their dress, even individuals of modest means, such 
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as blacksmiths, gardeners or rural women were able to engage actively in 
fashion at an affordable cost. 

This creative and innovative approach to fashion emerged during a 
time when the traditional hierarchy of clothing, based on financial value 
of textiles, was being challenged. The value of garments and accessories 
depended increasingly as much, if not more, on the novelty and artisan-
ship involved rather than solely on the intrinsic value of the material itself. 
This emphasises the complex nature of how dress functioned in the early 
modern period. 

The material culture of Renaissance fashion among the middling classes 
was characterised by liveliness, vibrancy and creativity. Simply labelling 
everyday artisan clothing and fashion as inferior and plain, defined by inex-
pensive alternatives and uninformed imitation of elite fashion, overlooks the 
intricate dynamics at play in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Europe. 
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Innovation and imitation





1
Transformations in textiles, 1400–1760 

John Styles

Introduction

Previous generations of historians often assumed that, before the Industrial 
Revolution, the families of small farmers, craftspeople and labourers 
across rural England were clothed in a narrow range of coarse textiles, 
often homespun and largely unchanging.1 It is a view that has increasingly 
been challenged by their successors, or, at the very least, been heavily 
qualified.2 Between the fifteenth and the eighteenth centuries, western 
Europe witnessed a tide of novelty in textiles. A wave of innovations, 
embracing both fabrics and equipment, swept the continent. The impact 
of these innovations and how they extended to non-elite consumers are the 
subject of this chapter. It falls into three parts. First, it examines the char-
acter of the innovations in terms of materials and techniques. Second, it 
assesses the ways these innovations have been understood, using English 
evidence to question how effectively historians have integrated changes 
in production and changes in consumption. Third and finally, it considers 
the impact of these changes on the production of textiles by households 
for their own use: in other words, their impact on what has been termed 
‘auto-consumption’, ‘household self-provisioning’ or, in an older historical 
literature, ‘homespun’.3 

Innovation

Early modern textile innovation in western Europe was underpinned by 
two linked developments during the later Middle Ages. The first was the 
shift from a two-fibre textile culture, with production and consumption 
monopolised by wool and flax, to a four-fibre textile culture, with wool-
lens and linens supplemented by fabrics made in Europe from silk and 
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from cotton. Introduced initially from the eastern Mediterranean, the pro-
duction of silks and cottons had become established in parts of western 
Europe by the end of the Middle Ages. In the course of the next three 
centuries, their manufacture and consumption expanded, both geograph-
ically and socially, driven by a change in elite taste described by Patrick 
Chorley as a Europe-wide ‘shift away from woollen broad cloth to silk that 
characterized this whole period up to the seventeenth century’.4 

Following the dissemination across western and northern Europe of 
the horizontal treadle loom during the twelfth century, heavily napped 
woollen broadcloths and silk velvets dominated the European high-prestige 
textile market. From the fifteenth century, however, they were challenged 
by lighter, smoother, colour-patterned fabrics, often with a distinct sheen. 
Silks led the trend. Indeed, lighter silk fabrics were to lead European high 
fashion for the next three centuries, but they were quickly followed by 
textiles made to mimic patterned silks in wool, in mixed materials and 
eventually in cotton and linen. Interaction between the fibres stimulated 
dramatic expansion in the range of textiles available to consumers of 
modest means, with substitutions of one fibre for another, technology 
transfers between fibres and a proliferation of new, mixed-fibre fabrics. 
The cheapness of these lighter fabrics, including new lighter silks, as well 
as their fashionability, secured them far wider markets than their heavy 
medieval predecessors, extending deep into the middle and eventually 
lower ranks of western European society. 

These wider markets were shaped by the second development which 
underpinned textile innovation in early modern Europe – the reinvigor-
ation of European trade at the end of the Middle Ages. As John Munro 
argues, the changing pattern of trade in Europe saw the re-emergence of 
trans-European trade in medium- and low-quality coarse textiles, eclipsed 
during the contraction of European trade in the fourteenth and fifteenth 
centuries, as well as a reinvigorated trade in textile raw materials.5 Munro, 
when discussing the fourteenth century contraction of trade in cheaper 
says and serges, suggests they went on being made, but for household 
use or for purely local consumption. He says little more about them. The 
implication is that there was a later medieval falling back to reliance on 
local textile resources, with a corresponding contraction in the diversity of 
textiles in everyday use. Chris Wickham goes further, arguing that, even 
at its zenith, around 1300, long-distance trade in woollen textiles from the 
urban cloth-making centres of Italy and Flanders served predominantly 
‘lords and their entourages’. Peasants in the surrounding areas could 
always ‘make most of their necessary goods themselves’.6 

With the expansion of European trade in lighter, cheaper textiles 
from the later fifteenth century, a relatively small number of major man-
ufacturing centres emerged. They were to dominate production of these 
textiles for national and international markets during the sixteenth and 
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seventeenth centuries. These centres were located in western Europe’s 
most economically advanced regions: initially, in the sixteenth century, 
in Flanders, Italy and Picardy, and subsequently in Holland, England and 
other parts of France. They supplied markets across Europe, drawing on 
what Stuart Jenks has identified as a distribution revolution in the fifteenth 
century, and subsequently beyond Europe with the opening of intercon-
tinental maritime trade in the sixteenth century.7 For textiles, the conse-
quences of European maritime expansion were to be profound, including 
new or previously unfamiliar dyestuffs (indigo, cochineal, logwood); new 
techniques, especially for decorating fabric with colour (colourfast paint-
ing and printing); new sources of textile raw materials (American long-
staple varieties of cotton, Chinese and Indian raw silks); and new overseas 
markets in West Africa, Asia and the Americas, with distinctive tastes and 
unfamiliar competitors.

Two main trends in product innovation characterised Europe’s new, 
four-fibre textile culture from the end of the fifteenth century. First, the 
shift already identified towards lighter, more colourful and more highly 
patterned fabrics, used both for clothing and for furnishings. Second, 
the dissemination of textiles employing new or relatively unfamiliar tech-
niques, such as knitting, lace-making and colourfast printing. The impact 
of these innovations can be observed across the whole range of textile 
fibres, including wool, linen, silk and cotton. Their effects were felt at every 
level of the market, from the finest patterned silks worn by monarchs and 
their courtiers to the cheap ribbons worn by housemaids on their caps. 
These forms of product innovation were intimately linked to innovation in 
technology, fashion and marketing. They were associated with the inven-
tion, dissemination and refinement of new machines. They went hand-in-
hand with an intensification and systematisation of fashion, culminating in 
the emergence of an annual fashion cycle for silks, at least, during the later 
seventeenth century.8

Pre-existing types of woven fabrics became lighter as well. Loom-
patterned silks, produced principally in Italy, but widely exported, were 
the most costly and high-status textiles in sixteenth-century Europe. 
Between the mid-fifteenth century and the early seventeenth century, their 
weave density fell by a third, reflecting a shift to lighter, thinner cloths.9 
The new, light silks – grosgrains, sarcenets, satins and damasks – cost only 
half to three-quarters of the price of the traditional heavy brocaded velvets 
they superseded.10 An equivalent change can be observed in fine woollen 
broadcloths, which could be almost as expensive as silks. Between the 
1630s and the 1680s, the weight of a typical coloured broadcloth made in 
Wiltshire, in the west of England, also fell by a third.11 

The reduction in the weight of established silk and woollen fabrics 
was accompanied by the dramatic commercial success of a variety of light 
woven fabrics. Most prominent were those made with combed, long-staple 
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wool. By the eighteenth century, it had become common in English to refer 
to these fabrics collectively as worsteds, which remains the modern usage, 
but previously they went by a variety of names.12 Lighter fabrics incorpo-
rating coarse, long-staple wools, such as says and serges, had long been 
produced in Europe. Nevertheless, the expansion of European commerce 
during the late fifteenth and sixteenth centuries saw huge increases in the 
production of new, attractive varieties in key centres, initially in Flanders, 
but extending over the course of the next two centuries to Holland, 
England, France, Italy and beyond.13 By the later seventeenth century they 
too were facing competition in key markets from another category of light-
weight woven textiles that was new to Europe – all-cotton fabrics, such as 
calico, imported from India, initially by the Portuguese in the sixteenth 
century and, after 1600, on an ever-larger scale by the English and Dutch 
East India Companies.

Many of the new, lightweight woven fabrics were made from mixed 
materials, especially combinations of long-staple wool with silk or other 
fibres. They included union fabrics, in which the fibre of the warp yarn dif-
fered from the fibre of the weft yarn, as well as blended or union yarns, in 
which the yarns themselves combined different fibres. Mixed-fibre fabrics 
were not, of course, new. Yet despite medieval precursors, the prolifera-
tion of new kinds of mixed-fibre textiles which accompanied the European 
shift to lighter textiles from the sixteenth century was unparalleled. Like 
medieval half-silks, the new mixed fabrics often mimicked more expensive 
textiles made from a single type of fibre, but at a lower price. So as the 
new, cheaper, lightweight Italian silks swept western Europe in the later 
sixteenth century, their patterning, colours and sheen were evoked for less 
affluent consumers by cheaper textiles combining expensive silk yarns 
with cheaper yarns made from combed wool, mohair, cotton or linen. 
They mimicked a wide range of costly silk piece goods – satins, damasks, 
velvets and taffetas – but at a much lower price.14 Similarly, the expensive 
new lighter broadcloths made with Spanish wool were imitated by fabrics 
like serges and says, which combined warp yarns made from combed 
wool with weft yarns made from carded wool, as well as by heavily napped 
fustians combining linen warps with cotton wefts.

Lighter-weight fabrics tended to be less durable. The Venetian ambas-
sador to the French court complained in 1546 that the satins and damasks 
made by the Tuscans and the Genoese were ‘cloths that cost little and 
last even less’.15 Norwich was the principal English manufacturing centre 
for the new, light fabrics made with combed, long-staple wool, known as 
Norwich stuffs. In 1606 it was claimed, perhaps with some exaggeration, 
that Norwich’s traditional ‘ancient worsteds’ of the mid-sixteenth century 
would have lasted six times longer than the new Norwich stuffs, yet both 
were fabrics made with combed, long-staple wool.16 More than a century 
later, Daniel Defoe famously dismissed Indian cotton calicoes as ‘ordinary, 
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mean, low-priz’d, and soon in rags’.17 Indeed, cotton was not to replace 
linen for everyday shirting and sheeting until after the mechanisation of 
its spinning and weaving in the nineteenth century, when it became cheap 
enough to compensate for its inferior durability.18 Qualms about the dura-
bility of the new lightweight fabrics made with long-staple wool account 
for some of the names given them by English manufacturers, such as 
‘perpetuana’, ‘durance’ and ‘everlasting’.19

Cheaper, less durable fabrics facilitated more frequent purchases of a 
wider array of items, which aligned with a heightened sensitivity among 
consumers to variety, novelty and fashion. An emphasis on design inno-
vation was a corollary of this acceleration in turnover. Almost all the new 
fabrics were distinguished by the speed with which their patterns and 
colours were changed.20 Unlike woollen fabrics made entirely or partly 
from carded, short-staple wool, many of the new fabrics were not fulled or 
napped. Consequently, their yarns were visible, enabling a huge array of 
woven patterns (Figure 1.1). In 1611, Norwich stuffs were already being 
described as being ‘of infinite variety of sorts, figures, colours and prices’. 
The need for new patterns was constantly stressed. ‘Our trade is most 
benefitted by our new inventions and the varying of our stuffes which is 
contynually profitable.’21 

The shift to lightweight fabrics for outer garments was complemented, 
from the fifteenth century onwards, by a mass diffusion of linen under-
garments. It was associated with expanding output of fine linens such as 
cambric and lawn, as well as coarser flax and hemp fabrics, produced in 
the countryside for both international trade and local consumption.22 The 
proliferation of linen undergarments reflected the spread of new concep-
tions of cleanliness, semiotically privileging white bleached linen over 
cheaper unbleached brown linen.23 At the same time, it contributed to 
the multi-layering of dress associated with wearing outer garments which 
were individually thinner and lighter, and consequently provided less 
thermal insulation.

These innovations in textile piece goods were accompanied by an 
equivalent transformation in the variety and quantity of textile trimmings 
and clothing accessories. Ribbons and tapes had ancient origins; knitted 
goods were familiar in medieval Europe; and both needle and bobbin-lace 
had medieval precursors – nevertheless, all of these saw a remarkable 
elaboration and proliferation after 1500. Ribbons, often made from inferior 
or even waste silks, became key decorative elements in European dress, 
even among the poor (see Chapter 2). The same was true of lace trim-
mings, especially those made from the cheaper bobbin-lace (Figure 1.2, 
see also Experiment in focus IX). In England, stockings, knitted with 
multi-ply yarns made from silk, worsted or wool – and also subsequently 
from linen or cotton – almost entirely replaced medieval hose made from 
woven woollen cloth (see Experiment in focus II).24 By the seventeenth 
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century, moreover, decorative kerchiefs were widely worn by both men 
and women (Figure 1.3). Small in size compared to the textile lengths used 
for main garments, they were relatively affordable. The most expensive 
were made from silk, cambric or Indian muslin, but even the cheaper ver-
sions employed premium materials such as bleached linen and (by the end 
of the century) multi-coloured loom-patterned or printed fabrics.25

The shift towards lighter fabrics and mixed materials saw correspond-
ing changes in the supply of key inputs, particularly fibres and yarns. 
Traded textile fibres were subject to ever more precise sorting and dif-
ferentiation by quality and price, some according to specific attributes 
of the fibre, some according to their place of origin. Each grade of fibre 
had a particular use and price. Precise grading of materials facilitated an 
expansion of product ranges, each range differentiated by its quality and 
targeted at different price points in different markets.26 

Grading also extended to the waste products generated as materials 
were processed. The distinction between legitimate materials and waste 
was especially stark for silk, the most expensive textile raw material. Most 
silk yarns were not spun. They were made by winding the long silk fila-
ments off the cocoon and combining and twisting them into various grades 
of thread. However, at each stage in the process, short-fibre silk waste was 

Figure 1.1  Samples of calamancoes and striped and plain worsted stuffs, Norwich or 
Spitalfields, London, 1720. The National Archives, MFQ 1/134: samples of textiles submitted to 
the Commissioners for Trade and Plantations by the London Weavers Company, 1720, fol. 150.
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created, which could be transformed into an inferior-quality yarn only by 
spinning it. In mid-sixteenth-century Venice, it was estimated that about a 
quarter of the material derived from silk cocoons ended up as waste silk that 
could only be spun.27 Spun silks were used as weft in cheaper silk fabrics, 
or in mixed fabrics like the burates made with spun silk warps and woollen 
wefts at Nîmes in France in the eighteenth century.28 Different grades of 
spun silk were also employed extensively in haberdashery and trimmings. 
Similarly, different grades of waste wool arising from wool-combing and 
cloth-shearing were used to make coarse yarns for hand-knitted stockings, 
as well as low-priced cloths, such as plains, duffels and blankets.29

The new, lighter-weight fabrics required finer yarns than their heavier 
predecessors. In spinning yarn for superfine Wiltshire broadcloth warps 
in the 1720s, only half the length of yarn was spun from a pound weight 
of wool as compared with yarn spun for worsted stuffs in East Anglia 
during the following decade.30 Yarns also became more uniform, because 
in the new fabrics the yarn was often visible, which was not the case in 
the silk velvets and heavily napped broadcloths that preceded them. Most 
yarns continued to be spun by hand, but finer, more uniform yarns took 
longer to spin. Consequently, the shift towards lighter fabrics required 
ever-increasing numbers of hand spinners. It also encouraged innovations 
in the equipment employed for spinning, although the pace at which they 
were adopted was uneven. 

Figure 1.2  Charles Beale, Susan Gill, c. 1680. A servant wearing a cap with a lace trim. British 
Museum, London, 1981,0516.15.1–94: Charles Beale Sketchbook, fol. 34. 
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The spindle spinning wheel had been introduced into Europe from 
Asia during the Middle Ages, providing a typical gain in productivity over 
the hand spindle of at least double for short-staple fibres. Nevertheless, 
it replaced the hand spindle only slowly and unevenly, especially outside 
the orbit of the core textile-manufacturing areas which dominated inter-
regional trade. The hand spindle was cheap, it could be used while walk-
ing, and in the spinning of coarser linen yarns its productivity appears 
not to have been markedly inferior to spinning with a spindle wheel.31 
In many parts of continental Europe, as well as in the Highlands of 
Scotland, it remained in use for spinning flax and coarse woollen yarns 
long into the eighteenth century.32 In England, too, it continued to be 
employed for similar purposes throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries. In 1675, the Hampshire agricultural writer John Worlidge 
defined the hand spindle or rock as ‘an instrument generally used in 
some parts for the spinning of flax or hemp’.33 In 1687, a chapman 
at Forton in Lancashire, who dealt in turned wooden objects, stocked 

Figure 1.3  John Riley, Bridget Holmes, 1686 (detail). An aged servant in the royal household 
wearing a white linen kerchief, cap and apron. The Royal Collection, London.
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hundreds of cheap wooden hand spindles, with accompanying wooden 
distaffs and wooden spindle whorls. Stoneware whorls for hand spin-
dles were imported into sixteenth- and seventeenth-century England 
from Germany, alongside Rhenish stoneware jugs and tankards.34 In the 
eighteenth century, however, the hand spindle largely disappeared from 
England. It went on being used commercially only in parts of Norfolk for 
producing some of the finest worsted yarns for Norwich stuffs, because 
it excelled at spinning certain very fine, high-twist yarns, albeit slowly. 
Similarly, in the eighteenth-century Swiss Alps, ultra-fine cotton yarn for 
muslins – known as Löthli yarn – was spun on a hand spindle for a higher 
rate of pay than wheel-spun yarn.35

Meanwhile, spinning wheels themselves underwent significant refine-
ment and elaboration. The major innovation was the substitution of a 
flyer mechanism for the simple spindle, first undertaken sometime in the 
late fifteenth century. It increased the spinner’s productivity because it 
removed the need for winding on the yarn, making spinning a continuous 
and potentially faster process. It could also be adapted so that the wheel 
was turned by means of a foot pedal, thereby allowing the spinner to use 
two hands to draft the fibre continuously. However, the flyer wheel was 
two or three times the price of a simple spindle wheel, it was not well 
suited to short fibres, such as short-staple wool and cotton, and it was used 
predominantly for spinning flax. At the same time, the spindle wheel itself 
underwent a process of adaptation for different fibres, involving different 
sizes of wheel, and different spindles and drives. The Dutch wool wheel, 
used to spin yarn from short-staple Spanish Merino wool for the new, light 
lakens woven at Leiden in the seventeenth century, was distinguished 
by its sloping platform and wooden spindle, which produced a softer 
and less twisted yarn.36 It was copied all over Europe. In England by the 
eighteenth century it was possible to distinguish between wool wheels, 
worsted wheels, jersey wheels, cotton wheels, fustian wheels, flax wheels, 
linen wheels and tow wheels, as well as great wheels, long wheels and 
small wheels, Dutch wheels and Saxony wheels, double wheels and single 
wheels.

The trend towards textiles made from thinner, more visible yarns also 
encouraged the use of devices for measuring the fineness and uniform-
ity of yarn. After yarn was spun, it was customarily reeled into skeins or 
hanks. Simple reel staffs – wooden rods equipped with crossbars at each 
end to hold the yarn – had been widely used for this purpose in the Middle 
Ages. In the early modern period, circular reels, mounted on an axle, 
became increasingly common, speeding up the process. Where yarn was 
measured and sold simply by weight, reeling was a way of arranging it 
into convenient bundles. However, when establishing the precise fineness 
of yarn was a priority, reels could also be used as instruments for meas-
uring quality. If the circular reels used in a particular branch of textile 
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manufacture were of a standard circumference, and skeins or hanks were 
a standard number of revolutions of that reel, then the number of skeins 
or hanks per unit of weight provided a measure of the yarn’s fineness or 
count. Reels were adapted to enhance this process. Snap reels made a 
sound after a certain number of revolutions, while clock reels had a clock-
like face with a pointer indicating the number of revolutions. 

The use of reels to measure quality in this way was widely adopted in 
the manufacture of the new light fabrics made from long-staple combed 
wool. Differentiation between yarns was important here, because much of 
the fabrics’ decorative effect derived from the interplay of different yarns. 
In the production of yarn for short-staple woollens and coarser linens and 
linen-cotton mixes, use of the reel as a measuring device was less common, 
although it became more so. For instance, in the mid-eighteenth century 
it was a key element in the drive to apply English techniques to the man-
ufacture of French cotton-linens.37 But it was in the production and distri-
bution of silk yarns that the use of the reel for measuring fineness was at 
its most sophisticated, extending in eighteenth-century Italy to the use of a 
specialised yarn-testing reel by silk dealers as well as silk manufacturers.38

Producers and consumers

The first section of this chapter approached transformations in early 
modern European textiles in terms of the materiality of fabrics and the 
tools employed to make them. In economic history, however, innovations 
in textiles have more often been approached through study of the organ-
isation of production and the incentives which shaped it. For an older, 
‘stages’ theory of European industrial development, first formalised by 
German historians in the later nineteenth century, the early modern period 
was the era of rural domestic handicraft production, a distinct stage in 
the development of manufacturing between the urban guild system of 
medieval Europe and the urban factory system of the nineteenth century.39 
Control of the means of production was a key defining factor here, as 
well as location. The materiality of products and their consumption did 
not figure prominently. Many of the assumptions that underpinned this 
interpretation of early modern European manufacturing have since been 
discarded.40 Yet the idea of a sequence of developmental stages culmi-
nating in the Industrial Revolution has continued to shape histories of 
early modern European manufacturing, notably with the concept of ‘proto-
industrialisation’, defined by its author Franklin Mendels as ‘the first phase 
of the industrialization process’.41

The notion of proto-industrialisation grew out of Mendels’s work 
on early modern linen production in Flanders. His aim was to under-
stand the internal economic and social dynamics of the rural domestic 
system, its emergence having often been treated simply as the response of 
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guild-constrained merchant-manufacturers to high urban wages. Mendels 
insisted that the technological innovations of the Industrial Revolution 
were preceded not by stagnation but by a process of economic growth 
through regional specialisation. He presented a picture of early modern 
western Europe increasingly divided between rural regions specialising in 
commercial agriculture and rural regions specialising in commercial man-
ufacturing. Some regions, which previously combined agricultural pro-
duction with part-time industry, now gave up their industries and began to 
purchase industrial products from other regions. At the same time, other 
regions began to specialise in rural handicrafts, not simply to supply local 
markets but for ‘regional, national, or international trade’.42 Building on 
this model of regional specialisation, Mendels offered an explanation of, 
first, why rural farmers and labourers were drawn into industrial produc-
tion, couched essentially in terms of population pressure on resources, 
and, second, how that development led to factory industrialisation, via, in 
particular, capital accumulation and further demographic expansion. 

The proto-industrialisation thesis has been much criticised. For many 
if not most of the early modern rural regions that specialised in commer-
cial handicrafts, proto-industrialisation was not the first phase of the indus-
trialisation process. The destiny of their manufacturing industries was 
attenuation and disappearance. Other regions experienced mechanised 
industrialisation without ever passing through a proto-industrial stage.43 
Mendels, moreover, largely ignored the relationship between changes in 
production and changes in consumption. He paid little attention to the 
products of the industries he studied, denied the importance of technical 
innovation, ignored product innovation and offered no account of the 
shape of demand for proto-industrial goods beyond general references to 
local, regional, national and international markets. 

In more recent economic history, the relationship between changes in 
production and changes in consumption during the early modern period 
has been analysed most effectively using the concept of an ‘industrious 
revolution’, proposed by Jan de Vries. According to de Vries, an early 
modern ‘industrious revolution’, driven by new kinds of consumer goods, 
was a precursor to the Industrial Revolution, providing the context in 
which it could unfold.44 Confronted with evidence for real-wage stagnation 
in north-west Europe between the sixteenth and the eighteenth centuries, 
de Vries asks how this can be reconciled with equally compelling evidence 
for ownership of growing numbers of material things, including, conspic-
uously, textiles and clothing. De Vries insists that consumer demand was 
transformed in parts of north-west Europe between 1650 and 1800. New 
kinds of commodities emerged, with the capacity to entice ordinary people 
out of self-sufficiency and idleness into working harder and buying more. 
They included new manufactured goods which were cheaper, less durable 
and more fashion-sensitive, such as lightweight, printed cotton clothing, 
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and containers for food and drink made from decorated earthenwares. 
They also included new kinds of stimulants, both exotic (such as tea, 
tobacco and sugar) and domestic (such as gin and brandy).

De Vries resolves the paradox in two ways. First, he points out that if 
macroeconomic growth before 1830 was slower than previously believed, 
as recent studies of the English Industrial Revolution have suggested, then 
‘it leaves “pre-industrial” England as a rather richer economy than had ear-
lier been assumed, for the simple reason that less growth in the 1760–1830 
period means the pre-1760 economy must have possessed a per capita 
income closer to that found in the post-1830 period’.45 Like Mendels’s 
proto-industrialisation thesis, this represents a powerful challenge to 
the old belief that the European economy between the fifteenth and the 
eighteenth centuries was premodern and therefore growthless and poor. 

Second, de Vries argues that the key dynamic during this era of eco-
nomic expansion before the Industrial Revolution was the behaviour of the 
household as an economic unit, in particular the way time was allocated 
among members of the household to different activities. In order to buy 
more, ordinary households devoted increasing time and effort to paid work, 
especially the wives and daughters of those households. Wage rates might 
have stagnated, or even fallen, but more household members participated 
in paid work, and they worked for more hours and more days. Consumption 
was key. ‘Consumer demand developed through an interaction of market 
and household productive systems.’46 People were drawn into paid work by 
the lure of new commodities superior to those they could produce for them-
selves. They reallocated time and consumption from the household to the 
market. Like Mendels, de Vries assumes that the paid work available would 
vary according to developing regional patterns of comparative advantage 
but work in new forms of textile manufacturing was especially prominent, 
particularly those labour-intensive processes that employed predominantly 
women and children, such as spinning and knitting.47

De Vries’s industrious revolution thesis has been enormously influen-
tial. Yet in the light of the transformations in textiles outlined in the first 
section of this chapter, it looks chronologically timid. De Vries traces the 
start of his industrious revolution only as far back as the mid-seventeenth 
century, when the new commodities he identifies as the spur goading 
women and children into paid work first began to be available. His central 
focus is what he terms the ‘long eighteenth century’, from 1650 to 1850.48 
His principal sources are taxation records, especially import duties, and 
post-mortem probate inventories of possessions. Whether probate inven-
tories provide reliable evidence of the consumption choices of the families 
of small farmers, craftspeople and labourers has been much disputed, as 
de Vries acknowledges.49 His list of the new commodities that played a key 
transformative role in consumer culture is dominated by the imported gro-
ceries (tobacco, sugar, tea, coffee), Asian-influenced ceramics and Indian 
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and Indian-influenced cotton textiles familiar from historians’ debates 
about an eighteenth-century consumer revolution in England. Yet before 
the mid-eighteenth century, none of these goods (apart from tobacco) 
achieved anything approaching a degree of market penetration among 
English families of small farmers, craftspeople and labourers which could 
realistically have encouraged them to greater industry.50 Rather than 
preceding the Industrial Revolution of the second half of the eighteenth 
century, their dissemination appears to have accompanied it. 

These exotic consumer goods hold a prominent place in historians’ 
debates for the same reasons de Vries focuses on them: they occasioned 
copious hostile commentary in print, and, conveniently, their rapidly 
growing consumption can be traced through taxation records. Although 
de Vries acknowledges ‘the centrality of clothing to the power of consumer 
demand’, both probate and taxation records are notoriously poor guides 
to changes in English domestic consumption of textiles and dress.51 In so 
far as de Vries discusses changes in their consumption, he concentrates 
on the proliferation during ‘the long eighteenth century’ of Indian calicoes 
and the European-made cotton textiles that copied them, which in Britain 
were subject to customs and excise duties.52 The transformations in tex-
tiles of the later sixteenth and seventeenth centuries are touched on, but 
not explored, with passing references to ‘the changing composition of 
wardrobes toward lighter woollens, linen, cotton, and mixed fibers’, and to 
Joan Thirsk’s pioneering studies of the burgeoning commercial production 
of bobbin-lace and knitted textiles, especially stockings, in poor English 
rural households.53 

Perhaps de Vries is led astray by his insistence on a stark boundary 
between an old consumption regime at the beginning of the seventeenth 
century and a new consumption regime in the eighteenth, between old 
luxury and new luxury, between intrinsic value and fashion, between what 
he portrays as an inherited material world and a leap to a novel, transient 
world of goods.54 This chronology of rupture, combined with a lack of 
equivalent sources for the earlier periods, diverts attention from the mate-
rial, technological and commercial transformations in textiles that, by the 
mid-seventeenth century, were already reshaping the lives of plebeian 
consumers in England. After all, textiles comprised an especially large 
proportion of regular household consumption of manufactured goods, 
particularly among working people. 

De Vries’s industrious revolution thesis does offer a compelling frame-
work for understanding the link between changes in early modern con-
sumption and production. Yet as far as textiles and dress are concerned, 
the thesis would be chronologically more coherent if it placed less empha-
sis on the printed calicoes and cotton-linens of the late seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries, and more on the earlier shift to lighter, brighter, 
cheaper, fashion-sensitive and less durable textiles, which were equally 
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alluring to humble consumers. Two in particular stand out. First, the wor-
sted and worsted-mix textiles which began to be produced in the Low 
Countries from the end of the fifteenth century, and in many other parts of 
Europe during the sixteenth century. Second, the new, fashionable cloth-
ing accessories highlighted by Joan Thirsk, which also rapidly captured 
wide markets during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, particularly 
ribbons, knitted hosiery and bobbin-lace.55 These textiles possessed the 
key characteristics that de Vries associates with accessible innovations 
capable of luring purchasers into a new industriousness. They were semi-
durable, visually attractive in ways that aligned both with an accelerating 
fashion cycle and with the sartorial rhythms of everyday life, relatively 
inexpensive and getting cheaper.56 Yet they are poorly represented in the 
sources de Vries cites, especially probate inventories, where it is durable, 
inheritable household goods that feature most prominently. Moreover, as 
Thirsk demonstrated, the new clothing textiles and accessories provided 
novel opportunities for women’s and children’s paid work. They needed 
frequent replacement and, especially in the case of worsteds, required 
a higher ratio of female spinners to male weavers than older, heavier 
woollen fabrics, because their finer, lighter threads took longer to spin. 
Accurate statistics for early modern women’s employment in England 
are almost entirely lacking, but there is general agreement that the num-
bers employed in commercial spinning grew dramatically between the 
sixteenth and the eighteenth centuries.57 

De Vries lays particular emphasis on printed calicoes and cotton-
linens because they held a special fashionable appeal for women, whose 
increased participation in commercial manufacturing is crucial to the 
industriousness thesis. Here he draws on the literature on the so-called 
‘calico craze’ associated with the surge in imports of Indian cotton textiles 
that took place in late seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century west-
ern Europe. Yet in England before 1700 Indian cotton textiles were not 
extensively worn as women’s main garments: gowns or petticoats. Indeed, 
gowns and petticoats made from cotton textiles, whether cotton-linens, 
calicoes or muslins, did not come to dominate women’s dress until the 
second half of the eighteenth century.58 Nevertheless, the textiles used 
for these most visible and fashion-sensitive of women’s main garments 
did change radically during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The 
evidence of criminal trials for theft in counties in south-east England and 
the English Midlands (Table 1.1) indicates a dramatic shift between the 
later sixteenth and the later seventeenth centuries away from the use of 
heavy, short-staple woollen cloth for gowns, petticoats and the earlier 
kirtle, towards silks and especially towards worsteds – stuffs, serges, tam-
mies, mohair.59 Indeed, russet, a cheap woollen cloth woven in the natural 
colour of the sheep’s fleece, which had epitomised simple rural life in 
sixteenth century plays and ballads, disappeared entirely by 1660.60 
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Table 1.1  Numbers of indictments for thefts of gowns, kirtles and petticoats, by textile 
type, Assizes and Quarter Sessions for Essex and Kent, 1559–1688, and Oxfordshire and 
Worcestershire, 1700–791

Type of textile Essex & Kent 
1559–1603

Essex & Kent 
1660–88

Oxfordshire & 
Worcestershire 
1700–49

Oxfordshire & 
Worcestershire 
1750–79

Silks 7 37 5 12
Woollens 55 23 1 3
Worsteds / stuffs2 11 61 20 20
Linens 0 4 7 18
Cottons / calicoes 0 0 1 12
All 73 125 34 65

Sources: ESSEX (Assizes and Quarter Sessions): James Cockburn (ed.), Calendar of Assize 
Records: Essex Indictments, Elizabeth I (London: HMSO, 1978); Calendars of Essex Assize 
Files in the Public Record Office (typescript), vol. 4, 1660–1685 and vol. 5, 1684–1714, 
Essex Record Office; Calendars of Essex Sessions Rolls (typescript), vols 1–18, 1536–1610, 
and vols 22–5, 1654–1699, Essex Record Office. KENT (Assizes only): James Cockburn 
(ed.), Calendar of Assize Records: Kent Indictments, Elizabeth I (London: HMSO, 1979); 
James Cockburn(ed.), Calendar of Assize Records: Kent Indictments, Charles II, 1660–75 
(London: HMSO,1995); James Cockburn (ed.), Calendar of Assize Records: Kent Indictments, 
Charles II,1676–88 (Woodbridge and London: Boydell, 1997). OXFORDSHIRE (Assizes 
and Quarter Sessions): Crown Minute Books, Assizes, Oxford Circuit, 1714–79, The 
National Archives (TNA), ASSI 2; Indictment Files, Assizes, Oxford Circuit, 1714–79, 
TNA, ASS I5; Oxfordshire Quarter Sessions rolls, 1700–79, Oxfordshire History Centre, 
QSR. WORCESTERSHIRE (Assizes and Quarter Sessions): Crown Minute Books, 1714–79, 
Assizes, Oxford Circuit, TNA, ASSI 2; Indictment Files, Assizes, Oxford Circuit, 1714–79, 
TNA, ASSI 5; Worcestershire Quarter Sessions Rolls, 1700–79, Worcestershire Archive and 
Archaeology Service, 110 BA1.

Notes
1 Gowns and petticoats could be men’s garments in the first half of the sixteenth century, 
but increasingly rarely thereafter. The definition and form of petticoats changed appreciably 
in the course of the early modern period, but, from the mid-sixteenth century to the later 
eighteenth century, the word ‘petticoat’ generally described a woman’s skirt, worn from the 
waist down, sometimes with and sometimes without a gown over it. A kirtle was a form of 
under-gown, which fell out of use early in the seventeenth century.
2 The category ‘worsteds / stuffs’ embraces the new, lighter fabrics, made all or in part from 
long-staple sheep’s or goat’s wool. Between 1559 and 1603, it includes five worsted kirtles, 
one ‘chamlett’ kirtle and one ‘chamblet’ gown. Some or all of these are likely to have been 
made from Norwich’s traditional ‘ancient worsteds’ – not the newer, lighter types of what 
later became known as ‘worsted stuffs’, which were introduced to Norwich by immigrants 
from the Low Countries from the later 1570s. See Luc N. D. Martin, ‘Textile manufactures in 
Norwich and Norfolk, 1550–1622’ (PhD thesis, University of Cambridge, 1991), chapter 1; 
John Oldland, ‘“Fyne worsted whech is almost like silke”: Norwich’s double worsted’, 
Textile History, 42 (2011), 181–99.

It is difficult to measure the overall performance of the English wool-
len textile industries across the seventeenth century, but a transformation 
in the mix of products is clear enough. Indeed, the seventeenth-century 
shift in women’s outer garments from heavy woollen fabrics to lighter, 
colourful, and often patterned worsteds and worsted-silk mixes was no 
less dramatic than the shift to printed fabrics after 1740. By the start 
of the eighteenth century, according to a later pamphlet, ‘our women 
among the Gentry, were then clothed with fine English Brocades [silks], 
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and Venetians [a worsted-silk mix]; our common Traders’ Wives with slight 
Silk Damasks [silk or a worsted-silk mix]; our Country Farmers Wives, and 
other good Country Dames with woorsted Damasks, flower’d Russels and 
flower’d Calimancoes [all worsteds], and the meanest of them with plain 
woorsted Stuffs, etc.’.61 

Gowns and petticoats employed significant lengths of fabric. During 
the first half of the eighteenth century, an English working woman’s gown 
might require 9 to 11.5 yd of fabric, her petticoat 4 yd. In the 1740s, a yard 
of worsted camlet bought by a Lancashire small farmer’s family for a gown 
cost 14.5d, a yard of blue flowered worsted damask for another gown 20.5d, 
while 13.5d per yard was paid for tammy for a petticoat.62 When made up, 
the petticoat cost 54d for the outer fabric alone, roughly a week’s wages 
for a full-time, adult cotton spinner in mid-eighteenth-century Lancashire, 
the gowns from 130d to 236d.63 Evidently, these lightweight, often deco-
rative worsted fabrics were accessible to plebeian consumers for wear as 
main garments (Figure 1.4). However, they represented major items of 

Figure 1.4  Paul Sandby, Black Heart Cherries, c. 1759. A London street-seller wearing a blue 
and white striped petticoat under a red worsted stuff gown. A pink silk ribbon is tied round her 
cap and around her neck she wears a blue and white check kerchief. Yale Centre for British Art, 
New Haven, B1975.3.206.
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expenditure when acquired in the fabric lengths necessary for petticoats 
or gowns. Such purchases were intermittent and could be postponed. 

When Jan de Vries turns to what he calls ‘the luxuries of the poor’ – 
the new consumer items most likely to encourage the poorest manual 
workers to greater industriousness – textiles for gowns and petticoats are 
not his principal focus. For manual workers, he insists, the key ‘incentive 
goods’ were colonial groceries and new alcoholic drinks, which were 
bought much more frequently, in small quantities and at a fraction of 
the price.64 Yet many of the novel clothing accessories of the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries – ribbons, knitted stockings, kerchiefs – fell 
into a price range that resembled working people’s purchases of extra-
European groceries. By the mid-eighteenth century, when both catego-
ries of goods were being bought regularly by plebeian consumers, the 
pattern of purchases was not dissimilar in terms of expenditure and 
frequency. 

During the 1750s, Stephen Hudson kept a shop at Thruscross, high 
in the Yorkshire Pennine hills between Skipton and Knaresborough. It 
served a humble clientele consisting overwhelmingly of small farmers and 
tradespeople. They made frequent, small purchases of colonial groceries – 
tobacco, sugar, tea – and bought clothing accessories – stockings, ribbons, 
kerchiefs, mitts – in just the same way (Table 1.2). Hudson’s typical sale of 
colourful silk ribbon to decorate a hat or a cap was worth 8d, the cost of 
a yard or two of ribbon, depending on width and quality (Figure 1.5). This 
was cheaper than his average sale of small parcels of sugar or tea, although 
the typical tobacco sale was smaller still. Stockings and mitts, in woollen 
or worsted yarn, the latter frame-knitted, were sold by Hudson largely in 
single pairs, at prices similar to his regular sales of tea. Most of his kerchief 
sales were also of single items. His cheap linen kerchiefs were close in 

Table 1.2  Purchases of clothing accessories and extra-European groceries at Stephen 
Hudson’s shop, Thruscross, Yorkshire, August 1758 to July 1759

Item1 Number of purchases Average spend per purchase (d)

Clothing accessories
Stockings (pairs) 60 15.5
Mitts (pairs) 12 15.0
Ribbons 38 8.0
Kerchiefs 43 24.0
Extra-European groceries
Tobacco / snuff 54 2.5
Sugar 120 9.5
Tea 16 14.0

Source: Shop book of Stephen Hudson of Thruscross, Yorkshire, 1751–59, West Yorkshire 
Archive Service Bradford, 33D80/7.

Note
1 In Hudson’s account book, kerchiefs are referred to as ‘handkerchiefs’ and stockings as 
‘hose’.
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price to his stockings. His printed and loom-patterned kerchiefs, often with 
cotton or silk threads, could cost twice as much, yet they too were popular. 
Sales of kerchiefs, mitts and ribbons, like those of tea, were heavily skewed 
towards unmarried women, who made hardly any purchases of tobacco.65 

Tobacco apart, it was only in the course of the eighteenth century 
that the extra-European groceries highlighted by de Vries became suffi-
ciently affordable for regular purchase by the sort of people who patron-
ised Stephen Hudson’s remote Pennine shop.66 Ribbons, stockings and 
kerchiefs became accessible much earlier. Knitted stockings had almost 
entirely replaced woven hose early in the seventeenth century.67 Linen 
kerchiefs became everyday wear. As Margaret Spufford pointed out in her 
study of seventeenth-century pedlars, kerchiefs were ‘the staple items of 
ready-made clothing amongst the chapmens’ inventories … Even when a 
chapman carried no other finished goods, he was likely to carry these.’68 
Silk ribbons already appear in the probate inventories of English provincial 
shopkeepers in the sixteenth century, though not in large numbers. In the 

Figure 1.5  ‘A bunch of 4 ribbons narrow – Yellow, Blue, Green, & Pink’, pinned to the billet 
for Foundling 170, a girl named Pamela Townley, 1743. These are plain, narrow, affordable silk 
ribbons, which would have sold for a few pence per yard. © Coram. London Metropolitan 
Archives, A/FH/A/9/1/3: Billet Book, 1742–46, London Foundling Hospital, which continues as 
the children’s charity Coram (https://www.coram.org.uk/).
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course of the seventeenth century, their numbers and variety increased 
markedly as manufacture in England grew and spread from London to 
the provinces, especially the area around Coventry.69 In her extensive 
survey of haberdashery in retailers’ probate inventories, Polly Hamilton 
notes that ‘the quantities of ribbons … took an upturn in the 1670s, rising 
from roughly fourteen varieties noted per decade to thirty-two varieties 
per decade around the turn of the century’.70 By 1701, in the small market 
town of Ambleside, deep in the mountains of the Lake District, a black-
smith could buy cheap silk ribbons for his servant maid at 2d or 4d a 
yard.71 The wide appeal of the fashion for top-knot ribbons at this period 
was the subject of popular broadside ballads: 

Every Dragel’-tayl’d Country Girl,
when once she comes up to the City,
If she can get but a Ribbon-Fallal,
O then she is wondrous pretty.72

The seventeenth century saw these cheap petty clothing luxuries emerge 
as essential components of everyday fashion. They became fixtures in 
the stock of the small shopkeepers and pedlars who served plebeian cus-
tomers decades before most extra-European groceries. Coveted, inex-
pensive and universally available, they were equally potent incentives to 
industriousness.

The fate of homespun

Jan de Vries argues that his industrious revolution saw rural women and 
children drawn into various forms of home-based, income-generating 
manufacturing, especially spinning, by the lure of attractive new consumer 
goods, from textiles to tea. This move into market-orientated work was 
unprecedented, ‘making effective market use of labor [previously] trapped 
in idleness and underemployment by the seasonal constraints of agricul-
ture’.73 Yet de Vries never explores this pre-existing world of female rural 
‘idleness and underemployment’. It serves merely as a counterpoint to a 
subsequent surge of industriousness.

So what were early modern women and children doing with their time 
before income-generating work in commercial manufacturing became 
widely available? English commentators towards the end of the eighteenth 
century were almost unanimous in insisting that one of the things they 
were doing was domestic self-provisioning with textiles, even in regions 
not typically associated with rural textile production. They repeatedly 
bemoaned its decline over the course of the century. In Staffordshire, 
for instance, it was reported in 1794 that ‘there is no considerable public 
manufacture of linen, but a good deal of hurden [harden], hempen, and 
flaxen cloth, got up in private families’, while ‘a good deal of woollen cloth 
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is got up in the country by private families, though in less quantity than 
formerly’.74 Similarly, in the East Riding of Yorkshire: 

the domestic manufacture of coarse grey woollen-cloths, from a mixture of 
black and white wool, for the clothing of the farmer and his family, which 
was formerly not unusual, has now long ceased; but the careful housewife 
still spins and knits the stockings for her family of black or mixed wool (most 
farmers keeping one or two black sheep for the purpose,) and likewise during 
winter spins flax for a web of linen for sheets or shirts.75

Of course, household self-sufficiency in textiles could never have been 
complete in any era, because the different stages of production involved 
radically different time commitments. A single weaver working full-time 
required the output of several spinners, their precise number depending 
on the fibre, the preparatory processes, the fineness or count to which the 
yarn was being spun and the intensity at which they worked. So, when we 
speak of household self-provisioning in textiles, we are speaking princi-
pally about spinning by the women of the household. Weaving the yarn 
spun into cloth for the household’s own use was generally undertaken 
by skilled specialists – men who identified themselves occupationally as 
weavers and owned looms and an appropriate range of loom gear. Such 
weavers worked on a jobbing basis for a variety of customers, weaving up 
the yarn spun by local women into cloth for a fee.76

In the mid-eighteenth century, when commentators suggested that 
textile self-provisioning was already declining in England, evidence for the 
presence of jobbing weavers in the population is provided by the lists of 
men balloted for the militia in three English counties, and in subdivisions 
of three others, between 1759 and 1777 (Table 1.3). These militia lists 
provide a reasonably comprehensive census of adult male occupations.77 
Together, they enable us to trace the presence of weavers in several widely 
separated parts of England, characterised by a variety of rural economies. 
Northamptonshire was a county with a significant but contracting worsted 
industry producing for distant markets. Hence it is not surprising that 
9.5 per cent of the men listed there were weavers.78 By contrast, none of 
the five other counties or subdivisions was noted for large-scale textile 
production. Nevertheless, the militia lists reveal the presence in all of 
them of weavers, most of whom must have worked on a jobbing basis. 
At one extreme was Hertfordshire, agriculturally prosperous with ready 
access to London and its many suppliers of textiles and clothing. Only 
0.3 per cent of its men listed for the ballot were identified as weavers. At 
the other extreme was Northumberland in the far north of England, with 
remote upland areas characterised by poor pastoral agriculture. There the 
proportion of weavers was considerably higher at 4.3 per cent, but still less 
than half the percentage in worsted-manufacturing Northamptonshire.79 
The proportion of weavers in the three subdivisions, scattered across the 
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Table 1.3  Weavers in militia ballot lists, 1759–77

Locality and year1 All men listed Weavers (No.) Weavers (%)

Counties
Hertfordshire 1759 12,360 38 0.3
Northumberland 1762 13,916 601 4.3
Northamptonshire 1777 11,206 1,065 9.5
Sub-divisions 
Dorchester, Dorset 1758 2,157 14 0.6
Wingham, Kent 1764 1,361 14 1.0
Soke of Peterborough 1762 876 14 1.6

Sources: HERTFORDSHIRE: ‘Hertfordshire Militia Ballot Lists’, PDF files on compact disk 
(Watford: Hertfordshire Family History Society, 2008); NORTHUMBERLAND: Joseph 
Barker, Peter M. K. Kitson, Leigh Shaw-Taylor and E. A. Wrigley, ‘1762 Northumberland 
Militia Ballot List Database’, database (Cambridge: Cambridge Group for the History 
of Population and Social Structure, 2013); NORTHAMPTONSHIRE: Wendy Raybould, 
‘Open for business: Textile manufacture in Northamptonshire, c. 1685–1800’ (PhD thesis, 
University of Leicester, 2005), 94–5; DORCHESTER: Mervyn Medlycott (ed.), Index to 
Dorset Militia Ballot Lists, 1757 to 1799, vol. 2 (Weymouth: Somerset and Dorset Family 
History Society, 1999); WINGHAM: Returns of men liable for service in the militia, made by 
each parish or ‘borough’, Wingham subdivision, 1764, Kent Archives, L/M/4/1.; SOKE OF 
PETERBOROUGH: Victor A. Hatley and Brian G. Statham, ‘Nassaburgh militia lists, 1762’, 
in Edmund King (ed.), A Northamptonshire Miscellany (Northampton: Northamptonshire 
Record Society, 1983), 109–46.

Note
1 Figures for Northumberland exclude Newcastle-upon-Tyne, Berwick on Tweed and the 
enclaves of County Durham: Norhamshire, Islandshire and Bedlingtonshire. Figures for the 
Soke of Peterborough exclude the City of Peterborough.

south and east of England, varied from 0.6 per cent in south Dorset to 
1.6 per cent in the Soke of Peterborough.

The proportion of weavers may appear small outside Northamptonshire 
with its worsted industry, but in Kent in the extreme south-east of England, 
in Northumberland in the far north and in the Soke of Peterborough in the 
east it did not differ dramatically from the proportion of other rural craft 
occupations in the listed population, particularly tailors and shoemak-
ers.80 In those areas, between a fifth and a half of parishes or townships 
hosted a resident weaver. The evidence of the militia lists suggests, there-
fore, that jobbing weavers were readily accessible to households self-pro-
visioning with textiles across many parts of mid-eighteenth-century rural 
England, but not all. In Hertfordshire and south and west Dorset, access 
was possible, but more restricted. The Finnish botanist Pehr Kalm noted 
in 1748 that in Hertfordshire ‘the women do not get sore fingers by much 
spinning, or arm-ache or back-ache from weaving. It is the part of the 
Manufacturers to make up for this, and the men’s purses are punished in 
this matter.’81

What were these jobbing weavers actually weaving? In the case of 
Northumberland, we know, because in 1792 jobbing weavers around the 
town of Hexham circulated handbills listing the charges for their services 
weaving household-spun linen yarn of various finenesses for ‘housewives’.82 
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All the textiles they wove were linens – yard-wide plain linen cloth, sheet-
ing, ticking and huckaback – and mostly coarse. The pattern book of a 
jobbing weaver, Thomas Jackson, who lived in the vicinity of Kirkleatham 
in the north-east of Yorkshire, shows how these weavers adjusted standard 
designs to the requirements of local customers.83 Alongside a draft for a 
simple linen damask diaper (Figure 1.6), Jackson notes that it was woven 
for one customer in 1756 with a yarn of 38 cuts or leas per pound (NeL 
38), for another in 1761 with a coarser yarn of 28 cuts or leas per pound 
(NeL 28), and for another again in 1769 with a yarn of 40 cuts or leas per 
pound (NeL 40).84 Jackson evidently adjusted to accommodate the fine-
ness of yarn supplied by his customers, and yarns could vary considerably 
in fineness between different spinners. Nevertheless, these were all rela-
tively coarse yarns. In the internationally competitive Irish linen industry, 
what was termed two-hank yarn (NeL 24) was not even exported, but used 
for local consumption, while three-hank yarn (NeL 36) was deemed just 

Figure 1.6  Weaver’s draft for a linen damask diaper with details of the yarn supplied by 
customers, from the pattern book of Thomas Jackson, jobbing weaver, Kirkleatham area, 
Yorkshire, c. 1756. Weaver’s thesis book, England, seventeenth–eighteenth century, Cooper 
Hewitt, National Design Museum, New York, textiles department, 1958–30–1.  
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about adequate for linen for labourers’ shirts. It is notable that the 1792 
Hexham weavers’ price list included yarns even coarser than these, which 
in Ireland were used for sacking or coarse sheeting for the poor.85

We can observe this kind of auto-consumption from the household’s 
perspective in the accounts kept by the Latham family in west Lancashire 
between 1724 and 1767. The Lathams farmed a smallholding of approxi-
mately nineteen statute acres in the rural township of Scarisbrick.86 They 
are the most humble eighteenth-century English family for which a long 
run of household accounts survives. During the early years of married life, 
between 1726 and 1741, Richard and Ann (Nany) Latham produced eight 
children, seven of whom lived to adulthood; six of their surviving children 
were daughters.

From the very beginning of the accounts in 1724, there are pay-
ments for spinning wheels and their accoutrements, so it seems that 
spinning was performed both by Nany Latham and by her daughters 
as they grew beyond infancy. In 1724, shortly after her marriage, Nany 
Latham acquired a new flyer wheel for spinning flax, suggesting this was 
a priority for the couple. Payments appear in the accounts almost every 
year thereafter for raw flax. Raw hemp, raw cotton and sheep’s wool 
were also bought from time to time, but far less frequently and in much 
smaller quantities. Between 1724 and 1767 the family bought more than 
1,000 lb weight of flax, but only 34 lb of hemp, 36 lb of raw cotton and 
113 lb of wool. In two years – 1745 and 1761 – the Lathams also bought 
seed to grow flax, which they then processed, but there is no mention of 
flax-growing in other years. The family also had a few sheep on their farm 
and owned sheep-shears.

The spinning the Latham family undertook on their own account was, 
therefore, overwhelmingly of flax. However, the women of the family 
undertook spinning not just to provision the household but also for wages 
as outwork. Scarisbrick was in the spinning zone for both the Lancashire 
cotton industry and the Lancashire-Yorkshire worsted industry. At the 
end of the 1730s, as the older daughters entered their teens, the family 
bought three wheels for spinning cotton, as well as cotton cards to prepare 
the fibre. Yet subsequently they bought only very small quantities of raw 
cotton. The presence of the specialised cotton wheels and a subsequent 
jump in the level of family expenditure suggests that cotton was being 
spun for wages under the putting-out system. Later, two more ‘cotten 
wheels’ were bought for the younger daughters as they grew up.

It is difficult to establish precisely how the textile fibre bought or 
grown by the Lathams was used, but much of it must have been spun 
into yarn and woven into linen cloth for the family’s own use.87 The first 
eighteen years of the accounts, up to 1741, cover the early, penurious 
period of the Lathams’ marriage, when they were burdened with small 
children. They bought less than 29 yards of plain linen cloth ready woven, 
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much of it described as ‘fine’. Some ready-woven linen was also bought 
in the form of kerchiefs and occasionally aprons. It is inconceivable that 
a family which numbered nine by 1741 could have made do with such a 
small amount of plain linen, amounting to 1.5 yd per year, for clothing 
as well as for household and farm requirements (sheeting, sacking, etc.). 
Three yards of cloth was sufficient to make only one shirt for an adult man. 
Evidently the majority of their linen was self-provisioned – plain, relatively 
coarse, much of it probably unbleached, and used for shirts, shifts, sheets 
and sacking.

If the Lathams largely supplied themselves with linens during the early, 
challenging years of marriage when resources were limited, the same was 
not true of woollens. The family bought only relatively small quantities of 
wool to spin. Much of the yarn spun from that wool was probably knitted 
into stockings. They certainly owned knitting needles, at the modest cost 
of a halfpenny a pair. Some was also woven with their linen yarn to make 
linsey woolsey. However, the overwhelming majority of the woollen and 
worsted cloth they wore appears to have been purchased ready woven. 
During the years 1724 to 1741 the accounts record an average annual 
purchase of approximately 5.25 yd of woollen and worsted cloth per year, 
which was almost entirely used for making outer garments.

After 1742, when the family’s income increased dramatically as the 
older daughters began to earn by spinning cotton yarn for the Lancashire 
cotton industry, the situation was transformed. Purchases of ready-woven 
woollen and worsted cloth for garments quadrupled. Annual spending on 
(often decorative) linen clothing accessories, such as kerchiefs, caps and 
aprons, jumped fivefold. The amount of plain linen bought ready woven 
also grew, albeit much more modestly, from 1.5 yd to 2.5 yd per year. 
Nevertheless, the Lathams continued to rely on self-provisioning for much 
of their plain linen, especially the coarser varieties. Their small annual 
purchases of coarse linens, valued at under 12d per yard, hardly changed 
and the same was probably true of the quantity of coarse linens they had 
woven from their own yarn. Between 1742 and 1754 the amount of flax 
and hemp fibre the family purchased declined by 20 per cent, but it was 
supplemented in the mid-1740s by some flax grown on the farm.

The transformation in the fortunes of the Latham family illustrates 
some of the principal elements in Jan de Vries’s industriousness thesis. 
The booming Lancashire cotton industry of the 1740s and 1750s offered 
a family with six daughters ample opportunity to take on outwork spin-
ning for wages, although they do not appear to have worked full-time 
at cotton spinning, combining it with dairying, work on the farm and 
domestic labour.88 The family’s spending choices suggest that fashion in 
clothing was a crucial incentive to industriousness, both for the daughters 
of the family and for their mother. A good part of their additional earn-
ings was spent on what was, by the standards of Lancashire village life, 



	 Transformations in textiles, 1400–1760	 51

expensive and fashionable female clothing, especially gowns and accesso-
ries. Nevertheless, it is important to emphasise that the increase in family 
spending required to make these additional clothing purchases between 
1742 and 1754 was small, no more than an extra 20d a week, considerably 
less than the estimated weekly earnings of just one regularly employed 
outwork cotton spinner at the period.89 Relatively small shifts in family 
income could produce dramatic transformations in material culture.

Although the Latham daughters worked at cotton spinning, their fash-
ion choices were not dominated by cotton textiles. For gowns, they bought 
light, colourful worsteds and silk-worsted mixes – flowered damask and silk 
camlet – as well as the printed cotton-linen fabrics woven in Lancashire. 
Accessories included silk kerchiefs, aprons in fine white linens such as 
cambric and lawn, and lace borders for caps and aprons. In contrast to the 
regular purchases of sugar and treacle recorded in the family accounts, 
the entries for these clothing purchases were personal and individualis-
tic, naming the recipient.90 If the language of the accounts is any sort of 
guide, the Lathams invested their individual identities in clothes to the 
almost complete exclusion of the other goods the family bought, whether 
perishables or durables, cheap or expensive.91 

Nevertheless, if the individualistic pleasures of fashionable consump-
tion lured the Lathams into waged labour in the 1740s, in the manner de 
Vries suggests, it can hardly be said that the Latham family were previ-
ously trapped in rural idleness, when so much time and labour had gone 
into provisioning the young family with textiles. It was only during the 
early, impecunious years of married life, between 1726 and 1741, that 
the family paid others to spin for them, suggesting Nany Latham could 
barely fulfil her young family’s own requirements for spun yarn, let alone 
undertake outwork or market spinning for money.

Five key attributes of textile self-provisioning emerge from the Latham 
accounts. First, fabrics made from yarn spun within the household made 
a major contribution to the quantity of textiles consumed by the Latham 
family, yet in no sense was the family self-sufficient in textiles. In other 
words, self-provisioning was important, but not paramount.

Second, spinning yarn for household use did not depend on access 
to land to grow flax or raise sheep. The Lathams purchased most of their 
flax and hemp, drawing on international supply chains that extended 
into the Baltic region. They grew flax on their small farm only briefly in 
the mid-1740s at a time when flax prices were rising, and subsequently 
repeated the experiment only once. In other words, we cannot assume that 
families – even landless labouring families – were excluded from spinning 
for household use simply because they did not have land to grow the raw 
material.

Third, the boundary between self-provisioning and market supply, 
between textiles made or processed within the household for use by its 
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members and textiles sourced from outside the household, was drawn in 
terms of type of fibre and the quality of the cloth, as defined by yarn fine-
ness and colour. The Lathams supplied themselves with textiles through 
a combination of self-provisioning and market transactions. The textiles 
they had woven from their homespun yarn were mainly coarser linens, 
some of them bleached, though probably not very intensely.92 The fam-
ily’s production of poor-quality but quickly spun coarse yarn to make 
into brown or off-white cloth suggests a concern to save time, rather 
than a lack of skill. Fine spinning and thorough bleaching would have 
been much more time-consuming. As the family’s income rose in the 
1740s, when the daughters started to undertake outwork spinning for 
wages, these homespun coarse linens continued to be made and used, 
but the balance of the family’s textile consumption shifted towards shop-
bought, fine, light, visually attractive and often fashionable fabrics. In 
other words, fabric type, quality and fashionability were critical issues in 
the allocation of time between household production and production for 
the market.

Fourth, spinning for a wage and spinning for household use were not 
mutually exclusive within a family, although whether individual women of 
the Latham family specialised in one type of spinning or the other is not 
clear. Differing techniques depending on the fibre being spun may have 
been significant for divisions of labour within the household. In the accounts, 
Nany Latham’s name tends to be associated with flax spinning wheels, her 
daughters’ names with wheels for spinning cotton. Nevertheless, self-
provisioning continued. We cannot assume that family self-provisioning 
with textiles necessarily declined because waged spinning increased.

Fifth, the experience of the Latham family confirms the view of 
eighteenth-century commentators that linen had come to predominate in 
textile self-provisioning, as production of homespun woollens declined, 
perhaps encouraged by a reallocation of homespun woollen yarn to self-
provisioning with coarse hand-knitted stockings. A pattern of household 
self-provisioning dominated by purchases of flax or hemp to be spun 
into yarn for coarse linens, similar to the Lathams, can be observed in 
the domestic accounts of several better-off, middling-sort families 
at the same period, such as the curate Miles Tarn at Cheddington in 
Buckinghamshire, the Morley farming family at Breadsall, Derbyshire, and 
Hester Soame, the widow of a worsted manufacturer, who shared a house 
with her sister at Pytchley in Northamptonshire.93 Even the household of 
the Lancashire farmer Clement Taylor, of Finsthwaite in Furness, who 
owned a flock of some two hundred sheep, generated as much homespun 
linen as homespun woollens.94

Earlier, in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, homespun 
woollens may have been more prominent. They certainly received as 
much attention as homespun linens in the many editions of Gervase 
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Markham’s much-plagiarised English Huswife, first published in 1615, 
although Markham suggests that the woollen yarn spun by ‘ordinary 
English House-wives’ was undifferentiated and often coarse.95 Homespun 
woollens appear regularly in the domestic accounts of gentry families 
at this period.96 Yet in the 1640s, Sir Robert Filmer was recommending 
that the virtuous wife ‘must seeke out such thinges as are profitable for 
her country, for in some places it is more available to buy cloath ready-
made then to make it’.97 Indeed, John Oldland has argued that homespun 
woollen textiles were already declining in importance in the fifteenth 
and early sixteenth centuries, with the rise in the English countryside 
of commercial manufacture of an increasingly diverse range of cheaper, 
colourful, woollen fabrics, at a time when the dress of the rural popula-
tion was changing and demand for commercially produced woollen cloth 
was expanding.98 Between the fifteenth and the eighteenth centuries, 
the market for commercially supplied linen also expanded, but England, 
as Europe’s foremost producer of sheep’s wool, was not noted for flax 
and hemp cultivation, or for commercial linen manufacture. Much of the 
increase in demand for linens, especially for finer, bleached linens, was 
supplied by imports from continental Europe. Indeed, for most of the 
early modern period, linen cloth was England’s leading manufactured 
import. As Daniel Defoe commented early in the eighteenth century, 
‘England does as it were ravage the whole spinning world for linen and 
linen yarn and lace’.99

The period from the fifteenth to the eighteenth centuries witnessed 
diversification across the whole range of commercial textiles available 
to consumers of modest means. A concern with fashion and appear-
ance, combined with falling prices and widening availability of waged 
work for women and children, encouraged purchase of the new, lighter, 
colourful varieties of English-manufactured fabrics and clothing acces-
sories that swept the market in successive waves. The same imperatives 
drove purchases of the many varieties of French, Dutch and German fine 
bleached linens for the shirts and shifts, kerchiefs and caps that became 
typical contents of pedlars’ packs.100 Yet coarser linens did not simply 
disappear as imported finer varieties of linen became more widely avail-
able. Many English households continued to self-provision with coarser 
linens. They were assisted by access to raw material supply chains and 
technical innovations fostered by commercial textile manufacturing, in 
particular cheap Baltic flax and hemp, and the new, foot-pedalled flyer 
spinning wheel, which cut the time needed to spin flax and hemp.101 
Hardwearing, coarse, brown sheets, made from homespun harden or tow 
cloth, could satisfy the growing desire for domestic comfort and cleanli-
ness which drove even the working poor to acquire increasing numbers 
of linen sheets.102 After all, domestic linens such as bedsheets were not 
public sartorial signifiers of fashionability in the manner of the fine, white 
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linens worn as caps and kerchiefs. The same was true of workaday shirts 
and shifts. In a household economy like that of the Latham family, the 
relationship between commercially sourced and domestically sourced 
textiles was more complementary than competitive, although there was 
always the potential for the kind of substitutions Jan de Vries describes, 
arising from shifts in employment opportunities, family incomes and 
textile prices.

Conclusion

The transformations in textiles outlined in this chapter extended across 
much of Europe, but their impact was uneven. Between the fifteenth 
and the eighteenth centuries, manufacturing the new, lighter textiles for 
national and especially international markets came to be associated with a 
limited number of major manufacturing cities and their rural hinterlands. 
Thus, international trade in ribbons was dominated by production cen-
tres such as Padua in Italy, Saint-Etienne in France, Coventry in England, 
Augsburg in Germany and Basel in Switzerland. Prominent centres for 
worsted stuffs were Amiens in France, Leiden in the Dutch Republic and 
Norwich in England.

Tracking consumption of the new, lighter textiles across Europe is 
more difficult. For early modern England, the pace and depth of inno-
vations in dress are striking. England, however, was unusual in several 
respects. It was a large country with a highly integrated textile market, 
centred on London.103 It lacked internal customs barriers, sumptuary laws 
were abandoned after 1604, and guild controls on product and process 
innovation were relatively weak. There is little evidence for anything that 
could be described as regional, folk or peasant costume.104 More broadly, 
it was one of early modern Europe’s most successful economies, inter-
nationally highly competitive in industry and commerce, with expanding 
opportunities for waged manufacturing work, especially for women and 
children, at a time of falling textile prices.

Elsewhere in Europe, as Sheilagh Ogilvie has pointed out, conditions 
could be much more hostile to innovation in textile consumption. Small 
territorial units could restrict the size of markets by enforcing controls 
or taxes on trade. Guilds or regulations could limit innovation, products, 
access to work and wages. Sumptuary laws could restrict what was worn 
by different kinds of people.105 In many parts of continental Europe, more-
over, the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were economically chal-
lenging, with falling living standards, contracting industries and reduced 
opportunities for waged work. Incentives to greater industriousness were 
more likely to derive from impoverishment than from the lure of attractive 
consumer goods. Where textile manufacturing for international markets 
became uncompetitive, as in parts of northern Italy, there could be a 
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retreat into commercial production of low-quality cloth for local markets, 
with reliance on local raw materials.106

The notion of an ‘industrious revolution’, as proposed by Jan de Vries, 
offers a compelling framework for understanding the link between produc-
tion and consumption of early modern textiles. Yet as de Vries acknowl-
edges, it was mainly England and the Dutch Republic that initially, at 
least, experienced its full impact.107 Both states were, of course, leaders 
in the trade in extra-European commodities – tea, coffee, tobacco, sugar, 
calicoes – so it is perhaps not surprising that de Vries places so much 
emphasis on their consumption as an incentive to industriousness. Yet 
England and the Dutch Republic were also two of the most successful and 
innovative textile-manufacturing territories in Europe, at a time when tex-
tiles were traded in larger quantities than any other manufactured goods. 
Well before most extra-European commodities achieved anything close to 
a mass consumer market, new, light, fashionable textiles and textile acces-
sories were transforming what ordinary women in England wore, while at 
the same time providing them with new opportunities for waged work. De 
Vries insists on the dynamism of the consumer economy of early modern 
Europe. Yet the evidence he provides suggests it was propelled chiefly 
by engagement with goods imported from the world beyond Europe. The 
history of textiles and fashion between the fifteenth and the eighteenth 
centuries indicates that, on the contrary, the dynamism of the continent’s 
early modern consumer economy was driven – initially at least – by textiles 
made in Europe.
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Ribbon culture in early modern Italy 

Andrea Caracausi

Introduction

During the early modern period, the clothing and wardrobes of various 
social groups saw the appearance of a seemingly trivial object: the silk 
ribbon. Despite its apparent insignificance, this accessory became a sig-
nificant object of fashion and technological innovation in the course of the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and it played an active role in the 
specialisation of production processes, reconfiguration of labour markets 
and evolution of brand strategies that are characteristic of early capi-
talism.1 The importance placed on ribbons, as John Styles has shown in 
Chapter 1, also contributed to the emergence of new forms of fashion, as 
well as of cultural meanings and expressions of gender identity associated 
with ribbons. Yet the place of ribbons in early modern material culture is 
virtually forgotten.2

The purpose of this chapter is to address this oversight by portraying the 
emergence of a culture and fashion based on the consumption of ribbons 
in early modern Italy. It shows how, from the late Renaissance onwards, 
trimmings and ribbons became fashionable items of wear because of their 
physical attractiveness and their ability to represent personal identities, 
gender differences and sexual meanings. The chapter also demonstrates 
how, through mediation of mercers and merchants, ribbons encouraged 
fashionable dress in a wider cross-section of society, helping to stimulate 
the consumerism and the development of marketing strategies.3

The primary evidence for this chapter comes mainly from Italian 
sources, but comparisons with information from other areas are also 
included. The first section will examine the ribbons themselves. It will 
underline the variety of high-, medium- and low-quality wares intended 
for different segments of the market. The second section will focus on the 
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uses of ribbons, showing how they became not just fashion accessories 
but distinctive material objects with specific symbolic meanings. The third 
section will concentrate on fashion and market evolution, demonstrating 
how the expanding market for ribbons stimulated demand and made rib-
bons more broadly available among all social groups. As lightweight items, 
ribbons were cheap and easy to transport in local and long-distance trade 
networks. Mercers and merchants disseminated these items through fairs, 
markets and shops, thereby stimulating demand across the various urban 
and rural social groups. The fourth section will analyse the marketing 
strategies developed by mercers and merchants in order to make ribbons 
more marketable and attractive. The great variety of ribbons available and 
rising consumption galvanised the diffusion of ‘brands’ and ‘labels’, and 
inspired processes of imitation (see Chapters 1 and 3).4 Commercial strat-
egies were linked to marketing strategies and market competition fostered 
rivalry between manufacturers in different regions of Europe. The final 
section touches on the developments in manufacturing technology and 
work organisation that made the increased production of ribbons possible.

The immense variety of ribbons

At the end of the seventeenth century, Jacques Savary des Brûlons, the 
French inspector-general of manufactures and author of the Dictionnaire 
universel de commerce, defined ribbon as

very thin fabric, which serves many functions, depending on the material it is 
made from. There are ribbons of gold, silver, silk, waste silk [fleuret or capi-
ton], wool, flax, etc. They are made in narrow, broad and intermediate widths, 
and produced in one piece, double-sided or with a reverse, stamped, embroi-
dered, lacework, plain, extra-smooth; indeed, they are any colour and fashion 
that accords with the genius of the ribbon-maker, the taste of the shopkeeper, 
or the current vogue.5

Des Brûlons went on to highlight how the proliferation of different 
types of ribbons allowed for their widespread use in the clothing of vast 
numbers of customers – from the finest and most flamboyant silks that 
ornamented the breeches of royalty to the half-silks employed by less 
exalted folk for a plethora of more utilitarian purposes, such as binding 
hems, tying stays, preserving the style of wigs and trimming hats and bon-
nets (see Figure 1.5). Ribbons were integral to changes in fashion, to the 
creation of new styles and even new garments.6 Their sheer variety merits 
consideration in more detail.

Although ribbons had been used to a certain degree in Europe in 
the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, their dissemination across a broad 
spectrum of society in the Italian peninsula dates to the second half of the 
sixteenth century.7 As John Styles shows in Chapter 1 above, this was a 
period with many innovations, such as knitted hosiery, second-hand silks 
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and novel, light draperies spread across Europe, with these new trends 
often available at the most affordable prices.8 Garment forms changed, 
too. Already in the first half of the sixteenth century, clothing had become 
more structured and shapelier, similar in a way to the contemporary evo-
lution in architecture from the organic forms and vertical extension typical 
of the Gothic style to the simpler, more elegant, geometric proportions of 
Renaissance classicism. Unlike the traditional long, loose garments, some 
early modern fashion manufactures were commonly available ready-to-
wear, such as in the case of breeches or stockings.9 This, along with the 
use of cheaper and lighter plain fabrics, gave rise to the more general 
use of accessories in the form of a multitude of different ribbons and 
trimmings.10

The variety of ribbons divides into two main categories: patterned 
trimmings and plain ribbons. In the first group (Figure 2.1, see also 3.5), 
more expensive trimmings were normally woven from silk or, more rarely, 
silk mixed with wool, cotton or flax, and they featured the most extrava-
gant patterns and greatest range of colours. The best-quality trimmings 
were wide decorative bands called ‘galloons’ (guarnitioni or galons). Made 
in widths ranging from 2 to 5 cm, they were commonly decorated with 

Figure 2.1  Alessandro Allori, Annunciation (detail), 1603. Pillow with fine gold lace and large 
bobbins. Galleria dell’Accademia, Florence. 
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floral, diamond or chequered patterns and encompassed a kaleidoscope of 
colours, from red to white and blue to gold. Such galloons were normally 
a feature of luxury clothing, such as women’s petticoats or velvet gowns 
of ecclesiastics, nobles and gentlemen. Lesser-quality trimmings included 
lace trims (dentelles, dentelli) and fleurets (fiocchetti), simple small bows 
around 1 cm wide that were worn in hair or attached to clothes (see 
Figures 1.5 and ix.1).11

The second group, plain ribbons, was generally simpler and less 
expensive, but it also varied widely, including a wide variety of strings, 
cords, fringes and bows. Merchants’ account books and post-mortem 
inventories from early modern Padua – one of the most important produc-
tion centres of plain ribbons in Italy – have allowed us to identify the dif-
fering compositions of high-, medium- and low-quality ribbons. In general, 
the highest-quality plain ribbons were made of pure silk, such as cordelle 
ormesinade.12 A slightly lower quality of ribbon was made with pure silk 
wefts and waste silk warps (filosello). The lowest quality ribbons, known 
as mezzeposte, were made entirely from waste silk or silk mixed with wool 
or flax. The ‘Refashioning the Renaissance’ database shows that most of 
these types of ribbons were used by Italian artisans to decorate their gar-
ments, including the more expensive types, such as coloured ribbons with 
gold or lace.13

Appreciating the differences in cost and quality is crucial for under-
standing the significance of ribbons. It highlights the proliferation of an 
item that might otherwise, mistakenly, be considered marginal. From 
expensive luxury braids to cheap and cheerful plain ribbons, the price 
differentiation was up to 80 per cent, allowing a broad spectrum of market 
segments to be catered for.14

As some scholars have already noted for other products – especially 
socks and knitwear – the way that the purchase of silk ribbons was within 
the means of so many people prompted change not only in fashions but 
also in the cultural meanings associated with ribbons.15

The cultural meanings of ribbons

In apparel, trimmings and ribbons had several major uses. First, they were 
used to fasten clothes together or to attach them to parts of the body, such 
as sleeves to elbows and breeches to knees. This was common in both 
women’s and men’s fashions. Second, ribbons were used to finish luxury 
silk garments. Tailors hemmed sleeves, dresses and breeches with decora-
tive bands and used braid to hide the seams of doublets. Third, plain rib-
bons decorated common garments and accessories: aprons, collars, skirts 
and shirts were all ornamented with ribbons as well as embroidery, as were 
handkerchiefs. Ribbons, too, were applied to items such as shirts, and to 
simple accessories such as collars. Finally, tailors, mercers and shoemakers 
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employed plain ribbons to add a dash of flair to hats or caps, and to embel-
lish hair accessories or shoes with colourful bows or rosettes.16

Ribbons were not simply fashionable accessories designed to beautify 
clothes. They were also objects in their own right, imbued with personal 
symbolism and cultural significance. As prominent elements of heraldic, 
military and religious insignia, they operated as formal signifiers of dis-
tinction and power.17 Especially for men, they were conspicuous symbols 
of honour, valour and social distinction.

Ribbons, moreover, were particularly closely associated with women’s 
involvement in conspicuous and leisured consumption, with women’s 
fashions and with perceptions of female vanity. The Bolognese artist 
Giuseppe Maria Mitelli (1634–1718) seems to have shared this view: in one 
of the light-hearted scenes he engraved as a component for a gambling 
game – The Game of Women and Their Business (Gioco delle donne, e sue 
facende) – a woman is busy buying ‘ribbons from the mercer’ (Figure 2.2).18 
In early modern Venice, for instance, tapes and ribbons were referred 
to as ‘female merchandise’ (mercanzia femminina).19 Similarly, when the 
shop boy Truffaldino, in Carlo Goldoni’s 1741 comedy The Bankruptcy, 
or, The Failed Merchant (La banca rotta o sia mercante fallito), asks his 
master, ‘What do you think, we should give as gifts to these women, Signor 
Pantalone?’, the elderly merchant responds, ‘We should give them some 
dress offcuts, some furbelows, ribbons, knick-knacks.’ Truffaldino entirely 
approves: ‘Women would like those exceedingly, sir.’20

Figure 2.2  Giuseppe Maria Mitelli, Gioco delle donne, e sue facende (Game of Wives, and 
Their Chores), 1654–1718. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.
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Fashion and the markets for ribbons

As fashion accessories or independent objects, ribbons and tapes were 
essential parts of men’s and women’s clothing from the late Renaissance 
onwards.21 A general overview of continuity and change in this fashion – 
and ribbons were especially subject to changes in fashion – can be traced 
for Italy. Already in the mid-sixteenth century, there is widespread evi-
dence of the use of ribbons in various cities. In Naples, for instance, an 
observer emphasised that ‘the ostentation and gallantries in both clothes 
and liturgical vestments even extended to coaches in the form of fringes 
and ornaments’.22 In Venice, a sumptuary law issued in 1600 claimed that 
ribbons and braids were being used with ‘immoderate profusion’ in all 
types of garments, by men and women alike.23 In the seventeenth century, 
Baroque fashion inspired even greater use of ribbons. In Venice, in the 
1660s, the ribbon-makers’ guild (arte dei passamaneri) testified to a reduc-
tion in clothing braids during the seventeenth century but an increase in 
ribbons which were made in a range of colours and also with gold and 
silver.24

Analysis of the ‘Refashioning the Renaissance’ database helps us see 
these qualitative cues, confirming the above-mentioned trend. The pres-
ence of ribbons increased during the 1550–1650 period. Over the dec-
ades there is a shift from thirty-one occurrences of ribbons as accessories 
on average per decade in 1550–1600 to ninety-three occurrences in the 
period 1600–1650.25 In artisan homes, they are primarily owned by textile 
and clothing makers, as well as by artisans active in food, metalwork-
ing and retail sectors. A number of ribbons are found also in shops of 
merchants and tailors.

The growing presence and popularity of ribbons can be explained 
by many factors. First, ribbons were small, light and easy to display.26 
Second, they were luxury objects whose affordability and attractiveness 
made them popular with poorer social groups. Written descriptions sug-
gest that ribbons were widely adopted for wear on feast days and other 
special occasions. For instance, a reference from the eighteenth-century 
Storia documentata di Venezia shows that women from lower social strata 
had their own holiday, called the garanghelo, when they left the city for 
the mainland. On this day, they usually wore ‘a scarlet jacket over a cotton 
skirt, white linen, aprons from Persia and … decorated them with gold, 
silver, ribbons and tapes’.27 In 1775, in Turin ‘ribbons in current fashion, 
or for women of the countryside’ (bindelli alla moda, o da paesane) were 
much used, and the people from the countryside ‘loved their shiny appear-
ance and low price’.28

In addition, the apogee of Baroque court culture, combined with a 
rise in real wages during the second half of the seventeenth century, may 
have had a ‘trickle-down effect’.29 The market for silk ribbons, especially 
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the  cheapest varieties, seems to have become something resembling a 
mass market.30 One notable aspect of this was the diffusion of ribbon-
selling out from urban settings and into rural fairs and markets. In this pro-
cess, merchants and mercers played an important role, travelling widely 
and reaching people deep in the countryside, to whom they sold many 
types of ‘coloured tapes, ribbons and cheap tobacco’, galloons, lace and 
combs.31 Ribbon manufacturing could easily be adapted to the budgets and 
tastes of rural customers. In eighteenth-century Turin, the ribbon-makers’ 
guild asked permission to use fake gold and waste silk in ribbons to sell to 
country people, who ‘love their shiny appearance and low price’ although 
‘their desires are not matched by their means’.32

Selling ribbons, convincing consumers

During the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, the key fig-
ures selling and marketing ribbons were the mercers. From the mid-
seventeenth century onwards, however, mercers no longer relied entirely 
on ribbons designed and made by other craftspeople, but they also began 
to manufacture ribbons themselves to their own unique patterns. This 
tendency explains why mercers’ guilds sought to organise themselves 
into distinct groups (colonelli) – or requested permission to establish sep-
arate new guilds – with the right to make ribbons and braids. In Venice, 
in 1659, the mercers’ guild asked for the freedom to sell imported rib-
bons (Figure 2.3) The Senate deemed that the requested privilege would 
damage the prerogatives of the ribbon-makers’ guild and denied it.33 In 
eighteenth-century Turin, however, master ribbon-makers were totally 
subject to the whim of the fashion merchants (mercanti di moda) who 
determined ribbon type and quality.34 It was the same in Milan, where 
local merchants decided the quality of yarn to be used for ribbons.35

Among their sales strategies, aimed particularly at women, was the 
prominent use of fashion dolls to model their wares. The Venetian poet 
Franceso Algarotti (1712–64) described how women in his city gathered 
in droves to see a French doll, piavola de Franza, which had newly arrived 
from Paris, curiously noting every detail of its dress from its head to its 
toes. ‘You will see them flocking before you’, writes the poet, ‘scrutinising 
piece by piece the andrienne, the cap, the ribbons, the vast hoop, and cast-
ing their eager looks even to the inside and underneath of each petticoat’.36

Merchants and merchant-manufacturers alike experimented with a 
range of approaches in order to compete with rivals in attracting con-
sumers and conquering new markets for ‘fashionable’ ribbons. These 
included the development and promotion of something resembling 
brand names for their products. Of course, many ribbons were named 
after the cities where they were made, such as ‘ribbons from Milan’ or 
‘from Naples’. But other factors, only partly related to places of origin, 
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contributed to the choice of name and the nature of the brand’s identity. 
These were manufacturing processes, trading networks and marketing 
strategies. From the manufacturing perspective, names often depended 
on the choice of raw materials, on the tools and equipment used (par-
ticularly types of loom) and on the technological processes employed, 
especially in the finishing stages. For instance, ‘Padua ribbon’ (or Padoue 
in French) normally referred to a ribbon made with waste silk (fleuret, 
filosello and capitone) – and which was commonplace from the late sev-
enteenth century onwards across Europe, but in France, Switzerland 
and Sweden in particular.37 In eighteenth-century Venice, ribbons were 
called ‘Lyons fashion’ (all’uso di Lione) only if specific finishing processes 
were used.38 Although these techniques originated in Lyon, they had 
spread to other manufacturing locations, and so ‘Lyons fashion’ rib-
bons were named after the processes used to create them, rather than 
necessarily in reference to their place of production.

Figure 2.3  Ribbons could be sold door to door by hawkers. Gaetano Gherardo Zompini, Le 
arti che vanno per via nella città di Venezia (Venice, 1785), c. 28. Bibliothèque nationale de 
France (Paris). 
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Such transmission of production techniques and technology was ena-
bled by Europe’s trading networks. The mechanical or engine looms used 
for weaving silk ribbons in mid-eighteenth-century France were called 
‘Zurich looms’ because the artisan who introduced them came from 
Switzerland.39 The influence of trading networks was visible in the names 
given to the ribbons themselves. In Paris, ‘Padoue de Lyon’ ribbons were 
referred to as ‘from Lyons’ not because they were produced in that city 
but because it was from there that Parisian mercers imported the ribbons 
woven in the nearby towns of Saint-Etienne and Saint-Chamond.40 It was 
the names of major silk centres and commercial hubs – Lyons or Zurich – 
that were bestowed on ribbons and the technology that produced them, 
rather than the towns where silks were actually made – Saint-Etienne and 
Saint-Chamond, or, in the case of Switzerland, Basel.41

Another factor influencing ribbon naming and branding was marketing 
strategy. Merchants tried to appeal to customers by promoting products 
which conjured up ‘foreign’ fashions. For instance, ribbons ‘from London’ 
were very popular in Paris, while in London it was ribbons ‘from Paris’ which 
were the best on the market.42 At the same time, merchants monitored the 
chain of production and organised trade in order to maximise their profits. 
Eighteenth-century Milanese merchants, for example, exported their finer 
raw silk to France – importing high-quality patterned ribbons from Lyons 
in return – and distributed the poorer raw silk to local makers, so that they 
were able to produce only low-quality ribbons. The consequence was that 
the merchants made larger profits from the local market, selling foreign 
ribbons at higher prices while the craftspeople were unable to compete 
because of the poor silk that was all they could obtain.43

Technology and work organisation

At the same time as merchants and retailers were becoming one of the 
most significant factors determining the nature of the ribbon industry 
in Italy, technological developments were beginning to affect the struc-
ture and composition of its work organisation across the peninsula, too. 
Workforce composition and the institutional framework of the guilds were 
influenced by loom technology in particular. This was the case especially 
in cities which developed an export-oriented and specialist ribbon-focused 
manufacture, as distinct from those centres where ribbon production 
developed within the broader framework of a major silk-weaving industry.

Traditionally, the technology employed in the initial spinning process 
in ribbon manufacturing was the same as that used for the production of 
silk yarn more generally. Once twisted, the yarn was ready to be dyed, 
before being warped on to the loom and then woven into ribbons. Plain 
ribbons and tapes were normally made with ‘small looms’ (telaretti), which 
were very simple, easy to use and cheap to buy. Finer ribbons, such as 
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gallons, were made on smaller versions of the looms used to weave silks 
for clothes. There were two basic types of these: the horizontal loom; and, 
from the late sixteenth century onwards, the vertical loom, which was used 
in particular for the very finest ribbons.44

Ribbon manufacturing experienced one major technological innova-
tion during the sixteenth and early seventeenth century: the silk-ribbon 
engine loom, patented in 1605 by inventor Willem Dirckz Sonnevelt and 
utilized widely in Dutch cities like Leiden, Haarlem and Amsterdam.45 
A labour-saving innovation, the frame allowed a single worker to weave 
between six and twenty-four ribbons at the same time. But it was also 
capital-intensive, and technical limitations meant it was normally restricted 
to the production of low-quality plain ribbons. Although the engine loom 
was soon widespread across northern and central Europe, in both urban 
and rural areas, it did not arrive in Italy until the mid-eighteenth century, 
where its impact was limited. Its diffusion was restricted by a variety of 
factors, from the limited availability of raw materials and the size of the 
market for finished products to the structure of production and the nature 
of the workforce.46

The whole process of ribbon manufacturing was based on the well-
known putting-out system, where work was subcontracted to individuals 
working in their own homes. This operated in both town and country, 
but there were major differences when it came to the weaving, which 
depended on the type of ribbons being produced and the looms being 
used. The ‘small looms’ used for plain ribbons were usually worked by 
female weavers, with the support of a young (usually) female assistant, 
and were common in houses, hospitals, orphanages and convents.47 The 
horizontal and vertical looms used for high-quality ribbons were normally 
the preserve of male weavers, and were commonly installed in their own 
small room within the weaver’s home.48 There he was assisted in weav-
ing by a woman, who generally warped the silk, and a male assistant or 
journeyman who was responsible for preparing warps of the right length.

In cities such as Milan, Turin, Naples and Venice, the institutional 
structure of ribbon production was normally guild-based; while in smaller 
centres, such as Padua and Vigevano – where ribbon-making was highly 
developed – weavers operated outside the guild system. Where guilds were 
absent, male artisans produced the more costly patterned braids, while 
cheap plain ribbons were woven by female master weavers and young 
female assistants. However, in cities where weavers’ guilds were estab-
lished, women were normally barred from the workforce outright, with 
the exception of a few wives, widows and daughters of master weavers. 
In both contexts, though, the labour market was normally divided between 
a fixed, permanent workforce (such as owners of silk mills, master weavers 
and dyers) and a flexible, often itinerant one (such as spinners, workshop 
assistants and journeyman weavers). And individual weavers were normally 
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reliant on groups of merchants and merchant-manufacturers for the supply 
of raw materials and the selling of their output (as we have seen in the case 
of the Turin ribbon-masters); even when weaving in rural areas increased, as 
occurred around Padua and Vigevano in the second half of the seventeenth 
century, it remained firmly under the control of urban merchants.49

Conclusion

Ribbon consumption in early modern Italy enables us to draw some gen-
eral conclusions on the introduction, use, popularity and cultural meaning 
of ribbons as fashion items. The dissemination of ribbons as innovative 
products provides an intriguing illustration of the way that styles in fashion 
and patterns of consumption undergo transformation. Still, today, under-
standing ribbon-wearing requires their complexity to be acknowledged 
and understood.50

This chapter has explored how in early modern Italy ribbons existed in 
concert with other fashions (especially those for silk products). They were 
accessories used to decorate clothes, but they also existed independently, 
as objects with their own cultural significations, drawing meaning espe-
cially upon gendered distinctions. While they were conspicuous symbols 
of honour, valour and social distinction for men, for women they were friv-
olous consumer products, emblems of vanity, pleasure and play.

The proliferation of ribbons in a plethora of fashionable styles stim-
ulated developments in both manufacturing and distribution during the 
late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The use of ‘brand names’ and 
‘appellations of origin’ to denote the distinctive styles and qualities of 
ribbons evolved under the influence of increasingly sophisticated com-
mercial strategies into a major means of marketing products, by catering 
to demands for the foreign-sounding and the exotic. These same strategies 
encouraged craftspeople to innovate, copy and disseminate new tech-
niques and methods of production to feed the hunger for new fashions. But 
they also resulted in attempts to restrict the supply of raw materials and 
the sale of finished products to inflate profits.

The demand fostered by this culture had a significant bearing on almost 
every aspect of ribbon production. First, it gave rise to a new industry in 
the mid-sixteenth century. Ribbon manufacturing had already begun in 
Italy in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, in Rome, Racconigi (near 
Turin), Florence, Naples and Genoa. But it was in the sixteenth century, 
as the silk industry grew, that centres specialising in the production of 
silk ribbons sprang up in the peninsula – notably in Milan, Venice, Padua, 
Verona and Bologna – and ribbon-makers’ guilds began to appear.51 These 
centres maintained their leadership in skills and product quality until the 
late seventeenth century, when the geography of ribbon production started 
to alter in accordance with changing patterns of demand and the growth 
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of export markets. Increasingly fierce competition drove capital investment 
and technological innovation, exemplified by the ‘Dutch’ engine loom. Its 
dissemination, first into Germany and Switzerland between 1660 and 1710, 
and only later in the eighteenth century in France and Italy, was accompa-
nied by a shift in the nucleus of ribbon production from southern to central 
and north-western Europe, where it concentrated in locations including 
Basel in Switzerland, Krefeld in Germany, Saint-Etienne and Saint-Chamond 
in France, and Coventry and the Spitalfields district of London in England.52

As ribbon-making burgeoned, it became an increasingly large-scale 
employer. In addition to the increased numbers of workers, the indus-
try also stimulated the growing concentration of labour, and even the 
use of forced labour, too. In Padua, Florence and Turin, merchants and 
merchant-manufacturers financed or brought together production in hospi-
tals, orphanages and charitable institutions, concentrating their labour forces 
in large numbers in order to make ribbons more efficiently, whether with 
or without mechanical looms.53 Together with other textile-manufacturing 
sectors such as lace-making, embroidery, hosiery and silk-throwing, 
ribbon-making was one of the first ‘proto-manufactures’, with high concen-
trations of female labour often working in exploitative conditions. In the late 
eighteenth century, Marsilio Landriani proposed introducing these work-
ing practices to Milan so that industries could take advantage of the city’s 
untapped child-labour resources. Ribbon-making, he suggested, would be 
an ideal candidate for this because it required neither strength nor skill.54

During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the dissemination 
of the ribbon-making industry created a labour market strongly seg-
mented by gender. The weaving of top-quality patterned braids remained 
under the control of male masters who were organised into traditional 
guild-based structures. On the other hand, the weaving of plain ribbons – 
especially in export-oriented centres of production – was traditionally the 
preserve of female masters, who were assisted by young workers either 
temporarily over the winter in rural environments, or year-round in urban 
areas. Where mechanical looms were introduced into plain-ribbon man-
ufacturing, such as in Turin, groups of male workers tried to monopolise 
production, relegating women to hand-loom weaving.55

Innovation in popular fashions underpinned socio-economic changes 
that were linked to the evolution of early capitalism in Europe. The way in 
which a small object like the ribbon became established in clothing is a 
good example of this.
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Imitation in early modern artisan fashion 

Sophie Pitman

Introduction

In 1594, a precious cargo was transported from Florence to Transylvania. 
In a letter, dated 6 April, Grand Duke of Tuscany Ferdinando I de’ Medici 
described the contents to Prince Sigismund Báthory as ‘some sables and 
lynxes, not those real ones that come from other parts, but those that 
art imitates from my lands’. Ferdinando emphasised that it was not the 
economic value of these furs that was notable but rather the ‘novelty 
of their artifice’.1 This brief missive reveals much about the availability, 
interest in and production of imitation materials used in early modern 
fashionable dress. We discover that furs imitating sable (a small marten 
with fine dark-brown or black fur, trapped in Siberia) and lynx (a wild cat 
with a silky white belly and black-patterned coat found in Scandinavia 
and eastern Europe) were being made in Italy. Unlike imported ‘real’ furs, 
esteemed for their rarity and cost, these fakes were prized for the skilled 
craftsmanship they manifested.

This chapter explores these ingenious so-called ‘artificial novelties’ in 
order to discover how and what we can learn about imitation materials in 
early modern fashion, particularly when so few examples survive.2 It uses 
hands-on experimental reconstructions, made and tested following early 
modern sources, to suggest how fakes might have operated aesthetically 
and culturally, and explores how mimetic materials enabled individuals who 
were economically or legally unable to wear the finest furs, fabrics, metals 
and jewels to dress fashionably. Using the ‘Refashioning the Renaissance’ 
database of 448 inventories that record the belongings of members of the 
artisan classes in Siena, Florence and Venice between 1550 and 1650, as 
well as sources from other European cities, it locates some of these mate-
rials among the possessions of artisans. It also challenges the assumption 
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that imitations were simply inferior copies for the non-elite. In doing so, it 
reveals that the often overlooked category of imitations disrupted a culture 
of clothing that had relied on a hierarchy of materials to display social 
status and led to creative ways of making and dressing.

Imitation furs and the rarity of materials

We do not know how Ferdinando’s fakes were made, but fine furs could be 
imitated by treating lesser skins. Common mustelids, such as pine martens 
and stone martens (from northern Europe), calabers (a kind of squirrel), 
other squirrels and even domestic cats were dyed black to appear like 
fine sable. In cities such as Rouen and London, skinners were forbidden 
from selling dyed furs, but, in 1533, records show that ‘cats painted’ were 
sold in England.3 Jewish dealers were accused of selling ‘fake’ furs on 
the streets of Istanbul.4 The 1563 Italian edition of Girolamo Ruscelli’s De 
secreti – perhaps the most popular, copied and translated book of secrets – 
includes a recipe that promises to transform a cheap white fur into ‘the 
colour of a leopard or panther’.5 It explains how to make a mixture of lead 
and quicklime that will permanently tint readily available furs (such as 
rabbit) with black spots that simulate the patterning on wild cats’ pelts. As 
the technique chemically weakens the skins, and survival bias privileges 
the finest materials, it is unsurprising that no existing examples of this fake 
leopard fur are known. But by reconstructing the process we can learn 
how it worked. An experiment on imitation fur suggested that visually a 
fake fur could be rather convincing, but the texture is much coarser than 
authentic leopard fur (Experiment in focus I and Figure i.3).6 Those who 
bought fake furs might have been willing to compromise on quality or 
durability in return for affordability or availability. Ferdinando de’ Medici 
himself experimented with counterfeit jewels in his alchemical laboratory 
at the ducal palace, and so the idea that exotic furs could be created in 
workshops as well as hunted in distant lands may well have appealed to 
his sense of wonder. The art historian Marlise Rijks suggests that educated 
consumers might have valued counterfeits more than the real thing due 
to what she terms ‘process appreciation’ – that is, valuing the skill of the 
artisan in making one material appear like another.7 Such ‘material mime-
sis’ could be appreciated as a manifestation of the scientific and artistic 
fascination of early modern experimenters in pushing the limits of material 
properties.8 Moreover, high-quality pelts took significant time and effort 
to source, as we see in letters from the merchant Hans Fugger detailing 
his attempts to acquire enough lynx for a Hungarian-style coat.9 Fake furs 
provided an alternative option in the streets and princely courts of early 
modern Europe.

The fashion for furs, hitherto associated with elite luxury, widened 
in the sixteenth century as urban middling and labouring people aspired 
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to fur clothing for aesthetics and utility.10 We find more than six hundred 
fur items in the inventories of Italian artisans, mostly from Siena and 
Venice. A variety of pelts including otter, fox, squirrel, marten, rabbit, cat, 
wolf are described for trimmings, linings, muffs and occasionally outer 
garments. For example, a Venetian baker owned two old muffs made of 
rabbit, and a hemp-spinner possessed an old neck ornament (cravatta) 
made of purple-dyed fur lined with fox.11 The majority of recorded furs – 
especially the finest sable and lynx – comprised the stock of furriers and 
clothing dealers, giving us a broader glimpse of what was available on the 
market, rather than representing the typical artisan wardrobe. Only two 
pieces of leopard fur are found among the inventories, both belonging to 
the Venetian furrier Baldissara Da Pozzo.12 Given such rarity, it is perhaps 
unsurprising that people might have wished to imitate leopard fur using 
Ruscelli’s Secreti or purchase Ferdinando de’ Medici’s artificial sable and 
lynx novelties.

Beaver fur was another relative rarity. With the creatures driven 
to extinction in most of Europe, pelts had to be imported from Russia, 
Scandinavia and through French-controlled Canada.13 Its comparative 
strength and weatherproof qualities reduced the need for the adhesives 
and varnishes required to produce sturdy headgear from other kinds 
of animal hair. High felted beaver hats were among the most expen-
sive accessories on the market, but we find thirteen of them among 
the belongings of Sienese, Florentine and Venetian artisans. Nine of 
these were owned by the Sienese shopkeeper Adriano Guagni and were 
described as ‘half beaver’ (mezzo castor).14 The appearance of pure 
beaver could be imitated by blending it with rabbit fur or sheep’s wool to 
produce ‘demicastor hats’, or even by felted wool alone.15 The process of 
reconstructing a felted beaver-style hat using pure Merino wool glazed 
with rabbit-skin glue and napped with a brush reveals how effective this 
substitute material could be (Figures 3.1a, 3.1b).16 Many surviving early 
modern felted hats are assumed to be beaver, but without fibre analysis 
it is hard to tell whether they are made from wool, a blend of furs or pure 
beaver.17 Mixed materials and skilful finishing can conceal their status as 
imitation fashions.

Most furs belonging to the artisans studied by the ‘Refashioning’ pro-
ject were used in linings, borders and trim, suggesting that fur was both 
a practical material for keeping warm and a luxurious decorative flourish. 
The magnificent effect of fine furs could also be achieved by the careful 
placement of small pieces. Garments could be ‘purfled’ – lined at the neck 
and sleeve openings – with costly furs, with the remainder made of a 
cheaper fur.18 A Venetian rag-dealer’s inventory from 1555 records a heavy 
duliman gown lined with ‘red skins’ and edged with stone marten.19 Here, 
the imitation operated through the implication that an object included 
more than the bare minimum of fine materials.
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Imitation silks and the price of finery

Silk fabrics were coveted for their smoothness, lustre, drape and softness. 
The highest-quality and most expensive silk velvets and damasks were 
instant markers of luxury.20 In the hierarchies of materials created by 
sumptuary laws, such silks were often the preserve of the elite, and yet 
silk was also enjoyed by those lower down the social spectrum through a 
lively second-hand market, and the careful use of small pieces in clothes 
and affordable accessories like ribbons and masks.21 Spun silks, produced 
from the waste after the finest silk threads had been reeled from the 
cocoons, were another lower-cost alternative. A Florentine clog-maker, 

Figure 3.1a  Hat, 1590–1670. Victoria and Albert Museum, T.22–1938 T.

Figure 3.1b  Brushing a reconstructed felted hat to create a smooth shiny surface, Sophie 
Pitman at the School of Historical Dress, London, 2014. 
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for example, owned a black filaticcio (spun silk waste) cloak trimmed with 
sarcenet, and a mask of black velvet.22

Silks were also imitated by lesser fibres, or blends which combined 
silk with wool, linen, hemp or cotton. One of the key transformations in the 
era, as John Styles in Chapter 1 above shows, was a shift towards lighter 
mixed-fibre fabrics, which were less expensive and less durable than pure 
wools and silks.23 In the ‘Refashioning the Renaissance’ database there are 
more than 1,700 items made of these mixed materials, such as brocatello, 
buratto, ciambellotto, mezzalana, mocaiardo, mussolo and panno misto. 
While previous narratives about Renaissance textiles typically separate 
wools, silks and linens, the widespread use of these mixed blended fabrics, 
particularly among the middling classes, suggests that a more nuanced 
approach to textiles in the era is needed.24 By examining one of these 
materials, mocaiardo – a ‘mock’ velvet known as ‘mockado’ in English – we 
can observe the widespread purchase, use and economic and legal impact 
of one of these novel blends.25

Mockado was a mixed-fibre textile with the structure of velvet, known 
for its hairy or fluffy pile created from looped supplemental warps that 
could be cut or left uncut. It was woven from some combination of wool, 
hemp, linen, camel or goat hair or spun silk, making it a far more afforda-
ble option than pure silk velvet.26 The word is possibly derived from the 
Arabic mukhayyar, meaning ‘select, choice’, and possibly was etymologi-
cally confused with mocajar, a mid-quality camlet, and mohair. Mockado, 
and its many variant spellings and translations, were often elided with 
Naples fustian, tripp and later moquette.27 Produced in the Levant, in Lille 
and across the Low Countries, and by immigrant weavers in Norwich, 
it was one of the most popular fabrics among artisans.28 It appears 294 
times in the ‘Refashioning the Renaissance’ database, from across the 
period – 238 of these were in Venetian inventories, only one from Siena 
and 55 from Florence. Mockado was used in large items of apparel such 
as cloaks, gowns, petticoats, hose and doublets and smaller pieces includ-
ing sleeves and other accessories.29 Mockado was worn by men, women 
and children alike, and dyed into a kaleidoscope of colours: most com-
monly black, but also brown, blue, green, red, white, pink, purple and 
yellow. Mockado items were often intended to be decorative and showy: 
among the most fashionable garments owned by the Florentine wine-
seller Evandio Honesti, for example, were a tawny mockado doublet, a 
red mockado gown with yellow cords, a black mockado petticoat and 
another petticoat the colour of ‘dried rose’, decorated with yellow and 
black cords.30

Sumptuary laws suggest that mockado was regarded as a substitute 
for silk velvet, suitable for those lower down the social scale. A 1551 law 
in Mantua forbade artisans and their wives – as well as Jews and soldiers – 
from wearing clothes, caps and shoes with silk or velvet decorations ‘of 
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any sort, except ones made of moccaiato or bavella [cloth made from spun 
silk]’.31 In Pistoia in 1562, regulations offered mocaiardo as an alternative 
option for those forbidden from wearing ‘silk of any sort’. Women from 
artisan families were permitted mocaiardo, camlet, catarzo (a coarse wool), 
samite and other fabrics not included in the category of drappo.32 A 1563 
Pisan law stipulated that artisan wives were permitted a single gown of silk 
mockado or say. Their male relatives, and male peasants and porters, were 
forbidden from using mockado, silk, russet or grain-dyed wool or camlet 
in their dress altogether.33

Sumptuary laws drove a market in substitutes. When silk passemen-
terie was banned in Spain in 1551, for example, artisans adopted wool 
trimmings.34 Despite the cultural historian Daniel Roche’s claim that 
sumptuary laws represented a ‘sartorial ancien régime’ marked by ‘inertia 
and immobility’, they in fact prompted imaginative creativity among craft-
speople and nimble purchasing by consumers.35 Imitation goods could 
provide individuals with products that achieved the effects they desired 
without breaking the law.

The weaving of mixed-fibre fabrics was also a response to vigi-
lant guild control. In 1576, a London ordinance explained that because 
blended novel fabrics such as ‘tufted mockado’ were ‘not called by any of 
the same names that the cloths of woollen or linen of the former ancient 
time were (although they consist of the same substance)’, the makers and 
merchants were selling them without paying duties or following guild and 
city customs, a practice deemed ‘naughty and deceitful’.36 The ordinance 
stated that that mixed wool and linen fabrics had to be inspected, checked 
and charged duty. Violations were subject to hefty fines; that for tufted 
mockado was 20d (about one day of wages for a skilled tradesperson).37 
The association between mockado and deceit was reflected linguistically 
in the way that the term was often used to refer to fakery.38 In 1577, for 
example, the English Puritan William Fulke denounced Catholic texts as 
being full of false claims, including ‘mockadoe miracles, narrations, and 
relations’.39 While the novel and often changing names of new fabrics 
mean that it can be hard for historians to decipher what each one was 
(weave structure, weight, size, composition, finish etc.), the 1576 ordi-
nance makes clear that the proliferation of names was not just a marketing 
tactic but also could help immigrants and others excluded from markets by 
the guilds to skirt controls.40

Mockado was not only consumed by those forbidden from wearing 
silk. On 6 July 1574, the servant John Knyveton wrote from London to 
the Earl of Shrewsbury to tell him that ‘all kyndes of tufted mockadoes 
be so deare because of the [15 June] proclamation for apparel, that now 
paye xd in every yarde more than before and therefore I staye to bye any 
till the price be better’.41 While the proclamation permitted earls to wear 
silk velvet, Shrewsbury’s request suggests that mockado was desirable in 
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Figure 3.2a  Stamped wool velvet, sixteenth–seventeenth century, Italian? Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, New York, 07.62.5.

its own right. Surviving velvets made with wool, hemp or linen are often 
remarkably effective simulants (Figure 3.2a). Their dense plush and sheen 
can be so similar to pure silk velvet that it is hard to identify their fibre 
composition without close analysis or scientific testing.

Imitative decoration and the development of techniques

Many woollen velvets are stamped in a manner that reproduces the deco-
rative effect of a more complex weave structure: that is to say, they were 
woven without pattern, and after the fabric was taken off the loom, a 
pattern was impressed into the surface with a metal stamp or roller press 
(Figure 3.2b).42 Six mockados in the database are described as stamped, 
including a sea-green mockado petticoat owned by the Florentine delica-
tessen worker Angelo Fantacci in 1635.43 Other stamped fabrics recorded 
in artisan inventories include velvet, mixed fabrics and light silks such as 
camlet, grosgrain, sarcenet. Hands-on experiments, such as the recon-
struction of the stamped mockado doublet belonging to a Florentine 
waterseller (Experiment in focus III) demonstrate that stamping is an easy 
and relatively quick process, whereas weaving patterned mockado is a 
highly skilled and time-consuming task.44 Imitation fabrics might cut costs 
through the use of inferior materials or quicker processing, but the suc-
cessful end result required ingenuity on the part of the maker.

Imitative decorative techniques could also mimic the shimmering 
designs of the finest woven silks. A velvet damask woven with crimson silk 
and gold thread in a pomegranate pattern represents perhaps the most 
iconic and costly fabric available in Renaissance Europe (Figure 3.3a). The 
high value of such a textile could be justified both on the grounds of its 
expensive raw materials (silk, gold, crimson dye) and the slow and highly 
skilled labour of the weaver. But the colours, patterns and visual effects 
could be replicated quickly by block printing on to linen, as a fragment 
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Figure 3.2b  Stamping mockado using a heated four-petalled flower stamp by Jordan Colls and 
Jenny Tiramani.

in the Victoria and Albert Museum shows.45 In this example, crushed 
mica (shiny silicate scales) was added to pigment to give it a glimmer that 
recalls fine silk velvet, especially in candlelight (Figure 3.3b). A recipe 
for an imitation damask, found in a French manuscript from the 1580s, 
suggests that the effect might otherwise be mimicked through a form of 
resist-dyeing.46 Linen could be glazed using a smoother, starches and 
heat, which polished the surface into a silky sheen, as one fine surviving 
doublet demonstrates.47 A gown of green satin camuffada striped with 
gold is mentioned in one artisan inventory.48 The word camuffada could 
mean ‘fake’ (as in ‘camouflage’), suggesting that the satin was woven 
with materials other than silk. But John Florio defined camuffare in his 
sixteenth-century English–Italian dictionary as ‘to filch or steale craftily … 
Also to smooth between stones, to polish’, so perhaps the gown was made 
of polished satin.49 Such linguistic elision demonstrates how such finishes 
might be associated with fakery.

Buttons cast from gold or silver or made of precious metal and silk 
threads wrapped around a wooden bead became increasingly fashionable 
in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. A single outfit might require 
hundreds of buttons, so it makes sense that such a lucrative and highly 
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visible element of dress would spur innovation.50 While some artisans 
owned buttons of ‘real’ gold, silver and silk, many made use of imitations. 
A grosgrain gown and petticoat, owned by the linen merchant Filippo 
di Sforzo Guerrieri, had 244 buttons, made of both real and imitation 

Figure 3.3a  Damask of silk and metal thread, sixteenth century, Italy. Metropolitan Museum of 
Art, New York, 2002.494.127.

Figure 3.3b  Block printed linen with crushed mica, c. 1550–99, French? Victoria and Albert 
Museum, London, 1546–1899.
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materials. The finest buttons were carefully deployed in the most visible 
places: 1.5 oz of real gold were used for the buttons on the cloak, while 
those in the petticoat were made of false gold.51

We also find iron, copper and brass buttons in artisan inventories. 
Cast-metal buttons might have been polished to look like real gold or 
silver, but others were shaped to imitate the three-dimensional designs 
of silk-wrapped buttons (Figures 3.4a and 3.4.b). Patterns and techniques 

Figure 3.4a  Detail of silk and metal thread wound buttons on doublet, c. 1645. Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, New York, 1982.183.2a-c. 

Figure 3.4b  Pewter buttons, cast with pattern that imitates wrapped thread patterns, on 
jerkin, c. 1555–65. Museum of London, 36.237. 
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were translated across materials as artisans were inspired to imitate desir-
able products.52 Imitative designs responded to consumer tastes which 
associated fashion not just with materials but with shape, colour, sheen 
and design.

Imitation metals and the anxiety of fraud

Cheaper metals treated to look like gold or silver were used in all kinds 
of dress, wrapped around threads, and woven into cloth, or hammered 
and cast into accessories. To take just three cases from over thirty 
examples in the ‘Refashioning the Renaissance’ database: the afore-
mentioned mockado-wearing Evandio Honesti owned a doublet striped 
with red silk and fake silver; a Sienese linen weaver had a doublet of fake 
cloth of gold; while a Florentine carpenter possessed two copper chains, 
one of  which was gilded.53 Gold or silver-gilt lace was an incredibly 
fashionable and expensive trimming, made of thin wire wound around 
a silk core. It could be imitated by using copper instead of gold wire 
(Figure 3.5).	

Copper substitute was so widely used in theatrical costume that it was 
associated with acting and pretence. In the satirical comedy Poetaster, first 
staged in 1601, actors are described as ‘copper-lac’t scoundrels’.54 Another 
satire, the advice manual The Gul’s Horne-booke (1609), even suggests 
that stylish men sit on the stage where they can ‘examine the play-suits’ 
lace, and perhaps win wagers upon laying ’tis copper’.55 While audiences 
expect theatrical devices, fictive materials were more threatening offstage. 

Figure 3.5  Copper lace border, c. 1700. Victoria and Albert Museum, London, T.24–1980.
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Contemporaries worried about duplicitous vendors who might fool buyers 
into confusing fake with ‘real’. The process of covering a silver or copper 
core with a thin layer of gold was described in detail in 1540 by the metallur-
gist Vannoccio Biringuccio, who deemed it a ‘fraud’.56 Imitations of all kinds 
were discussed with unease, but valuable gems and gold were particularly 
concerning. For the German writer Sebastian Franck, writing in 1541, false 
religion could be best explained through the simile of fake gold: ‘a thing is 
all the more wicked and dangerous the more closely it approximates a real 
thing and yet is not that thing, as “conterfei” [an alloy] and brass approxi-
mate silver and gold’.57 Consumers were warned to beware fakes: two Dutch 
travellers cautioned that on a visit to a Parisian second-hand market:

one sees some very fine things but it is dangerous to buy unless one knows the 
trade well, for they have marvellous skill in restoring and patching up what is 
old so that it appears new … you think you have bought a black coat but when 
you take it into the daylight, it is green or purple or spotted like leopard-skin.58

Already in the twelfth century many guilds forbade their members from 
working with inferior and fake materials; but, as global trade increased, 
the provenance of materials became even harder to judge.59 In order to 
reassure buyers, guilds marked goods with signs of quality and authen-
ticity such as distinctive selvedges and lead seals.60 They also carried out 
workshop searches and punished dishonest workers. In October 1559, 
for example, the London dyers’ guild reported to the City authorities that 
it had levied fines on ‘false coloured cloths being a browne blewe, con-
demned by Judgement’.61 In Milan, two men convicted of falsifying gems 
were shaved and branded in public in 1469, and three years later a Jew in 
Mantua was arrested and nearly executed for attempting to sell fake gems 
to local jewellers.62

Vendors were also held accountable. When the City of London’s Court 
of Common Council passed an act in 1611 against dyeing black silk in a 
way that increased its weight and therefore price, the court stated that it 
would hold not just the dyers responsible but also the silkmen who wove 
and sold ribbons and lace made with ‘silks so deceiptfullie dyed, [which] is 
so rotted corrupted and spoiled that it is not fit to be worne or used & yet is 
falslie made faire to the eye to deceave or abuse the buyer & wearer’.63 But 
there must have been an economic incentive to make and sell fake goods. 
In Bruges, for example, buttons, buckles, clothing hooks and rings made of 
gilded pewter, brass, copper, iron and tin have all been excavated, despite 
a 1497 law forbidding the gilding of any metals other than silver.64

Imitation gems and pearls and the fascination with fakery

Historians of science have argued that early modern experimenters gained 
knowledge about nature when they artificially imitated metals, stones and 
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other matter. Surviving objects and texts express how their findings shaped 
their understanding of nature, an ‘artisanal epistemology’, as Pamela Smith 
has called it, gained through the manipulation of matter.65 Two recipes for 
making amber from the 1595 English translation of Ruscelli’s Secreti, for 
example, suggest the process was about more than merely simulating 
appearance (Experiment in focus VI). One recipe instructs the reader to 
mix turpentine with cotton; by following the recipe, we see that the cotton 
gives the turpentine structural integrity and mimics the natural striations 
found in true amber. Another recommends making a paste of egg yolks, 
gum arabic and cherry-tree gum, which ‘will become hard, and shine like 
glasse, and when you rub them, they will take up a straw unto them, as 
other amber stones doe’.66 Ruscelli pointed out that the stones possessed 
all the properties of naturally occurring amber – even its triboelectric 
effect – implying that he regarded them as ‘true’ synthetic amber and not 
just visually convincing substitutes.67 He also did not term these stones 
‘fakes’ but entitled the recipes ‘To make cleere stones of Amber’. This per-
spective may have been widely shared. False amber was presumably not 
considered negatively by Bernardino Ciampi, a cutlery-maker from Siena 
whose devotions were assisted with a fake amber rosary.68

Many men and women were keen to buy imitations advertised as such, 
and the fake diamonds, emeralds, rubies, turquoises, pearls and coral we 
find in the inventories of Italian artisans could be highly prized. For those 
legally prevented from wearing the real thing, a convincing imitation could 
enable them to participate in fashions. ‘Because they are forbidden to wear 
pearls,’ the artist and writer Cesare Vecellio explained in 1590, immigrant 
women in Venice ‘wear what they call tondini [little round balls] of silver 
or gold, and other jewellery that imitates pearls’.69 In Venice, fake pearls 
were so successful that they led to the founding of a new corporation of 
supialume-makers who controlled the manufacture of blown-glass imita-
tion pearls from 1672. In Tallinn, an unusual 1706 regulation listed the 
sumptuary taxes that allowed people to wear certain materials if they were 
happy to pay for the privilege. Those who wished to wear real diamonds in 
a brooch or earrings had to pay 100 daler silvermynt annually, while fake 
ones were taxed at the lower rate of 50 d sm.70

Even those legally and financially able to wear the real thing might 
find benefits in choosing imitations. In one recipe, Isabella Cortese sug-
gests that a fake pearl might surpass a real one in shape and sheen: ‘when 
you compare it with a real pearl, it will always seem more beautiful to the 
eye for being more lustrous and more round’.71 When King James I was 
crowned at Westminster in 1603, he wore a mix of real and fake gems, 
including ‘Stones lyke topasses … lyke saphyres … lyke emaraldes … 
and other made stones’ along with their genuine counterparts.72 Such 
material substitutions were probably a logistical necessity as much as an 
economic one when rare gems of high quality and appropriate size and 
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shape were costly and challenging to source, especially in large quanti-
ties. As Timothy McCall has argued, courtly splendour required such an 
extravagant display of magnificence that members of the elite regularly 
relied upon ‘material fictions’ such as oricalco (a brass substitute for gold) 
or paste gems backed with coloured foils in order to create the required 
overwhelming effect of shimmering brilliance.73 Imitation gems could cost 
almost as much as real ones because they required so much time, effort 
and expertise to manufacture.74

The social expectation of material magnificence was felt even among 
the middling or artisanal levels of society. Locating low-cost luxuries in 
non-elite Italian Renaissance homes, Paula Hohti discovered that most 
imitative products related to the social act of dining, such as jugs and glass 
goblets painted like gold, brass or bronze.75 Clothing and accessories were 
an even more public expression of material abundance and discernment 
than tableware, and we find over four hundred examples of imitation and 
low-cost substitute materials in the wardrobes and jewellery boxes of 
Italian artisans in the ‘Refashioning the Renaissance’ database (excluding 
the aforementioned 1,700 mixed material fabrics).76

The motivation for imitation

Law-makers struggled with the economic, legal and social implications 
of imitation materials. The 1551 Spanish law specifically noted that hats 
could not be adorned with false gold or silver decorations.77 In Bologna, 
laws in 1568 banned both real and imitation gold and silver on clothing 
or accessories (‘neither good nor false’); and both high- and low-quality 
real pearls, along with counterfeit ones, were also expressly forbidden 
(‘neither good nor bad nor false’).78 Such cases suggest that law-makers 
were often less concerned with material distinctions than with regulating 
appearances.

Some legislators saw benefits in allowing imitation materials. In October 
1634, the Lord Keeper of the Great Seal refused a London Goldsmiths’ 
Company’s petition to prohibit counterfeit pearls, stones and gilt or enam-
elled metals. He believed not only that imitations did not devalue real 
gems but that fakes also benefited the economy, providing taxes and ena-
bling individuals to fulfil their desire to appear bedizened in ‘rich jewels’ 
without bankrupting themselves or the country.79 Nevertheless, Charles I 
issued a proclamation in 1636 prohibiting the ‘wearing, buying, or selling 
of Counterfeit Iewels’: fake fashions ‘exhausted’ his subjects’ wealth and 
‘exported’ money out of the country in return for things that were materi-
ally worthless, ‘carrying onely a shew and semblance of Precious stones, 
Pearles and Jewels’.80 In this legal controversy, we can see how imitative 
goods challenged economic policy, social distinction and the culture of 
appearances.
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A culture of imitation

At once desirable and inferior, ingenious and deceptive, frugal and 
superfluous, imitative goods occupied an uneasy position in the cultural 
consciousness of early modern Europe. The economic historian Guido 
Guerzoni has noted the diverse Italian lexicon of imitation, finding the 
terms imitante (‘imitating’), falso (‘false, fake’), finto (‘sham’), apparente 
(‘illusory’), contrafacto (‘counterfeit’) and camuffo (‘camouflage’) in com-
mercial, statutory and juridical sources.81 The historian Corine Maitte 
turned to French dictionaries to establish the precise meanings of imita-
tion, copie, faux and contrefaçon, but found slippery and indistinct termi-
nology, with words being used synonymously and evoking both positive 
and negative traits.82 We must resist the temptation to interpret this lan-
guage of imitation through twenty-first-century associations with scams, 
acknowledging instead the central role of imitation in early modern culture 
generally, and in craft practice in particular.

Apprentices of all crafts gained skills through copying, and imitation 
was one of the primary means of developing expertise.83 Giorgio Vasari 
encouraged artists to imitate nature in their paintings and sculpture, 
while Leon Battista Alberti stated that the painter who could imitate 
gold with his pigments merited greater praise than one who used gold 
leaf.84 Crafts were improved, revitalised and diversified through the imi-
tation of techniques. The success of the Florentine wool industry, for 
example, was probably based on the adoption of imported techniques.85 
Economic historians have written about the way that ‘import substitu-
tion’ and imitative processes led to product innovation.86 The skills devel-
oped by Muranese glass-makers in their quest to imitate luxury materials 
resulted in new ‘populuxe’ products valued by an emerging urban middle 
class.87	

Invention and imitation, therefore, were not diametrically opposed; 
they were part of the same craft practice. As global markets expanded and 
travel increased, craftspeople were exposed to novel fabrics, colours, cuts 
and silhouettes which inspired them to imitate fashions from other cities 
and countries. While some of the clothes listed in the inventories of the 
‘Refashioning the Renaissance’ database are described as imported from 
elsewhere (such as ‘from Holland’, or d’Olanda), hundreds of items are 
referred to as being ‘in the style of’ foreign fashions. These are recorded 
by appraisers as generally ‘foreign’ as well as more specifically in the 
English, French, Genoese, German, Greek, Lucchese, Moorish, Moroccan, 
Neapolitan, Persian, Roman, Syrian or Turkish style (see Chapter 7 
below).88 Where the buratto gown cut ‘in the French style’ owned by the 
Venetian dyer Marin Marini in 1632 was actually made is unknown – but it 
was associated with French fashion.89 Other entries explicitly suggest that 
artisans were imitating foreign products. Thirty-one pairs of leather shoes 
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made ‘in the fashionable French style’ were found in Santi Biancardi’s 
Sienese shop when he died in 1646.90

The imitation and adoption of foreign goods has been understood not 
only as an act of ‘material appreciation’ but also as a means of competition 
and even ‘material conquest’ of other nations.91 Among contemporaries 
there was some anxiety about dressing in foreign styles. The clergyman 
William Harrison, for example, lamented that in late sixteenth-century 
England ‘we do seem to imitate all nations round about us, wherein we 
be like to the polypus [octopus] or chameleon; and thereunto bestow most 
cost upon our arses’.92 Imitations fuelled the fashion industry, and shaped 
narratives about identity, materiality and corporeality.

Conclusion

Acknowledging the widespread use of imitation materials has implications 
for the ways we understand surviving archival, visual and material sources 
as well as our understanding of the culture of appearances. This is impor-
tant because many scholars rely on images to learn about what was in the 
wardrobes and on the backs of early modern people, believing that ‘the 
literal truth in dress is what we do see’.93 But weavers, dyers, cloth finish-
ers, goldsmiths and other craftspeople were adept at making one material 
imitate the optical effects of another. We cannot be certain that a portrait 
sitter is really wearing a silk velvet rather than a wool imitation, or that 
their pearls were sourced from the sea rather than moulded in a workshop.

Archival sources revealing the scale of production and interest in fake 
materials and reconstructions demonstrating how simulant materials imi-
tated fashionable effects should make us question what we are really 
seeing in Renaissance portraiture. We also need to interrogate surviving 
objects, for some early modern imitation materials are so successful that 
they hide in plain sight, misidentified in museum catalogues. While the 
use of fake materials at court, on stage and in the streets of Renaissance 
Europe was an open secret, we must also keep in mind that imitations 
and fakes might have fooled contemporaries too, further complicating the 
already challenging task of interpreting the descriptions of items in archi-
val texts such as inventories and letters.94 More than four hundred items 
in the ‘Refashioning the Renaissance’ database are explicitly described as 
being fake, but many more might have been missed by those who drew up 
the records. For instance, the appraiser of the Sienese bookseller Nicolò 
Ormandini’s belongings in 1591 noted that ‘a plain necklace was said to 
be fake’, suggesting that he had not made the assessment himself but was 
perhaps informed by a witness.95

Early modern fakes made fashions available to a wider range of men 
and women than ever before – and the material traces and reconstructed 
examples of these imitations testify to the ingenuity of craftspeople in the 
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sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Imitation materials used in dress and 
accessories span a wide range of objects. At one end of the spectrum are 
poor-quality silk blends dyed with fugitive colours and deceptively sold to 
ordinary town- and countryfolk; at the other are fake diamonds and lynx 
furs which impressed early modern princes. By focusing on imitation as 
a category – or subculture – of early modern fashion, this chapter has 
brought together sources for the making, wearing and meaning of sim-
ulated materials with wider discussions of artifice, craft skill and innova-
tion, and the power of appearance in early modern Europe. In doing so, it 
represents a first examination of early modern fake fashions as a discrete 
category, arguing that imitations should be recognised as a key feature of 
clothing in the period.
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experiment in focus i:  
Imitation of fur 

Sophie Pitman

Introduction

Italians wore fur to keep warm and stylish. Because fine fur was expensive, 
fur appeared among the possessions of ordinary Italian most commonly 
in smaller accessories like hats and muffs, or linings and collars of outer 
garments. Fur was sourced from a wide range of animals, including cat, 
wolf, rabbit, marten, beaver, fox, ermine, foin (stone marten) and lynx 
(Figure i.1). As I have shown in Chapter 3 above, while the ‘Refashioning 
the Renaissance’ database shows that some artisans could afford smaller 
accessories made of more expensive marten fur, none of the artisans 
owned garments of fine ermine fur, let alone exotic leopard or panther fur, 
apart from the furrier Baldissara Da Pozzo, who had two pieces of leopard 
fur in his Venetian workshop in 1580.1

If any of our artisans owned fake furs, they were not noticed by the 
inventory appraisers. Yet recipes that promise to provide imitation leopard 
furs suggest that there was an interest in mimicking rare and pricy furs. 
Across the social spectrum, we see a desire for fake furs; in 1594, Grand 
Duke Ferdinando I de’ Medici wrote that his agent Cosimo Bottegari was 
headed to Transylvania with ‘some sables and lynxes, not those real ones 
that come from other parts, but those that Art imitates’.2 While we do not 
know how Ferdinand’s fakes were made, printed early modern instructions 
offer possibilities to discover more about these imitations that do not survive 
in material form.

At a workshop focusing on imitation materials and techniques in 
early modern clothing in March 2020, organised by the ‘Refashioning the 
Renaissance’ project, we explored some of the mimetic methods recom-
mended in early modern recipes books. We wanted to see how imitative 
effects functioned. Could fake fur provide the effect of a real fur close or at 
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a distance, and was it a convincing substitute? Did recipe books make rare 
furs, such as leopard, accessible within the reach of an ordinary artisan?

The experiment

These instructions, taken from the 1563 Italian edition of the popular 
recipe book De secreti by the pseudonymous Alessio Piemontese, promise 
to transform a humble white pelt by tinting it black to appear like leopard 
or panther fur:

Take one ounce litharge of silver [white lead or the by-product of separating 
silver from lead], two ounces of quicklime, and in three ladles of water put on 
the fire in a new pot so that it gets warm, then take it from the fire and with a 
wooden stick mix it; then take a brush and tint the white hide as it seems to you, 
one spot here and the other there, and according to the material make them 
thick, then dry it in the sun and when it’s well dried, hit it with a rod and you 
will see dark spots tawny in colour. And if it is not well coloured in this way, you 
could tint it another time, giving the strikes where you did the first time, and the 
colour will become stronger and in this way you will have your intent. And this 
colour is always maintained and gives a good odour; and also putting the said 
material on hair or a beard will make it become roan and beautiful.3

At first glance, the recipe seems unlikely: white lead ((PbCO3)2·Pb(OH)2), 
and quicklime (CaO) are not typical dyestuffs. But rather than dismiss these 

Figure I.1  Fine furs such as this lynx lining and sable zibellino signified fashion and great 
expense. Paolo Veronese, Portrait of Countess Livia da Porto Thiene and Her Daughter Deidamia, 
1551. Walters Art Museum, Baltimore, 37.541. 
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instructions out of hand, we decided to follow the recipe step-by-step. 
As lead is toxic, and when the caustic quicklime is added to water it forms 
slaked lime and creates a rapid exothermic reaction, a safety protocol was 
required. We used the Biofilia biological art laboratory at Aalto University, a 
wet bench research space equipped with fume hoods, and wore PPE includ-
ing lab coats, masks, heatproof gloves and goggles. Parsing the recipe into 
modern parlance, with reference to Material Safety Data Sheets, and having 
a clear waste management plan, were crucial, to ensure the safety of all par-
ticipants. The modernised interpretation of the recipe, which I reinterpreted 
with the guidance of biotechnician James Evans, looked like this:

Materials and tools: White Lead, Quicklime, Deionised Water, Metal 
Pan / Glass beaker, Heat Source, Stirring Stick, Hitting Stick, Brush, White 
Fur or Hide, Paper to lay down in fume hood

Process:
1.	� Weigh all ingredients and prepare all tools
2.	� Take 3 scoops of water and place in a metal pan or glass beaker, slowly 

add 2oz quicklime, and 1oz white lead
3.	� Heat on a hot plate until warm
4.	� Remove from heat and stir
5.	� Using a brush, tint the white hide with spots using the mixture
6.	� Leave to dry
7.	� Once dried, hit with a stick (work in fume hood)
8.	� Repeat if necessary

As the recipe does not specify a white fur, we used two kinds – rabbit and 
sheep’s wool – to compare the effect on differently textured pelts. Having 
measured out the ingredients, we slowly added the quicklime to the water 
and used a magnetic stirrer to reduce bodily contact with ingredients 
(Figure i.2). We observed a temperature rise, then added lead, which 
transformed the mixture into a milky pink solution. We painted spots on to 
the two furs, which dried into pale hard lumps, and left overnight.

As we returned to the lab the following morning, we assumed the 
experiment had failed. The spots had not turned brown or black, and we 
wondered what we had done wrong. We then revisited the text and noticed 
the instruction to ‘give strikes’ to the spots. Upon hitting, to our surprise, 
the spots crumbled away to reveal brown hair beneath (Figure i.3).

Under a digital microscope, and with reference to research, it was 
clear that this is no ordinary dye recipe where colour is bound to the 
surface of a fibre, but rather a reaction that occurs within the core of hair 
fibres (Figure i.4).4 The blackening occurs because quicklime creates an 
alkaline environment and weakens the hair fibre, allowing the lead to bind 
with sulphur in the amino acids of the shaft, creating galena (PbS) crystals, 
which are black. The hard surface blotches are likely excess solution and 
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Figure I.2  Paula Hohti adds quicklime to the water at Aalto University biolab.

Figure I.3  Sheep and rabbit fur treated with the solution after beating (a few spots have been 
left with dried pink solution for comparison). 
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waste salts from the reaction which need to be removed from the furs to 
reveal the transformation within the core of the hair.

The recipe was a success – the spots became dark and created a 
leopard-like pattern, but the shafts of hair become brittle and weak. Either 
this recipe requires a shorter application time and weaker solution, and 
therefore an experienced dyer, or the owner must sacrifice material quality 
for visual effects.

Piemontese’s suggestion that this technique can be used to create 
imitation leopard or panther fur is a novel one, but similar recipes using 
quicklime and lead to create a ‘very beautiful black’ dye for wool and hair 
can be found in early modern manuscript and printed collections, includ-
ing Gioanventura Rosetti’s Plichto (Venice, 1548) and the Toulousian BnF 
Ms. Fr. 640 (c. 1580) examined by the ‘Making and Knowing’ project.5 The 
Bolognese surgeon Leonardo Fioravanti even reasoned that the transfor-
mation worked because litharge is a species of lead, and lead ‘by nature’ 
(di sua natura) makes black. The lye, he claimed, dissolves it (lo solve).6

Conclusion

Piemontese’s recipe might only represent one contemporary technique 
for fake fur, but through its reconstruction we gain a sense of a successful 
visual effect offered by a fake fur, albeit one that fails to imitate the soft 

Figure I.4  Sophie Pitman and James Evans examine the formation of galena crystals in 
the hair shafts using a microscope. 
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fine furs of real leopard or panther. The experiment suggests how non-
elite early modern men and women might have been able to participate in 
the fine fashions of exotic furs at less expense and reminds us that there 
was a widespread interest in manipulating materials to mimic rarer, finer 
or costlier ones.

The fake fur experiment was iterative, building upon the research 
and practical experimentation of the ‘Making and Knowing’ project, and 
nuancing findings based on the ‘Refashioning the Renaissance’ project 
archival research about early modern artisanal clothing. It demonstrates 
the dual reward in reconstructing recipes. On the one hand, material find-
ings can enrich our understanding of visual and archival sources, by giving 
a material presence to objects that no longer survive, showing how they 
were made and operated in multi-sensory ways. In addition, the recon-
struction of recipes also encourages us to interrogate the text itself. It is a 
means of close reading that demands we pursue in-depth research about 
the materials, processes, workshop conditions, artisanal skills and tacit 
knowledge as well as the social, economic and cultural context of making 
processes and finished objects.

Notes
The ‘Refashioning the Renaissance’ workshop ‘Imitation in Early Modern Clothes and 
Accessories’, organised by Sophie Pitman at Aalto University on 10–12 March 2020, 
was funded by the European Research Council (ERC) under the European Union’s 
Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme (grant agreement No 726195). See 
www.refashioningrenaissance.eu/experiments/imitation. We thank our collaborator 
Tim McCall and the ‘Refashioning the Renaissance’ team members for participation, 
presentations and discussions.
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experiment in focus ii:  
Knitted stockings 

Piia Lempiäinen and Paula Hohti

Introduction

In the 1920s, during the restoration of Turku Cathedral, several seventeenth- 
and eighteenth-century coffins were opened, and well-preserved burial 
clothes belonging to local burgher and noble families were placed in the 
storage of the Turku Cathedral Museum. Among the items, the conser-
vators found a pair of knitted silk stockings. These were discovered from 
a storage coffin that had once belonged to Elisabeth Bure (d. 1668), the 
wife of the Vice President of the Court of Appeals.1 The stockings were 
catalogued as male stockings, probably because of their length, and dated 
to 1650. Their present-day colour is greyish brown, there is a narrow welt 
at the top of the stocking, a false zig-zag seam in the back, a decorative 
clock in the ankle and a zig-zag decoration at the edges of the heel gusset 
(Figure ii.1).

Knitted silk stockings, such as the surviving pair found in Turku, 
became a desired and widespread product and one of the key fashion inno-
vations among European elites during the early modern period. As Andrea 
Caracausi and other historians have shown, by the end of the sixteenth 
century, extensive networks of makers and sellers produced and sold a 
wide range of knitted garments in a broad spectrum of qualities.2

Archival records confirm the growing presence of knitted stockings in 
the early modern period, not just among the privileged rich but also at the 
lower ranks of society. Family probate inventories from the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries recorded knitted socks and stockings in a range of 
qualities and textures and wide variety of designs and colours so that even 
common artisans, such as barbers, shoemakers and innkeepers, might 
eventually appear in stockings of silk A Milanese wool merchant com-
plained that, by the late seventeenth century, ‘it seems that even people of 
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the lowest grade, carried by their ambition, take shame in using stockings 
of stamen or ordinary wool, using instead those made of filusello [spun 
waste silk thread] or silk made on frame’.3

The merchant’s statement is confirmed by the ‘Refashioning’ data of 
artisan clothing. The database of Italian artisan fashions from 1550 to 1650 
includes several pairs of stockings made of filusello and bavella, waste silks 
typically used for lower-grade knitted silk stockings.4 One Venetian paper-
maker, Andrea, for example, who died in Venice in 1611, owned a dashing 
pair of yellow silk stockings of silk bavella, dyed in golden yellow.5

But how were the colourful knitted stockings that were described in 
the documents and depicted in contemporary visual images made, what 
did they look and feel like, and what level of skill and sophistication was 
required to knit different types of silk and wool stockings?

In order to understand the materials, techniques, visual look and sen-
sory qualities of early modern knitting, the ‘Refashioning the Renaissance’ 
project designed a participatory research experiment in order to recon-
struct knitted socks and stockings.6 Carried out in 2019–22, this project 
based on citizen science had two aims: first, to generate new knowledge 
on the materiality and techniques of these popular fashion accessories, 
and second, to develop a collaborative framework for historical research by 
engaging the general public – in this case volunteer knitting experts – and 
museum professionals, in scientific research. To guarantee the success 

Figure II.1  Pair of seventeenth-century hand-knitted silk stockings, with a false zig-zag seam 
in the back and a decorative clock, discovered in a storage coffin that had once belonged to 
Elisabeth Bure (d. 1668). Turku Cathedral Museum, Finland.
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of a project involving volunteers, the project had to be planned well both 
scientifically and ethically.7

The experiment

The project began in 2019, when we placed a call on our website and 
social media inviting volunteers and collaborators to join our historical 
participatory research experiment. The call explained the scope of the pro-
ject and the required skills, and we presented a detailed plan of the project 
for the volunteer participants during the first meeting. It was important to 
make sure that all volunteers understood the aims of the project and what 
they could expect from the collaboration, and that they had the agency to 
decide how much time and energy they wanted to contribute to the pro-
ject. This included accepting the possibility that some volunteers might 
drop out during the project.

Since the early modern stocking industry produced a wide range of 
stockings of different qualities, we decided to reconstruct three different 
types of stockings: an artisanal wool sock based on archaeological evi-
dence, a stocking based on the first known knitting instruction The Order 
How to Knit a Hose (1655), and a fine silk stocking replicating an extant 
seventeenth-century silk stocking at Turku Cathedral Museum.8 The deci-
sion to focus on a range of stockings, each of which involved a different 
skill set and making process, served two purposes. First, it made it possi-
ble to bring to life the variety of stockings that were listed in our data of 
artisan fashions and compare their visual look, sensory qualities and how 
they were made. Second, the range of experiments allowed the voluntary 
participants to select a project that suited their skill level and felt mean-
ingful to them.

This meant that, at every stage and action of the project, we had a 
double aim: to gain new scientific knowledge and to engage and empower 
the volunteers by inviting them to share their craft expertise. The volunteer 
knitters participated closely in planning, from designing the workplan to 
communicating the results, and we kept in regular touch with them both 
at a group and at an individual level to share knowledge, updates and 
results.9

The process of reconstruction

We started the project with thirty-five volunteer participants. At the begin-
ning of the project, we provided all volunteers with appropriate knitting 
materials and tools and organised a series of skill-building sessions for 
the participants where we explored and discussed the cultural meanings 
of early modern stockings, features of extant historical stockings and 
technical aspects of early modern knitting. We also explored methods of 
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notetaking and documentation in experimental research and gave the vol-
unteers notetaking templates, advising them to record the knitting process 
step-by-step, why they made specific decisions, how much time it took 
them to knit, and what failed or succeeded. We also encouraged the vol-
unteer knitters to take notes on other aspects that contributed to the knit-
ting experience, such as the space they worked in, their experiences and 
feelings, how hard it was to concentrate, the similarities and differences 
between modern and historical knitting, the tactile experiences and the 
effect of the weather or time of day on their knitting. In addition to descrip-
tive data, the notetaking template included smiley-face Likert scales which 
volunteers could use to record how difficult they found casting on, knitting 
round, the clock pattern and the heel.10

During the training sessions, the volunteers tried different yarns and 
needles and decided which project out of the three options they wanted to 
pursue. The first option, the recreation of a simple woollen artisanal stock-
ing, was based on surviving material evidence from early modern Denmark 
and involved a level of the knitters’ own creativity and problem-solving 
skills.11 The aim of this experiment was to study the process of making 
a simple artisanal woollen stocking, and to consider role of creativity 
and personal preferences in the knitting process at a time when simple 
knitted artisanal socks both for domestic consumption and for the com-
mercial market were typically made in rural homes without instructions to 
follow.	

The second experiment, the reconstruction of a stocking based on 
the first known knitting pattern The Order How to Knit a Hose (1655), 
was designed to explore how early modern recipes can be used in recon-
struction, how demanding was it was to follow the instructions and what 
kind of prior knowledge the knitter was expected to have to complete the 
task.	

The final and the most challenging experiment, the replication of the 
fine seventeenth-century silk stocking from Turku Cathedral Museum, was 
the most complex of the experiments. We have chosen to describe this 
process here in more detail.

The reconstruction of the silk stocking

The replication experiment of the silk stocking began with a close techni-
cal examination of the original stocking at the Turku Cathedral Museum. 
The stocking was measured and photographed and, together with the 
conservator, we were allowed to take a tiny sample of the yarn from one 
of the unravelled edges of the stocking to carry out analysis of the fibres 
and dyes.12 The scientific tests, carried out a few months later, suggested 
that this was a stocking of a fine calibre. The fibre analysis, conducted 
with SEM microscope and EDS analysis, demonstrated that the silk thread 
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used for the stocking was made of the finest silk yarn available at this date, 
prepared from long and very fine slightly twisted Bombyx mori silk fila-
ments (Figure ii.2). The analysis of the organic colourants showed that the 
stocking had been originally black, the colour of high fashion of the period, 
dyed using sticky alder bark and possibly mixed with gallnuts.13

In parallel with the scientific testing, a small group of experienced 
knitters began drafting the pattern. The group decided to split in three and 
each work on a different part of the stocking: the opening and the back 
seam, the clock and the foot. They relentlessly counted the stitches of the 
original stocking, knitted test swatches and tried out different techniques 
to figure out the pattern (Figure ii.3). Their close reading of the stock-
ing revealed important preliminary information about its construction. 
The stocking was knitted in round from the top down, and all decorative 
stitches were made with purl stitches. The group also noticed that there is 
a change in the pattern on the back seam at the height of the clock, indi-
cating that a more experienced knitter might have been responsible for 
the decorative clock, while the repetitive stitches and rounds were possibly 
made by their assistant or apprentice. The knitting also included mistakes, 
suggesting that, although this was a luxurious product, mistakes and slight 
asymmetry were considered acceptable or even inevitable.

While the pattern was being made by the knitting experts, we began 
to look for a yarn that would resemble the original Bombyx mori silk as 

Figure II.2  SEM microscopic image of the Bombyx mori silk fibres. Aalto University. The 
sample is taken from a seventeenth-century knitted silk stocking, conserved at Turku Cathedral 
Museum, Finland. 



112	 Innovation and imitation

closely as possible. This was important because our aim was not only 
to replicate the size, shape and texture of the stocking but also to gain 
access to the visual and sensory properties of such a fine early modern silk 
stocking.

One of the immediate difficulties was that Bombyx mori silk is not 
easily available commercially, because the industry was almost completely 
destroyed in the course of the nineteenth century, due to the Pebrine epi-
demic that made infected silkworms unable to produce silk thread. In 
2019, however, we were fortunate to discover a small co-operative in 
Calabria, Nido di Seta, which had recently taken an initiative to revive the 
traditional Bombyx mori silkworm breeding. After visiting the silk farm to 
study the processes of silk making, we decided to commission yarn sam-
ples of varying thickness from the co-operative (Figures ii.4a, ii4b).14

The volunteers knitted several small swatches, comparing hand- and 
machine-spun yarns, both to examine the differences and to find out 
whether it was possible to achieve a similar gauge and appearance as in 
the original using the Nido di Seta hand-spun yarn. The hand-spun and 
commercial yarns felt very different. The machine-spun yarns had more 
twist and the dried sericin made the yarns very stiff, while sericin in the 
freshly reeled hand-spun silk yarn was much softer, requiring a shorter 
degumming time. Yet, after the sericin had been removed from the silks 
during the degumming, we noted that the hand-spun swatches had shrunk 
much more than the machine-spun samples.

Figure II.3  Volunteer knitters studied the high-resolution images of the stockings found 
from the Turku Cathedral and counted every stitch to create the knitting pattern for the 
reconstruction. Aalto University, Helsinki, 2020. 
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Figure II.4a  Bombyx mori silkworms and cocoons at the co-operative Nido di seta, 
Calabria, Italy.

Figure II.4b  Silk cocoons being processed by the ‘Refashioning’ team at Nido di seta, 
Calabria, Italy.
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After several test batches, we selected the yarn that had been made 
of long silk filaments using 150 cocoons from the 2019 harvest and given 
a slight twist to reinforce the thread. Unfortunately, the rainy autumn in 
Calabria prevented the yarns from drying properly, and the sericin glued 
some of the strands of yarns together into clumpy skeins, which our vol-
unteers lovingly called ‘the tangle yarn’. This yarn was quite stiff and 
scrunchy, but, once the clumps were opened by reeling the skeins into 
cones and balls, it was surprisingly easy to knit. This experience made us 
fully aware of the extent to which weather conditions affected the quality 
of the silk yarn. Perhaps the ability to work with different qualities of silk 
thread had been a valuable skill for an early modern knitter.

The volunteers were also given the option to knit the Turku silk stock-
ing using thin wool which matched the gauge of the silk. This allowed us to 
compare the differences in the process of knitting the same stocking with 
silk and wool, and to examine differences in the visual and sensory qual-
ities of the finished products. We know from early modern documentary 
evidence that decorative and fine stockings, such as that from Turku, were 
made of wool as well as of silk, using the same pattern.15 Fine worsted 
wool stockings might have provided a visually attractive alternative to silk 
stockings for artisan families and others who could not afford silk.

Some of our volunteers, who were uncertain of their skills, chose the 
more familiar wool yarn. But those who tried both silk and wool reported 
that they found silk easier to knit, because it was easier to distinguish 
individual tiny stitches of silk yarn and pick up the dropped stitched with 
the very thin 1mm needles compared to the fuzzy wool. Yet, whether 
using wool or sericin-coated silk, working with very fine needles was 
a different knitting experience from what the volunteers had got used 
to. Almost everyone found it challenging to cast the stitches, but after a 
while they found a flowing rhythm and knitting became easier. The clock 
pattern on the ankle as well as the heel offered variation and satisfaction 
for the challenge-seeking knitters, although many knitters noted that their 
purl stitches were looser than the knitted stitches, which made the stock-
ing looser around the ankle. This, however, seems to be a feature in the 
original stocking too (Figure ii.5).

The experiment showed that making hand-knitted stockings was very 
time-consuming. The replications of the Turku stocking in silk, made 
exactly to the measure of the original stocking on 1mm needles, took 
between 215 and 260 hours to make per stocking, making it up to 520 
hours per pair.16 The same stockings could be made slightly faster using 
wool, but the volunteers reported that making fine stockings of wool was 
only slightly less laborious than working with silk. Two stockings recon-
structed in fine wool instead of silk took between 42 and 135 hours respec-
tively to knit. Even considering that the early modern professional knitters 
were probably able to knit faster than our knitters, all of whom were 
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experienced and highly skilled knitters but not professionals or used to 
knitting fine silk or wool and historical patterns, it is likely that even a 
skilled hand knitter in the early modern period could not have been able to 
produce many pairs of fine decorative stockings in a month.

Having worked over two years with our volunteer knitters, it was very 
exciting to see and feel completed stockings and to try them on. While the 
wool stockings felt immediately comfortable on the skin, the silk stock-
ings looked initially stiff and dull. However, after the stockings had been 
degummed, dyed using natural dyes and historical recipes, and stretched 
on a wooden sock block, the silk stockings transformed into lustrous items 
that had a beautiful sheen. The biggest surprise was the unprecedented 
and incomparable bodily sensation of comfort that we all felt upon trying 
on the degummed silk stocking. The smooth, cool and soft sensation of the 
stockings next to the skin left us speechless (Figures ii.6a and ii.6b).

While we know that fine hand-knitted silk stockings were considered 
a luxury product in the early modern period, our experiment left us won-
dering how early modern consumers might have experienced the sensa-
tion of luxury.17 Already back then contemporaries pondered about the 
relationship between suffering and luxury, and we know that many early 
modern stockings were made by poor men, women and children in harsh 
conditions.18 For us, the experience of wearing a stocking carefully made 
by a skilled maker who finds joy in the process was quite different.

Figure II.5  Reconstruction of seventeenth-century knitted stockings in progress, in linen, wool 
and silk. Made by volunteer participants at ‘Refashioning’ citizen science knitting project. Aalto 
University, Helsinki, 2020. 
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Figure II.6a  Reconstruction of an extant hand-knitted silk stocking conserved at Turku 
Cathedral, Finland, being tried on. The stocking fitted a surprising range of feet sizes and the 
beautiful clock pattern came to life when the stocking was worn compared to lying flat.

Figure II.6b  Reconstruction of an extant hand-knitted silk stocking conserved at Turku 
Cathedral, Finland. Made by Liisa Kylmänen and dyed with fustic by the ‘Refashioning the 
Renaissance’ project.
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Conclusion

What did we learn from the experiments of making different types of early 
modern hand-knitted stockings? While working with craft experts allowed 
us to gain a profound understanding of the materials, tools, craft skills 
and the value of labour associated with making different stockings, the 
experiments also provided an explanation why the finest knitted stock-
ings, such as the silk stocking from Turku, were still largely beyond the 
means of non-elite families. Their stunning visual look and the sensory 
qualities, together with the materials and the time invested in making 
them, made the stockings knitted from the finest silk an exceptional elite 
product worn mainly by men and women from the nobility or wealthy 
burgher class. Those further down the social scale had to be content with 
ordinary socks or stockings made of waste silk threads or wool, at least 
until machine-knitted stockings made stockings cheaper and more widely 
available.19	

At the same time, as we generated new historical knowledge, this pro-
ject allowed us to explore how to support new, open and socially respon-
sible ways of doing and promoting research. Our experiment offered not 
only us but also the volunteers a chance to learn about history and to 
engage with academic researchers through conversations, trainings and 
workshop sessions. They expressed joy and pride over participating in 
historical research and having their skills recognised and valued. Many 
knitters enjoyed the social and collaborative aspect of the project and one 
even shared how participating in the project gave her solace after a trag-
edy in her family.

By involving craft experts in our research and creating a collaborative 
research framework that was designed to meet both the scientific aims 
and the interest of the volunteers, our project shows how historians can 
connect with new communities in order to find new ways to understand 
historical objects, materials and techniques associated with early modern 
fashion.
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gramme (grant agreement No. 726195). See www.refashioningrenaissance.eu/histori​
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and the many museum and academic collaborators who gave advice and provided 
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experiment in focus iii:  
Stamped mock-velvet doublet 

Sophie Pitman

Introduction

Very few garments survive that represent and fully convey the fashionable 
achievements of Renaissance artisans. Worn in harsh working or living 
conditions, repurposed into new outfits or household rags, and even sold 
to make paper pulp, the vast majority of items of clothing from the past no 
longer survive in material form. Survival bias has privileged the extraordi-
nary and elite above the ordinary and everyday. Yet, it is clear from the visual 
records and archival data of close to a hundred thousand records of artisan 
fashions from sixteenth- and seventeenth century post-mortem invento-
ries from Florence, Siena and Venice, gathered by the ‘Refashioning the 
Renaissance’ project, that ‘middling sorts’ consumed clothing, textiles and 
other household goods in order to participate in fashionable Renaissance 
culture. Could we bring some of this data to life and reconstruct a garment, 
by hand, using historically appropriate raw materials and methods, that 
would represent and spur on further research about artisan fashions?

In order to fill in the gap in the material record, and understand some 
of the garments that were used, owned, and worn by the artisans uncovered 
during archival research, the ‘Refashioning the Renaissance’ project initiated 
a major reconstruction project: the reconstruction of a seventeenth-century 
male doublet from fibre to finished garment (Figure iii.1). Based on rigorous 
archival and visual research, scientific testing and close object analysis, the 
doublet was created in material form by skilled craftspeople and researchers 
using natural and historically appropriate materials, and in the digital realm 
using 3D animation (See Experiment in focus v).1

Our approach was inspired by prior successful reconstructions of early 
modern dress, but these tend to begin from a single rich textual, visual or 
material source that details dress of the elites.2 Given the very different 
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sources available about everyday artisan dress, we were challenged to 
imaginatively combine information spread thinly across a wide range of 
textual, visual and material sources, in order to be able to reconstruct a 
garment that does not exist.

The experiment

Our experiment began by selecting a source from which to begin. We 
searched the inventory database for an artisan who was representative of 
his peers, and whose wardrobe epitomised the fashionable creativity we 
could see quantitatively through our data.3 After considerable discussion, 
we selected one entry, taken from the 1631 inventory of the Florentine 
waterseller Francesco Ristori. Among his family’s wardrobe, totalling 122 
items of clothing and accessories, one garment stood out: a doublet of 
black stamped mockado, described as nasty (Un giubbone d’ mucaiardo 
nero cattivo stampato) (Figure iii.2).4 Doublets, or in Italian giubboni, were 
upper body garments worn by some women and most men across the 
social spectrum. Worn as part of everyday dress, they often showcased 
extraordinary cutting, shaping and decorative techniques. The use of 

Figure III.1  The finished doublet, mounted with sleeves, on display at the Reconstructing 
Everyday Fashion Exhibition at Aalto University, September 2021. 



122	 Innovation and imitation

Figure III.2  The brief description of the black stamped mockado doublet, found in the 
Household Inventory of Francesco Ristori, Archivio di stato, Florence, Magistrato dei pupilli, 
2718, 2, 1631. 

mockado fabric, stamped decorations, and black dye in Ristori’s doublet 
seemed to suggest a particularly artisanal and urban form of Renaissance 
fashionability that has been largely overlooked.

The process of making was inextricably linked to research. We worked 
with a team of makers at the School of Historical Dress in London (hereaf-
ter SHD). The team, led by Jenny Tiramani, comprises skilled hand-makers 
who have closely studied and reconstructed extant garments from the early 
modern period.5 Their knowledge of historically appropriate materials and 
tools made them the ideal collaborators. Each step in the process raised 
new research questions – we constantly referred between archival docu-
ments, visual depictions of watersellers and other artisans, and surviving 
objects in order to select materials, choose decorations and make practical 
decisions. For example, the tailor and cutter Melanie Braun and I exam-
ined many depictions of Italian watersellers and noticed that many of them 
wore collars that fold down and fall open at the neck, and so this informed 
the cut and construction methods used in our doublet (Figure iii.3). Braun 
also took much inspiration from a rare example of a doublet associated 
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with a working artisan. Formerly owned by a mason, its survival is thanks 
to its later use by the Dutch humanist Hugo de Groot as a disguise when 
he fled the Netherlands in 1621 (see Figure 10.3).

The first step in the making process was to commission the woven 
fabrics from a skilled weaver. This launched a major research question: 
what was mockado, and how was it made? Guild records, sample books 
and lexicons suggest that mockado was an imitation fabric, woven with 
supplementary warp loops in the same structure as silk velvet, but using 
a blend of wool, linen, hemp and/or silk.6 In order to get specific infor-
mation about thread count and fibre and dyes, samples of the warp, weft 
and pile warp of a stamped wool velvet were taken from a surviving exam-
ple in the SHD collection, which was examined under microscope and 
using Ultra-High Performance Liquid Chromatography, High Resolution 
Mass Spectrometry and Scanning Electron Microscopy by Cristina Carr 
at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, Art Proaño Gabor at the 
Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam, and Krista Vajanto at Aalto University, Finland. 
From these results, we established that our mockado would be made of a 
linen ground with supplementary wool pile.

To weave the mockado, we first considered the structure. Velvet is 
more commonly woven with silk, and so first we attempted to work with 

Figure III.3  Jacopo del Conte, Il facchino, c. 1580 originally located on Via del Corso, now on 
Via Lata in Rome (since 1872). 
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a silk weaver. However, wool and linen have different properties from 
silk, requiring different hand skills and loom parts. Instead, the wool and 
linen hand-weaver Ruth Gilbert was willing to experiment with her tech-
nique and tools, improvising at her loom, first using plastic straws and 
knitting needles for the rods that create the supplementary pile loops, 
and later sourcing hollow brass rods. This prompted us to wonder about 
how mockado, one of the novel blended fabrics that reshaped the textile 
trade in early modern Europe, was invented: would it have been made by 
wool or linen weavers who learned velvet technique, or was it created by 
silk weavers who experimented with different fibres?7 Without inventory 
information about the lining and structural materials for the doublet, we 
settled on fustian, linen and hemp interlinings, also woven by Gilbert, 
following examples found in early seventeenth-century sleeve linings in 
the SHD collections. Hand-woven linens and naturally dyed changeable 
pink and green silk taffeta were repurposed for interlinings and facings 
(Figure  iii.4). Most fabrics required some level of post-loom treatment, 
which was all done by hand: the fustian was napped with a hand carder, 
and the hemp stabilised with a gum arabic size. Such processes remind us 
that cloth taken from the loom was rarely ready to be used straight away by 

Figure III.4  Samples of mockado, fustian, hemp and linen linings woven by Ruth Gilbert, and 
loop manipulated braids made by Beth Trapnell. These were sent to Melanie Braun, who drafted 
the doublet at The School of Historical Dress, London in 2021.
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a tailor or seamstress, and that many processes and makers were involved 
in transforming natural fibres into fashionable textiles.

We cannot know which dyestuffs were used for Ristori’s black doublet, 
so we used the results of the UHPLC-PDA-HRMS dye analysis of the SHD 
black wool velvet as inspiration for our experiments. As the fabric was 
dyed in one piece (rather than as unwoven threads), we followed the same 
method, sending the woven length to the dyer Karl Robinson. As mockado 
consists of both vegetable and protein fibres, it needed to be dyed in multi-
ple steps, to ensure colour adherence to different materials. The dye anal-
ysis suggested that woad or indigo was used in the first dyebath, and then 
the blue cloth was probably treated with an alum mordant before being 
dipped in a kermes bath. This would likely have dyed the wool, but not the 
hemp or linen ground. The dye analysis suggested that the fabric was dyed 
with black alder and oak gallnuts, a tannin and iron process that would turn 
the vegetable fibre dark black. A final dip in a logwood and potash dyebath 
probably gave the fabric a final deeper black hue. This complex recipe, 
combining more traditional expensive (blue and red dyes), cheap (iron and 
tannins) and state-of-the-art (logwood) methods, shows that early modern 
dyers used all the techniques available to achieve a good black. Due to 
limits in budget and material availability, we could not dye with kermes or 
alder, so Robinson used indigo and cochineal to approximate the first step 
in the process, rendering a beautiful deep blue-black tone, rather than a 
true deep black. Robinson also dyed loop-manipulated braid, made from 
six looped como silk threads by Beth Trapnell, which decorated the seams 
and edges of the doublet (Figure iii.5).

Drawing upon her experience as a trained tailor, and close observa-
tions of many early modern doublets, Melanie Braun cast pattern shapes 
using a compass and yardstick, and proportional measurements. This 
geometrical and mathematical approach meant that the shape of the dou-
blet accounted for the physical body requirements of the model, the histo-
rian Valerio Zanetti, while giving him an elegant and idealised form (see 
Experiment in focus iv). After dyeing, Claire Thornton carefully laid out 
Braun’s paper pattern pieces on the woven mockado, leaving barely any 
offcuts and even overlapping shapes which could be pieced with scraps 
(both an early modern practice of economy and a contemporary necessity 
when we had limited funds to commission mockado) (Figure iii.6). During 
fittings, we discovered an issue with the dyed fabric, which was so fluffy 
and saturated with excess dye that pile and dye were transferring onto the 
hand-made white linen shirt. This problem was overcome by the applica-
tion of silk inkle lace to bind the armhole edges.

The fabric continued to present challenges throughout the construc-
tion process. Underneath the mockado, the doublet is a complex con-
struction of linings and padding made of hemp, wool (woven and roving), 
linen, fustian and synthetic whalebone. Much structure also comes from 
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Figure III.5  The mockado and braids hanging after being dyed by Karl Robinson, 2021. 

v-shaped pad stitching and hand manipulation as the tailor works. Jordan 
Colls, who assembled the doublet, explained that the ‘trickiest and most 
time-consuming’ element of work was responding to the hand-woven fab-
rics, particularly the mockado, which had a very tight weave in certain 
areas.8 It required significant amounts of manipulation and finishing as 
the doublet was assembled; seam allowances were shaved down flat and 
pressed with a hot iron, and the fabric had to be combed and shaved to 
remove felting that had occurred during the dye process and to ensure 
an even appearance. Not only was this slow work, but it was also messy: 
the dye kept transferring on to hands, and a lot of wool dust was created, 
reminding us of the often dirty and dangerous working conditions endured 
by early modern textile workers.

Ristori’s doublet is described as ‘stamped’, which suggests that its dec-
orative pattern was not created during the weaving stage (which required 
significant time and skilled labour), but rather was applied after the fabric 
had been taken from the loom and out of the dye vat. Comparatively 
quick and easy to execute, stamping could be done by hand or using 
a roller press, using metal tools and heat to impress a pattern into pile 
weave. Stamped textiles survive in many museum collections, showing 
that the technique was widely used. The metalworker Dave Budd cast 
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two stamps, one with a double ‘S’ and six-ball flower motif, and the other 
a four-petalled flower, following a surviving stamped crimson velvet in 
the SHD collections. The creation and control of heat is often a challenge 
for historical reconstruction, and in this case, Jordan Colls and Jenny 
Tiramani proceeded with caution to avoid burning the mockado, using an 
electric hotplate to heat the tools. Unfortunately, the pile of the mockado 
was several millimetres higher than the design of the double S stamp, 
and so it simply impressed a rectangle rather than a legible design into 
the fabric. Nevertheless, the flower stamp was successful, and working 
by eye (as many surviving examples seem to suggest), a striking square 
and bar strapwork pattern transformed the mockado into a more three-
dimensional fabric that catches the light (Figure iii.7).

Ristori’s doublet was one part of an outfit and could not have been 
worn alone. Hand-made metal hooks and eyes were sewn in to attach the 
doublet to hose, and eyelets were used for lacing bands at the shoulders so 
that sleeves could be attached to the doublet. A pair of hose, sleeves and 
a shirt were made for this reconstruction, in order that the doublet could 
be worn attached and over the closest garments worn on Ristori’s body, 
and a full outfit (comprising stockings, shoes, a swordbelt and hat) was 
borrowed from SHD for dressing and photography. Only when worn over 

Figure III.6  Claire Thornton cuts out the drafted doublet pieces from the loom width of 
mockado, 2021.



128	 Innovation and imitation

a shirt and attached to sleeves and hose do we get a full sense of the range 
of motion, effect of movement and overall look of the waterseller’s doublet 
(see Figure iv.1). Each time it is worn, we see the stiffness of the garment 
soften with the heat of the body, and the stamped decoration starting to 
wear down in areas where the mockado is rubbed (such as at the sides of 
the body). The doublet, in its material form, is an active object that has 
life in motion and will age, fade and wear with use (although it is stored 
in archival boxes and acid-free tissue paper when it is not being worn or 
on display).

Methodology: the challenges and benefits of imaginative 
reconstruction

This experiment explores how we might reconstruct an object that once 
existed but does not remain in the visual or material record. With limited 
textual record to work with – in this case, only seven words, written by 
an inventory appraiser – the finished reconstruction is an imaginative 
possibility. The doublet was made entirely by hand, from fibre to finished 
garment, by skilled makers using historically appropriate materials. But 
there are limits to its historicity: we had to make compromises when raw 
materials were unavailable or prohibitively expensive, it was made using 

Figure III.7  The striking square and bar strapwork pattern, created at the London School of 
Historical Dress by impressing a hot metal stamp into the pile of the mockado, 2021. 
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electric lights and heating, and many of the makers – while highly skilled – 
were attempting some of these techniques for the very first time. It also 
cost far more than Ristori would have spent on a garment, with most of the 
cost paying for the labour of makers and researchers rather than the raw 
materials, which would have accounted for the bulk of the price of any item 
of clothing in the seventeenth century.

While there is much we can never know about Ristori’s doublet, the 
silences in the archives spurred on research, and encouraged close reading 
of those sources that were available to us. We had to approach the scant 
inventory information inventively. From the very start, questions arose 
that took us in all directions of economic, social, legal and cultural history. 
For example, when thinking about the fashions of the period, we had to 
wonder when the doublet was made. To answer this, we wondered how 
old might Ristori have been when he purchased it. He died in a pandemic 
year, and left behind young children, so he was possibly in his thirties or 
forties. But was his doublet in a ‘nasty’ condition because it was very old, 
or second-hand? Should we make it in a style from a few decades before 
the date of the inventory, or was it something that was more recent but had 
been damaged through repeated daily use and being splashed by water 
while Ristori worked? This got us thinking about the practical and legal 
constraints on a waterseller. What would he have been legally allowed 
to wear? What would have been appropriate workwear? When and why 
would a waterseller want to look fashionable? Such questions led us back 
to archives and libraries to research Ristori’s neighbourhoods, the labour 
and the social standing of watersellers, and to scrutinise other objects in 
his inventory for more clues into the habits and mentalities of a Florentine 
waterseller with a small but carefully chosen wardrobe and household.

Watersellers had an important role in early modern cities, bring-
ing clean drinking water from rivers, fountains and springs to the urban 
population.9 Given that he would have had a highly visible presence on 
the streets, Ristori’s professional reputation would have likely been reli-
ant on his clean and fashionable appearance. In other words, whether 
he wore the doublet for work (unlikely given its materials) or saved it for 
church and festival wear, Ristori’s doublet likely contributed to his social 
and professional standing in Florence. He also seems to have appreciated 
the novel aesthetic and material innovations available in his city, so, while 
Ristori was not a wealthy citizen, he did participate in the middling version 
of late Renaissance Florentine culture. His inventory reveals that he dec-
orated his home with paintings of Florentine belle donna, terracotta busts 
and four angels made of cartapesta (papier-mâché) and owned forks as 
well as knives.10 We will never know the personal or emotional meanings 
embedded in Ristori’s black mockado doublet, or when he might wear it 
rather than one of his other four doublets (made of white leather, Nîmes 
wool, black spun silk and black baize). But the inventory, and the questions 
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and possibilities prompted through this reconstruction, transformed the 
questions we asked of historical sources, as well as informing a material 
reconstruction that gives a physical presence to an object and its owner 
who are otherwise absent from the surviving material record.

Conclusion

The material doublet is an explorative reconstruction informed by rigorous 
archival, visual, material and scientific research. Reconstruction method-
ology raised new research questions and shifted the scholarly focus to 
consider overlooked subjects. It also fostered collaboration with makers, 
scientists, conservators and curators, enabled us to better appreciate the 
skills of makers past and present, and even helped us to revive and reassess 
lost techniques. By giving a material presence to the waterseller’s doublet, 
we can call attention to the fashionable aims and innovative techniques 
used by the artisan classes to participate in Renaissance clothing culture. 
We restore Ristori’s and his fellow artisans’ reputations as discerning 
dressers living, working and shopping in a dynamic urban environment 
in which novel and carefully chosen materials, creative and skilled makers 
and a culture of materially literate consumers generated a lively middling 
material culture of Renaissance fashion.
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Né vera né falsa: non-elite ownership 

of pearls in early modern Italy 

Michele Nicole Robinson

Introduction

In the early weeks of 1638, a melodramatic scene played out in the gar-
dens of Siena’s Ospedale di Santa Maria della Scala. Pasquino Neri, a 
gardener (ortolano) who worked and lived on Ospedale land near the 
gate of Porta Tufi in Siena, had recently died. His widow, Monica, quickly 
remarried. Her new husband, Giovanni, was also an Ospedale gardener, 
and by February of that year the couple were living together in the house 
that Pasquino had rented from his employer and where his possessions 
remained. To ensure these goods were passed on to his underage heirs, 
Pasquino’s adult daughter, Margherita, requested that an inventory be 
drawn up under the care of Siena’s Court of Wards (Curia del Placito).1

The document suggests that Pasquino’s modest house was filled with 
modest things: a ‘nasty’ wooden table, a few ‘nice’ wool garments and 
piles of fibres to be spun into yarn. Pasquino also had a small collection of 
jewellery, which he kept inside a round box. This included two necklaces 
of coral beads and two gold rings with red stones: one with a little horse-
man and another with a fede, or two hands clasping.2 We might expect to 
find this kind of jewellery among a gardener’s humble possessions, and 
authors of costume books describe similar items worn by the wives and 
daughters of men like Pasquino. In his famous costume book, for instance, 
Cesare Vecellio described the young women bringing fruit to market from 
Chioggia, just south of Venice, as wearing strings of coral or round silver 
beads just below a light veil draped around their necks (Figure 4.1).3

But alongside these simple pieces, Neri’s round box also held a dia-
mond ring and a necklace of little rubies, other red stones, gold beads and 
misshapen pearls, with a gold enamelled cross attached to it.4 These pre-
cious materials are unexpected in the inventory of a labourer, and scholars 
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have long considered costly jewellery and especially pearls to have been 
the preserve of the wealthy in early modern Italy. However, Pasquino’s 
necklace of pearls is not unique among Sienese gardeners: Angelo di Giulio 
possessed forty-five misshapen pearls in 1603, and Giovani Cioncolini had 
a ring with a pearl and a necklace of pearls and coral beads in 1649.5 
Beyond Siena, an ortolano nicknamed Bechino from the parish of San Zeno 
in Pisa had ‘a necklace of six strands of pearls with an Agnus Dei’, as well 
as strings of coral, a gold fede and a rosary of incised red bone, in 1614.6

It was not only gardeners who earned pearls in early modern Italy but 
also dyers, laundresses and shoemakers. Among the 448 inventories of 
non-elite homes and workshops in Siena, Florence and Venice gathered 
by the ‘Refashioning the Renaissance’ project and considered here, there 
are over two hundred references to pearls, more than any other gemstone 
or semi-precious material in these documents.7 This chapter draws atten-
tion to the presence of pearls in jewellery boxes belonging to artisans 
and labourers (and on their necks, wrists and fingers, too). It shows how 
and why people without a great deal of wealth were able to obtain pearl 
necklaces, bracelets and rings.

Figure 4.1  Cesare Vecellio, ‘Ortolane’ in Habiti antichi, et moderni di tutto il mondo (Appresso 
i Sessa: Venice, 1598), fol. 118r. Yale University Library, New Haven. 
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This is important because it counters long-held, erroneous assump-
tions about who had access to and possessed pearls in this period. Although 
some scholars have stated outright that artisans and labourers did not own 
pearls, most who study jewellery and accessories ignore those below mer-
chants on the socio-economic ladder.8 This is in part due to the absence of 
evidence around non-elite people’s ownership of pearls (and goods in gen-
eral) in comparison with aristocrats, patricians and merchants; we cannot 
connect extant pieces of jewellery to butchers, shoemakers or dyers, nor 
do we have correspondence about the procurement of gems for gardeners, 
laundresses or innkeepers. But, as this chapter demonstrates, documents 
like household inventories as well as records from auctions, pawnshops 
and goldsmiths’ workshops show that artisans and labourers bought and 
sold pearl jewellery from various sellers at a range of prices.9 Finally, 
sumptuary laws and criminal records indicate that non-elite people did 
not simply lock their pearls away but wore them – sometimes illegally – on 
their bodies. Their desire for pearls was perhaps not so different from that 
of their social betters: to store wealth, demonstrate status (whether finan-
cial, social or marital) and communicate aspects of identity that were 
recognised and expected across society.

Inside the jewellery box

Scholars have long assumed that pearls were unattainable by all but the 
elite of early modern Italy, because of generalisations they have made 
about pearls themselves. Historians of dress and jewellery point to plump, 
round, white pearls represented in portraits of aristocratic women like 
Eleonora di Toledo – Duchess of Florence and first wife of Cosimo I de’ 
Medici – as well as images of unnamed patrician brides (Figure 4.2). This 
ignores the fact that pearls range in shape, size, colour and quality and 
come from different places; they therefore have (and had) varied social and 
monetary values.

Unlike today’s scholars, authors of early modern lapidaries and trea-
tises on the natural world recognised and painstakingly described these 
differences within a sort of pearl hierarchy. The humanist Lodovico Dolce, 
for instance, explained in his Libri tre ne i quali si tratta delle diverse sorti 
delle gemme che produce la Natura (Venice, 1565):

There are two sorts of pearls: one oriental, whose colour is pure white, like 
polished silver, with a shining surface. And this is the most perfect. The other 
sort is Western, which is brought from the English Channel. The colour is 
dulled with certain whiteness and tends to the colour of gold. The Oriental are 
the most perfect of all. And they are large and round.10

Many early modern writers and translators ignored pearls from the 
Americas in their texts, despite the fact that Columbus had encountered 
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them on his third voyage there in 1498.11 The so-called ‘Pearl Coast’ of 
Venezuela and its neighbouring islands supplied and even overwhelmed 
the European market in waves over the sixteenth century, its riches cel-
ebrated in scenes like that depicted by Jacopo Zucchi (Figure 4.3).12 
According to the Flemish physician Anselm de Boodt – writing in 1609 – 
pearls from the Americas were ‘not so commendable as the Orientall 
ones’.13 However, when it came to price, it was not the place of origin but, 
in de Boodt’s words, ‘Their own glory, beauty, and excellencie amount 
their worth … So according to their bigness, weight, roundness, and fair-
nesse, their price is raised, doubled, and trebled.’14 The monetary value of 
a pearl was determined more by its superficial qualities than where it had 
come from. According to Molly Warsh, ‘Oriental’ evolved into a term for 
any pearls that were large, round, and smooth; they did not necessarily 
have to come from the east.15

Given this hierarchy of pearls, it is unsurprising that those at the 
pinnacle – ‘Oriental’ pearls – appear only once in the inventories of non-
elite homes considered here: a Venetian dyer in 1614 was seemingly in 
possession of ‘a string of 39 Oriental pearls that weighs 165 carats’.16 
This entry is unusual not only for its presumed value but also for the level 

Figure 4.2  Studio of Agnolo Bronzino, Eleonora di Toledo, c. 1562–72. Wallace Collection, 
London.
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Figure 4.3  Jacopo Zucchi, The Coral Fishers, 1585. Galleria Borghese, Rome. 

of detail given about the jewellery. Descriptions of pearl items in these 
documents are usually terse: ‘a string of pearls’, ‘a pair of earrings with 
pearls’ or ‘a ring with a pearl’. When documents give supplementary infor-
mation about pearls, it most often relates to their shape and size, not their 
quality. For example, Domenico Gritti, another Venetian dyer, in 1557 had 
a necklace of seed pearls, or perle da onza – so-called because they were 
sold by the ounce rather than being individually priced like larger pearls.17 
These tiny pearls appear regularly in the documents considered here, 
probably because they were relatively inexpensive and, in some cities, 
were permitted by sumptuary laws, as we shall see.

Scaramazze, or misshapen pearls (what we call ‘Baroque’ pearls 
today), also appear frequently in the inventories studied here, especially 
on strings worn around the neck or wrists.18 For example, the inventory 
of the goods of the smith and mason Antonio Marini, drawn up when he 
died in Siena in 1608, shows he owned a necklace with four strands of 
seed pearls as well as a necklace of scaramazze with ten gold beads.19 Like 
seed pearls, scaramazze were generally less desirable than Oriental pearls 
and therefore less costly.20
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That being said, pearls – even those sold by the ounce – were not 
cheap. Domenico Gritti’s necklace of perle da onza was valued in the inven-
tory of his possessions at 4 ducats, the same as an old lady’s gown of crim-
son satin also listed there.21 The dyer had a second string of ninety-four 
pearls, which was worth 15 ducats, the same as a crimson damask gown 
in his possessions.22 He also owned a string of sixty-two pearls worth 120 
ducats, which was worn by his daughter-in-law. This is the most expensive 
single item in his household inventory; the only thing that approaches and 
indeed exceeds the value of the necklace is the rock alum used for fixing 
dye colours in his workshop, which was worth 190 ducats.23 The price of 
this costly necklace would have represented about 240 days of work for 
a Venetian master artisan, suggesting Gritti’s elevated financial status 
(or his level of debt).24 He was not a prince, diplomat or patrician, but he 
owned what would have been considered beautiful and valuable pearls.

Further household inventories demonstrate that other gardeners, 
dyers, smiths and masons owned pearls and pearl jewellery, too. Although 
most items are described in a way that suggests they were simple strings 
of seed or Baroque pearls, various sizes and qualities of pearl could be 
found even within single households. And just as there were different 
kinds of pearls, there were different ways they could be obtained, and for 
a range of prices.

Acquiring pearls

Documents related to goldsmiths’ and jewellers’ shops, auctions and 
pawnshops reveal that they sold a wide variety of pearls. Their customers 
were not necessarily restricted to the social and financial elite but included 
buyers with different needs and budgets. For instance, when a post-mortem 
inventory of the workshop of the Venetian goldsmith Domenico Redolfi 
was taken in June 1629, the most expensive finished piece of jewellery 
listed was a string of forty-seven pearls, weighing 91 carats and worth 350 
ducats. In contrast, a set of forty-two unstrung pearls weighing ninety-two 
carats was worth only 190 ducats.25 Additionally, the goldsmith had one 
pearl which weighed 5 carats and was worth 40 ducats, while another, 
which weighed only slightly less at 4 carats and 3 grains, was worth 60 
ducats.26 There were clearly differences in terms of the appearance, shape 
and quality of all these pearls not mentioned in the written descriptions.27

Redolfi’s workshop also had earrings at a range of prices, including 
a pair made from gold wire and decorated with pearls, valued at 5 lire; 
four pairs with ‘sad little pearls’, worth 155 lire; and a pair with ‘nasty 
Scottish pearls’, worth 70 lire.28 The goldsmith seems to have been able 
to meet demand for both costly and less expensive pearls. But even the 
latter were still pricy: the cheapest piece of pearl jewellery in the shop, 
the pair of earrings worth five lire, would have cost a master artisan in the 
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Venetian building industry in the late 1620s a day and a half’s wages, and 
just over two days’ wages for an unskilled labourer. The least expensive 
pearl necklace in Redolfi’s shop was valued at 25 ducats, or the equivalent 
of around forty-eight days’ work for a master builder and around sixty-five 
for a labourer.29

Buying pearls from goldsmiths and jewellers, therefore, could be 
expensive. But shoppers could also turn to the second-hand market, 
where pearls could be purchased from auctions and pawnshops, which 
served diverse groups of buyers and sellers throughout the northern 
Italian cities.30 In Siena, for example, auctions usually took place in Piazza 
Comunale. It was there that the farrier Mario di Paolo Zani’s goods were 
auctioned off on 12 May 1646 in order to help settle the many debts he 
had left to his underage heirs when he died. Among the jewellery up for 
sale was ‘a necklace of gold beads and little pearls’ purchased by a Jewish 
buyer, Moise di Flaminio Galleni, for 31 lire and 19 soldi, and ‘a string of 
nineteen pearls’ sold to a friar for 51 lire and 19 soldi.31 The latter was one 
of the most expensive lots, and would have represented nearly a month 
and a half’s earnings for a Sienese barber or a notary at the time, or three 
months’ wages for a porter or guard, and just over that for an unskilled 
labourer on a building site.32 But there were also opportunities for poorer 
individuals to buy pearls auctioned off at much low prices: a smith paid 
just 6 lire for a little pearl necklace that was sold as part of a Sienese 
mason’s belongings in 1593.33

In addition to the possessions of private individuals or families, auc-
tions sometimes sold unredeemed pawns on behalf of brokers and lending 
institutions like the monte di pietà. Monti were established in many central 
and northern Italian cities so that people could pledge goods as collateral 
for small emergency and subsistence loans. Borrowers were usually given 
twelve or eighteen months to repay the debt, after which any unredeemed 
goods could be sold at auction.34 Moneylenders also accepted jewellery 
and clothing as pledges, which would be sold if debts were left unpaid.35 
Records show that artisans both pledged and purchased pearl jewellery 
this way.

In Florence, for instance, Antonio Masini and Domenico Bonini oper-
ated The Little Crown (la Coroncina) as both a tavern and a pawnshop. The 
inventory drawn up when Bonini died in 1644 reveals that nearly all the 
pawned items were jewellery or other objects that had been worked by a 
gold- or silversmith. Most had been deposited by local people well known 
to the proprietors. A kitchen servant at the tavern had pledged a pair of 
gold earrings with pearls for 2 soldi.36 There were pawns of necklaces, 
rings and earrings by ‘a member of the household’, an apprentice at the 
tavern and the Bonini family’s laundress. Even Bonini himself, according 
to his business partner Masini, had pawned a gold fede ring ‘that had been 
kept on his finger’ for 7 soldi.37 Jewellery had also been pledged by a silk 
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weaver, an apothecary and one Baldassare, ‘servant to the Princess of 
Massa’. The proprietors of The Little Crown offered small loans to people 
from a range of backgrounds. These individuals, from kitchen servants to 
apothecaries, pledged jewellery – which sometimes featured pearls – to 
secure their loans. If these were not repaid, the jewellery would be sold, 
and certainly at a lower price than it would cost to buy new from a gold-
smith or jeweller.

However, the inventories of goldsmiths’ and jewellers’ shops indicate 
that in some cases they loaned money against pawned jewellery and gems 
as well and sold them off if their owners were unable to make their repay-
ments on time. The Venetian goldsmith Antonio Albrici, for example, was 
in possession of several pawned items when he died in 1644. They were 
kept in separate boxes and envelopes, many of which were labelled with 
information about the object inside, its value and its owner. His inventory 
lists ‘a little string of seed pearls in a paper with a note that says “pledged 
for 5 lire”’, although in this case their owner’s name is unfortunately not 
stated.38 People also left goods with Albrici as collateral for purchases 
of jewellery on credit, like the carpenter named Gasparo who pledged a 
silver spoon and fork, plus a ring set with a turquoise stone, in return for 
a plain ring worth 23 lire, according to the receipt kept with the deposited 
items.39

Records like these demonstrate that there were numerous means by 
which people from across the social spectrum could obtain pearls and 
other kinds of jewellery at a range of prices. The many and varied oppor-
tunities to both buy and sell pearls enabled more than just the wealthy to 
own them, though they were not cheap. Pearls represented a considerable 
investment, but one that held its value and could be sold, pawned or traded 
in times of financial need.

The social significance of pearls

Like other gems and precious materials, pearls clearly functioned as stores 
of wealth for early modern shoppers; however, they were also desirable 
for their symbolic and social value. In particular, they have long been 
associated with marriage, often appearing in written descriptions of wed-
ding gifts and adorning brides in fifteenth- and sixteenth-century wedding 
portraits. Many of these images depict or relate to members of wealthy 
and powerful families, thereby furthering the traditional assumption that 
pearls were the reserve of the elite.40

Pearls were beautiful and emphasised the beauty of the bride, but 
they had symbolic meaning as well. In the early modern period, the colour 
white was associated with virtue and with cleanliness of body and spirit, 
and pearls in particular were considered a sign of purity.41 They were 
also emblems of chastity, due not only to their colour but also to the way 
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that they were believed to form: oysters rose to the water’s surface to sip 
celestial dew, through which they conceived a pearl. The purity of the dew, 
the clemency of the weather and the length of gestation were all thought 
to determine the quality of the pearl, which the oyster would protect by 
biting off any fingers or hands inserted into their shells.42 These beliefs are 
recorded as far back as Pliny’s Natural History and survived well into the 
seventeenth century.43

The idea that oysters were impregnated by the heavens with some-
thing pure was easy to connect with Christian beliefs around the Virgin 
Mary’s immaculate conception. The molluscs’ purported chastity was also 
appealing to early modern writers. Purity before and chastity during mar-
riage were considered important virtues for brides, which the wearing 
of pearls both signified and reinforced. According to Cleandro Arnobio, 
a Venetian trader and the author of Il tesoro delle gioie (Venice, 1602), a 
pearl ‘renders chaste whoever wears it’.44

This symbolism, along with the status of pearls as luxury items, is 
perhaps why they were a key focus of sumptuary laws in most north 
Italian cities in the early modern period. In fact, many of these laws started 
with a blanket ban on the wearing of ‘pearls of any sort, real or false’ by 
anyone except, usually, women of the highest rank.45 This is perhaps why 
scholars often assume that people from the lower social orders were not 
legally allowed to own or wear pearls. But closer examination of these laws 
reveals that pearls were in fact permitted to the wives of artisans on certain 
stringently defined occasions. Combined with the establishment of distinc-
tions based on different categories of pearls – much like those made by the 
authors of the lapidaries discussed earlier – it appears that such legislation 
was more flexible than has generally been understood.

The city of Siena, for instance, took a nuanced approach to controlling 
the use of pearls. Law-makers recognised that there were different types, 
of differing worth, and used these criteria – which shifted over time in 
response to trends in consumption – to determine who could wear them. 
In the sumptuary laws of 1576, men and women of Siena’s lower social 
orders were allowed to wear only one pearl – real or false – on a single 
finger ring worth not more than 100 scudi.46 However, over time, the 
restrictions around pearls relaxed, so that in the laws of 1594:

Any sort of person of any age, grade, state, condition … is prohibited from 
wearing as ornament at home or in the city of Siena or in the state any sort of 
pearls, real or false, except the little ones, which are at least 300 [pearls] per 
ounce.47

These tiny pearls were allowed only as a single string about the neck, 
‘and not in the form of a necklace of six or eight strands, in Agnus Deis, 
in earrings or headdresses’, and were permitted to be worn by ‘any sort 
of person’ except sex workers and children under seven, for whom pearls 
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were expressly forbidden.48 Notably, such strings of tiny pearls are fre-
quently mentioned in non-elite inventories, as touched on earlier.

In 1599, the regulations shifted again to allow women from Siena’s 
ruling families (the Riseduti) to wear one string of pearls ‘at their pleasure’, 
while other women were limited to seed pearls sold by the ounce (minute 
a oncia). By the end of the sixteenth century, therefore, it was not simply 
the right to wear pearls that distinguished women from different social 
orders but their number, size and weight. The distinction between the 
seed pearls allowed to lower-ranking women and the larger pearls permit-
ted to elite women would have been obvious, enabling onlookers to distin-
guish between women of high and low status at a glance. Inferior pearls 
were deemed appropriate for socially inferior people perhaps because 
they were cheaper or less beautiful, or both. Twenty years later, however, 
the Sienese laws relaxed further, so that all married women except sex 
workers were also allowed to wear larger pearls weighing up to 2 carats 
each.

In Venice, as in most other northern Italian cities, sumptuary legisla-
tion relating to pearls was more closely tied to socio-economic status than 
it was in Siena. Once again, though, there were usually exceptions. For 
instance, a special decree issued in Venice on 8 July 1599 forbade all but 
the dogaressa, her daughters and daughters-in-law who lived in the ducal 
palace from wearing pearls. There was an important concession, however: 
‘any woman, whether of noble birth or a simple citizen’ was allowed to 
wear pearls for ‘fifteen years from the day of her first marriage’. After that, 
‘this string or any other kind of pearls or anything which imitates pearls’ 
was no longer permitted.49

In 1609, this grace period was reduced to ten years, because ‘the 
desired end has not been attained, and the extravagance has continued 
up to the present time and still continues with the gravest injury to private 
persons’.50 And, in the decree of 1619, sex workers were also allowed 
to wear pearls, which further reduced the visual distinctions between 
Venetian women of different social orders, as highlighted by Giacomo 
Franco, an engraver and publisher, among others. As Franco’s costume 
book Habiti delle donne venetiane (Venice, 1610) explained: ‘In Venice, 
we find four qualities of women who dress almost in the same way. The 
only difference is how much jewellery they wear.’51 There were the city’s 
noblewomen, who surpassed all the others with the great price of their 
pearls; the cittadine, who bedecked themselves as if they were gentle-
women, and the merchants’ wives, who appeared little inferior; and the 
wives of artisans, who possessed such ‘lovely necklaces of pearls and other 
jewels’ that they appeared to ‘adorn themselves like wealthy foreign gen-
tlewomen’ (Figure 4.4).52 Although Franco’s description cannot necessar-
ily be taken as fact, the archival evidence discussed earlier in this chapter 
shows that the jewellery boxes of Venetian artisans certainly did contain 
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‘lovely necklaces of pearls’, which could legally be worn by their wives for 
at least ten years from their wedding day.

In Florence, recently married women from the lower social orders 
were also permitted to wear pearls. Although the sumptuary laws of 1638 
prohibited ‘any woman of any state, grade or condition to use pearls [or] 

Figure 4.4  Giacomo Franco, Untitled engraving from Habiti delle donne venetiane intagliate in 
rame nuovamente (Venice, c. 1591–1610). Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.
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jewels of any sort, real or false’, there were exceptions for ‘maidens of any 
condition’ who were entitled to trinkets of ‘lapis lazuli, agate, coral and 
other similar things’.53 Married women – prior to the sixth anniversary of 
their ‘ring day’ – could wear ‘a pearl necklace of a value up to 1,000 scudi, 
plus a pair of earrings and a pair of bracelets of pearl or other good gems 
which do not exceed the total value of 200 scudi’.54 After this period was 
over, matrons were permitted ‘a necklace of any real gems, but not false, 
a pair of bracelets and a pair of similar earrings, as long as the value of all 
three of the aforesaid does not surpass 100 scudi’.55 These concessions 
do not appear to have differentiated between women married to nobles, 
citizens or artisans: it was marital status not social rank that made pearls 
licit for most women in Florence. Indeed, to all intents and purposes, the 
wearing of pearls by a Florentine woman could safely have been taken as 
a sign that she was married.

Although this was the case in Florence itself, matters were different 
when it came to the surrounding Tuscan countryside. According to the 
laws of 1638, peasant women (contadine) were

prohibited from wearing pearls and other gems, real or false, also gold and 
silver, real or false, and silk fabrics, except for their aprons, belts for cinching 
and hat linings. But they are permitted, at the neck, one string of beads of 
silver, coral or other [material] which does not exceed the value of 4 scudi, and 
two rings which do not exceed the value of 3 scudi between them.56

Peasant women, however, did not necessarily comply with the letter of 
the law (compare Chapter 9). The records of the birri – the officials who 
patrolled the streets of Florence enforcing sumptuary regulations – reveal 
many instances of contadine, and indeed women of other ranks, wearing 
forbidden clothing and jewellery.57 On 25 September 1639, Costanza, the 
wife of an ortolano, was spotted in Via Vacchereccia wearing ‘a necklace of 
beads and pearls and attached to it a little gold cross with pendant pearls 
as well as three gold rings with different stones’.58 According to the birri, 
these items – including the pearls – were forbidden because Costanza’s 
husband was a manual labourer (manovale) who ‘worked the earth’.59

Similarly, the laws banning imitation pearls and gems were also rou-
tinely disobeyed (for imitation pearls, see Experiment in focus VI). A com-
plaint filed against the unnamed wife of a Florentine shoemaker who 
lived in Via de’ Pescioni reported that she was seen on the morning of 
27 February 1639 passing the Church of San Michelino degli Antinori 
wearing ‘a necklace of black beads and Venetian false pearls’, along with 
other forbidden items.60 Whether or not the shoemaker’s wife was within 
the first six years of her marriage, according to the most recent sumptuary 
laws it was forbidden to wear such pearls because they were false.61

Although the sumptuary laws of northern Italian cities in this period 
sought to control the wearing of pearls and often started with a blanket 
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ban on their use, close examination shows that there were opportunities 
for women from the lower social orders to wear pearls legally. The rela-
tively lenient laws regarding the consumption of pearls in Siena perhaps 
explain, at least in part, why there are substantially more instances of their 
ownership here than Florence or even Venice in the ‘Refashioning the 
Renaissance’ database. But the various types of pearls, and their range of 
prices, meant that they could be obtained by families that were not par-
ticularly wealthy. Pearls were closely associated with purity, chastity and 
marriage – as well as social and financial status – so it is unsurprising that 
the wives and daughters of labourers, craftspeople, shopkeepers and other 
artisans wanted to – and did – wear them.

Conclusion

Owning and wearing pearls was a sign of economic, social and marital 
status in early modern Italy. Unsurprisingly, the largest, plumpest and 
roundest pearls were the preserve of the elite; they were rare, costly and 
often forbidden to most. But there were also other, less coveted types 
of pearls that were available at lower prices for buyers without substan-
tial resources. And these could be purchased from jewellers, goldsmiths, 
pawnshops and auctions, making pearls more widely accessible than 
scholars have previously acknowledged.

As this chapter has shown, when we take the time and care to examine 
the jewellery boxes, cupboards and shelves inside the homes and shops 
of non-elite people, it quickly becomes apparent that they did not lead 
the dirty, drab and depressing lives often attributed to them by scholars. 
The wives of gardeners flaunted their pearls in the city streets, kitchen 
workers traded pearls for small loans and farriers had pearls auctioned 
to pay off debts. Indeed, as the ‘Refashioning the Renaissance’ project 
shows, non-elite people were keen to participate in both fashion trends 
and longer-held customs to construct and demonstrate their social, finan-
cial and marital identities. They at once sought to belong to and stand out 
in the groups of which they were a part, and pearl jewellery was just one 
way of achieving this.
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Adorning the everyday: male artisan jewellery 

in early modern England 

Natasha Awais-Dean

Introduction

Hanging in the galleries of the Victoria and Albert Museum in London 
is an oil painting by the nineteenth-century artist Charles Robert Leslie, 
who was known for the accurate renderings of dress in his works refer-
encing historical literary subjects.1 Titled merely Autolycus,2 it presents 
a romanticised vision of the ‘rogue’ and pedlar of that name in William 
Shakespeare’s late romance The Winter’s Tale.3 As Autolycus makes his 
entrance on stage, he advertises the wares he has for sale in a song:

Lawn as white as driven snow;
Cyprus black as e’er was crow;
Gloves as sweet as damask roses;
Masks for faces and for noses;
Bugle-bracelet, necklace-amber,
Perfume for a lady’s chamber;
Golden quoifs and stomachers,
For my lads to give their dears;
Pins and poking-sticks4 of steel,
What maids lack from head to heel:
Come buy of me, come; come buy, come buy;
Buy, lads, or else your lasses cry: Come buy.5

Leslie’s Autolycus occupies the centre of the canvas, his travelling case 
hanging at his neck and opened wide to prominently display his goods to 
the single male and four female inhabitants of the countryside who hover 
around him, intrigued by what he has to offer.

Literary depictions of this early modern wandering seller appear else-
where as we see in John Heywood’s mid-sixteenth-century work, A Play 
Called the Four PP. Heywood introduces the figure of the Pedlar in an 



152	 Adornment and display

exchange with the character of the Apothecary, who asks what the former 
carries. The Pedlar replies that ‘euery pedler / In euery tryfull must be 
a medler’, alluding to his vital role in allowing rural men and women to 
purchase contemporary fashionable items.6 Among the gloves, purses, 
combs, ribbons and knives that Heywood’s Pedlar offers, he also hawks 
various items which we can classify as jewellery, as they added embellish-
ment or decoration to dress or the body: ‘Pomanders, hooks, and lasses 
knotted / Broches, rynges, and all maner bedes’.7 That the itinerant Pedlar 
saw fit to stock jewels among his other wares suggests that he would have 
found willing buyers among lower-class consumers, particularly those 
unable to access larger, urban centres in England. This chapter explores 
the ownership and wearing of jewellery by men of the artisanal classes 
within early modern England.8 The male focus is a deliberate riposte to 
the way that traditional scholarship’s concentration on women’s jewellery 
has suggested that this was a female preoccupation. As I have discussed 
elsewhere, jewellery mattered to men from a range of social classes, all of 
whom ‘had the power, money, networks and status to commission, wear, 
give and bequeath jewels’.9

Accessing jewels: people and spaces

As Autolycus’s song and the speech of Heywood’s Pedlar suggest, featured 
among the wares of pedlars were often ones designed for the body, as 
well as ornamenting it. While it is unlikely that a pedlar would be selling 
very expensive goods, such as gem-set jewellery, that does not neces-
sarily mean what he offered was of inferior quality. The account book 
of William Wray, a farmer, draper and haberdasher who kept a shop in 
Ripon, Yorkshire, contains a series of entries in April 1581 recording the 
sale of various goods – from pepper and saffron to linen cloth and Norwich 
points (i.e. the tags for laces) – to Thomas Marshall, whom Wray describes 
as a ‘petty chapman’.10 It is likely that Marshall then sold these goods as 
he travelled, thereby facilitating access among those who were removed 
from the wealthy towns and cities of England. While this account provides 
little evidence of jewellery being purchased by Marshall, what this record 
does tell us is that the goods offered by pedlars could originate from more 
established, fixed and legitimate sites of commerce.

In her work Artisans, Objects and Everyday Life in Renaissance Italy 
(2020), Paula Hohti commented on the increased presence of pedlars in 
urban centres and rural areas across Europe in the later sixteenth century, 
noting that ‘all kinds of inexpensive smaller items … could also be pur-
chased from itinerant pedlars’. Hohti observes that, through a combination 
of low prices and the availability of a wide range of goods, pedlars were 
able to provide ‘lower-class consumers in particular with easier access to 
affordable luxuries’.11 We see some of what a pedlar might have hawked 
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in one of Jost Amman’s woodcuts for Hartmann Schopper’s Book of Trades 
(1568) (Figure 5.1, see also 2.3). Although a German example, as we might 
expect, the pedlar appears in a rural setting, holding a tray that displays 
various goods, from playing cards and gloves to rosary beads, while in his 
right hand he holds a mirror, a case with utensils and another string of 
beads.

In choosing to embody the complexities of the character of Autolycus 
within the figure of the pedlar, Shakespeare reflected a real contemporary 
concern (among other) over these itinerant sellers: their mobile nature 
and the range of wares they sold meant they operated outside the tradi-
tional guild system, making them difficult to regulate.12 Nevertheless, their 
ability to access customers beyond the reach of fixed-site retailers – ‘At 
wakes and wassails, meetings, markets, fairs’, as Shakespeare put it – 
fulfilled a valuable role in bringing the latest fashions to those who lived 
outside urban centres.13 That the pedlar was a controversial figure in the 

Figure 5.1  Woodcut book illustration of a pedlar from Jost Amman, Panoplia omnium 
illiberalium mechanicarum … (Book of Trades), Frankfurt am Main, 1568. British Museum, 
London, 1904, 0206.103.33.
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early modern period is undeniable. For fixed-site retailers, whose activi-
ties were governed by the various trade guilds operating within England, 
pedlars were a threat to their business and so they were strongly opposed 
to any attempts to license (and therefore legitimise) them. An Elizabethan 
statute from 1597 classified pedlars and petty chapmen alongside rogues, 
vagabonds and beggars, who should be whipped ‘until his or her body be 
bloudye’ and then forced to return to their place of origin.14 Yet in 1618, 
James I passed a royal proclamation allowing pedlars and petty chapmen 
to continue trading in recognition of the benefits such ‘industrious and 
well-disposed’ sellers brought to ‘our loving subjects dwelling remote 
from Cities and Market Townes’.15 However, this licence was revoked only 
three years later, in 1621, suggesting that pedlars were still considered a 
threat to guild-regulated trade.16

Concerns over pedlars continued to abound throughout the 
seventeenth  century. In 1691, seven years before they were eventually 
fully licensed to trade by an Act of Parliament in 1698,17 a proclamation 
was printed and posted at the Three Pigeons on Cornhill, in the City of 
London, refuting any arguments in favour of allowing pedlars to operate.18 
Among the anxieties evident within the pamphlet are the notions that ped-
lars subverted the guild system of training and regulation and undermined 
long-established retail networks, similar concerns to those that were prev-
alent in the preceding century. The activity of pedlars, the anonymous 
author argued:

hinders and spoyls all ordinary and common Fairs, and impoverishes and 
ruins all the Markets, and consequently all the Market-Towns in England, 
by taking away from thence the substantial part of Trade, and preventing 
recourse of People thither, and by turning the Trade out of the right Channel 
(where apprenticeships have been served).

The paper also accused pedlars of exploiting their mobility to deal in and 
distribute ‘Stolen, Smugled, and Prohibited Goods, such as Linnens, Silks 
and Spices of all sorts, Tobacco, Brandy, Tea, Coffee, Chocolate; and also 
French Goods’. Taking into consideration the range of wares offered by 
pedlars, it is clear that jewellery was not merely a concern of the elite and 
cheaper goods were available, allowing less wealthy citizens to participate 
in contemporary fashions and own highly personal jewels.

Another perspective on the extent to which men (and women) from 
the lower classes had access to jewellery is provided by exploring fur-
ther other spaces from where they could purchase these goods. We have 
already seen how they might have been able to obtain them from itinerant 
sellers, but fairs and markets were also important retail settings in early 
modern England, especially for individuals who normally lived some dis-
tance from towns and cities. Each year in the second half of the sixteenth 
century, there were more than eight hundred individual fairs in England.19 



	 Adorning the everyday	 155

Their scale and importance were remarked upon by the historian and 
topographer William Harrison (1535–93) in his panoramic Description of 
England (1577):

There are (as I take it) few great towns in England that have not their weekly 
markets, one or more granted from the prince, in which all manner of provi-
sion for household is to be bought and sold for ease and benefit of the country 
round about … as there are no great towns without one weekly market at the 
least, so there are very few of them that have not one or two fairs or more 
within the compass of the year.20

That jewellery was commonly bought and sold at fairs and markets is clear 
from the records of the Court of Wardens of the Worshipful Company 
of Goldsmiths in London. The wardens were responsible for regulating 
the craft of goldsmithing, thereby maintaining its legitimacy throughout 
England. As early as the fourteenth century, provincial craftsmen were 
required to attend Goldsmiths’ Hall in London so that they could familiar-
ise themselves with the guild’s hallmarks, while officials from the metrop-
olis visited provincial shops and fairs in order to inspect and assay wares, 
ensuring that the silver and gold adhered to the prescribed standards of 
purity.21 The Court of Wardens imposed fines on those sellers whose goods 
failed the guild’s inspection, with the minutes of its proceedings record-
ing the nature of the infraction and the resulting punishment, thereby 
enabling us to gain some sense of the extent to which customers might 
be tricked with substandard goods.22 Thus, for example, at Our Lady’s 
Fair in Southwark in 1568, an individual referred to as a pilgrim named 
Arnold was fined 2 s as a consequence of the impurity of the silver in 
eighteen gilt rings.23 And the following year, at the fairs held in Bury in 
Lancashire, Harleston in Norfolk and Woodbridge in Suffolk, there were 
widespread attempts to foist inferior ‘claspes without hooke, claspes for 
cloke, earepykers, pynnes, whistells, paire of gyltehooke, and paire of eyes 
and claspes’ on unsuspecting shoppers.24 The court’s records are full of 
references to small-scale and inexpensive dress accessories and jewellery, 
suggesting that fairs and markets were popular and legitimate places for 
citizens of the lower and middling classes to purchase such items of gold-
smiths’ work, despite the occurrence of illegitimate practices.

Shifting perceptions of the ownership of jewels through material 
evidence

Our perceptions of who owned and wore items of jewellery have been 
skewed by the sources that conventionally have been considered, whether 
material, visual or archival. However, in recent years, there has been a 
shift in our understanding of the material culture of those living beyond 
what we might view as the more elite centres of the court and urban 
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spaces. In his seminal work The Dress of the People (2007), John Styles 
explored the idea that participating in new fashions of dress was not lim-
ited to elite society in eighteenth-century England, allowing us to refocus 
our view on the consumption habits of those from the lower classes, 
whom we might deem ordinary people. Paula Hohti’s most recent work 
reflects on this idea of non-elite fashions, with its investigation of the 
material culture of those of lower social standing in Renaissance Italy. 
Hohti defines the artisanal class as those who had an economic and 
social position between that of professionals, such as merchants or nota-
ries, and workmen. She notes that artisans are what we would consider 
craftspeople, shopkeepers and local tradespeople with small commercial 
outlets.25 Similarly then, when examining the wearing and ownership of 
jewellery in the early modern period, it is now possible to shift our per-
spective away from the higher levels of society in order to gain a broader 
understanding of male artisans’ ownership of jewellery in early modern 
England.

It is true that the material evidence – the jewels themselves – seems 
to favour the survival of the sorts of high-status pieces we commonly see 
in museum displays. Though in spite of the high material worth of such 
jewels, these, and items of jewellery across all levels of society were often 
imbued with layered narratives that gave them intangible emotional value. 
Even those pieces of seemingly lesser worth, such as a simple silver-gilt 
clasp, were made from materials with an intrinsic fiscal worth, no matter 
how small. This is important to remember when we consider evidence for 
artisan ownership, with the ability to bequeath a jewel indicating relatively 
stable wealth, but conversely the paucity of surviving examples suggests 
that such items may have needed to be pawned or sold.

Nowhere is this monetary value of jewellery more obvious than in the 
use of gold chains as payment for mariners, revealing that, at the most 
fundamental level, jewellery often remained nothing more than a weara-
ble and portable store of wealth. An evocative narrative letter sent to the 
Spanish king by Francisco de Cuéllar, a captain shipwrecked off the Irish 
coast during the failed 1588 Spanish Armada campaign, explains how he 
was stripped of his clothes to reveal a gold chain hanging at his neck. The 
chain, he writes, was ‘worth more than a thousand reals’, adding that ‘I was 
only a poor soldier and this money was what I had earned on board ship’.26 
Gold chains recovered from the 1622 wreck of the Spanish guard ship, the 
Nuestra Señora de Atocha, personal possessions of the forty-eight male 
passengers or the 220 crew members, provide another case in point.27 The 
weight of the links corresponded with the contemporary Spanish escudo 
coin, and the malleability of the gold made removing them from the chain 
simple, suggesting that these items of jewellery were considered a form 
of currency. This is perhaps not altogether surprising given that ships 
journeying between the New World and Europe were subject to looting by 
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Dutch and English privateers, and a gold chain could be concealed about 
the body more easily than a purse full of coins.

As styles changed, jewels were broken up in order to be refashioned 
and updated. Sixteenth-century jewels were particularly susceptible to 
this fate, as the seventeenth century brought with it a shift in aesthetics 
away from favouring the figurative art of the goldsmith and enameller and 
towards a preference for an abundance of gemstones.28 So those jewels 
that have been preserved are remarkable survivals and probably remained 
intact precisely because of their significance to their multiple owners. The 
four ‘Hunsdon jewels’, given by Elizabeth I to her cousin Henry Carey, first 
Baron Hunsdon (1526–96), illustrate this. Comprising an enamelled gold 
ship pendant, a rock-crystal bracelet, an onyx cameo and a tiny enamel 
and gold girdle prayer-book, they have survived because of their asso-
ciation with the queen.29 That is not to say that jewels owned by the less 
wealthy meant less to them, but the financial value of a single silver clasp 
would have represented a greater proportion of their wealth, so a jewel 
such as this was more susceptible to destruction, thereby allowing an 
owner to benefit from the intrinsic value of the raw material.

Equally, the survival of jewels can equally be the result of chance, 
as is certainly the case with the cache of late sixteenth- and early 
seventeenth-century jewels and loose gemstones that form part of the 
‘Cheapside Hoard’. These items are believed to have been part of the 
stock-in-trade of an as yet unidentified Jacobean goldsmith. Deliberately 
hidden sometime after 1640 or 1641 likely as a result of the outbreak of 
Civil War, the hoard was discovered only in 1912 by workmen excavating 
a site on Cheapside in London.30

However, it is chance survivals of another nature that have improved 
our understanding of the ownership and use of jewellery by men and 
women from across the entire social spectrum. Since the implementation 
in England, Wales and Northern Ireland of the Treasure Act in September 
1997, all finds of objects with at least 10 per cent gold or silver content 
that are more than three hundred years old must be legally reported to the 
district Coroner via a local Finds Liaison Officer. The discovery of objects 
whose value is solely archaeological is subject to voluntary registration 
with the Portable Antiquities Scheme (PAS) administered under the aegis 
of the British Museum.31 The publicly accessible PAS database of finds has 
transformed the scholarly narrative so that we no longer perceive jewels as 
the preserve of the social elite. Because the majority of the early modern 
pieces of jewellery recorded in it are not Treasure, it is likely that they were 
once owned by members of the middling and lower levels of society. The 
range of items – all presumably lost by their owners, on the basis of how 
they were discovered in the ground – has broadened our understanding 
of the prevalence of jewels, and their different types, among non-elite 
English men and women.32
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As well as demonstrating that early modern individuals from all walks 
of life owned and wore jewellery, the PAS database also reveals the affin-
ities these objects share with those valuable enough to be classified as 
Treasure. Take, for example, a ring found in Oxfordshire in December 
2018 (Figure 5.2).33 Thought to date from some time in the early modern 
period (between 1450 and 1700), it is made of copper-alloy and clear 
traces of gilding remain to its surface. Its oval-shaped bezel, the shoulders 
of which taper to a narrow hoop, was designed as the setting for some now-
lost decoration, such as a stone. It is not hard to imagine that, when gilded 
and with a cheap coloured stone or paste in place, the ring would have 
appeared very similar to a gold ring set with a precious or semi-precious 
stone. A bezel and remnants of the hoop of another copper-alloy ring, 
probably dating from the sixteenth century, were found in Pembrokeshire 
in 2003.34 The bezel takes the form of a heart, from the top of which sprout 
two flowers, which are surmounted by a crown. The heart is held between 
two hands, each with cuffs, which form the shoulders of the missing 
hoop. There is significant gilding or silvering of the surface, again inviting 
comparisons with higher-value gold or silver pieces of similar design. It 
seems likely that a ring with this iconography would have been a token of 
love or affection, possibly in the context of a betrothal or marriage. Such 
base-metal rings would have enabled those of particularly limited means 
to adorn themselves fashionably at least in some small way.

Figure 5.2  Cast copper-alloy finger ring with gilding, England, c. 1450–1700, found in Merton, 
Oxfordshire, England. Portable Antiquities Scheme NMS-88E563. 
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The definition of jewellery in the early modern period encompasses 
items that we might now regard as dress embellishments, such as but-
tons. Although buttons are ostensibly functional objects used to fasten the 
fabric of clothing together, the manner in which they were often decorated 
and the materials from which they were made in the early modern period 
suggest that they should be regarded as forms of jewellery. There is clear 
evidence for this in the PAS database of finds. Although the gold buttons 
recorded there are not numerous, they all bear decorative features of vary-
ing types.35 Silver buttons are far more common, and the majority of these 
are engraved or stamped with decorative features.36 One popular style 
features a heart and crown motif commonly associated with the marriage 
of Charles II and Catherine of Braganza in 1662. There are variations in 
the design, including one with two hearts beneath a crown, and one with 
a flaming heart pierced by two crossed arrows.37 While silver versions of 
these buttons – some of which were gilded – were probably worn by men 
of the middling sort among whom we might count male artisans, there 
are also examples made from copper-alloy and other base metals such 
as a seventeenth-century disk (presumed to be a sleeve button) found at 
Cundall with Leckby in North Yorkshire. This has stamped decoration of 
two hearts conjoined beneath a crown.38 These base-metal objects were 
almost certainly worn by men of more limited means, providing evidence 
both for their participation in fashion and for the sharing of fashionable 
jewellery designs across the social spectrum.39

Much the same can be seen with a particular type of jewellery, which 
was worn exclusively by men in the sixteenth century – the hat ornament. 
The fashion spread north from the Italian peninsula from military origins 
to a more secular context across Europe to England. Portraits of elite 
European men with these large, brooch-like, often iconographic jewels 
abound, with Tudor men more accustomed to being depicted with jewels 
that are not emblematic in nature.40 Nevertheless, the fashion for substan-
tial jewels on the cap remained popular in sixteenth-century England, with 
a preparatory drawing by Hans Holbein of William Parr suggesting that 
emblematic hat ornaments were adopted by Tudor men.41 Earlier scholar-
ship has proposed that these were often worn as a mark of distinction by 
the elite, noting specifically that ‘a man of standing might wear a badge on 
his hat or cap as a status symbol’.42 However, there is strong material evi-
dence that these adornments were popular among men across the social 
spectrum, with even those of lesser means participating in the fashion, 
though documentary evidence for such use in England is limited.

A discrete group of copper-alloy roundels, termed ‘plaquettes’,43 was 
donated to the British Museum in 1915.44 Those that we can safely identify 
as hat ornaments are circular in form and have holes pierced at their edges 
to enable them to be sewn on to a cap. They resemble in style and form 
the gold and enamelled versions that were evidently in fashion among the 
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wealthy. Indeed, the remnants of gilding on most of them, and the pres-
ence of enamelling on one in particular, indicate that they may well have 
been intended to echo costlier examples (Figure 5.3). The same can also 
be assumed from the way that the decorative schemes on the plaquettes 
are derived from classical iconography, the particular choice of subject 
matter no doubt fulfilling some emblematic function.

These ornaments were not only produced from cheaper materials but 
were also manufactured using a more economical process. Instead of 
being unique commissions, often embossed and chased, they were cast 
in one piece, allowing multiple copies to be produced at relatively low 
cost once the mould had been made. This method enabled men of lower 
economic standing to participate also in the trend for emblematic hat orna-
ments as a mark of distinction. Indeed, the speed with which the fashion 
took off, along with its geographical spread and its century-long duration, 
suggest that artisanal engagement with it was to a significant degree inde-
pendent of elite involvement.45

Using documentary sources to understand artisanal engagement 
with jewels

One disadvantage that finds of Treasure and the objects recorded by the 
Portable Antiquities Scheme share with much early modern material evi-
dence is that they are often impossible to connect with their original 

Figure 5.3  Embossed bronze hat ornament with traces of gilding and remains of green, red 
and blue enamel depicting a scene from the tale of Pyramus and Thisbe, which is enclosed within 
a garlanded border, sixteenth century. Diameter 5 cm, weight 23 g. British Museum, London, 
1915,1216.133.
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owners.46 Instead, to gain a real insight into the ownership of jewellery 
by men from the lower and middling classes, it is necessary to resort to 
documentary evidence, and especially to that provided by wills and inven-
tories. For the following discussion, I have relied on two published sets of 
probate inventories from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries for men 
we might deem artisans (from Ipswich and Bristol), and a published series 
of wills of men from London, with artisans numbering among them. A sin-
gular will from Lincolnshire is also examined, for the richness of evidence 
it provides.

The inventorial records of the inhabitants of Ipswich allow us to con-
sider ownership within the context of a busy early modern trading and 
commercial town in the provinces, where, because of its location, con-
siderable wealth was generated.47 In all, the published set comprises 
seventy-two inventories dating between 1583 and 1681, of which fifty-nine 
belong to men. Of these, eighteen do not list the occupation of their 
subject; the remaining forty-one represent a total of twenty-five different 
occupations, many of which are artisanal, such as blacksmiths, butchers, 
tailors or linen weavers.

Jewellery is present in only five of the male inventories. The contents 
of the earliest, however – that of John Seely, dated 8 September 1584 – 
suggest he may have been a tailor and so the items listed do not appear to 
be of personal use.48 The sailor Edward Barnes, whose inventory is dated 
14 March 1590, owned two dozen silver buttons, which are listed in such 
a way as to suggest that they were two separate sets that could be moved 
between items of clothing.49 The possessions of another mariner, Matthew 
Nicholas, inventoried on 25 April 1599, appear relatively modest: some 
simple furniture, two candlesticks, pewter dishes to dine off, and limited 
clothing.50 Nevertheless, he also had ‘a silver whistell and silver chaine’ 
together valued at £1 1 s, which seem to be the most valuable goods he 
owned. It is likely that these items were related to his profession; as such, 
they would not have been deemed frivolous jewels, but rather a symbol of 
office. The inventory of a second tailor, Simon Isam, taken on 22 March 
1618, records ‘a whistle and pick’ (probably an ear and toothpick), both 
made of silver, along with a silver spoon. The combined value of the 
three items is relatively low, at only 6 s.51 The final man whose inventory 
includes jewellery is the clerk Richard Rainsford and this dates to 14 June 
1631. His occupation would seem to preclude him from being considered 
a member of the artisan class, and the goods listed in his inventory reflect 
both his relative wealth and learned status, so we read of his ‘Lybrarye of 
Bookes’ valued at £10, as well as noting that his pewter dishes and cloth-
ing are of a greater value than the men we have just seen.52 The jewels he 
owns are only two rings and together they are valued at £1 10 s.

The second group of published inventories comes from Bristol, 
another large urban centre in early modern England, and covers the 
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period from 1542 to 1650.53 In all, the inventories number 108 but in 
the period up to 1635, in total only eight men whom we might consider 
to be artisans appear from their inventories to have owned jewels.54 The 
inventories of two of them include jewelled goods that appear indica-
tive of stock-in-trade rather than personal possessions – for example, 
the ‘ij gould bands’ and ‘vij copper bands’ recorded in the inventory 
of the haberdasher Robert Clement, dated to 19 March 1589 or the 
‘thrid, buttens, pins, Laces, needles’ that are listed in John Noble’s 1625 
inventory.55 Of the six men who owned jewellery in a personal capac-
ity, five possessed only rings. According to his inventory of 16 October 
1634, the shoemaker John Shipway had ‘two gold rings with a gilt gim-
mall Ringe’.56 Three of the others – the clothworker Francis Baylie (4 
July 1620), the hosier Michael Threkelle (14 July 1623) and the haulier 
John Davies (1635) – owned a single gold ring each; while another haul-
ier, Nathaniel Wright (inventory dated 1620/1), owned a single ring of 
unspecified material.57 The surgeon Richard Woodson, whose inventory 
is dated 11 February 1623, possessed instruments for his trade of silver 
and trimmed with silver. These plus his silver toothpicker were valued at 
£3 18 s 4 p.58	

It is highly likely that, apart from Shipway’s gimmel ring (a form of 
love token), the rings owned by these men were signet rings engraved 
with their marks to legitimise their business transactions. Whether used to 
stamp the wax seals on documents or to prominently display as a mark of 
identity, these were important personal possessions crucial also in estab-
lishing trust.59 An example of a ring bearing a mark likely to represent 
an individual involved in the trade of wheat is the fragment of a copper-
alloy ring discovered in 2018 in Somerset. The flat, oval-shaped bezel is 
engraved with a wheatsheaf with seven pellets flanking the decoration. 
The design is encircled with a corded border (Figure 5.4).

The one minor exception to the general paucity of jewellery in the 
Bristol artisans’ inventories is provided by the plumer Richard Saunders. 
Saunders’s original inventory is dated 6 July 1629, with two further 
addenda recorded noting his gold ring and the following items: ‘one dozen 
of old silke, silver and gould poynts’, worth 18 d; ‘one silver bodkin’, worth 
12 d; ‘one old silke and silver hat band and one old small twist silke and 
silver hatt band’, together worth 2 s 6 d; and ‘one seale of silver with a 
boaning handle’, worth 12 d.60 This last item would have been used to 
authenticate documents, and so would have been essential for the effective 
conduct of Saunders’s trade, just like his signet ring. By way of contrast to 
artisan ownership, the inventory of the merchant Nathaniel Butcher dated 
to 25 November 1628 reveals he owned four rings – two signet rings, a 
ring set with a blue sapphire and one described only as ‘a little hooped 
ringe’. The fifth jewel recorded within the inventory is recorded only as 
‘an old Jewell’.61
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Inventories are able to provide only a snapshot of what goods an 
individual had in their possession at one particular moment in time. 
Nevertheless, they do serve to highlight what might have been owned by 
men from a range of social backgrounds. They have shown how, among 
the artisan class, rings were the most common single item of male jewel-
lery and were probably used for proving one’s identity. However, given 
that jewels were highly personal objects, their owners might choose to 
pass them on to family or friends after their death, and, in such instances, 
it is wills that often enable us to get a sense of what particular jewels might 
have meant to a man, as he made the deliberate choice to bestow them as 
marks of remembrance.

A published collection of 245 wills from the diocese of London, 
dating to the period 1507–47, provides an insight into the nature of the 
goods owned by the middling and wealthier artisan classes.62 Of these, 
ninety-five relate to religious figures and so these can be discounted 
since they are out of the scope of this chapter. Of the remaining 150 wills, 
only twenty-two contain any evidence of jewellery within them, of which 
only twelve were made by male testators. This might suggest that own-
ership of jewels was not especially common – or, more accurately, that 
the bequeathing of jewels was not commonly practised even among the 
citizens of by far the largest and wealthiest city in England. In ten of the 
twelve wills, there is language such as ‘I have putto [sic] my seale’, which 
is indicative of the testator using – and therefore owning – a personal 

Figure 5.4  Fragment of a copper-alloy signet ring engraved with a wheat sheaf encircled by 
a corded border, sixteenth–seventeenth century. Found in Whitelackington, Somerset. Portable 
Antiquities Scheme DEV-416E32.
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sealing device, whether a signet ring or a handheld seal such as the one 
described in the plumer Richard Saunders’s inventory. But only two of 
these self-sealed wills specify actual bequests of jewels. The haberdasher 
William Turke, in his will of 14 August 1541, left a ‘ryng of golde of the 
value of 20s.’, along with a black gown, to his executor.63 The inclusion of 
the monetary value of the ring may indicate that Turke wished to empha-
sise the extent of his gratitude for the role undertaken, though in another 
context it may also be necessary to indicate the value that was to be spent 
on a mourning ring. The skinner Wylliam Chambarlayn, in his will of 
20 May 1542, bequeathed two rings – one ‘a byge houpe off gollde’ and 
the other ‘a golde rynge with a dyamond’ – in a manner that suggests they 
were treasured possessions.64 The remaining two wills do not refer to any 
form of sealing device but do include bequests of jewels. Wyllam Symons 
is described as a merchant tailor and on 28 December 1538 he left ‘bedes 
of corall’ and ‘black bedes of get’, both of which were ‘gawded with 
sylver’, to his two nieces.65 The surgeon Antony Copage, on 14 December 
1537, left two rings. The one he describes as ‘mye rynge’ is for the brother 
of Doctor Laye. Is it possible that this was a form of a signet ring he was 
bestowing on a fellow medical practitioner? The second he describes as 
‘the ryng that is a ponne my fynger’ and this he leaves to the wife of a 
one Thomas Austyn, which suggests a level of intimacy between testator 
and recipient; but, as a member of one of the professions, he cannot be 
classed as an artisan.66

Moving away from London, the will of the mercer John Leek, from 
Boston in Lincolnshire, and dated 19 August 1527 includes a number 
of bequests which reveal the items of jewellery that he owned.67 As one 
might expect, rings predominate, with six being bequeathed. Three 
of these rings are described as a ‘gymmowe’ or ‘gymmow’, meaning 
‘gimmel’. Most often associated with love and marriage, gimmel rings 
take their name from the diminutive of the Latin word for ‘twin’, gemellus, 
since they are often formed of two interlinked hoops. Each hoop bears 
its own inscription or stone, essentially forming half a ring; so that when 
the two hoops are joined, the ring is complete.68 An example of this is a 
ring believed to be the wedding ring of the London merchant Thomas 
Gresham, with the two hoops each inscribed with one half of a fuller 
inscription and the bezels set with a ruby and diamond, united as the 
hoops come together. Leek bequeathed William Pakker a gold gimmel 
ring, and a silver one to Pakker’s wife. John Neyll’s wife also received ‘a 
lyttyll gymmowe off sylver’, while her husband was left a ring of ‘basse 
golde’, which might be a reference to an alloy. John Neyll also received 
a ‘sylver hernest gyrdyll’ which he had once given to Leek. The fact that 
Leek bequeathed his wife’s wedding ring to one Alice Arley suggests that 
she was probably a close kinswoman. Such an item of jewellery would 
have been particularly symbolic, representing at once Leek, his wife and 
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their union. Arley was left a significant number of other items, mostly fur-
niture, but she also received a silver buckle for a girdle and a pendant, the 
form and material of which is not specified. Isabel Arley received ‘a lyttyll 
golde ryng’ and a ‘tryangle off sylver’ (likely a small triangular-shaped 
ornament, possibly a dress accessory), while John Arley was left an Agnus 
Dei pendant, a talismanic jewel of some form depicting the Lamb of God. 
The final gift of jewellery was the ‘crystall stone closyd in sylver’ bestowed 
on John Smyth, though the lack of any further description leaves the pre-
cise form of this object unclear. Although it is evident from his will that 
Leek was considerably wealthy for a mercer, it is not possible to deter-
mine which, if any, of the few pieces of jewellery mentioned in it he might 
have worn himself.

The documentary evidence from inventories and wills allows us to 
connect male artisans with the types of jewelled items that they owned. 
What is clear is that we cannot consider these artisans as a homogene-
ous group, with varying degrees of wealth manifest, and so what these 
men owned differs. There is limited jewellery within the written sources, 
contrasting with what material survivals indicate,69 but we do see that of 
all items the singularly most important piece was the signet ring. And this 
is not surprising given that these men demanded trust, authenticity and 
identification daily within their respective trades.

Conclusion

Men from the artisan class were among those from almost every social and 
occupational background who wore and owned jewellery in early modern 
England. The material evidence that we now have access to illustrates the 
extent to which the consumption of jewels was not restricted to those from 
wealthy urban or courtly circles. However, the documentary evidence from 
both wills and inventories – which allows us a glimpse of behaviours at an 
individual level – is perhaps more nuanced and nor does it reflect what 
we now understand from objects uncovered as Treasure or through the 
Portable Antiquities Scheme. However, here in these written sources it 
seems that a single signet ring may have been the item of jewellery most 
commonly owned by a male artisan, as it was the one most necessary to 
his occupation. That is not to say that these men did not own or wear other 
jewellery; it is just that we cannot see the evidence for this as clearly in 
the archival records. No doubt this is in part because they owned fewer 
jewels than their wealthier counterparts, but it may well also be the case 
that these objects succumbed to the whims of fashion or times of financial 
hardship without leaving a trace or being found among records of pawn-
brokers. Jewellery, therefore, was not merely an elite concern, and nor 
was it a female preoccupation. Men bought, wore and exchanged jewelled 
goods, participating in the latest fashions as they did.
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Dressed to kill: arms, armour and protective 

attire in Renaissance men’s middle- and  
lower-class dress 

Victoria Bartels

Introduction

In sixteenth-century Italy, bearing arms was no longer the preserve of 
princes, lords, knights or upper-class citizens. We know that weapons 
were owned and worn – both licitly and illicitly – by men from all social 
classes, including well-to-do merchants, members of the middling classes 
such as artisans, and even humble farmers. The diplomat and writer on 
manners Stefano Guazzo (1530–93) observed in 1574 how ‘peasants dare 
to compete in their clothing with artisans, and artisans with merchants, 
and merchants with noblemen, so much so that once a grocer has taken 
up the habit of carrying arms and wearing the clothing of a noble, you 
cannot tell who he is until you see him in his shop selling his wares’.1 But 
just how widespread were weapons and armour in the middle and lower 
classes really? Although the answer is by no means a simple one, weapon 
ownership still predominantly appears to have been an upper-class affair. 
Nonetheless, weapons were also owned by a sizable minority of the pop-
ular classes, and when middle- and lower-class men armed themselves, 
they did so to enhance their personal and public identities, not unlike their 
elite counterparts. Consequently, these objects served to boost a wearer’s 
sense of security, status and manliness, no matter which rung of society 
they occupied.

Traditionally, donning weapons was a privilege reserved for upper-
class men. Weapons were considered fashionable accessories for the 
elite wardrobe and, as a result, were considered crucial components of 
male dress. Countless portraits from the period emphasise this notion. In 
Giovanni Battista Moroni’s A Knight with His Jousting Helmet, for instance, 
the sitter dons a leather jerkin with mail sleeves over a black silk dou-
blet and breeches (Figure 6.1). One arm rests upon a burgonet with an 
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elaborate feathered headpiece, complete with matching gold rivets and 
buckles, and black fabric fastenings. His side sword’s steel hilt shines bril-
liantly against his luxurious black outfit, and the corresponding sheath that 
encapsulates its blade seems to diagonally cut across the composition’s 
lower half. Disembodied pieces of armour, including a greave, gauntlet 
and gorget, are scattered along the foreground. The message is clear: 
martial ability is a manly virtue.

The practice of adding martial touches to portraits was not reserved 
for men with chivalric titles, however, as the artist and writer Giovanni 
Paolo Lomazzo quipped in 1584 that ‘merchants and bankers, who have 
never seen an unsheathed sword, to whom one would properly expect a 
pen behind the ear with a full gown, and a book in front [of them], have 
themselves painted in armour with batons in hand like generals, [a] thing 
truly ridiculous, and [which] manifestly displays such little sense and judg-
ment, both in the painted and the painter’.2

In most early modern Italian cities, citizenship was a pivotal compo-
nent required for the privilege of arms-bearing, and men who held upper-
class professions (such as the merchants and bankers whom Lomazzo 
references) were often eligible for citizenship. Although a well-known 

Figure 6.1  Giovanni Battista Moroni, Portrait of a Gentleman with Armour (A Knight with His 
Jousting Helmet), 1554–58. National Gallery, London.
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custom in Florence, for instance, the documentary evidence confirming 
this dispensation is scant: the only place I have found where this privilege 
is explicitly stated is a Florentine sumptuary law of 1562, which noted that 
male citizens could wear a sword and dagger at their belt, and could pos-
sess gold, silver or gilt knives and horse trappings.3 The fact that this infor-
mation is contained in sumptuary legislation instead of arms regulations 
indicates how commonplace the practice of donning arms was for elite 
men. For full Florentine citizenship was not a distinction granted lightly. 
To qualify, a man had to have resided in the city for thirty years, own and 
pay taxes on property of a certain value and be approved by the Council of 
Two Hundred or by the duke himself.4

Even with these laws and customs firmly in place, we know that non-
elites also kept arms and armour. Paula Hohti’s recent study on the pos-
sessions of early modern Sienese artisans, for instance, recorded various 
arms, including swords, daggers and polearms in some of the Sienese 
inventories she examined. In 1551, a second-hand dealer by the name of 
Vincenzo di Matteo, for instance, owned ‘three swords, one with a sword 
belt’ as well as a dagger with a gilded, velvet sheath with a sword belt or 
strap.5 Inventories pose their own challenges when considering weapons, 
however, as these objects were technically illegal for lower-class inhab-
itants to own. Circumstances relating to eligibility varied and depended 
on many factors, including current state policies, the organisation of its 
militia and the geographical location of where inhabitants resided. Further 
complicating matters was the practice of awarding arms licences to indi-
viduals through special dispensation.

In order to explore these issues comprehensively, this chapter is split 
into three sections, each of which relies on different types of archival 
sources.6 Using contemporary legislation and the Medici ducal collection 
of letters, the regulation of arms, armour and other sorts of protective 
clothing is explored first. The large dataset of Italian inventories collected 
by the ‘Refashioning the Renaissance’ project is then interpreted and 
contextualised under this lens. The final section explores petitions asking 
for permission to wear arms and armour by middling members of society 
from the records of the Otto di Guardia e Balia, the Florentine magistracy 
responsible for law enforcement and criminal affairs. By examining an 
assortment of sources, I hope to shed light on the role that arms, armour 
and protective attire played in the lives of the popular classes in early 
modern Italy.

The regulation of arms and armour

Even though weapons were commonplace in early modern society, most 
Italian city states banned or heavily restricted their usage. Indeed, the 
right of common individuals to bear arms was often seen as a major 



	 Dressed to kill	 173

threat to government security.7 One of the earliest acts of the Florentine 
Duke, Cosimo I de’ Medici (1519–74), after assuming power in Florence 
in 1537 – like that of many other new rulers – was to prohibit the pos-
session of weapons by his subjects.8 The ban was first referred to in a 
public notice (bando) that year, but it was not until 28 May 1539 that 
a comprehensive edict dedicated entirely to the question of weapons 
appeared, under the aegis of the magistracy of the Otto di Guardia e 
Balia.9 The edict opened with a long-winded justification for the action 
being taken:	

The noble and most worthy lords of the Otto di Guardia e Balia of the city of 
Florence, hoping to provide for the tranquillity and general well-being of this 
city with every appropriate remedy, and considering the many excesses, scan-
dals, injuries and killings caused by the carrying of weapons, which undoubt-
edly would not occur if men were stripped of them, and understanding that 
recently some have been bearing the aforesaid arms about the city and other 
prohibited places and also keep and retain them within their own homes 
despite the prohibitions and bans which were previously decreed by the said 
noble lords of the Otto di Guardia, and knowing this could cause many dis-
orders and inconveniences should no new remedy be provided – therefore 
they publicly proclaim, notify and command that each and every person of 
whatever station, rank, quality or condition, whether ecclesiastical or secular, 
[to declare and surrender any weapon kept in the home or worn] in any place, 
house or shop in Florence and within eight miles of the said city.10

In order to avoid any possible confusion, all major offensive and 
defensive weapons (as well as their accoutrements) were listed by name. 
Firearms, both old and new models, along with gunpowder and other 
crucial accessories, occupy some of the first positions on the list. Other 
weapons included in the ban appear more appropriate for the battlefield 
than the urban centre. For instance, the ban restricted seven different 
types of polearms, explicitly listing each model by name. Although ostensi-
bly cumbersome for urban use, it appears the need to ban such items was 
warranted. In a 1568 letter to Medici majordomo Matteo Bartoli, the Duke 
regent Francesco I de’ Medici (1541–87) requested that actions be taken 
to stop priests in Castrocaro from carrying and using polearms, an order 
seconded by Pope Pius IV.11

Even previously legal arms were now strictly prohibited, and the pen-
alty for not surrendering one’s weapons within ten days of the edict’s issue 
were pulls on the strappato (a form of corporal punishment in which a vic-
tim’s arms were secured behind his back and tied to a hook or a pulley that 
would hoist him up in the air and ‘drop’ him) and monetary fines, some as 
high as 300 scudi. The populace was encouraged to turn in offenders with 
the promise of receiving one-quarter of any fine as a reward. These were 
substantial sums: 300 scudi was roughly nine times the annual earnings of 
a builder’s labourer.12
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More common weapons, such as ‘swords, daggers, knives, pointed 
instruments, stones, or clubs, or other similar sorts of offensive arms’ 
were also prohibited in the city and within the surrounding three miles, 
instead of the eight miles set out for the first group of weapons.13 This 
would appear to signify that these weapons were more widespread 
outside immediate city limits and, therefore, slightly more tolerated. 
Defensive armour and other types of protective clothing were another 
heavily policed item. Reinforced garments could be fashioned from a wide 
variety of materials, including iron or steel – in the form of mail and plate 
armour – leather, wood, bone and fabric.14 Protective elements could 
be worn under – or even stitched into – articles of dress. In the cassone 
of Lorenzo de’ Medici, for instance, a ‘damask fabric doublet lined in 
chain mail, for use in times of danger’ was recorded.15 Mail and/or steel 
plates were also added to berets or other types of felt hats, often called 
segrete.	

In his combat treatise, master-of-arms Pietro Monte explained to read-
ers that defensive clothing was being made throughout Europe and new 
modes of making were being ‘invented daily’.16 He noted:

these days they are made in various manners, sometimes of cord in the 
manner of mail, sometimes like the stitching of shoes, sometimes just of mail, 
and sometimes doublets are made with tinned iron. A rather good form of 
light armour involves taking iron mail, section by section, spreading it over a 
loom, and stitching it to the fabric with strong, waxed cord, every stitch secur-
ing it along the line of mail rings. These days in various places better doublets 
are made from tinned steel that commonly comes from old swords.17

In response to the growing trend for creating armoured clothing, another 
Florentine ban was published in July 1570.18 The proclamation outlawed 
‘doublets, or jerkins, as one says, reinforced, padded, or made with arti-
fice of any strength of small mail, or agore, or thick rings made with the 
force of waxed cord, or other mixture’.19 If caught with reinforced clothing 
in the city, or within the surrounding eight miles, perpetrators could be 
subjected to the penalties for carrying defensive armour, ‘namely, penalty 
of life, and confiscation of goods’, although this strict level of punishment 
was rarely enforced.20

Producing such illicit garb was also prohibited, and it was forbidden 
to ask a tailor or ‘any other person, either male or female, from working on 
them in any way’.21 This was not surprising, as tailors, seamstresses, shoe-
makers and shop assistants could also be punished for failing to adhere to 
contemporary sumptuary legislation. Per a 1546 law on outlawed clothing, 
for instance, if tailors, seamstresses, shoemakers or their assistants turned 
in clients who commissioned illegal garments, those in the trade would 
be pardoned for their part in any wrongdoing.22 Analogously, if patrons 
denounced the workshops that agreed to fashion their forbidden vest-
ments, they, too, were immune from being prosecuted. Grace was thus 
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given to the party who denounced the other first, offering an incentive for 
guilty parties to betray accomplices.

Another law on protective clothing was issued in January 1585 and 
barred the wearing of colletti di dante.23 These sturdy jerkins made from 
fallow-deer [dante] hide, as the edict explained, were ‘new types of leather 
doublets … heavy, out of the ordinary’.24 They probably resembled or were 
inspired by brigandines: doublets strongly reinforced with iron plates, mail, 
bone, leather or even toughened cardboard, originally worn by ‘brigands’ – 
that is, by light-armed or irregular infantry such as archers, and later by 
pikemen and musketeers.25 As such, they were ‘really made for the security 
of the person, and not for ordinary wear’ – hence the Florentine authorities’ 
strong aversion to them.26 The ‘Refashioning the Renaissance’ database 
inventories record three colletti di dante jerkins, presumably of the type 
which the Florentine authorities banned in 1585, among the possessions 
of a carpenter in Siena, and a clothes-seller and an innkeeper in Venice.27

Weapons and the urban middle and lower classes

In the sample of 448 post-mortem inventories of urban middle- and 
lower-class households collated by the ‘Refashioning’ project, 122 (around 
27 per cent) mention at least one weapon or piece of armour. In total 196 
weapons were identified. Of the 196 items documented, seven were pres-
ent in Venice, 80 in Florence and 109 in Siena. But since arms were illegal 
for non-citizens – such as most trade and craftsmen – without special 
dispensation, it is hard to know how far the inventories accurately reflect 
either the number of non-elite owners or the number of weapons owned by 
them. Given the harsh penalties in place for lawbreakers, it is possible that 
any illicitly held items were given away or otherwise disposed of before 
the notaries were called in to conduct their surveys. If illicit objects were 
found, they were to be turned over to the authorities at once.

Another incentive for getting rid of forbidden items was the fact that 
charges could be pressed for solely having knowledge of an illegal weapon 
that was kept in the household. In a Florentine firearms ban from June 
1547, the comprehensive law outlawed wheellock arquebuses and schi-
oppi, in addition to matchlock [da corda] and what appears to be early 
flintlock [da fucile, da pietra, and da acciaiuolo] styles that were smaller 
than one braccio and a half.28 If the informed party did not denounce the 
perpetrator(s) within three days’ time of gaining such knowledge, he or 
she would be charged 150 scudi, half of the fee charged to persons ille-
gally caught with firearms.

Geographical location, especially in terms of its proximity to the city 
centre, additionally affected arms legislation efforts. The ‘Refashioning 
the Renaissance’ inventories were sourced from households located in 
the urban centres of Florence, Siena and Venice, which possessed much 
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stricter laws compared to rural areas, the countryside and towns included 
in a state’s dominion. In the Medici-governed Sienese territories in 1560, 
for instance, anyone who lived at least eight miles from the centre could 
keep weapons in their home and carry on their person a sword and dagger, 
while anyone who lived even further afield was permitted to keep arms at 
home and carry whatever offensive or defensive weapon they wished.29 
The manner in which the restrictions became looser the further one ven-
tured from the city centre reflected the more lawless nature of the coun-
tryside and the limitations of the state’s authority: in some instances, 
entire rural locales were allowed to carry arms.30 But it also demonstrates 
the priority given to keeping the area within the city walls as free from 
weapons as possible – even to the extent of stationing several companies 
of Duke Cosimo I’s militia outside the city in various parts of the Florentine 
domain.

One’s city of residence similarly plays an important role in the 
‘Refashioning the Renaissance’ data. Of the arms and armour recorded, 
75 per cent of weapon owners were Sienese inhabitants. This is most 
certainly a reflection of the looser regulations in force there than of any 
sort of behavioural tendency. When Duke Cosimo I acquired Siena in 
1557, increasing his domains by a third, the restrictions imposed on the 
city’s inhabitants appear to have been laxer than Florence’s. In a bando 
of June 1560 prohibiting archibusetti (small, hand-held arquebuses), for 
instance, it appears that the Florentine government continued to recog-
nise the rights to bear arms which some Sienese had possessed before 
their city’s annexation.31 In fact, all of the intact firearms – ten in total – 
found in the ‘Refashioning the Renaissance’ sample were owned by a 
trumpet player, a bookseller, an oil producer and a blacksmith, all located 
in Siena.32 The home of the bookseller Giovanni Tantucci contained four 
guns in total. His comprehensive collection included two wheellocks, 
an early flintlock model and a matchlock, along with some additional 
accessories.33	

The most commonly owned weapons were undoubtedly swords and 
daggers, making up roughly 84 per cent of the arms and armour recorded 
(Figure 6.2, Figure 6.3). Despite the popularity of long and short bladed 
weapons in this period, and the variety of types, the documentary sources 
often describe them quite vaguely with the single term spada. A mason’s 
inventory in Venice, for example, simply records the presence of ‘una 
spada’ that was found, along with various items of clothing and shoes, 
inside a big, wooden chest that was unlocked with a key.34 Only if the 
weapon was unusual in some way, or its fittings were noteworthy or valu-
able, was more detail recorded. Thus, for example, a Venetian innkeeper’s 
inventory from 1612 boasted ‘two scimitars in the Turkish style, with their 
sword belts’ (‘due samitere alla turchesca con suoi centuroni’), while a 
Florentine arms-maker by the name of Niccolo di Antonio had ‘one sword 
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with a silver hilt’ (‘1 spada con manico di argento’) in his sitting room.35 
Damaged or timeworn elements were similarly noted, as was the case for 
a tailor in Siena who possessed ‘a blade of a sword without finishings’ 
(‘una lama da spada senza finimenti’) and an innkeeper in Florence with 
‘a sword without a sheath and pommel’ (‘una spada senza fodero e senza 
pome’) that was found ‘in the room above the living room’ (‘nella stanza 
sopra la sala’).36 Individuals with the financial means could have the blade 
of their weapon etched with ornate patterns, or its hilt and sheath adorned 
with precious metals or even jewels. Even if the matching pair of sword 
and dagger hilts set with 680 diamonds by the Medici goldsmith Giacomo 
Biliverti in 1601 was beyond one’s reach, it was still possible for someone 
on a modest income to add a touch of luxury, such as the dagger and 
pair of swords boasting silver hilts owned by a Sienese candle-maker in 
1595, or the ‘dagger with its little belt and silver hilt’ (‘un pugnale con 
suo cinturino e manica d’argento’) belonging to a Florentine fishmonger 
(Figure 6.4).37

Figure 6.2  Arms and armour recorded in an inventory of a Florentine innkeeper, 1571. Archivio 
di stato, Florence, Magistrato dei Pupilli, 2653, fol. 119v, 1571.
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Figure 6.3  Arms and armour recorded in artisan inventories in Florence, Siena and Venice, 
1550–1650.

Figure 6.4  An example of a dagger and scabbard with silver embellishments. Sword maker 
Wolf Paller, German, Dagger with Scabbard, c. 1575. Steel, silver, ray skin, leather, wood; length 
38.4 cm. Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, Bashford Dean Memorial Collection.
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Interestingly, the inventories of innkeepers often appeared to be chock-
full of weapons. This almost certainly reflects the fact that innkeepers 
often acted as pawnbrokers, lending customers money against pledges of 
goods. Like clothing and jewellery, weapons were objects that could retain 
value, and as a result they were frequently pawned – especially by soldiers, 
given their itinerant and unpredictable lifestyle.38 In 1533, the inventory of 
Marchione di Paulo, innkeeper in the town of Mulazzo in north-western 
Tuscany, catalogued six swords (including one ‘belonging to the house’), 
four pikes, two spears, three sword belts, one dagger in the Spanish style 
and another with silver furnishings, and one pistol. A further ten swords, 
twelve daggers, one white sword belt and a silver hilt were noted as being 
out at pawn.39 In 1571, the household inventory of the innkeeper Nicco di 
Michielino recorded that twenty antique swords of various types (‘spade di 
piu sorte antiche’), fifteen daggers categorised as ‘old’, and two arquebus 
barrels had similarly been pawned.40

Nine crossbows were also recorded in the inventories. In Siena, they 
belonged to an oil producer, linen weaver, sausage-maker, weaver and 
three different greengrocers.41 The oil producer Michele Biancardi’s 
inventory records a crossbow, as well as a sword and dagger, kept in 
a chest with various types of women’s items and fabrics.42 Also found 
inside a chest was a Florentine miller’s balestro da pallottole, a type of 
crossbow invented and popularised in Tuscany that used stone balls for 
ammunition.43 These weapons were a popular choice for hunting, but were 
also used in acts of assault. In March 1562, for instance, an arquebusier 
named Cencio di Pierantonio received a 25 fiorini fine for having shot a 
certain Giovanni di Rimedio in Carmignano with the weapon the preceding 
November.44

Defensive wear was also present, although uncommon. One such case 
was a ‘rusty’ and ‘damaged’ armour with a morion (an open-faced helmet 
typically fashioned with a crest) recorded in a list of items that had been 
pawned by a Florentine innkeeper.45 Protective jacks of mail were owned 
by a dyer, soap-maker and baker in Venice, the latter of whom pawned his 
for 60 lire.46 The soap-maker Zuan Francesco Fondi safeguarded his two 
protective garments, a jack and shirt of mail (‘doi zachi, cioe una camisiola 
et un zaho’), in a chest kept in one of the rooms in his house. Three colletti 
di dante, as mentioned above, were also recorded.47

In contrast to the verbose legislation issued during the same period, 
the ‘Refashioning the Renaissance’ database demonstrates that as many as 
a quarter of inventory owners possessed arms and armour in their house-
holds. As mentioned earlier, however, it is difficult to ascertain whether 
these numbers accurately reflect arms possession in these social groups, 
as family members could be prosecuted if they knew such illegal objects 
were present in the household. In summary, the majority of the arms that 
were recorded were owned by Sienese men. This makes sense given the 
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looser regulations in place there, as the city was absorbed by the Medici 
duchy in the mid-sixteenth century.

Arms licences and the lower and middle classes

Despite all the restrictions imposed by state authorities on the private 
possession of weapons, members of the city’s middling and lower classes 
were still able to petition the state for the right to bear arms. As with other 
types of personal entreaty and appeal to the government, these pleas 
were made via formal written petitions called ‘supplications’ (suppliche). 
In Florence, they could be submitted by dropping the documents through 
an aperture known as the buca de suppliche, located on Via Lambertesca, 
near the Piazzale degli Uffizi (Figure 6.5).48 This was intended to pro-
vide Florentines with direct and discreet access to their duke – a ‘good 
custom’, as Duke Cosimo acknowledged in 1568, explaining that ‘any kind 
of person, for comfort and facility in negotiating, could write to us and 
have the letter arrive in our hands’.49

The task of reviewing petitions relating to arms in Medici territories 
fell to the Otto di Guardia e Balia. Many petitioners requested licences or 
renewals of previous privileges, as seen in the case of the Flemish artist 

Figure 6.5  An aperture for submitting supplications in Florence. Also known as the ‘buca de 
suppliche’. Located on via Lambertesca, near the Piazzale degli Uffizi, Florence.
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Giovanni Stradano (or Johannes Stradanus; 1523–1605). On 29 October 
1565, while Stradano was busy creating decorations for the imminent 
wedding of Duke Cosimo’s heir, the future Grand Duke Francesco I, the 
court artist petitioned the duke for ‘a pardon to own [and] to carry offen-
sive and defensive arms, namely a sword, a dagger, and a jack of mail, 
such as your most illustrious excellency had granted [for] many years’.50 
A copy of the original licence that Stradano was seeking to renew was 
attached to his supplication (Figure 6.6 and 6.7). Dated 14 March 1558, 
and probably written by the then secretary of the Otto di Guardia e Balia, 
Francesco Borghini, it declared:

Master Giovanni di Giovanni della Strada, Flemish Painter of the age of 35 years, 
black hair, very bushy beard, white in the face, average stature, has the ability 
to own and carry in the domain of his most illustrious excellency, and by his 
grace, [a] jack of mail, sword and dagger, as the son-in-law of Master Giovanni 
Rosti, as [noted] in the file of supplications under number 320.51

‘Number 320’ refers to a past supplication submitted by the noted 
tapestry-maker Jan Rost dated 8 January 1558, which asked permission to 
equip with swords, daggers and jacks of mail four members of his house-
hold (domestici): his brothers Pieter and Jacob; his assistant Baltasar, ‘who 

Figure 6.6  Giovanni Stradano’s supplication to wear offensive and defensive arms, Archivio di 
Stato, Florence, Otto di Guardia e Balia del Principato, vol. 2247, fol. 74v.
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live[d] above his workshop’; and Giovanni Stradano.52 Rost noted that all 
four men were Flemish and, somewhat curiously, that they would if neces-
sary take up their arms ‘in service of your illustrious excellency’.53 Rost’s 
request was granted on 13 February, five weeks after its submission; but 
whether his workshop actually needed protecting, or whether the permits 
were sought purely to demonstrate the status of Rost and his household, is 
unknown.54 Interestingly, Stradano’s supplication to renew his licence was 
submitted in the year of Rost’s death, suggesting that he needed to trans-
fer the authorisation into his own name. The outcome of his application, 
though, remains uncertain.55

High-profile artists at court appeared to be likely candidates for arms 
licences. Another such case was the flamboyant Florentine goldsmith 
Benvenuto Cellini (1500–71). After he returned to Florence in 1545, Cellini 
cherished his licence to bear arms, acknowledging the favour shown him 
by Duke Cosimo when he declared in a supplication in 1562 that ‘just as 
you had done for all your good servants, you granted me the right to carry 
weapons’.56 As is evident from the goldsmith’s many other supplications, 
he took full advantage of his privilege to maintain a well-stocked arsenal. 
According to an inventory from 1570, he was keeping in the antechamber 

Figure 6.7  Copy of Giovanni Stradano’s arms licence issued in 1557. Archivio di Stato, 
Florence, Otto di Guardia e Balia del Principato, vol. 2247, unnumbered, between folios 74 
and 75. Archivio di Stato di Firenze.
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to his Florentine lodgings ‘two pistolesi daggers, a knife in the Turkish 
style, a sword, a dagger with silver mounts, a hand-and-a-half sword and 
a Moorish spear’ – although a note on the inventory indicated that Cellini 
did not have permission to own the last two items and they would be con-
fiscated by the state, as a result.57

The duty of reviewing such cases required much time and effort, and 
it was not uncommon for the duke to intervene personally in tricky cases, 
such as the supplication submitted in 1560 by a contadino (peasant) named 
Tonino Frosini from Meleto Valdarno, a hamlet in the countryside south-
east of Florence.58 As the ‘capo della casa’ (head of the household), Tonino 
explained, he had to attend several markets each day for work. This meant 
he often returned home late in the evening, making him susceptible to 
attacks from his enemies. He therefore sought permission to equip himself 
with a sleeved jack of mail, a sword and a dagger. As well as attesting that 
these weapons were to be worn ten miles outside the city, Tonino rather 
curiously admitted that he was not capable of using them – he wished 
only to be seen wearing arms, in order to give the impression that he was 
the sort of man who would defend himself at a moment’s notice. He did 
not intend to ‘offend anyone’, merely avoid further ‘insults and injuries in 
order to attend more securely to his affairs and to his wife and children’.59

Forwarding Tonino’s supplication for Duke Cosimo’s attention, the 
secretary of the Otto di Guardia e Balia, Lorenzo Corboli, noted that many 
weapons were already worn by ‘would-be bravoes and bullies’, and that, if 
licences to bear arms were granted on the grounds put forward by Tonino, 
there would be ‘infinite [men] more frightened than him’ demanding the 
same right.60 Allowing Tonino to carry weapons could only make the situa-
tion worse, the contadino ‘not being capable, as he says’, and so he recom-
mended rejecting the supplication.61 The duke, however, chose to ignore 
Corboli’s advice, and granted the petition, for the supplicant’s safety and 
security.

Although protection and self-defence were the reasons most often 
cited for carrying weapons, their presence in early modern Italian society 
went far beyond their utilitarian function. Indeed, the Venetian humanist 
Andrea Navagero (1483–1529) went so far as to confess in his poem De 
imagine sui armata that he wore weapons in his portrait only because 
everyone else did so, ‘not because [he was] skilled in fighting’.62 One of 
the best ways to embody a manly persona, therefore, was literally to dress 
the part. But it would be an oversimplification to suggest that arms and 
armour were solely theatrical props that allowed members of civic society 
to pretend to be knights or warriors. Rather, as elements of fashionable 
dress, they were central to contemporary notions of masculinity and social 
status, giving expression to them in a multitude of ways.

One of the most significant features of this episode is the way it 
illustrates how the laws relating to arms-bearing, and its traditional 
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associations with martial, patriarchal ideologies, were being reinter-
preted to fit profoundly non-elite contexts. Tonino’s enemies were only 
briefly mentioned in his petition. Instead, he emphasised factors relating 
to his trade and to his masculine role as head of the household. This was 
perpetuated in the gendered language and assumptions of the state’s 
administrators, who stressed the peasant Tonino’s status as ‘capo della 
casa’ and ‘padre di famiglia’ and his role as protector and provider: in 
order to safeguard his wife and son, who depended on him for their wel-
fare, he must first safeguard himself. And even though Tonino lacked the 
skill to defend himself with arms, it was understood just how powerful 
weapons could be symbolically, as merely the sight of them could guard 
men from harm.

The Otto di Guardia e Balia’s records demonstrate that a wide vari-
ety of residents submitted petitions to bear arms. In 1551, for instance, 
a thirty-year-old Portuguese priest by the name of Francesco Barradas 
asked to carry weapons on an upcoming trip to Florence.63 Francesco 
noted that he had already received permission to bear arms in his parish 
but required the extension of this authorisation because he had to visit 
the archbishop in Florence for work. He stated that a rowdy group of men 
from his parish – who previously menaced him, almost taking his life – 
befriended a group of young citizens who resided in Florence. Because 
he lived in fear of his enemy’s Florentine allies, Francesco asked to carry 
his concealed dagger and have his manservant armed with his sword 
during his visit to the city centre. He demonstrated the urgency of this 
request by explaining that his enemies had been given permission from 
his Excellency to carry arms. It appears this reasoning fell short of con-
vincing either the duke or the Otto di Guardia e Balia’s secretary, as the 
Portuguese priest’s application to carry arms in Florence appears to have 
been denied.

Conclusion

What is clear from all this is that, as items of male dress, weapons were 
objects which embodied bravery in the fuller sense of the word – that is, 
courage, strength and beauty – and that these attributes were transferrable 
to those who wore them. An essential part of martial, civic and patriarchal 
ideologies, the practice of bearing arms appeared to be an extension of a 
man’s personal and public identity, fundamentally shaping the privileges 
individuals received from state authorities. Yet, as we have seen, there 
were legal and illegal ways of navigating these strata. By understanding 
the social and cultural context in which these objects existed, we shed 
light on the complex role played by weapons, protective materials and 
masculine dress in early modern Italy.
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experiment in focus iv:  
Embodied experience of a tailor-made doublet 

Valerio Zanetti

Introduction

As a historian of the body and a dress scholar, I am used to relying on a 
variety of textual, material and visual sources in order to recapture the 
life of absent and long-lost bodies. Collaborating with the ‘Refashioning 
the Renaissance’ project, I braced myself for a methodological challenge: 
exploring the heuristic potential of my own embodied experiences as 
a research tool. During six sessions at the School of Historical Dress in 
London, I was measured, fitted and finally wore the tailor-made doublet 
modelled on the giubbone of black stamped mockado (mock velvet) owned 
by the Florentine waterseller Francesco Ristori, who died in 1631 (See 
Experiment in focus III) (Figure iv.1).

The experiment

It is undeniable that my body differs in many ways from that of the 
waterseller Ristori. Moreover, the conditions of the fittings at the School 
of Historical Dress were certainly not meant to replicate the atmosphere of 
an early modern tailor’s workshop. The experiences I discuss, therefore, 
have no pretension to perfect authenticity. After each fitting I recorded the 
bodily sensations felt and the thoughts they generated. I then reflected on 
how my own experiences could be used to shed light on those of Ristori 
and countless other early modern men and women who underwent a sim-
ilar process to have their garments made to fit.

In the first session I was measured by the School Principal Jenny 
Tiramani, who started by tying a tape around my torso to mark the waist. 
She immediately noted that my waistline was quite high, adding that this 
would suit the intended shape of the doublet. As the meticulous measuring 
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progressed, she then observed that one of my shoulders was higher than 
the other, a fact that would have to be corrected with some light padding. 
This discovery sparked a brief discussion about the possible cause of this 
physical irregularity, until we agreed that it was probably due to the long 
practice of a unilateral racket sport. Thus, the measuring turned into an 

Figure IV.1  The outfit of reconstructed doublet worn over a shirt with hat, sword belt, hose, 
stockings, garters and shoes.
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occasion to reflect on specific features of my body, either inherent or 
acquired through habit, some desirable and others implicitly undesirable 
since they would have to be artificially remedied. Early modern ‘artisans 
of the body’ possessed a considerable degree of medical knowledge in 
addition to the skills specific to their trade.1 The experience of being meas-
ured provided me with a space to reflect on my lifestyle while also gaining 
new insights about my health and anatomy. This made me consider that 
tailors too performed a medical function in so far as they possessed the 
ability to identify and qualify salient corporeal features which they could, if 
necessary, enhance, conceal or correct. Like a patient’s consultation with 
a physician, this knowledge was generated through conversation between 
customer and artisan. Yet there was no doubt that the latter wielded more 
authority.

The same power dynamic persisted during the fittings that followed, 
when a team of makers progressively assessed how the doublet looked and 
felt on my body. The successful fitting normally developed through a flow 
of questions and answers going both ways, while the experience remained 
overall marked by a fundamental disparity. As the wearer, I had to provide 
crucial information on how clothing felt, articulating physical sensations 
as clearly as possible.

However, it was not uncommon for this information to be reinter-
preted by the makers present, who would also offer advice on how I 
should stand and move to be more comfortable. An additional challenge 
was posed by the fact that I had to rely almost entirely on the people 
around me to form an impression of how the doublet looked on my body. 
People of Ristori’s standing almost certainly did not have access to a full-
length mirror, so I too decided to experience the fitting with a limited 
visual perspective. Since I had to rely on external eyes to evaluate the 
success of the doublet and the outfit as a whole, I came to appreciate 
the high level of trust customers had to place on the tailor’s aesthetic 
judgement.	

Once I moved past the initial frustration, I also found that the absence 
of a mirror helped me to better appraise how the garment felt. It must be 
said that being aware of physical sensations during fittings was not always 
a matter of choice. Standing still for up to an hour did take its toll on the 
body: my legs started to hurt and lose sensitivity while my hands invaria-
bly turned purple when I left them dangling at my side for too long. Once 
again, I had to rely on the tailors’ expertise in picking up on the signs of 
physical discomfort and suggesting ways to cope with it. Upon Tiramani’s 
suggestion, I began holding one arm akimbo and shifted my body weight 
from one leg to the other, assuming a stance that can be admired in many 
Renaissance portraits. Few artisans could aspire to having their likeness 
painted, yet when being fitted they too needed to develop the physical 
skills necessary to hold a pose.
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So far, I have emphasised the tailor’s agency in shaping my carriage 
and embodied sense of self. However, the most important influence was 
exercised by the garment itself as it progressively came together. During 
the first fitting, I tried on a canvas model of the doublet without sleeves, 
fixed with only a few safety pins at the front (Figure iv.2a and iv.2b). 
Despite the lightness of the material at that stage, the perfect cut of the 
model was sufficient to instantly change my posture. My shoulders were 
pulled back and I was forced to keep straight. I felt the garment’s full force 
when I first tried on its main body, still sleeveless but cut from actual 
fabric and provided with buttons. That day, my neck and back hurt from 
exercising and I experienced discomfort when standing straight. Wearing 
the doublet immediately made it easier for me to keep an upright posture 
and I gradually felt more comfortable. When I expressed my relief, I was 
told that the remarkable effect was achieved through the insertion of thin 
baleen strips and light fustian padding at the front. I realised the extent 
of the aid provided by the doublet only once I had to take it off half an 
hour later and I felt the pain creeping up again. It may be easy to imagine 
that a garment of this type – tightly cut, padded and reinforced – would 
feel constrictive, especially on a body used to an active lifestyle or even 
physical labour. Many articles of historical clothing worn by both men and 
women have traditionally been deemed uncomfortable and cumbersome 
on the basis of visual and textual sources. Pioneering experiments of 

Figure IV.2a  Front view of the fitting for the hemp interlining.
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scholarly re-enactment, however, are starting to reassess such assump-
tions in favour of more balanced accounts.2 My own experience of wear-
ing the doublet similarly attests that its perfect fit translated into greater 
support (Figure iv.3).

In combination with the tight cut, what rendered the interaction 
between clothing and my body more tangible during the fittings was the 
changing sensation of the fabric. At first the doublet did feel a little rigid 
and stuffy but, as Tiramani put it, the fabric just needed a little time to 
adjust to the temperature of my body and vice versa. As promised, the 
garment felt rapidly suppler without losing its ability to hold up my torso. 
It also managed to regulate my body temperature according to the chang-
ing environment, with the help of the underlying linen shirt. Renaissance 
people believed in clothing’s power to affect their health through body 
contact.3 Seen as animate entities, garments and accessories were also 
feared for their potential to overcome their wearers. Feeling the doublet 
coming alive, I realised to what extent this cultural discourse was shaped 
by first-hand experiences of the osmotic relationship between dress and 
the body.

Figure IV.2b  Back view of the fitting for the hemp interlining.
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Conclusion

What did the experiment teach us about early modern embodied expe-
riences of fashion? Being dressed up in the doublet provided me with a 
deeper understanding of how early modern sartorial practices were the 
product of constant negotiation between human and material agents. 
To achieve a successful fit, wearers such as Ristori and myself had to 
acquire specific corporeal skills which have left no trace in the records. 
Re-enacting the dressing process in all its phases revealed that these 
represented crucial occasions for people to rediscover and interpret their 
body in light of unique sensorial and cognitive experiences. This exper-
iment represents a first attempt to explore the tacit skills and embodied 
knowledge gained by men and women of the middling sort through their 
experience of clothing. By drawing our attention to the role of ordinary 
wearers in the process of sartorial creation, it opens a new path towards 
ever more nuanced and inclusive accounts of the non-textual world of 
artisanal practice.	

Figure IV.3  Front view of the second fitting in mockado.
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Notes
This experiment was part of the ‘Refashioning the Renaissance’ project’s reconstruc-
tion of an early modern male doublet, funded by European Research Council (ERC) 
under the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme (grant 
agreement No. 726195). See www.refashioningrenaissance.eu/reconstructions and 
Experiment in focus III. I would like to thank Sophie Pitman and all costume and craft 
experts who took part in the fitting and the construction of the doublet, in particular 
Jenny Tiramani, Claire Thornton, Melanie Braun.

1	 Sandra Cavallo, Artisans of the Body in Early Modern Italy: Identities, Families and 
Masculinities (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2007).

2	 Sarah A. Bendall, ‘The case of the “french vardinggale”: A methodological approach 
to reconstructing and understanding ephemeral garments’, Fashion Theory, 23, 3 
(2019), 363–99.

3	 Elizabeth Currie, ‘Health hazards: Clothing’s impact on the body in Italy and England, 
1550–1650’, Bulletin of the John Rylands Library, 95, 2 (2019), 115–33.

http://www.refashioningrenaissance.eu/reconstructions


experiment in focus v:  
Digital doublet 

Maarit Kalmakurki

Introduction

Doublets were complex upper-body garments that were commonly made 
by skilled tailors and consisted of several layers of fabrics and supportive 
materials to create sculpted shapes. The way in which the linings, inter-
linings, smaller pieces of linen and the main fabric are layered together, 
however, are hidden, and we cannot see the layers because of ‘indirect 
contact with an object’.1 The ‘Refashioning the Renaissance’ project car-
ried out a digital reconstruction experiment to explore how new techno-
logical digital garment-making tools can be used to render the layers of 
materials visible and explore period garment-making. This was achieved 
by digitally making an animation of the seventeenth-century male doublet 
that used to belong to a Florentine waterseller, Francesco Ristori (see 
Experiment in focus III).2

The experiment

The doublet animation is based on several different source materials 
from the ‘Refashioning’ doublet project.3 The realisation of this doublet 
used notes on historical pattern and tailoring books and the patterns 
and materials of the physical doublet that was made at the School of 
Historical Dress in London. In addition, my personal skills in pattern 
cutting and garment making as well as dimensions of the digital space 
are implemented in building the digitally animated doublet. The prac-
tice-led experiment investigated the opportunities and limitations in rec-
reating a seventeenth-century male doublet via digital tools. The focus 
was to advance knowledge within the practice, and practice was an 
integral part of this experiment. Creating the digital animation facilitates 
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a more thorough understanding of the doublet structures via embodied 
experience.

The digital animation of the garment was created with Clo3D, a pro-
gram that is originally designed for the fashion industry. The program was 
selected as it allows the construction of garments with existing patterns, 
easy alteration of patterns and the creation of new ones, which proved to be 
useful in replicating the shape of the historical doublet. Patterns were the 
starting point of the digital garment reconstruction because the doublet’s 
shape and fit are dependent on the shape of the pattern, as in the making 
of garments by hand with physical materials. I digitised the ‘Refashioning’ 
doublet patterns created at the School of Historical Dress with Gerber 
Accumark pattern program and imported them to Clo3D. These patterns 
were then multiplied to replicate each of the materials typically used in 
a physical doublet. One of the important benefits of digital animation is 
being able to illustrate the vast number of material pieces that are included 
in a historical doublet. In addition, the Clo3D program enables illustration 
of the pieces next to the avatar body, which in our case helped to visualise 
the pattern positions on a human body (Figure v.1). Another beneficial 
aspect of Clo3D is that the program allows alteration of patterns and shows 
the alterations simultaneously on the avatar body. Easy pattern alteration 
is beneficial for dress history research because historical patterns often 
differ from contemporary shapes. This feature facilitated the finalised pat-
tern shape, which enabled visualisation of the doublet’s sculpted shapes.

Once imported into the program, the patterns fly in the digital space 
and need to be assembled on the avatar body. This process is comparable 
to that in real life: the many layers of different fabrics that are included in 

Figure V.1  Doublet pattern pieces on the right with all patterns laid over an avatar body 
on the left. 
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a doublet are placed on a body in the same order in the digital space. This 
is one of the important findings of this animation project: it can render 
visually all the different layers of fabrics and supports that are not visible 
in the physical object. For example, typically in a Renaissance doublet, the 
collar is constructed with multiple layers of various fabrics and supportive 
materials such as baleen or bent grass. In the ‘Refashioning’ animation 
we were able to demonstrate the ways in which the silk lining, interlinings 
from hemp, linen and a smaller piece of coarse linen, and the main wool 
fabric (mockado) are layered together (Figure v.2).

Additionally, the Clo3D program can mimic some of the stitching types 
used in the assembly of the physical doublet. This is helpful to demon-
strate the supportive materials and stitchings that are positioned beneath 
the doublet’s main fabric layer, such as the different wool fabrics on the 
front and back of the shoulder. Often in physical doublets, a specific shape 
of wool was pad-stitched to the supportive linen between the lining and 
main fabric. The purpose of these materials in the physical doublet is to 
create softness and thickness, and pad-stitching creates round forms for 
the shoulder area.4 The animation can illustrate these different layers and 
stitching types, as well as the pad-stitching in the collar of the physical 
doublet that forms its round shape.

Sewing in the digital space functions somewhat as in real life. The 
seams that join are connected; however, the digital garment does not 
include any seam allowances, which are necessary for sewing physical 
materials. Material qualities, such as yarn density, fabric weight and thick-
ness, can also be modified at any point in creating a digital garment. This 
feature is beneficial for research purpose as it allows one to test different 

Figure V.2  The complex layers of doublet collar can be visualised via animation. 
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material qualities on the avatar. In animation, garment simulation is the 
phase when the flat patterns transform into three-dimensional, finished 
digital garments (Figure v.3). The texture of the garment is created by 
inserting any digital image of a material on top of a pattern where texture 
is required. Any kind of digital image can be imported to the program, 
which is beneficial, as this enables existing historical fabrics to be repli-
cated on digital garments. The colour and shine of the texture can also be 
adjusted, which is a useful tool for testing different colour options based 
on historical sources such as dye recipes. The ‘Refashioning’ doublet sur-
face is a combination of the material characteristics of the physical doublet 
made at the School of Historical Dress. The texture and colour are slightly 
altered with the Procreate digital drawing program. The doublet’s ribbon 
is a combination of an image of an extant material, which was reworked 
with Adobe Photoshop before importing to Clo3D.

Another valuable feature of digital animation is that, after the simu-
lation, the garment and patterns can still be adjusted to finalise a perfect 
shape. The sculpted form of a historical doublet that requires layers of 
different materials and specific sewing methods executed by skilled tai-
lors in real life is, however, created differently in the animation. All layers 
between the main fabric and lining have to be removed before the digital 
simulation process, as they cause collision effects. The volume is created 
digitally by adding pressure underneath the garment, inserting ‘bond’ to 

Figure V.3  Final digital reconstruction of a sleeveless, seventeenth-century male doublet. 
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the pattern pieces, which should look more solid or in contemporary terms 
‘fused’. One of the outcomes of this experiment was the discovery that 
the software lacks trimmings that resemble historical ones. Specifically 
designed buttons, buckles or ribbons must be created beforehand with a 
digital sculpting program5 and then imported to Clo3D.

Conclusion

The results of this experiment stem from studying Clo3D and finding 
ways to make the most of the program features to represent the historical 
doublet. The digital reconstruction is not a copy of the physical doublet 
but a digital creation showing aspects of the doublet that cannot be seen 
in real life. The digital reconstruction does not directly copy physical 
making because the digital space has different applications, dimensions 
and rules. However, it offers many beneficial tools to experiment, analyse 
and visualise historical garments for the purpose of demonstrating their 
making so that we can better understand unique craftsmanship of the 
skilled Renaissance tailors.

Notes
The ‘Refashioning the Renaissance’ digital reconstruction project, co-ordinated by 
Sophie Pitman and carried out by Maarit Kalmakurki, was funded by the European 
Research Council (ERC) under the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and inno-
vation programme (grant agreement No. 726195). See www.refashioningrenaissance.
eu/reconstructions.

1	 Maria Cybulska, ‘To see the unseen: Computer graphics in visualisation and recon-
struction of archaeological and historical textiles’, in Nobuhiko Mukai (ed.), Computer 
Graphics (Rijeka: InTech, 2012), 213.

2	 Digital reconstruction is emerging in historical research prompted by the possi-
bility of recreating objects that are damaged or no longer exist. See, for example, 
studies by Aleksei Moskvin et al., ‘Digital replicas of historical skirts’, The Journal 
of the Textile Institute, 110, 12 (2019), 1810–26; Viktor Kuzmichev et al., ‘Computer 
reconstruction of 19th century trousers’, International Journal of Clothing Science and 
Technology, 29, 4 (2017), 594–606.

3	 The initial design idea for the garment stems from one of the descriptions of a dou-
blet marked in the post-morterm inventory of the waterseller Francesco Ristori, 12 
September 1631, State archives of Florence (ASF), Magistrato dei pupilli, 2718, 2, 
fols 190r–194r. See Experiment in focus III for the description of the historical recon-
struction of this garment.

4	 Melanie Braun, Luca Costigliolo, Susan North, Claire Thornton and Jenny Tiramani, 
17th-Century Men’s Dress Patterns 1600–1630 (London: Thames and Hudson, 
2016), 16.

5	 In the frame of the ‘Refashioning’ project, creation of these details were omitted 
since the aim was to investigate the possibilities of the software.
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experiment in focus vi:  
Imitation of amber and pearls 

Michele Nicole Robinson

Introduction

False. Counterfeit. Imitation. There were – and are – many ways of talking 
about goods created to replicate or mimic costly and rare materials. And 
in the early modern period these terms carried connotations ranging from 
derision to admiration. The wearing of false gems, for instance, could be 
seen as an attempt at social climbing (and a violation of sumptuary laws in 
many northern Italian regions). But it could also be a means of reinforcing 
status or displaying one’s interest in artistic and technological innovation.1 
There were thus many reasons people in early modern Italy purchased and 
wore imitation stones and metals.

We know much more about the false gems sought out by aristocrats, 
diplomats and merchants; however, the ‘Refashioning the Renaissance’ 
database shows that shopkeepers, cutlery-makers and shoemakers appear 
to have had some interest in imitation gems. Were these meant to pass for 
richer materials? Were they markers of an interest in innovative processes 
and production practices? Or was there simply a desire for products with 
the same look and feel as the materials they referenced (and those who 
wore them)? And what was that look and feel?

With these questions in mind, the ‘Refashioning the Renaissance’ pro-
ject organised a workshop in March 2020 to re-create recipes for imita-
tions of amber, pearls and other luxury goods. The workshop, designed by 
Sophie Pitman, offered insight into processes of making and a unique sen-
sory experience with the resulting products, which showed that some imi-
tation goods were more attractive and appropriate alternatives to the real 
thing than others.
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The experiment

Amber was valued for its beauty, rarity and scent in the early modern period. 
It was burned as incense, but also made into paste for perfuming oint-
ments, pomanders and gloves. Amber also releases a pleasant smell when 
warmed through handling, which made it a desirable material for rosaries 
(corone).2 Along with its pleasing sensory properties, because amber was 
imported into Italy from the Baltics, it was expensive. Consequently, it is 
unsurprising to find amber simulants among the possessions of Italian 
artisans, though examples of them are rare. The database listing artisans’ 
possessions includes two examples of imitation amber, both from Siena: 
Bernardino Ciampi, a cutlery-maker, owned ‘a rosary of false amber with 
two crosses and silver medals’ when he died in 1646;3 and the shopkeeper 
Lorenzo Brogi had ‘a rosary of amber of glass’ in 1650.4

Glass-making was beyond the scope of this workshop, so Sophie 
Pitman, who designed the experiments, selected two recipes for imita-
tion amber. These were from the best-selling Secreti del reverendo donno 
Alessio Piemontese (Venice, 1555), attributed to Girolamo Ruscelli:

To make cleere stones of Amber:
Seeth Turpentine in a pan leaded, with a little cotton, stirring it until it be as 
thick as paste, and then poure it into what you will, and set it in the sunne 
eight dayes, / and it will be cleaer and hard inough. You may make of this little 
balles, haftes for knives, and manie other things.

[Untitled recipe for imitation amber]:
Take the yelkes of sixteene egges, and beat them well with a spoone: then take 
two ounces of Arabicke, an ounce of the gumme of Cherrie Trees: make these 
gummes into a powder, and mire them with the yelkes of the egges, let the 
Gummes melt well, and poure them into a pot well leaded. This done, set 
them six daies in the sunne, and they will become hard, and shine like glasse, 
and when you rub them, they will take up a straw unto them, as other amber 
stones doe.5

We were more successful with the first recipe, where both Canada 
balsam and thicker and darker Venetian turpentine were warmed sepa-
rately, poured into silicone moulds with differing amounts of raw cotton 
added to each sample; this created the striations and cloudiness observed 
in real amber (Figure vi.1). Importantly, the turpentine released a strong 
pine smell during preparation of the recipe and with handling of the final 
product, like real amber. It remains to be seen if the simulants can be 
shaped into beads like those found on extant rosaries and necklaces, but 
the experiment clearly showed that not only the colour but also the smell 
that made amber so desirable can be fabricated.

The second experiment focused on false pearls. If there are few 
instances of imitation amber listed among the possessions of non-elite 
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families, there are fewer still of false pearls. In fact, among the nearly three 
hundred references to pearls in the inventories that compose the database, 
there is just one that mentions false pearls, which appears in a Sienese 
oil-maker’s home in 1642: ‘a pair of bracelets with little coral [beads] with 
baroque pearls of glass, but the coral is good’.6 That being said, there 
are references in other sources to false pearls being worn by non-elite 
women. For instance, a complaint was filed against the unnamed wife of a 
Florentine shoemaker who lived in Via de’ Pescioni in 1639 for wearing, ‘a 
necklace of black beads and Venetian false pearls’, among other forbidden 
items.7

Whether or not artisans owned and wore false pearls, contemporary 
recipes for creating them are numerous; in the Italian context alone, Paola 
Venturelli has identified fourteen different sources with recipes for making 
pearls from the thirteenth to the seventeenth century.8 Most common are 
recipes that call for shell, pearl or mother of pearl to be softened or dis-
solved (usually with an acid) and made into a paste and then formed into 
larger pearls.

For the workshop, we recreated this type of recipe from a popular 
German text, Allerley Mackel (1532).9 The recipe calls for snail shells to be 
softened, ground and made into a paste with egg whites. Beads were then 

Figure VI.1  Imitation amber made from turpentine, 2020. Aalto University, Espoo. 
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made from the paste and, once dry, boiled in linseed oil. This resulted in 
lumpy, gravelly beads not at all resembling pearls (Figure vi.2).

We also recreated a recipe of another common type, which was based 
on clay rather than nacreous paste from another popular text, Isabella 
Cortese’s I secreti (1584).10 This required baked clay beads to be coated 
with Armenian bole mixed with egg whites; once dry, a layer of gold 
or silver leaf was applied, and the bead dipped in parchment glue and 
left to set (Figure vi.2). Up close, these looked like large gold and silver 
beads, but, when viewed from a distance of 2 m or more, they could more 
plausibly be taken for real pearls (Figure vi.3).

That neither recipe produced what could be easily mistaken for a gen-
uine pearl is in part because we did not have the necessary technical skills 
or tools to accurately follow the instructions. The German recipe called 
for quicksilver (mercury) to coat the beads, which was too dangerous 
for use in the facilities available for the workshop. Additionally, without 
proper grinding tools and experience, we were unable to crush the shells 
into a powder fine enough to make a smooth paste. In fact, most recipes 
for making false pearls call for shells or smaller pearls to be well ground, 
suggesting this skill was critical to the manufacture of persuasive pearls; 
it was this type of imitation that contemporary writers cited as able to fool 

Figure VI.2  Imitation pearls made from crushed snail shells (top) and covered with gold and 
silver leaf (bottom), 2020. Aalto University, Espoo. 
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even jewellers.11 Others considered glass pearls to be the most convincing 
simulants, and difficult to detect when set into rings.12

If the best imitations were those made from smaller pearls or by expert 
glass bead-workers, perhaps they went undetected in the probate inven-
tories that compose the ‘Refashioning the Renaissance’ database.13 It is 
also possible that those manufactured from shell or smaller pearls were 
large, spherical and costly, and others made by glass-workers were too 
expensive for most buyers.

Conclusion

The amber and pearls created in our workshop show that there was con-
siderable technical skill required to produce these materials. It would 
have taken time, practice and materials to produce convincing pearls and 
amber pieces. This, in turn, reinforces the idea put forth by scholars 
such as Timothy McCall and Marlise Rijks that an interest in producing, 
purchasing and wearing well-made false gemstones was an elite pursuit 
related to status and an interest in innovation, rather than simply a desire 
by artisans and others with limited financial means to wear cheaper imita-
tive products.14 This especially seems to be the case with false pearls. The 
most convincing imitation pearls were large, round and expensive; out of 
reach for most.15

Figure VI.3  Imitation pearls seen at a distance, 2020. Aalto University, Espoo. 
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However, the experiment also showed that the sensory experience 
of some materials – like amber – could be recreated in ways that were 
perhaps more accessible in terms of availability and cost. The false amber 
beads on the cutlery-maker’s rosary were perhaps not intended to stand 
in for amber, but rather to produce the same smell and warmth when 
touched, which supported religious practices and protected bodily health. 
It was amber’s transformative effect that was sought, rather than the mate-
rial itself. Thus, this research experiment combining written evidence with 
hands-on experimentation shows that in the early modern period different 
kinds of imitations may have been appropriate for different social and eco-
nomic groups for various purposes.
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The dissemination of fashion: consumption 

habits and non-essential textile goods in early 
modern Italian artisan inventories 

Stefania Montemezzo

Introduction

In the mid-sixteenth century, the Tuscan writer Giovanni della Casa in his 
courtesy book Galateo overo de’ costumi notes that ‘everyone must dress 
well according to his status and age’, and should avoid using inappropri-
ate or extravagant styles, as it would ‘disdain’ others. Writing on men’s 
appearance, he also adds that ‘not only should clothing be of fine material 
but a man must also try to adapt himself as much as he can to the sarto-
rial style of other citizens and let custom guide him’. He further adds that 
every man should follow these guidelines ‘even though it may seem to 
him to be less comfortable and attractive than previous fashions’.1 Even if 
uncomfortable, adapting to new fashions and using suitable-quality mate-
rials seems to play an essential role in della Casa’s idea of good manners 
that every Renaissance man should possess. Della Casa’s prescriptions 
focus on appearance and social acceptability while disregarding the needs 
of those groups that needed comfortable and suitable clothing for their 
daily activities, such as artisans and the working classes. And yet, did the 
artisans of Florence, Siena and Venice dress in a manner appropriate to 
their status, as della Casa would have us believe? What kinds of objects, 
textiles and colours were favoured by the lower social classes? How did 
fashion vary between cities and what characterised the varying dress and 
consumption patterns?

This chapter addresses these questions, using a sample of post-mortem 
inventories of Florentine, Sienese and Venetian artisans and locally based 
shopkeepers between the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, collected 
in the ‘Refashioning the Renaissance’ database.2 By looking into their 
wardrobes and establishing the types of textile materials, colours and 
clothing styles they had access to, it aims at giving a more coherent 
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picture of the consumption habits of non-essential textile goods and fash-
ion items at lower social levels of society in early modern Italy. First, the 
chapter looks at inventories as a source, assessing some of the factors that 
may influence the compilation and content of inventories. These include 
local institutions, social dynamics and regulations, and economic factors. 
Second, it analyses the data from the inventories, focusing on fabrics, the 
colours, the styles and the origins of the garments that belonged to this 
social class and were found in the household inventories.

The chapter argues that there are two main reasons why it is crucial to 
analyse the dress, fashion and consumption habits of the artisan classes. 
First, artisans formed a large segment of the urban population. For this 
reason, analysing their consumption of fashionable items provides insight 
into how consumerism emerged in Europe.3 Second, only recently has his-
toriography focused on the social and cultural aspects of the life of these 
groups, such as their relationships, gender relations, living standards and 
everyday life.4 The lack of comprehensive research is linked to the difficulty 
of studying heterogeneous social groups such as the artisans.5 Differences 
in wealth and craft specialisations suggest a pronounced segmentation 
and stratification within the artisan order.6

Fashion and institutions

The overall picture of artisans’ wardrobes that we obtain from post-mortem 
inventories is of relative richness and variety, despite being conditioned by 
exogenous factors, such as regulatory limitations. The increasing availa-
bility of luxury goods and new fashion manufactures that characterised 
dress and appearance in early modern Italian cities, as John Styles, Andrea 
Caracausi and Sophie Pitman have shown (Chapters 1, 2 and 3 above), such 
as new types of mixed fabrics, knitwear and ribbons, favoured consump-
tion by the middle classes, challenging the ‘hierarchy of appearance’.7

Within this evolving framework, many elements could impact the 
consumption of fashion items. The first was related to the availability of 
certain goods on the market, often linked to local manufacturers and loca-
tions, concerning regional and international trade flows (Figure 7.1) The 
second was linked to institutions (such as governments, guilds and con-
fraternities) that could play a role in the consumption of luxury goods and 
thus influence the use of certain types of clothing and fashion items. This 
section aims to contextualise the sample provided by the ‘Refashioning 
the Renaissance’ database in terms of the procedures used to compile 
inventories, the role of the institutions that produced them and the social 
and institutional factors, such as sumptuary laws or guilds, that may have 
influenced the consumption of fashion items.

Post-mortem inventories of possessions provide a valuable source 
of information for investigating material wealth and consumption in 
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pre-industrial societies.8 This is especially the case for the northern Italian 
states, where comprehensive collections are often preserved in family 
and children’s court records, such as the Venetian Giudici di Petizion, 
the Florentine Magistrato dei Pupilli or the Sienese Curia del Placito.9 

Figure 7.1  Marketplace at the Piazza di Porta Ravegnana, Bologna. A tailor’s workshop and a 
tailor taking measures of a client can be seen in the lower part of the image. Matricula societatis 
draperiorum civitatis Bononiae, ms. 641, fol. 1r, No. 93 (1411). Museo Civico Medievale di Bologna. 
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However, the range of individuals represented in these inventory records 
is somewhat patchy. The records are dominated by individuals who were 
young enough to leave children under the age of majority, and who died 
intestate, without having appointed guardians. They therefore exclude 
whole sections of the population, such as the elderly, single women and the 
childless. Furthermore, the nature and interpretation of the information in 
these inventories needs to be considered in light of the differences in the 
local institutions that were responsible for drafting them.10 Despite these 
problems, these legal documents provide a unique insight into the dress 
and material culture of the lower orders of society, which, like all subaltern 
groups, presents significant difficulties for historical reconstruction.11

Other elements, such as sumptuary laws and guild regulations, com-
plement this composite institutional landscape. The significance of these 
elements for dress at the lower social levels is difficult to assess, as social 
constraints generally are in the past. Yet it is essential to be aware of their 
existence during the analysis. The wardrobes of artisans, for example, 
must be considered in the light of the owner’s social status and profession. 
It is not only the presence of clothing suitable for carrying out the typical 
tasks of each profession that is important, but also the presence of cloth-
ing indicating membership of a guild, a brotherhood, a particular social 
group, as well as age and social status (married, young, old, widow etc.). 
The rules of professional and religious institutions were part of a context 
in which status and appearance were closely linked, making clothing a 
public expression of membership. Sixteenth-century manuals and books, 
such as that of Cesare Vecellio, bear witness to these differences. In the 
pages of his treatise, Vecellio discusses the differences that characterised 
the clothing of nobles, foreigners, officials, merchants and shopkeepers. 
He highlights the role of clothing in the social representation of different 
social groups by comparing the clothing styles, noting their similarities 
and differences, and who usually wore one style rather than another. For 
merchants and shopkeepers, for example, while describing their head-
pieces, the author says:

And these wear high berets, which they call ‘tozzo’, and some also wear it 
with chopping-board style, with a very narrow fold and with a veil around it: 
but this [latter] beret is more for the sheltered and mature; and that [tozzo] for 
younger people.12

Vecellio also adds that their usual elbow-length sleeves are the same as 
those of the aristocracy, showing how social distinction was marked by 
the use of certain styles or garments, and how the wardrobes and fashion 
choices of different social groups and the artisans within them were influ-
enced by unwritten social constraints.13

Sumptuary laws could influence the content of artisan wardrobes and 
their post-mortem inventories by imposing limitations to the consumption 
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of luxury goods. Public institutions sought to limit the consumerist ten-
sions especially of the lower orders by enacting a range of sumptuary laws 
in an attempt to maintain the division between social classes.14 The actual 
impact of the sumptuary laws on the consumption of the lower orders, 
although present in all Renaissance Italian states, remains doubtful and 
to be determined. For example, in a city like Siena, those not part of the 
ruling class were not formally allowed to wear silk or velvet since medieval 
times.15 Yet post-mortem inventories show that even ordinary artisans pos-
sessed items of silk. In the Tuscan city between 1550 and 1650, altogether 
926 garments or trimmings listed in 187 artisans’ home inventories were 
made of silk, making an average of about five items of silk per house-
hold.16 These included textile objects of different sizes and value, from 
small ribbons, scarves and caps that required just a little amount of silk to 
garments such as jackets and gowns that were made of or trimmed with 
silk. For example, of the sixty-nine dress items recorded in the inventory 
of Carlo Bertuzzi, a Sienese miller, four garments (cloaks, gowns) were 
decorated with silk or velvet, while eight of the dress accessories were 
made entirely of silk. These included a fine headscarf decorated with gold, 
two veils, three pairs of colourful tights, one made of regular silk and two 
others made of silk scraps (filaticcio), and two pairs of colourful cuffs made 
of silk, gold and silver. Although small accessories such as these that did 
not require lengths of silk, it is important to note that some of these were 
decorated with gold and silver thread.

As objects of value, such objects were considered valuable family 
treasures and given as wedding gifts or passed on in inheritances. This is 
probably why the miller’s wife Triburzia was keen to keep the accessories 
and clothes of silk at the time of Carlo’s death. When questioned by the 
Magistrati dei Pupilli, she explained that the silk items, along with some 
jewellery and silverware, had been given to her by her family on the occa-
sion of her wedding.17 This information provides a fascinating glimpse not 
only into the fashion and material wealth of the artisans and the circula-
tion of precious textiles within the lower class but also into the efforts of 
women in the line of succession to claim what was rightfully theirs.18

The unique path of each city’s economic, institutional and social 
development could produce distinct consumption patterns, especially con-
cerning different colours, materials and styles and the extent of their 
dissemination among the lower orders. The patterns were influenced 
by non-standard commercial means, such as bartering, credits and 
second-hand commerce, allowing for the informal circulation of expensive 
fashion items among lower-income groups. The manufacturing world also 
began to offer cheaper new products and fabrics. As we will see below, 
these variations reflected cultural preferences and differences in trading 
networks and local manufactures, encouraging the desire of the middling 
classes to challenge the ‘hierarchy of appearances’.19
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The colours of dress

Intense and spectacularly dyed textiles and clothing appear in many inven-
tories of artisans and shopkeepers, suggesting that even families of modest 
means appreciated vibrant colours.20 This was the case, for example, with the 
wife of the ordinary Venetian shoemaker Dal Paon, deceased in 1627. In the 
tiny two-room house, the estimators found several garments in mixed fabrics 
with fascinating workmanship and colouring. Besides a golden robe made of 
mixed fabric (ferrandina, a light cloth made of wool and silk) and two black 
gowns (one of coarse low-cost silk, terzanella, and the other of ferrandina), the 
inventory mentions three brightly coloured skirts. The first of these, in wool, 
was red; the second, also in wool, was red with a green satin edging; while 
the last, in buratto (a light woollen cloth with a silk warp), was in a whole 
rainbow of colours including black, golden yellow, green and white.21 Some 
of these colours, such as bright reds dyed with expensive insect dyes or imi-
tated through using cheaper dyestuffs such as brazilwood, have been made 
physically and materially visible by the ‘Refashioning the Renaissance’ pro-
ject through colour reconstruction (Experiment in focus VIII).

Garments’ colour vibrancy and sumptuous effects were often achieved 
through edgings, borders, ribbons and linings made of more expensive 
textiles. It is no coincidence that silk fabrics and furs are the materials that 
are most often described as multi-coloured (23 and 22 per cent of cases), 
followed by gold and silver objects – jewels, brooches or buttons – and 
wool (16 and 14 per cent, respectively). Detachable sleeves, too – a fun-
damental part to vary the styles of the clothes – are among the garments 
that were often made of or decorated with fine fabrics and dyed in bright 
colours (Figure 7.2). Tommaso Maridi, a Florentine fishmonger from San 
Frediano, had a collection of cuffs ranging from black wool to red and 
green mocaiardos (woollen velvet) and white and red drappo, a mixtures of 
wool or silk.22 The use of small quantities of colourful and more expensive 
fabrics to embellish outfits made primarily of cheaper textiles illustrates 
the ingenuity of artisan fashion.

With fashions and preferences changing over the decades, the use of 
monochrome colours was relatively common. Despite the fact that black 
was the colour of high fashion of the ruling classes since the sixteenth 
century, Italian artisans showed a fluctuating interest in black throughout 
the century.23 This is confirmed by the archival evidence collected by the 
‘Refashioning the Renaissance’ project. The ‘Refashioning the Renaissance’ 
database shows that in 1550s, about 43 per cent of the clothing items were 
black; it reached over 50 per cent in 1560s, with a gradual decrease over 
the next decades. Between 1550 and 1650, the percentage of colours such 
as white, red, brown and purple remained almost unchanged, but green 
gradually increased. The most common green-coloured items of clothing 
were gowns, petticoats and hose, such as zimarre or turche made of wool 
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from Perpignan or Valencia, or skirts made of silk waste (filaticcio), which 
rose from an average of 6–7 per cent in the 1550s to almost 13 per cent 
in the 1610s. The colour combinations obtained by juxtaposing different 
elements (from linings to trimmings) also increased.24

Yet the use of colours varied from city to city. The choice of high-
contrast colours for combinations unites Florence, Siena and Venice, albeit 
with a different styles between the three cities.25 Siena and Venice share 
a preference for the combination of red and yellow – the colours of the 
Serenissima’s coat of arms, in 18 per cent of all combinations – followed 
by red and white, and black and white – the last being the colours of the 
Sienese banner.26

A different approach to colour between cities also applies to plain 
colours. In that respect, the Sienese artisans’ wardrobes are the most col-
ourful. On average, only one out of three items of clothing was black.27 The 
Sienese outfits differed greatly from those of the Florentines and Venetians 
also by their fancy combinations of bright colours. Multi-coloured, green 
and pink items were widespread in Siena. Of the city’s artisans’ clothing 
and other textile articles 73  per  cent were in colours other than black 
(compared with 62 per cent in Venice and 58 per cent in Florence). Of all 
the colours, pink is the one that stands out: more than one out of ten items 
of clothing were in the spectrum between flesh colour and purple, unlike 
in Florence and Venice (Figure 7.3).

Figure 7.2  Domenico Ghirlandaio, Announcement of Death to St Fina (detail), 1475. The 
painting displays garments often found in artisans’ inventories, such as a gamurra and colourful 
sleeves. Chapel of Santa Fina, Collegiata, San Gimignano. 
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Some garments were more vivacious than others. The wife of the 
Venetian shoemaker Dal Paon and her colourful green and red skirts, 
referred to above, are not precisely an exception in the Italian panorama of 
the time. In fact, skirts seem to be one of the elements that gave liveliness 
to clothing. A detailed examination of the colours associated with differ-
ent garments in the artisan’s wardrobes shows that skirts and petticoats, 
aprons, shirts and body linen were the focal points in terms of colours. 
For example, a colourful green skirt ornamented with golden flowers that 
belonged to Anzola, the wife of the Venetian weaver Andrea Padovani, 
stands out from the family’s inventory. Scrolling through the items recorded 
in the document, it is possible to imagine how Anzola’s outfits were to be 
composed. To begin, a pair of red stockings and a white shirt (perhaps a 
clean one, instead of the ‘sweated’ mentioned in the inventory), a black 
gown made of mixed fabric, terzanella, completed with a pair of orange 
sleeves and a white veil on the shoulders, and a round apron to protect the 
beautiful skirt.28 The painted scene from a kitchen of an upper-middle-class 
household shows what such garments worn in everyday life at artisan levels 
may have looked like. The woman in the front, plucking a chicken, wears a 
veil on the shoulders; another is grating cheese wearing a rolled-up apron 
strapped twice on the waist on an orange gamurra with sleeves. Lastly, the 
woman in the background with a green dress has her pink sleeves pinned in 
the back to have them out of the way while working (Figure 7.4).

The colourful garments and accessories were often combined with 
overgarments such as capes, cloaks and tabards to protect the wearer from 
the cold or bad weather. These are rarely in any colour other than black 

Figure 7.3  The colours of artisans’ garments in Florence, Siena and Venice, 1550–1650. The 
statistics are based on all the inventories of the sample. Raw materials, metallic accessories, 
grooming items and garments recorded in workshops are excluded.
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and are usually made of wool or mixed materials (between 72 per cent 
and 76 per cent of cases). This was due to the nature of these garments. 
Cloaks, capes and coats were designed for public occasions rather than for 
domestic use. Indeed, overgarments provided not only protection from the 
cold and dust of the city streets of the day (which were often unpaved) but 
also from the prying eyes of neighbours, who might sneakily complain to 
the city authorities about artisans who broke sumptuary laws.29

New textiles and international styles

Besides differences in colours and colour combinations, inventories of 
Tuscan and Venetian artisans and shopkeepers reveal some clear varia-
tions in the consumption patterns between each city also in terms of the 
textiles materials and styles present in artisans’ wardrobes. These reflect 
differences in both trading networks and local manufactures. Woollen 
textiles are proportionally more prevalent in Florence, a city renowned 
for wool production since the Middle Ages, whereas leather and furs, 
often imported from northern and eastern Europe, are more common in 
Venice, which had well-established trading connections with those regions 
(Figure 7.5).30

Since the fifteenth century, the textile industries of several north-
ern Italian regions had copied and adapted foreign production processes 
to manufacture fabrics that looked luxurious, using cheaper, locally 

Figure 7.4  Vincenzo Campi, The Kitchen, 1580s. Pinacoteca di Brera, Milan. 
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available raw materials that imitated expensive foreign textiles such as the 
‘Oriental’ silks worn by the nobility and upper classes.31 Employing these 
foreign inspired imitative textiles allowed eager artisans to indulge their 
fashionable aspirations. One of such aspiring artisans was the Venetian 
feather  dealer Antonio de Baratis. Antonio owned several items made 
of mixed textiles, such as a green and gold gown made from brocatel (a 
mixed fabric usually woven from silk and linen but, in this instance, from 
wool) or a white woollen velvet (mocaiardo) gown, enriched with deco-
rated red velvet.32 In addition to local production, some foreign textiles 
were also imported. Clothes from the Serenissima’s Stato da mar, other 
Italian states, Spain, Flanders and the Ottoman Empire are on record. The 
mixture of foreign textiles and fashions that characterised the city’s cul-
tural trends is illustrated by items such as the ‘two Spanish-style tabards 
of mixed fabric, one lined with velvet and the other with satin, both new’, 
which belonged to the cloth dealer Antonio Rossati.33

Local and imported textiles were used to produce not only ‘newness’, 
but also ‘historic’ and foreign-inspired clothing, such as garments made in 
all’antica style. The all’antica style is the subject of much debate in the field 
of art, especially in works on art and architecture, but it is still ambiguous 
in the field of clothing.34 The types of garments in all’antica style are varied, 
ranging from hats to breeches, from jewels to buttons. The only thing 
they seem to have in common is the fact that many of these, especially 
hats and sleeves, were often decorated with silk trimmings and ribbons. 
This was the case, for example, of the sleeves owned by the linen-seller 
Filippo Guerrieri, made of leather and embroidered with silk ribbons.35 
The French style (alla francese) is also mentioned in the inventories of 
artisans in all three cities, especially in connection with sleeves, gowns, 

Figure 7.5  Artisans’ garments materials in Florence, Siena and Venice, 1550–1650. The 
statistics are based on all the inventories of the sample. Raw materials, metallic accessories, 
grooming items and garments recorded in workshops are excluded.
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bodices, doublets, breeches, hats and cuffs. Again, the precise definition of 
the ‘French style’ is unclear, although Elisabeth Currie explains that these 
garments might have ‘included substantial lengths of fabric to make the 
kind of voluminous silhouette’ shown in contemporary portraits, ‘or heavy 
surface decorations, including pearls or other jewels’.36

The habit of owning voluminous clothing seems to concern especially 
Venetian artisans. Both artisan men and women owned gowns in the 
dogalina style. These ample gowns, usually lined, were characterised by 
wide sleeves that touched the ground at the bottom and puffed up and tied 
at the shoulders at the top. Although the taste for dogalina style gowns 
continued throughout the early modern period, it became increasingly 
rare at the end of the sixteenth century. Even Cesare Vecellio included it 
among the ‘old’ Venetian styles.

The Venetian artisan also owned garments and accessories in the mar-
itime style, called da matelo in the inventories – another style that fell out 
of fashion in the Doge’s city. This style is more difficult to define, as it was 
not clearly assigned to any genre in the inventories and the colours varied 
from blue and red to yellow and green. On the other hand, ‘maritime’-style 
gowns (muda) were usually made of satin, velvet or damask.37 All the 
garments associated with this style in the ‘Refashioning the Renaissance’ 
database are found in the house of the cloth dealer Antonio Rossati, prob-
ably waiting to be altered or shredded to reuse the fibres.38

The strong relationship of Venice with the Middle Eastern world is 
testified by textiles and clothing styles from the territories of the Ottoman 
Empire (Morocco, Egypt, Syria and Turkey) that were also present in 
the artisans’ wardrobes. An example is an Ottoman-inspired jacket, the 
dolman, appearing in several Venice inventories. This short jacket, worn 
by both men and women and closed by frogs at the front, was normally 
made of wool or camlet (mixed fabric of wool and silk) and dyed black – at 
least in half of the cases. These come in many forms, more or less rich, 
and range from the old sleeveless dolman in black wool that belonged to 
Antonia Baldigara, widow of cap-maker Giovanni Marco, to the dolman in 
red damask, lined with red pine marten fur, found among the possession 
of the cloth dealer Antonio Rossati, mentioned above.39 The ‘Refashioning 
the Renaissance’ database shows the fate of this garment very clearly. 
Often mentioned in the 1550s and 1560s, it gradually disappears from 
Venetian wardrobes so much so that it appears more and more rarely 
during the 1570s, with the last mention in 1578 in the inventory of the 
boat-builder Francesco Brazza.40 Conversely, jackets, mantles and over-
coats of different types, such as the overgarment known as ‘Turcha’, sur-
vive in the inventories.41 ‘Turche’ generally referred to long overgarments, 
either sleeveless or with narrow sleeves, which were open in the front. 
The garment seems to be in vogue especially in Siena during the six-
teenth century, only to gradually disappear at the beginning of the next. 
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For what concerns Florence, its economic and cultural interests decidedly 
oriented fashions towards western Europe, with most textiles coming from 
Flanders, Spain, England and France.

Discerning whether descriptions in inventories refer to the style of 
items, their place of origin or their counterfeiting is often difficult. In 
some cases, the preposition alla, accompanied by a feminine noun clearly 
defines the style of a garment (alla veneziana, alla fiorentina, alla turches-
cha etc.), while origin is usually attributed by a masculine adjective (vene-
ziano, fiorentino, turchesco). However, the distinction is sometimes random 
since vernacular languages were not fully codified or grammatically fixed. 
Officials, estimators and notaries often expressed themselves idiosyncrat-
ically, and their ability to accurately categorise items depended on their 
expertise, experience and familiarity with the goods they were recording. 
Indeed, the distinction between the style and the origin was probably not 
especially crucial in the eyes of contemporaries when it came to establish-
ing economic value, since only a very small number of items – less than 
3 per cent – specify these details.

The post-mortem inventories of artisans from Venice, Florence and 
Siena show that what ordinary artisans chose to wear often defies simplis-
tic assumptions. The presence of expensive garments and accessories that 
were made of silk next to the cheaper ones made from plain coarse wool-
lens, linen or waste materials simultaneously highlights the stratification of 
the social group and the difficulty of determining from their clothes where 
individuals were located in the hierarchy of wealth and status. Moreover, 
the differences among cities in the choice of colours, materials and styles, 
including foreign and exotic styles, gives a clear idea of the local diversi-
ties that characterised the Italian territory, separated by political borders, 
different social institutions and economic development. Consideration of 
the influence of different cultures via the medium of international trade on 
the regional territories as well as on the entirety of the European society 
allows for a better understanding of the forces behind consumption and 
dissemination of fashions across social classes well before the Industrial 
Revolution and of the importance global connections already possessed by 
the sixteenth century.42

Conclusion

‘Everyone must dress well according to his status’, prescribed Giovanni 
della Casa in 1558. While sumptuary laws imposed limits on the con-
sumption of expensive textiles by the middling classes, it is clear that 
craftspeople and local shopkeepers could not only dress well for their 
status. They could go far beyond it. The picture of artisans’ wardrobes 
is of a relative richness and variety, but its composition was influenced 
by several factors, including the availability of textiles, local and foreign 
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influences, and the position within local and international commercial 
circuits. The distinctive qualities that set apart the society, economy and 
institutions of Florence, Siena and Venice, and the unique path of each 
city’s economic development, could produce distinct consumption pat-
terns. This concerned especially imported goods and the extent of their 
dissemination among the lower orders. The different textiles, colours 
and styles paint an extravagant and unique picture of Italian artisans’ 
wardrobes. In commercial hubs like Florence and Venice, the taste for 
the fashionable was fed by foreign cultural influences as materials, ideas 
and trends travelled along international trade routes to the cities so that 
the wearing of French, Spanish and even Ottoman styles soon became a 
familiar part of life for even the lower orders. This also fuelled the diver-
sification of cloth manufacturing in these cities into imitation fabrics and 
mixed-fibre textiles that utilised locally available materials, waste fibres 
and new, cheaper dyestuffs. This, in turn, stimulated new consumption 
patterns by making a broader range of fabrics, colours and garments 
accessible to even the poorest artisans. While showing local peculiarities 
linked to local productions and trades, the different stylistic choices give 
us an insight not just into what artisans wore but also into the cultural 
background of the popular groups, showing an already established taste 
for the exotic and foreign fashion influences.

The ways in which ordinary Italians mixed expensive materials with 
cheaper ones and combined their costly garments with inexpensive trim-
mings highlights the creative and personal ways in which early modern 
Sienese, Florentine and Venetian artisans engaged with fashion.

Notes
The research leading to these results was done as part of the ‘Refashioning the 
Renaissance’ project that has received funding from the European Research Council 
(ERC) under the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme 
(grant agreement No. 726195).

  1	 Giovanni Della Casa, Galateo, trans. Konrad Eisenbichler and Kenneth R. Bartlett 
(Toronto: Centre for Reformation and Renaissance Studies, 1986), 12–13.

  2	 I would like to thank Fabio Andreazza, Andrea Caracausi, Giovanni Favero, Paula 
Hohti, Michele Nani, Andrea Rapini and Francesco Vianello for their precious 
advice and insights. The archival data used in the chapter are available open access 
at www.refashioningrenaissance.eu/database.

  3	 Catherine Kovesi, Luxury and the Ethics of Greed in Early Modern Italy (Turnhout: 
Brepols, 2018), xv–xix; for the European institutionalisation of fashion, see Carlo 
Marco Belfanti, ‘Was fashion a European invention?’, Journal of Global History, 3, 3 
(2008), 419–43.

  4	 Margaret A. Pappano and Nicole R. Rice, ‘Medieval and early modern artisan cul-
ture’, Journal of Medieval and Early Modern Studies, 43, 3 (2013), 473–85; Denise 
Bezzina, Artigiani a Genova nei secoli XII–XIII (Florence: Florence University Press, 
2015), 1–4; Anna Bellavitis, Women’s Work and Rights in Early Modern Urban Europe 
(Cham: Springer International Publishing, 2018).

http://www.refashioningrenaissance.eu/database


224	 Status and credibility

  5	 Paula Hohti, ‘“Conspicuous” consumption and popular consumers: Material culture 
and social status in sixteenth-century Siena’, Renaissance Studies, 24, 5 (2010), 
654–6; Pappano and Rice, ‘Medieval and early modern artisan culture’, 473–85.

  6	 Lois Green Carr and Lorena S. Walsh, ‘Inventories and the analysis of wealth and con-
sumption patterns in St. Mary’s County, Maryland, 1658–1777’, Historical Methods, 
13, 2 (1980), 81–2; Bert De Munck, ‘Artisans, products and gifts: Rethinking the 
history of material culture in early modern Europe’, Past & Present, 224, 1 (2014), 
39–74. For Siena, Paula Hohti Erichsen, Artisans, Objects and Everyday Life in 
Renaissance Italy: The Material Culture of the Middling Class, Visual and Material 
Culture, 1300–1700 (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2021), 31–9; for 
Florence, Samuel Kline Cohn, The Laboring Classes in Renaissance Florence, Studies 
in Social Discontinuity (New York: Academic Press, 1980), 65–113; for Venice, 
Patricia Allerston, ‘Clothing and early modern Venetian society’, Continuity and 
Change, 15, 3 (2000), 367–90.

  7	 Carlo Marco Belfanti, ‘Mobilità sociale e opportunità di mercato alle origini del cam-
biamento’, in Eugenia Paulicelli (ed.), Moda e mode dal Medioevo al Rinascimento 
(Rome: Moltemi editore, 2006), 39–40.

  8	 Margaret Spufford, The Great Reclothing of Rural England: Petty Chapman 
and Their Wares in the Seventeenth Century (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 
1984); Micheline Baulant, Anton Schuurman and Anton Servais, Inventaires 
après-décès et ventes de meubles: apports à une histoire de la vie économique et 
quotidienne (XIVe–XIXe siècle): actes du séminaire tenu dans le cadre du 9ème 
Congrès international d’histoire économique de Berne (1986) (Louvain: Academia, 
1988); Carole Shammas, The Pre-Industrial Consumer in England and America 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990); Lorna Weatherill, Consumer Behaviour 
and Material Culture in Britain, 1660–1760 (London: Routledge,, 1996); Craig 
Muldrew, The Economy of Obligation: The Culture of Credit and Social Relations 
in Early Modern England (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1998); Greig Parker, Probate 
Inventories of French Immigrants in Early Modern London (Farnham: Ashgate, 
2014).	

  9	 Stefania Montemezzo, ‘“Popular fashion”: La ricostruzione dei consumi di moda 
degli artigiani nell’Italia rinascimentale’, Storiografia. Rivista Annuale Di Storia, 27, 
26 (2023), 145–67.

10	 The occupational structure of artisans and small shopkeepers influences the inter-
pretation of information on dress and appearance. At the same time, the age pro-
file, occupations and social status of the male property owners inventoried for 
the Venetian Giudici di Petizion are very varied, while the Florentine and Sienese 
Magistrati dei pupilli records, on the other hand, are dominated by individuals 
who were young enough to leave children under the age of majority, and who died 
intestate, without having appointed guardians. For a more detailed analysis of the 
role of institutions and the segmentation of the sample, see Montemezzo, ‘Popular 
fashion’.	

11	 Not all crafts were equally represented in the inventories, as can be seen by compar-
ing the occupational cross-section provided by the ‘Refashioning the Renaissance’ 
database with the fiscal and demographic data from the Florentine and Venetian 
censuses. In Florence, for instance, although food producers and retailers are more 
strongly represented, this is not the case in the ‘Refashioning the Renaissance’ data-
base. Instead, the data show that craftsmen in the building and metallurgy trades 
are more represented in the inventories recorded in the children’s court records. 
The situation was similar in Venice, with a discrepancy between the Petition Court 
(more textile workers) and the 1595 military census. The reasons for these differ-
ences are difficult to identify and could range from the higher mortality rates inher-
ent in some trades (such as construction and metal) to the different support and 
welfare services provided by the guilds. See Montemezzo, ‘Popular fashion’; and, 



	 The dissemination of fashion	 225

for the census data, Pietro Battara, ‘Botteghe e pigioni nella Firenze del ’500: un 
censimento industriale e commerciale all’epoca del Granducato mediceo’, Archivio 
Storico Italiano, 95, 3 (363) (1937), 3–28. See also Richard Tilden Rapp, Industry 
and Economic Decline in Seventeenth-Century Venice (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1976), pp. 49–106, pp. 58–63.

12	 Cesare Vecellio, De gli habiti antichi et moderni di diuerse parti del mondo libri dve, 
ed. C. Chrieger (Venice: Damian Zenaro, 1590), c. 116. Translated by the author.

13	 Maria Giuseppina Muzzarelli, ‘Noscere ordinem et finem sui status: il valore delle 
vesti nella società posizionale del tardo Medioevo. Problemi di identità tra Medioevo 
ed età moderna : seminari e bibliografia’, in Paolo Prodi and Valerio Marchetti (eds), 
Problemi di identità tra Medioevo ed età moderna: seminari e bibliografia (Bologna: 
CLUEB, 2001), 105–15.

14	 Catherine Kovesi Killerby, ‘Practical problems in the enforcement of Italian sump-
tuary law, 1200–1500’, in Trevor Dean and Kate J. P. Lowe (eds), Crime, Society, 
and the Law in Renaissance Italy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 
99–120; Catherine Kovesi Killerby, Sumptuary Law in Italy, 1200–1500 (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 2002), 1–8, 61–91; Maria Giuseppina Muzzarelli, Gli inganni 
delle apparenze: disciplina di vesti e ornamenti alla fine del Medioevo (Turin: 
Scriptorium, 1996), pp. 23–97; Maria Giuseppina Muzzarelli, ‘Reconciling the 
privilege of a few with the common good: Sumptuary laws in medieval and early 
modern Europe’, Journal of Medieval and Early Modern Studies, 39, 3 (2009), 
597–617.

15	 Paula Hohti Erichsen, ‘The art of artisan fashions: Moroni’s tailor and the changing 
culture of clothing in sixteenth-century Italy’, in Rembrandt Duits (ed.), The Art of 
the Poor: The Aesthetic Material Culture of the Lower Classes in Europe, 1300–1600 
(London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2020), 109–16.

16	 www.refashioningrenaissance.eu/database.
17	 Inventory of the grinder Carlo di Girolamo Bertuzzi, 17 December 1642, State 

Archives of Siena (ASS), Curia del Placito, 282, fols 155r–158r.
18	 Christiane Klapisch-Zuber, Women, Family, and Ritual in Renaissance Italy (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1987), 213–46; Giulia Calvi, ‘Diritti e legami. Madri, figli, 
Stato in Toscana (XVI–XVIII secolo)’, Quaderni Storici, 29, 86 (2) (1994), 487–510; 
Isabelle Chabot, ‘La loi du lignage: Notes sur le système successoral Florentin 
(XIVe/XVe–XVIIe siècles)’, Clio, 7 (1998), 51–72.

19	 Brian Pullan, Crisis and Change in the Venetian Economy in the Sixteenth and 
Seventeenth Centuries (London: Methuen, 1968); Richard A. Goldthwaite, ‘The 
empire of things: Consumer demand in Renaissance Italy’, in William Kent, Patricia 
Simons and John D. Eade (eds), Patronage, Art and Society in Renaissance Italy 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1987, 153–75; Richard A. Goldthwaite, ‘The economy of 
Renaissance Italy: The preconditions for luxury consumption’, I Tatti Studies in the 
Italian Renaissance, 2 (1987), 15–39.

20	 For the relation between consumption habits and incomes, see Paolo Malanima 
and Valeria Pinchera, ‘A puzzling relationship: Consumptions and incomes in early 
modern Europe’, Histoire & Mesure, 27, 2 (2012), 197–222.

21	 Inventory of Dal Caon, 7 February 1627, ASV, Giudici di Petizion, Inventari, 350, 
fol. 1r–1v.

22	 Inventory Tommaso di Salvadore Mariti (date n/a) 1620, ASF, Magistrato dei Pupilli, 
2717, fol. 383v-383v.

23	 John H. Munro, ‘The anti-red shift – to the “dark side”: Colour changes in Flemish 
luxury woollens, 1300–1550’, Medieval Clothing and Textiles, MPRA Paper, 3, 1 
(2007), 55–98; Amedeo Quondam, Tutti i colori del nero: moda e cultura del gen-
tiluomo nel Rinascimento (Costabissara (Vicenza): A. Colla, 2007), 79–118; Paula 
Hohti Erichsen, ‘Power, black clothing, and the chromatic politics of textiles in 
Renaissance Europe’, in Jenny Boulboullé and Sven Dupré (eds), Burgundian Black: 

http://www.refashioningrenaissance.eu/database


226	 Status and credibility

Reworking Early Modern Teechnologies (Santa Barbara: EMC Imprint, 2022), https://
burgundianblack.tome.press, accessed 24 February 2023.

24	 www.refashioningrenaissance.eu/database. The figures are based on only descrip-
tions that mentioned the colour; in most cases (80 to 85 per cent) the colour of the 
garment is not mentioned in the inventory. These calculations include only clothes 
that are kept in the household for family use, while shops and fabrics stored in the 
home but intended for manufacturing or commercial use are excluded.

25	 The total mentions for the three cities are: 63 for Florence, 118 for Siena and 169 
for Venice.

26	 Comparisons with Florence are harder to make because Florence suffers from a lack 
of precision in inventories.

27	 Jacqueline Herald notes that the Sienese were noted for their ostentatious fashion 
in Renaissance Dress in Italy 1400–1500 (London: Bell & Hyman, 1981), 57.

28	 Inventory of Andrea q. Giacomo Padovani, 27 April 1632, ASV, Giudici di Petizion, 
Inventari, 353, 106, fol. 1r-1v.

29	 Kovesi Killerby, Sumptuary Law in Italy, 148–52; Maria Giuseppina Muzzarelli, 
Le regole del lusso: apparenza e vita quotidiana dal Medioevo all’età moderna 
(Bologna: Società editrice Il mulino, 2020), 24–31. For examples of such com-
plaints, or denunzie, in Siena, see Hohti Erichsen, Artisans, Objects and Everyday 
Life, 125–6.

30	 As far as the materials are concerned, the composition of the garments is not spec-
ified in many cases. In 35 per cent of the cases in Venice, the inventory does not 
mention the material. In Tuscany, this percentage rises to 42–3 per cent.

31	 See, for example, Franco Franceschi, ‘Woollen luxury cloths in late medieval 
Italy’, in Bart Lambert and Katherine Anne Wilson (eds), Europe’s Rich Fabric: The 
Consumption, Commercialisation, and Production of Luxury Textiles in Italy, the Low 
Countries and Neighbouring Territories (Fourteenth–Sixteenth Centuries) (Farnham: 
Ashgate, 2016), 181–204; and Domenico Sella, ‘Les mouvements longs de l’in-
dustrie lainière à Venise aux XVIe et XVIIe siècles’, Annales. Economies, Sociétés, 
Civilisations, 12, 1 (1957), 29–45; Luca Molà, The Silk Industry of Renaissance Venice 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2000), 161–85; Francesco Ammannati, 
Per filo e per segno: L’arte della lana a Firenze nel Cinquecento (Florence: Florence 
University Press, 2020), 71–85; F. Özden Mercan, ‘A diplomacy woven with textiles: 
Medici–Ottoman relations during the late Renaissance’, Mediterranean Historical 
Review, 35, 2 (2020), 169–88.

32	 Inventory of the feather dealer Joannes Antonii filii Pecini De Baratis, 15 May 1576, 
ASV, Cancelleria Inferiore, Miscellanea, 42, 31, fol. 2r. Other fabrics such as cotton 
and woollen mixes used waste materials from the production of luxury textiles to 
make cheaper, lower-quality materials for the less affluent, see John Styles, Chapter 
1 above; and Edoardo Demo, ‘Le manifatture tra medioevo ed età moderna’, in 
Giovanni Luigi Fontana (ed.), L’industria vicentina dal medioevo a oggi (Padua: 
CLEUP, 2004), p. 34.

33	 Inventory of Antonio Rossati q. Bernardini, 3 September 1555, ASV, Cancelleria 
Inferiore, Miscellanea, 39, 44, fol. 1r.

34	 Caroline Campbell, ‘Revaluing dress in history paintings for Quattrocento Florence’, 
in Gabriele Neher and Rupert Shepherd (eds), Revaluing Renaissance Art (Aldershot: 
Ashgate, 2000), 137–43.

35	 Inventory of the linen dealer Filippo di Sforzo Guerrieri linaiolo, 3 September 1627, 
ASF, Magistrato dei Pupilli, 2718, 2, fol. 14r.

36	 Elizabeth Currie, ‘Clothing and a Florentine style, 1550–1620’, Renaissance Studies, 
23, 1 (2009), 38.

37	 See, for example, ‘Do mude da matelo raso biancho taiado’, inventory of Antonio 
Rossati son of Bernardini, 3 September 1555, ASV, Cancelleria inferiore, 
Miscellanea, 39, 44, fol. 10v.

https://burgundianblack.tome.press
https://burgundianblack.tome.press
http://www.refashioningrenaissance.eu/database


	 The dissemination of fashion	 227

38	 Inventory of Antonio Rossati son of Bernardini, 3 September 1555, ASV, Cancelleria 
inferiore, Miscellanea, 39, 44, fols 6r–13r.

39	 Inventory of Antonia Baldigara widow of Giovanni Marco son of Nicolò, 11 August 
1551, ASV, Cancelleria inferiore, Miscellanea, 38, 57, fol. 1v; inventory of the rag 
dealer Antonio Rossati son of Bernardini, 3 September 1555, ASV, Cancelleria infe-
riore, Miscellanea, 39, 44, fol. 9r.

40	 Onur Inal, ‘Women’s fashions in transition: Ottoman borderlands and the Anglo-
Ottoman exchange of costumes’, Journal of World History, 22, 2 (2011), 256.

41	 Bronwen Wilson, ‘Foggie diverse di vestire de’ turchi’, 97–139; Charlotte A. 
Jirousek, Ottoman Dress and Design in the West: A Visual History of Cultural Exchange 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2019), 79–145.

42	 Beverly Lemire and Giorgio Riello, ‘East & west: Textiles and fashion in early 
modern Europe’, Journal of Social History, 41, 4 (2008), 887–916; Beverly Lemire, 
Global Trade and the Transformation of Consumer Cultures: The Material World 
Remade, c. 1500–1820 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018), 30–86.



8
Artisan attire and the politics of dress in 

seventeenth-century Tallinn 

Astrid Wendel-Hansen

Introduction

Birgitta Falck lived and worked in Tallinn – a Swedish-ruled town on the 
shore of the Baltic Sea in what is now Estonia – in the latter half of the 
seventeenth century.1 Over the course of three decades, she married a 
succession of four butchers, each more successful than his predecessor.2 
Within the confines of the corporatist system of merchant and craft guilds 
which regulated much of life in Tallinn, Birgitta Falck led a financially 
secure life and advanced steadily up the social ladder. Although butchers 
belonged to the lesser of the town’s two craft guilds, they were some of 
its most influential craftspeople, and all but the first of Falck’s husbands 
had sworn the burgher’s oath.3 Falck herself was a figure of some stand-
ing in her own right in the community. During the 1690s alone, she was 
named as witness or godmother at the baptisms of six children, five of 
whom came from artisan families, and one who was born to the town’s 
fire marshal.4

Yet this is only part of the story – for Birgitta Falck was also a notable 
moneylender in Tallinn. Abetted by her second and fourth husbands, she 
offered loans to individuals across the social classes, from peasants – to 
whom she lent rye secured against small trinkets and silver items – and 
fellow artisans to merchants and members of the town’s educated pro-
fessions. The sums involved varied considerably; most people borrowed 
a few Reichsthaler (Rtl), while the secretary of the town council and royal 
assessor of the consistory, Conrad Akenstierna, borrowed a total of 300 Rtl 
on the security of some silver.5 In 1688, Falck’s second husband Hans 
Ostertag petitioned the Swedish governor-general of Estonia, trying to 
claim the 66 Rtl that a Captain Adam Johann von Burt had borrowed 
against some bullocks in 1682, plus interest.6 It appears that the case was 
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not resolved as Falck wrote another petition three years later, lamenting 
her situation as a poor, solitary widow who had waited patiently for the 
debt to be repaid.7 While it remains unclear how Falck and her husbands 
acquired the capital from which they issued loans, the non-payment of 
one debt was by no means a threat to Falck’s credit activities, which she 
continued until her death in 1698.

The process of drawing up a probate inventory for Falck’s estate was 
initiated on 22 June 1698 and concluded a little more than a week later, on 
1 July (Figure 8.1).8 Among numerous personal items, the inventory lists 

Figure 8.1  Title page of the inventory of Birgitta Falck, 22 June 1698, Tallinn City Archives, 
collection 230, inventory 1, No. Bt14, fol. 226r.
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eighty-three items of clothing: twenty-two shirts, fourteen skirts, thirteen 
jackets, seven aprons, seven bonnets, six overgowns, four caps, two fur 
coats, one cloak, one petticoat, a set of jacket and skirt, another set listed 
as a jacket and bodice, one fur lining and one neckerchief. In comparing 
Falck’s inventory with those of other artisans from a similar background, it 
becomes evident that she was certainly in a class far above her fellow arti-
san households.9 The clothing resources available to lower-middle-class 
households varied widely, with some inventories including very few gar-
ments and a scattering of others containing a quantity of garments much 
like hers. The list attests to a level of material comfort that one might not 
have expected of an artisan household formally belonging to the lesser of 
Tallinn’s two craft guilds.

Falck’s probate inventory – and especially its record of her wardrobe – 
makes an excellent point of departure for analysing the relationship 
between appearances and social position in the early modern period. The 
traditional view is that society was rigidly hierarchical and that deep-rooted 
ideas about the appropriate relationship between a person’s social stand-
ing and their appearance resulted in a ‘coincidence of costume and social 
position’.10 But Falck’s inventory also shows well the kind of investment 
clothes were for early modern people and how they could be used as cap-
ital. Falck had a variety of garments in different stages of their life-cycle, 
and, as she acquired new garments, she pawned several of the old ones. 
At the taking of the inventory, eight garments were still pawned, indicating 
that she did not have a direct need for them as the clothing resources avail-
able to her were sufficient. The dynamic preserved in Falck’s inventory 
therefore allows us to shift focus away from the role of clothes as social 
signifiers and to consider their full complexity, which could not easily be 
codified by sumptuary law.

Early modern Tallinn was a highly corporatist town, with the town 
council at the pinnacle of political and social influence.11 Beneath the 
council were associations of merchants: the Great Guild, which consisted 
predominantly of merchants involved in long-distance trade, and the 
Brotherhood of the Blackheads (Schwarzhäupter), which united unmarried 
merchants and merchant journeymen. Artisans usually belonged to one of 
the two composite craft guilds. St Canute’s Guild affiliated practitioners of 
the more esteemed crafts – those thought to require more skill – such as 
goldsmiths, bakers, tailors and so forth, while St Olaf’s Guild represented 
the less prestigious trades, such as stonemasons, carpenters, butchers 
and furriers.12 In the seventeenth century, approximately five per cent of 
Tallinn’s inhabitants were burghers. Only those men not in the service of 
anyone else could become burghers, after swearing a ‘burgher’s oath’ and 
paying a sum of money (Bürgergeld).13 Being a burgher was a prerequisite 
for social and political advancement, and, although in theory there were 
no obstacles to artisans of local background swearing a burgher’s oath, in 
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reality the burgher elite was comprised mostly of merchants and artisans 
of German or Swedish background.

The seventeenth century witnessed increased specialisation  and 
variation in the artisanal crafts, with hairdressers, wig-makers, 
comb-makers, pearl embroiderers, button-makers and ribbon-makers 
establishing a presence, presumably a reflection of growing popular 
demand for certain new luxury goods. But ideas of strict social dif-
ferentiation between merchants and artisans continued to persist, and 
artisans’ attempts to be recognised for their improved wealth and social 
standing ran afoul of the interests of the town council and the Great 
Guild.14 As will emerge in this chapter, this new-found dynamism and the 
struggle for distinction in appearances was also reflected in the sump-
tuary laws, which went  from singling out burghers and journeymen to 
distinguishing between several groups of merchants and artisans. The 
chapter therefore first examines how the appearance of Tallinn’s artisans 
was codified and distinguished from other social groups by the series 
of sumptuary laws promulgated by the town council over the course of 
the century, and then compares this with craftspeople’s wardrobes as 
described in household inventories. As an exhaustive analysis of the 
source material is beyond the scope of this chapter, focus is limited to 
three material categories that have previously been shown to be particu-
larly meaningful for displaying social status in the early modern period: 
silk, fur and adornments.15	

Accessing the wardrobes

Recent scholarship has shown that sumptuary legislation was not only 
a European but also a global phenomenon in the early modern period. 
Broadly speaking, these laws regulated various aspects of individual 
consumption and conduct, including appearance, diet and expenditure 
on and behaviour at weddings, funerals and baptisms.16 In Tallinn, the 
texts of eight sets of ordinances issued by the town council from around 
1600 until 1706 survive; two additional unpublished drafts from 1641 and 
1650 have been preserved in the archive of St Canute’s Guild, but were 
never codified into law.17 Clothing regulations could be both sweeping 
and extremely detailed, and, as will emerge, there was no standard or 
systematic approach regarding which details of dress were regulated. 
For one social group, it might have been headwear; for others, cloaks or 
muffs; and yet others, jackets and doublets. Importantly, the regulations 
for each group were a combination of prohibitions and permissions, allow-
ing certain fabrics and fashions and forbidding others. Similarly, the basis 
on which distinctions were drawn also softened over time: after 1690, the 
regulations lost most of their guild- and gender-based structure, and the 
latest law, issued in 1706, focused more on taxing sumptuous clothing 
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than on forbidding it. The primary focus here is consequently on clothing 
regulations issued until 1665.

Examining sumptuary laws does not necessarily shed light on what 
people bought, how they dressed or what they thought their clothes said 
about them. Focusing narrowly on the prescriptions and proscriptions of 
the laws encourages the belief that clothing is merely a representation 
or manifestation of hierarchy and prioritises the perspective of those in a 
position of power over the intentions of those lower in the social orders.18 
Consequently, it assumes that the idea of ‘order’ is unproblematic – that 
it is absolute rather than itself socially constructed – and that people 
wanted primarily to dress above their social station and consume what 
their social superiors consumed. Scholars have rightly criticised such 
simplistic notions; early modern clothing practices were complex, and 
appearances were used by poor and rich alike to express not only social 
and economic aspirations but also religious, professional and familial 
affiliations, as well as personal identity, beliefs and values.19 Scholarship 
has also demonstrated how the proliferation of ‘semi-luxury’ or ‘popu-
luxe’ goods – from mixed silks, combs and razors to mirrors and pocket 
watches  – among non-elite consumers was important in undermining 
rigid distinctions based on expensiveness or fashionableness, and in 
multiplying the ways in which sartorial display might be enacted and 
interpreted.20

One particularly fruitful way of placing the evidence from sumptuary 
laws in a wider context is to juxtapose them with the evidence that can 
be derived from household inventories. There is extensive literature on 
early modern inventories and their advantages and disadvantages as 
sources.21 However, four points are of particular relevance to the sam-
pling of inventories relied upon for this chapter.22 First, clothing and tex-
tiles were selectively recorded in the Tallinn inventories.23 Second, while 
roughly a third of the garments in the sample were described as male 
and a third as female, there was no indication whether the remainder 
would have been worn by men or women.24 Third, unlike their western 
European counterparts, inventories from Tallinn rarely include financial 
valuations, so that we usually do not know the worth of people’s ward-
robes relative to the total value of their household goods. It is thus diffi-
cult to make a straightforward estimation based solely on the inventories 
of how far social position corresponded with expenditure on clothes. 
Finally, on a more general note, considering the frequent borrowing 
and lending of clothes between households, especially among the lower 
classes, we often cannot know for certain the nature of the connections 
between individuals and the items in their inventory – and, indeed, we 
can only speculate about the goods that might have been present at 
different times in people’s lives.25
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Silk

As silk was one of the most expensive and luxurious of dress materials, 
it is perhaps no surprise that in seventeenth-century Tallinn sumptuary 
laws sought above all to restrict the wearing of silk to the social elite and 
that their most fundamental distinction was between silk and woollen fab-
rics. The laws addressed entire outfits and individual garments made of 
silk, as well as silk accessories. The general principle was to regulate the 
cost of the fabric, but over the course of the century the wording became 
more detailed, and the fabrics forbidden or allowed to each group were 
illustrated with several examples. At the beginning of the century, silk – 
and especially velvet – was generally forbidden even to the social elite. 
While the clothing regulation issued around 1600 was not yet based on 
guild membership, the wearing of velvet and silk stockings by burghers 
and journeymen was expressly prohibited.26 The wives and daughters of 
burghers were similarly barred from wearing velvet and silk skirts and 
capes. These proscriptions were fairly straightforward, but, as the century 
progressed, the regulations on the wearing of silk – and the level of detail 
included in them – proliferated, reflecting the intricate social order they 
sought to demarcate.

The 1665 regulation allowed the most senior and eminent members 
of the Great Guild and the Brotherhood of the Blackheads to wear suits of 
plain silk on Sundays and on festive occasions. Both glossy and unnapped 
velvet remained entirely forbidden, and plush, satin and brocade were 
allowed only for doublets and jackets (Figure 8.2). All other members of 
the above-mentioned merchant guilds could wear cloaks of cheaper silks 
on special occasions, but otherwise they were restricted to woollens.27 
Unlike merchants, the ordinary members of both craft guilds were for-
bidden silk entirely, as they had been under the regulations of 1631 and 
1639. The artisans of St Canute’s Guild were allowed various woollens of 
‘moderate value’, such as broadcloth, grosgrain, floret and polymite. Only 
their aldermen were allowed the privilege of caffa cuffs on their coats to 
distinguish them from other artisans. Members of St Olaf’s Guild were 
allowed only woollen fabrics like polymite and coarse gewand.28

The 1665 regulations impose a similar hierarchy for the use of silk in 
women’s dress, albeit somewhat more leniently. Unlike their husbands 
and fathers, the wives and daughters of Great Guild members could wear 
silk also on weekdays, but certain silk fabrics like caffa, velvet, satin and 
plush were restricted to single garments rather than entire outfits.29 The 
female family members of more esteemed artisans were limited to woollen 
fabrics on workdays, but for special occasions they were allowed cheaper 
silks such as taffeta and terzenel – a coarse, low-budget silk derived from 
flawed cocoons – for single garments, while silk remained wholly forbid-
den to their husbands and fathers.30 The wives and daughters of artisans 
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practising less prestigious trades, meanwhile, were allowed only woollen 
fabrics, presumably on both workdays and festive occasions – although 
they were permitted a single silk ribbon on their cloaks as decoration.31 
By the time of the 1696 sumptuary law, however, the regulations had 
relaxed so far as to allow all women, except servants, to wear black cloaks 
of unspecified silks.32

The sartorial system envisioned by the town council was above all con-
cerned with the type and fineness of fabric. At the same time, the evo-
lution of the laws provides evidence of certain change occurring during 
the seventeenth century. Over the decades, silk undoubtedly remained an 
expensive commodity. However, the later laws reveal a variety of silks, 
including lighter and cheaper ones, some of which were also available to 
artisans and their household members under certain conditions, and the 
numbers of those who could and did wear silk increased considerably. 
However, the idea of silk being a clear visual marker of social distinction is 
complicated by the fabric’s presence in household inventories. These under-
score the fact that, whereas the sumptuary laws targeted specific groups 
perceived as especially threatening to the social order, while completely 
overlooking others, in reality silk goods were owned by all social classes.

The primary distinctions recorded in the inventories relate to the quan-
tity and type of silk items owned. While it is not always possible to know with 

Figure 8.2  Piece of silk brocade, textile sample (c. 1600–99). The sample consists of fifteen 
smaller pieces that have been sewn together. Width: 96.5 cm, length: 113.5 cm. Tallinn City 
Museum, TLM_4168 H 339. 
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certainty whether a fabric was silk or a silk mix, an estimated 60 per cent 
of artisans’ inventories contained at least one silk garment, while roughly 
90 per cent of merchants’ and professionals’ inventories and all town coun-
cillors’ inventories contained at least one silk garment. The most exten-
sive collection belonged to the shoemaker Jürgen von Stahl, whose 1687 
inventory contained thirteen silk garments and accessories.33 The median 
numbers of silk garments in the sample of inventories were two for artisans, 
five or six for merchants and four for both the educated professions and 
town councillors. As well as having fewer silk items, artisans also gener-
ally possessed smaller ones, such as sleeves, caps and stockings. With the 
exception of Birgitta Falck, complete silk gowns remained the preserve of 
merchants, professionals and town councillors, but some wealthier artisans 
did own substantial outer garments, such as doublets, jackets and cloaks, 
already before the 1665 clothing regulation was issued. For example, in 
1638 the silversmith Christof Derenthal’s wife had a cloak of Florentine 
velvet trimmed in the front with sable, which was probably a costly item, 
and would have been forbidden to her by the sumptuary laws.34 In 1658, the 
inventory of hat-maker Claus Reimer and his wife listed two bodices, one of 
damask and one of plush, a skirt made of silk tobin and silk garters.35

Although it is unknown when and why sumptuary laws relaxed to 
allow her these items, as a young woman Birgitta Falck would have been 
forbidden from wearing any of the silk items she owned when she died 
in 1698: a black floral silk skirt, a black silk jacket, a brown taffeta skirt 
lined with yellow linen, a gown of black taffeta skirt and jacket and a black 
damask cloak.36 Her inventory may not be unique – two other artisan 
inventories from the last decades of the century listed more silk garments – 
but it illustrates the variety of silk garments appropriate for someone of 
influence within their community at that time.37 An examination of arti-
san inventories like Birgitta Falck’s reveals that individual circumstances 
varied greatly and challenges the notion present in Tallinn’s sumptuary 
laws as late as 1665 that the wearing of silk was confined to the highest 
ranks  for the urban elite. Elsewhere in Sweden, a similar ambivalence 
towards sumptuary laws has been shown. While the middling and lower 
ranks generally adhered to sumptuary laws, inventories regularly listed 
individual items, such as velvet caps and jackets, that the owners would 
have been forbidden by law to wear.38 Although the inventories confirm 
that, on average, artisan households contained the least number of silk 
items and merchant households the greatest, they also show that even the 
most exclusive silks according to the sumptuary laws – velvets, damasks 
and brocades – were worn by artisans as well. The guild-based social 
hierarchy expressed through dress which appears in the sumptuary laws, 
and the conventional perception that people of the lower middle classes 
could not and did not possess silk garments, are therefore complicated and 
enriched by the picture that emerges from the probate inventories.
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Fur

Fur was another persistently, if unsystematically, regulated element of 
seventeenth-century dress. Providing warmth in the cold climate of north-
ern Europe and the uninsulated buildings of the seventeenth century, fur 
was an indispensable and ubiquitous part of people’s wardrobes, even 
if few garments were made entirely from it. Furthermore, its significant 
financial value presented an excellent opportunity for displaying the 
wearer’s wealth and status.39

Sumptuary laws of the seventeenth century repeatedly targeted the 
wearing of fur, restricting its use almost entirely to smaller items such 
as caps, muffs and various trimmings and facings. Above all sable and 
marten, very likely imported from Russia, remained a primary concern.40 
The men’s clothing regulations from around 1600, for example, forbade 
all journeymen, whether merchant or artisan, from wearing sable fur caps 
and wide cuffs and trims of black fox fur. While sable fur caps were not 
forbidden to burghers, they were cautioned, in vague terms, to ‘exer-
cise restraint’, and the regulations prohibited them from wearing cloaks 
that were lined with sable and coats with cuffs or facings of sable fur.41 
The 1665 regulation specified the maximum cost of the sable caps that 
members of the two merchant guilds were permitted to wear, according 
to their social standing. Artisans from either of the craft guilds were not 
specifically mentioned in that law with respect to fur, but it was declared 
that ‘what was forbidden to merchants, was even more so forbidden to 
artisans’.42 While there was no general prohibition against artisans wear-
ing fur, they were presumably meant to stick to cheaper and lower-quality 
imported furs or furs of local origin.

Fur on women’s dress was regulated equally vigorously. A detailed 
discussion of all regulated garments is unfortunately beyond the scope 
of this chapter, so head coverings, which were the most common fur 
garments listed in the inventories, will serve as an example. From 1630s 
onwards, the town council seems to have been particularly troubled by 
the tall, cylindrical headgear (Hülle) (Figure 8.3). Initially forbidden to 
all women in 1631, the council allowed it to merchants’ wives in 1639.43 
However, it could not be too tall or excessively adorned and any sable 
used for it was not to exceed 10 Rtl in value. Wives and daughters of 
St Canute’s Guild members were also permitted to wear these head cov-
erings, but, if the hat was made of sable, it could not be dyed, and the 
total value of the cap was not to exceed 8 Rtl.44 Concerning female family 
members of the artisans of St Olaf’s Guild, fur headwear was not men-
tioned. As before, the 1665 regulation permitted sable fur caps (Mütze) 
with a maximum fur value of 20 Rtl for the wives of merchants, and their 
unmarried daughters were allowed only poor-quality sable fur on their 
caps.45 The wives and daughters of artisans within more esteemed trades 
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were also permitted to use sable fur not exceeding 12 Rtl in value on 
their caps, and the female family members of artisans practising the less 
prestigious trades were allowed dyed marten or ‘low-value sable’ not 
exceeding 8 Rtl in value.46 From 1690, fur does not appear in connection 
with head coverings in the sumptuary laws. Worth noting is that, in each 
of these cases, the laws were concerned with the cost of the sable or the 
entire hat, but not with whether the head covering was made entirely of 
fur or simply decorated with it.

An assortment of different caps and Hüllen made of sable, marten or 
fox are recorded in the inventories. The furrier Jochim Hönchen’s inven-
tory lists a cap, a ‘Polish’ cap and two ‘boat’ caps (Bohtmütze), all made 
of sable.47 Sable fur Hüllen appear in the inventories of the tailor Jochim 
Tempelhoff and clockmaker Franciscus Zilagius.48 Woollen or silk head-
gear is often described as having a fur lining or trim. The inventories of 
the shoemaker Jürgen von Stahl, furrier Martin Schonert, tinsmith Paul 
Wulff and tanner Lorentz Grawert all listed plush caps that were lined or 
trimmed with sable or marten fur, while the inventory of the tailor Hinrich 
Falck (unrelated to Birgitta Falck) mentions a striking woman’s cap featur-
ing gold lace and a sable tail.49 While monetary values were rarely given 
in the Tallinn inventories, the two items of clothing that were valued in the 
inventory of the cordwainer Hanss Busekist were two sable fur ‘boat’ caps, 
with assessed values of 12 Rtl and 5 Rtl.50 Birgitta Falck had four different 

Figure 8.3  Nicolaus Willebrandt, burgher women of Tallinn (1634). From Stammbuch Adam 
Olearius. It is possible that the drawing depicts these women wearing H�llen. Landesmuseum 
Schleswig-Holstein, Schloss Gottorf (2006/128, p. 425).
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fur caps: a cap with/made of sable tails, another with/made of dyed sable 
tails, an old sable cap that she had pawned and an old marten-fur cap.51

The cold of the northern climes made the use of fur for outer garments 
widespread across all social classes. Artisan inventories list no fur coats 
made entirely of sable or marten, but coats of squirrel do appear.52 Birgitta 
Falck’s inventory records two old ‘peasant’ fur coats, which were proba-
bly made in the neighbouring countryside from local furs, and perhaps 
had been pawned to her in exchange for cash.53 Fur was also extensively 
used to line and trim coats, jackets, overgowns and cloaks. These could 
be ostentatious displays of wealth, as shown by the ‘new and fine’ coat of 
shoemaker Jürgen von Stahl, which was made of brown broadcloth, lined 
with exotic honey badger and decorated with golden twisted braids.54 
Detachable fur linings are also frequently recorded in the inventories. 
Birgitta Falck, for instance, owned not only a squirrel-lined overgown but 
also an old separate lining made of squirrel.55 The popularity of such lin-
ings attests to their usefulness: they could be added for extra warmth in 
winter and removed for summer, and they could be transferred between 
different garments, extending their lifetime and saving on the expense of 
new clothes.

Rather than being highly exclusive and coveted, furs were available 
to many people. It was clearly not the case that sable and marten – the 
focus of many of the regulations related to fur – were restricted only to 
the social elite. Indeed, it is not possible to distinguish between merchants 
and artisans on the basis of the presence of these furs in their post-mortem 
inventories – some sort of sable or marten, however old or worn it might 
have been, appears in the inventories of all social classes except for labour-
ers. While sable and marten were targeted in sumptuary laws because they 
were likely imported from Russia and consequently expensive, a wide vari-
ety of local furs were accessible to people across the entire social spectrum, 
confirming that the practical function of fur was as important as its ability 
to signify the social status of its wearer. Individuals from every walk of life 
in early modern Tallinn did not necessarily have to break the law in order to 
be warm and to display their personal tastes and preferences.

Decorative elements

Decorative elements were heavily regulated for all social groups by 
seventeenth-century sumptuary laws. For example, the 1631 regulation 
stated that members of St Canute’s Guild could have one decorative ribbon 
on their cloaks, while members of St Olaf’s Guild were allowed noth-
ing ornamental whatsoever on their dress.56 The same regulation for-
bade members of the Great Guild and the Brotherhood of the Blackheads 
from wearing hatbands or belts embellished with gold and silver thread 
or pearls, colourful garters and shoelaces, gold and silver buttons and 
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ribbons and other excessive adornment.57 The 1665 regulation continued 
in much the same vein, but was even more restrictive with respect to arti-
sans. Ornamentation was entirely prohibited to members of the two artisan 
guilds, except for the aldermen of St Canute’s Guild, who were allowed 
one silk ribbon to distinguish them from their guild brothers (Figure 8.4).58 
The 1696 regulation forbade expensive lace neckerchiefs to all men.59

Women were generally granted more licence in the clothing regu-
lations than the male members of their households, but the system of 
distinction could be dizzying and the distinctions between what was for-
bidden and what was allowed rather minute, as the 1665 laws illustrate. 
These specified that merchants’ wives and daughters could wear golden 

Figure 8.4  Ribbon made of brown taffeta (c. 1600–1700). The ribbon is woven in a glossy 
pattern and has a dark brown border. In the centre there is a plant ornament surrounded by 
round and triangular motifs. Tallinn City Museum, TLM_16328 H 1809. 
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cords, ribbons and laces on their clothes, but braids and other trimmings 
sewn through with gold or silver thread were forbidden.60 Furthermore, 
they were allowed diamond rings and bracelets of gold and coral, but no 
gold ornaments on their shoes. Unmarried merchant daughters could wear 
pearl embroidery and pearl necklaces, but brightly coloured, gold or silver 
ribbons tied around the neck or on gloves were not allowed.61 Female 
family members of the more esteemed artisans were entirely forbidden 
from wearing pearls, and their cloaks had to be without any laces, ribbons 
and cords, but they could enjoy silk ribbons or ribbons woven or crocheted 
from gold and silver thread elsewhere on their garments.62 The wives of 
artisans practising less skilled crafts could wear only a single silk ribbon or 
cord on their cloaks, and their unmarried daughters were allowed a velvet 
trim with no gold or silver on their cloaks.63 The last regulation from 1706 
had lost most gender-based distinctions and taxed a wide variety of deco-
rations, including excessively trimmed gloves, gold and silver decorations 
on shoes and expensive lace neckerchiefs, among others.64

Earlier research has distinguished between ‘use value’ and ‘status value’ 
of clothing and suggested that decorative elements made the garments 
more exclusive and bestowed more status to the wearer (Figure 8.5).65 The 
organ-builder Johannes Pauls, for example, had a russet cloak of unspec-
ified fabric decorated with a golden galloon and large gold buttons.66 
Additionally, clothing was expensive in the early modern period, so trim-
mings enabled people to update their wardrobes at a fraction of the cost of 
replacing them entirely.67 But while Tallinn’s sumptuary laws give detailed 
information about the size, composition and placement of adornments, 
the inventories are far less explicit about how clothes were decorated. In 
most cases, we do not even know how a jacket, doublet or waistcoat was 
fastened, let alone how it was decorated. In Birgitta Falck’s inventory, for 
example, the only items of clothing with any trimmings described are two 
overgowns with a shared thirty-six silver buttons between the two.68

Indeed, buttons were the only type of decoration whose presence 
in the inventories appears to reflect class divisions. Gold buttons are 
repeatedly recorded in the inventories of merchants and of town council-
lors like Arendt Stippel, who owned a brown broadcloth jacket with gold 
buttons and gold braids, as well as a chamois leather waistcoat with gold 
buttons.69 However, they never feature in the inventories of artisans or 
members of the educated professions or on the clothes of women from 
any class. Instead, gilt buttons are recorded for both professionals and 
artisans, while silver and tin buttons appear even more widely. For exam-
ple, tin buttons were listed on the jacket of the weaver Andreas Wichman 
and the overgown of the shoemaker Jürgen von Stahl.70 Although the 
inventories occasionally neglect to specify the types of buttons when list-
ing them, it is unlikely that gold, silver or gilt buttons would not be men-
tioned. Thus, it is safe to assume that gold buttons were rather exclusive 
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and rare, and the preserve of Tallinn’s upper classes, while gilt and silver 
buttons were within the reach of artisans and other members of the 
town’s middling sort.

Conclusion

This chapter has examined the dress of seventeenth-century artisans in 
Tallinn, a town in the European periphery where much of life was organ-
ised around guilds and their households. Seventeenth-century sumptuary 
laws sought to create distinction in appearances: primarily to limit silk 
fabrics as well as sable and marten furs to the upper reaches of Tallinn’s 

Figure 8.5  Man dressed in mid-seventeenth-century fashion, detail from a silver tankard, 
workshop of goldsmith Stanislaus Schultze in Tallinn (c. 1640–60). Tallinn City Museum, 
TLM_4199 KA 495/V. 
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social hierarchy and to regulate decorative adornments on a minute level. 
Household inventories, however, complicate this discursively created hier-
archy. Not revealing much about adornments, or how these would have 
distinguished different groups of people in reality, the household invento-
ries of middling and lower ranks show the presence of both silk garments 
and sable and marten furs. The observed differences in silk ownership 
were less in the kind and style of clothing than in the quantity of silk gar-
ments, as artisan inventories on average contained fewer silk garments 
than those of town councillors and merchants. While the latter had entire 
suits of silk, artisan inventories almost always recorded single garments, 
like jackets and skirts, but also smaller items, such as sleeves, caps and 
stockings.

The presence of silk garments and high-end furs in artisan invento-
ries from Tallinn should prompt us to re-examine earlier assumptions 
that early modern artisan dress was primarily functional and durable.71 
Although individuals were certainly conditioned by prevailing notions of 
social hierarchy and its appropriate visualisation, we cannot ignore the 
role of fashion and aesthetics, personal taste and available means in peo-
ple’s consumption strategies. Both inventories and sumptuary laws appear 
to confirm John Styles’s findings in Chapter 1 above that, throughout the 
seventeenth century, lighter and cheaper silks and silk blends increasingly 
complemented heavier fabrics such as velvets and brocades. At the same 
time, Birgitta Falck’s inventory, drawn up at the close of the century, 
shows different silk fabrics, including silk damask, taffeta and unspecified 
silk appearing side-by-side, complicating the notion of linear change in 
fashions. For many people, especially in the middling and lower ranks, 
clothing remained an investment that retained its value over long periods 
of time. Nevertheless, despite the restrictions that Tallinn’s guild-based, 
corporatist social structure placed on the political power and economic 
opportunities available to some artisans, inventories demonstrate that 
individuals designated lower middle class (at best) in the sumptuary laws 
could still enjoy substantial material security and wield significant influ-
ence within a community that stretched beyond their immediate circles.

That legal regulation and observed practice do not neatly align is not 
surprising. Sumptuary laws show the complexity inherent in the hierarchi-
cal order of early modern society, but the clothing owned by individuals 
exposes the grey areas in the system, as the boundaries it prescribed 
between different categories of people rarely corresponded precisely with 
how they actually dressed. Moreover, we are reminded that wearing and 
owning were two different things. While sumptuary laws were principally 
concerned with public appearances, they did not regulate ownership of 
exclusive garments. Ultimately, there were other ways in which people 
on all levels of society could engage with the materiality of their clothes: 
by wearing them in private, keeping them as a fungible resource to gift 
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or to pawn, or even simply delighting in their materiality, while being 
aware that they were forbidden. Artisan inventories like Birgitta Falck’s 
hint at the different ways in which people engaged with their clothes and 
also at the reasons that artisan dress should not be perceived merely as a 
signifier of social status. Early modern clothing culture was not a product 
of the mechanical workings of the social order, especially when that order 
itself was constantly contested and reconfigured.
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9
The clothing of the contadina: women’s work, 

leisure and morality, 1550–1650 

Elizabeth Currie and Jordan Mitchell-King

Introduction

The contadina, or countrywoman, became a distinctive and easily recog-
nisable sartorial type in Italian visual culture during the second half of 
the sixteenth century. She can be spotted in the pages of costume books, 
friendship albums and images of tradespeople, often carrying baskets 
laden with her wares (Figure 9.1). In paintings of rural scenes, she helps 
with the harvest and tends to farm animals, clad in improbably white 
linens. The contadina is frequently shown as a young woman and the cloth-
ing she wears reflects her contribution to spheres of production and con-
sumption. However, like many female subjects, her visibility is matched by 
her elusiveness in the archives, and very few household inventories from 
the period are available to relay a sense of the clothing owned or worn by 
these women.

This chapter analyses prevailing visual stereotypes against the 
backdrop of contemporary attitudes towards contadine as street-sellers, 
consumers of fashion and objects of desire. To move beyond the limita-
tions of sources recorded by elite groups and outsiders, as part of our 
research we made a conjectural reconstruction of an apron, an acces-
sory often associated with rural women, combining evidence from visual 
representations, archival descriptions and surviving objects. The deci-
sion processes involved in this experimental approach, discussed in the 
second section of the chapter, helped to shift our focus from the recep-
tion of the contadina’s image and moral assessments of her appear-
ance to think more actively about how these women acquired, wore and 
valued their clothing.

The clothing of the contadina
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Defining rural women

The term contadina referred to women of varying degrees of wealth and 
status who lived and worked in villages and the countryside. Its broad 
nature is reflected in John Florio’s Italian–English dictionary of 1611, which 
translates contadina simply as ‘a Country lasse or wench’, while offering 
a more derogatory view of the contadino: ‘a country man, a swaine, a 
hinde, a clowne, a peasant’.1 Given that a recent estimate suggests that 
40 per cent of the Italian population lived in poverty, the majority of coun-
trymen and countrywomen (contadini) would have been ‘ordinary people’ 
who, according to Joanne Ferraro, ‘owned only a few garments in their 
entire lives, most of which were produced at home’.2 Interestingly, an 
extensive analysis of the rural poor in seventeenth-century West Sussex 

Figure 9.1  Giuseppe Maria Mitelli, Ortolana, etching, from Di Bologna l’arti per via d’Annibale 
Carracci (Rome: Jacomo Rossi, 1660). Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam.
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has shown that, despite possessing very few garments, they still some-
times distinguished themselves from others using relatively cheap goods, 
such as coloured ribbons and stockings.3

While we can assume most women living in the Italian countryside 
wore very rudimentary dress, there is similar evidence that some owned 
items that were not purely functional. Paolo Malanima’s analysis of archi-
val evidence for the rural population of Tuscany in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries has revealed that, although many individuals went 
without basic items like shoes, more decorative goods – such as aprons 
with embroidery or trimming – are occasionally listed in household 
records.4 In these cases, it is possible that, as with the artisan groups 
studied by Sandra Cavallo, clothing formed the most ‘valuable component’ 
of their assets.5 In 1546, Florentine sumptuary laws incorporated a sepa-
rate category for the clothing of contadine, demonstrating that they were 
considered collectively as a group whose dress required regulation.6 The 
subsequent laws issued by Duke Cosimo I de’ Medici in 1562 noted that 
they applied to female members of families who were leaseholders as well 
as those who owned their own plots of land.7

Engagement with fashion

The 1562 Florentine laws banned contadine from wearing dresses made of 
silk or wool, dyed red with grana or crimson, but they were permitted hair 
nets and coifs of silk, silk ribbons and a necklace of ‘silver buttons’ worth 
up to 12 lire. They were entitled to narrow velvet belts with silver studs and 
buckles and silver-gilt aglets, two silver-gilt rings, decorated with ‘crystal 
glass stones’ or similar, and paternoster beads worth up to half a scudo. 
They could decorate the bodices and sleeves of their dresses with satin, 
damask or sarcenet, and wear a hat made of sarcenet or straw worth up 
to 1 scudo.8 The types of clothes and accessories described here imply 
that some women living in the countryside and villages outside Florence 
incorporated fashionable elements into their dress, developing strategies 
to achieve this despite limited financial means.

In some respects, these were well-established patterns. Bolognese 
sumptuary laws in 1453, for example, divided citizens into six catego-
ries, the last comprising those who lived in the countryside and carried 
out ‘rustic work’.9 These women were banned from wearing dresses and 
ornaments in silk and cloth dyed with grana and crimson, but they were 
permitted silver buttons and ornaments weighing up to 8 oz, and embroi-
deries or fringes valued at most 3 lire per dress.10 Again, this suggests that 
rural families invested money in silver jewellery and decorative elements 
of clothing (compare Chapters 4 and 5 above). However, the sixteenth-
century Florentine laws testify to new, fashionable trends that were prev-
alent further up the social scale, such as the growing diffusion of silk, in 
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this instance restricted to sleeves, and smaller items such as ribbons and 
hair accessories, as well as materials that resembled more expensive ones, 
for example silver-gilt and glass stones. These types of ornament are very 
similar to the ones emphasised in Cesare Vecellio’s costume book De gli 
habiti antichi et moderni di diverse parti del mondo, first printed in 1590, 
such as silk ribbons, coral necklaces or little silver beads sewn on to cloth-
ing or worn as jewellery.

Given that most countrywomen owned very few, plain garments, how 
can we explain this growing preoccupation with their appearance? Even in 
Italy, with its numerous urban centres, most of the population lived in rural 
areas, making contadine an important component of the overall demo-
graphic.11 Catherine Kovesi has noted a general move to include middling 
and lower social groups in fifteenth century sumptuary laws across dif-
ferent parts of Italy. Piedmont, Ferrara and Faenza, for example, passed 
legislation with separate provisions for contadini.12 During the sixteenth 
century, different components of fashionable dress, including cheaper 
varieties of silk, mixed textiles and the types of ornamentation described 
above, became accessible to a wider social range, fuelling anxieties about 
the erosion of sartorial distinctions. Two other factors increased the sig-
nificance of the dress of rural women. First, they made valuable contribu-
tions to their household and local economies, work that sometimes gave 
them greater mobility and visibility. Second, the focus on their virtue or 
marriageability suggests that the figure of the contadina gradually took her 
place alongside other female exemplars, usually of higher social status, 
prominent in early modern Italian culture.

Working women

Traces of female labour are invariably bound up in representations of the 
bodies and clothing of contadine: skirts and aprons are shown tied up to 
allow ease of movement and to protect fabrics from dirt, clogs are worn 
over decorative shoes, and hats shield faces from the sun. Women pic-
tured working in fields and kitchens, as opposed to being ‘on display’ as 
street-sellers, tend to be shown in simpler, plain outfits, with dark-coloured 
aprons made of more durable-looking fabrics. Typically, the older the 
woman depicted, the more utilitarian her dress. The food-seller from the 
Marca Trevigiana in the Veneto region is the only example of an older con-
tadina in Vecellio.13 Although she does wear fashionable accessories, with 
a belt of red or crimson silk and a bodice decorated with ‘little silver-gilt 
studs’ and tied with silk laces, the text underlines the functional nature 
of her dress over its desirability. We learn that she goes to Venice for the 
Saturday market, and that she takes off her big, wide-brimmed hat and 
carries it in her hand when she arrives in the city. She hitches up her skirts 
because she comes from the country, where it is very muddy, and wears 



thick leather ankle boots, also to protect against mud and water. The female 
vegetable-seller in Arti di Bologna (1646), a collection of engravings based 
on drawings by Annibale Carracci, is of an indeterminate age and similarly 
diverges from the idealised youthful femininity of many representations of 
contadine. Her clothing is plain, apart from her fringed shawl, and her sil-
houette is bulky and swaddled, typically a visual emblem of the poor.

Two elderly women appear in one of the very few portraits of rural 
women from this period, dating from 1634 by the Medici court artist 
Justus Suttermans. The genesis of the painting is explained in a letter from 
Cardinal Giovan Carlo de’ Medici to his younger brother Mattias, describ-
ing an evening spent at the Medici villa at Pratolino watching Suttermans 
make ‘portraits of those countrywomen, which he did exquisitely’.14 
Although the women’s clothing appears irreproachable, being modest, 
clean and orderly and, so we are led to believe, the outfits they were 
wearing that day, Sutterman’s final composition exemplifies the taste for 
humorous treatments of everyday people. Pietro, the African servant on 
the right, is shown making a sexual gesture with his hand resting on the 
central woman’s shoulders, and further amusement is probably derived 
from the contrast between the eggs in her basket and her advanced years. 
Both women are mentioned in the Medici’s accounts. Domenica delle 
Cascine, for example, was paid not only for her ducks and chickens but 
also for ‘playing the fool’ for the Medici.15 As discussed below, this was not 
the only way that contadine provided entertainment for the family.

Vecellio’s description of a female fruit- and vegetable-grower from 
Chioggia begins with praise for the people living in the villages or borghi 
around the town and their skills in cultivating produce, which they sell in 
‘great quantities’ across Venice, Chioggia and other small neighbouring 
islands.16 Many Italians, particularly those in more densely populated 
urban spaces such as Venice, depended on the successful harvests of 
contadini to feed their own families. It was therefore crucial that the goods 
and the sellers themselves were reliable and trustworthy. Concerns about 
the malpractices of merchants and pedlars of different social degrees 
were common. In La piazza universale di tutte le professioni del mondo, 
first printed in 1585, Tommaso Garzoni criticised merchants who pur-
veyed ‘counterfeit goods, with corrupt and contaminated merchandise 
that causes famine in the cities and countryside’.17 Unsurprisingly, these 
negative attitudes also extended to female vendors, who were sometimes 
characterised as cunning or dishonest. The text accompanying Giuseppe 
Maria Mitelli’s etching of a vegetable-seller highlights this, asserting 
that  she uses her seductive powers to sell her salads at higher prices 
(Figure 9.1).

Despite these suspicions, women continued to operate in the market-
place.18 Female vendors are prominent in costume books, although they 
tend to be a minority in panoramic street scenes and are absent from 
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Ambrogio Brambilla’s 1582 etching of 189 street-sellers in Rome. For male 
artisans and merchants, clothing could play a role in attracting custom-
ers. It seems probable that the fine pinking on Giovanni Battista Moroni’s 
tailor’s doublet and his paned and lined trunk hose advertised his profes-
sional abilities.19 Similarly, Sicillo Araldo’s treatise on colours in heraldry 
and clothing suggests that merchants wore black to symbolise their loyalty 
and steadfastness.20 Reading the appearance of countrywomen in this 
light, it is notable that they are often portrayed as clean, orderly, decora-
tive, effectively as appealing as their merchandise. The emphasis on their 
white linen undergarments and accessories would also be seen as a sign of 
their hygiene and morality. As Araldo explained, ‘a woman’s shirt should 
be very white and fine, as it reflects her honesty, which should be pure 
and unblemished by vice’.21 These depictions are a far cry from the more 
shambolic, ragged figures sometimes shown in scenes from urban life, for 
example by Jacques Callot. While the fortune-tellers swathed in indefina-
ble rags in paintings by the Caravaggisti often use their clothing to conceal 
stolen goods, the neat silhouette of the contadina dispels these anxieties.

The contadina’s laden baskets provide evidence of her family’s indus-
try. Her clothing can also be seen to represent the fruits of her labour. 
Many rural women contributed to Florentine wool production, as high-
lighted in correspondence from Vincenzo Pitti, the overseer of the city’s 
wool guild, to Grand Duke Ferdinando I de’ Medici in 1604. Keen to 
emphasise how many families relied on this work, Pitti stated that in 
addition to those living within the city walls there were ‘female wool 
spinners who live on the outskirts of the city, [and] female warpers and 
winders, whose number is difficult to calculate as they are spread out in 
different places’. Nevertheless, he estimated they comprised around five 
hundred women.22 Countrywomen were also involved in different linen-
manufacturing processes, the fabric normally used to make the shawls, 
scarves, coifs, shirts and aprons they are often shown wearing. Flax was 
grown on tenant farms and smallholdings across various regions of Italy, 
for the needs of individual households and to sell on. Harvesting the stems, 
then drying, retting, breaking, scutching and combing them to prepare the 
long fibres were protracted, labour-intensive activities, even before the 
linen thread could be spun using a spindle and distaff.

Countrywomen were frequently depicted spinning thread, sometimes 
in tandem with other tasks such as tending animals. A woman from the 
island of Ischia in Vecellio’s compendium is shown with a distaff tucked 
into her apron. The accompanying description explains that no silk or 
wool is woven in the area, so the women spend their time in spinning and 
in cultivating the land.23 Ann Rosalind Jones argues that Vecellio associ-
ates this particular activity with poverty and marginalisation: in this case, 
for example, it is a necessity as the more skilled work of weaving is not 
established on the island.24 Although spinning was certainly one of the key 



stages of textile production assigned to rural women, it was not the only 
one. Fifteenth-century records of linen exporters based in Cortona and 
the surrounding area include women who also perhaps contributed to the 
manufacturing processes.25

Pleasure and virtue

The contadina is usually shown as an attractive, decoratively clad woman 
of marriageable age, a phase in women’s lives when their behaviour was 
particularly scrutinised. Diane Owen Hughes has demonstrated that sump-
tuary legislation in some Italian cities was especially stringent towards 
women in the periods just before and just after they wed.26 Vecellio’s 
commentary often seeks to underline the modesty and virtue of coun-
trywomen. The fruitseller from Chioggia arranges her hair in ‘modest 
styles’, while the contadine from the Veneto region who wear their best 
clothes to celebrate Ascension Day ‘dress very neatly and look very lovely’ 
(Figure 9.2).27 These descriptions appear to follow the same precepts of 

Figure 9.2  Cesare Vecellio, Contadine di terre conconvicine a Venetia, woodcut from Cesare 
Vecellio De gli habiti antichi et moderni di diverse parti del mondo (Venice: Giovanni Bernardo 
Sessa, 1598). Wellcome Collection, London.
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harmony and order recommended for the clothing of women of higher 
ranks.28 It certainly contrasts with narratives of slovenliness linked with 
the undeserving lower ranks, which became more prominent from the 
fifteenth century onwards.29

Vecellio points out the ‘beautiful needlework’ on the apron of the con-
tadina from Tuscany (Figure 9.3), a detail that would have commended her 
to his readers, given that embroidery was an important female domestic 
skill. In contrast with this, Federico Luigini observed in his Il libro della bella 
donna (1554) that, while noblewomen’s embroidery brought them honour 
and reflected their gentility, ‘poor women’ only made practical things.30 
However, even basic sewing abilities would have been an essential part of 
household management. Embroidered or not, the apron per se was able 
to project female accomplishments and duties. In an account relating to 
a wealthier, Venetian family, we can see the same kind of simple clothing 

Figure 9.3  Cesare Vecellio, Citelle contadine di Toscana, woodcut from Cesare Vecellio De 
gli habiti antichi et moderni di diverse parti del mondo (Venice: Giovanni Bernardo Sessa, 1598). 
Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam.



associated with countrywomen being held up as an ideal, in contrast to more 
luxurious, immoral fashions. In 1605, the wool merchant Vincenzo Zuccato 
defended himself against charges that he had contravened sumptuary laws 
by holding a lavish celebration for the birth of a child. He denied this, argu-
ing that his mother and aunt ‘went around the house that day in their usual 
widows’ weeds of twilled wool, and wearing their white aprons, as they 
usually do all year round to carry out their household chores’.31

Beyond the personal benefits linked with owning clean, serviceable 
or even decorative dress, we can also trace its contribution to the public 
good. Just as travellers often commented on the appearances of the fash-
ionable female elites alongside other local attractions, rural women could 
be a source of pride as a collective group.32 This is especially apparent 
in descriptions of festive occasions. We learn from Vecellio that women 
from the region around Belluno often went dancing with the men they 
were courting, a pastime that usually ceased once they were married.33 
Additionally, the contadine from the Veneto who wore a distinctive apron, 
or traversa, ‘take good care of themselves all the time so as to be consid-
ered beautiful at dances, which they enjoy very much, and to entertain the 
owners of the land on which they work so that these men will be generous 
to them’ (Figure 9.2).34

The spectacle of the contadina was a source of entertainment for 
onlookers all the way up the social scale. In May 1618, the Medici family 
and ‘all the Florentine nobility’ spent successive Sundays at the Medici 
villas at Petraia and Castello, where they were amused by dances by ‘beau-
tiful contadine’.35 The grand duke’s secretary, Curzio Picchena, recorded 
his enjoyment with a courtly flourish: ‘the countrywomen triumph and I 
pay humble reverence to them’.36 A similar event is the subject of Guido 
Reni’s Country Dance (1601–2), where women of different social standing 
all wear aprons (Figure 9.4). Like the dances themselves, the clothing of 
contadine could reflect regional traditions, upholding the ideal that one 
of the key functions of dress was to mark out social and geographical 
identities. Different styles of aprons act as regional signifiers in costume 
books, as well as household and trousseau inventories. For example, early 
seventeenth-century archival sources from Lecce, Brindisi, Taranto and 
the surrounding area show that women of modest social standing wore 
quite distinctive aprons, in bright colours such as green and yellow and 
decorated with netting and cords, called vantesini, vantili and senali in local 
dialect.37

Inevitably, female visibility sometimes brought with it dishonour. In 
1581, a story reached the Medici of a monstrous birth in the Lombard 
countryside: ‘On the night of the Feast of Saint Sebastian … a mile outside 
Melegnano, a married contadina of some beauty gave birth to a monster, 
looking like a pig from its head to its waist and the rest of it a human crea-
ture, however it only eats minestrone as no one was prepared to breastfeed 
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it.’38 In this story, which taps into wider narratives of trust and deceit in 
relation to female beauty, the purity associated with young contadine in 
some sources, and reinforced by their clothing, is replaced with a sense 
of repulsion. It is noticeable that in Florentine sumptuary legislation, the 
category for contadine was immediately followed by prostitutes (meretrici). 
The equations between contadine and meretrici as objects of desire can 
be traced in costume books, where rural women’s bodies appear on a par 
with their other wares for sale and are developed further in visual tropes 
such as the young female egg-seller.39 Although the apron could signal 
prized feminine virtues, it was also an accessory linked with sex workers. 
Vecellio’s image of a ‘public prostitute’ shows her in a full-length linen 
apron so transparent it reveals the silhouette of her legs underneath.40 
When Pasquetta, a Venetian sex worker, was prosecuted in 1639 for con-
travening sumptuary legislation, her infringements included the use of 
black lace on not only her silk skirt, sleeves and veil but her silk apron, 
too.41 The shifting use and meanings of the apron highlight the difficulty in 
differentiating between the clothing of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ women, a source 
of concern at all social levels.

Figure 9.4  Guido Reni, Country Dance, 1601–2. Galleria Borghese, Rome.



The apron: touch and experience

Depictions of contadine conformed to a set of social conventions: they 
shed light on public conceptions of the appearances of rural women but 
tell us little about the experiences of the women themselves. To gain more 
understanding of their roles as consumers and producers, we chose to 
make an item of clothing that was essential, everyday wear for most con-
tadine. We took into account the fact that most aprons surviving from the 
period belonged to elite consumers and considered this material evidence 
in conjunction with visual and written sources relating to women further 
down the social scale. Increasingly, scholars have shown how reconstruc-
tion as a methodology can lead to a better understanding of the material 
qualities of early modern garments and the skills involved in making them, 
as well as challenging the biases inherent in top-down historical sources.42 
Furthermore, achieving a degree of what Beverly Gordon has termed ‘tex-
tile literacy’, even by making a simple accessory like an apron, can help to 
extract forms of tacit knowledge that are rarely accessible through archival 
records.43

Images of rural women tend to show two main types of aprons: the 
traversa, which encircled the whole waist (Figure 9.2), and the grembiule, 
which covered just the front of the skirt (Figure 9.3). Both usually ended 
just short of the skirt hem. Some are plain, while others have embroidery, 
fringing and other decorative elements.44 Several early modern aprons 
survive in museum collections, usually highly decorated with embroidery 
or needle lace; they nevertheless offer insights into a range of materials 
and construction techniques. All the early modern Italian aprons identified 
in museum collections are grembiuli, made of a rectangular piece of cloth 
gathered on to a tape tied around the waist. Several examples use multiple 
panels of linen to increase the width substantially, creating a fuller apron 
with denser gathers.

Most of the aprons held in museum collections are made of very finely 
woven white linen. Images of aprons also favour linen, ranging from the 
fine and drapey to stiff and bulky, depending not only on the quality and 
weave of the fabric but also presumably on laundering and starching pro-
cesses and the softening that comes with wear. In contrast, inventories of 
the possessions of Florentine artisans and other professional groups give a 
much better sense of the variety and ubiquity of aprons. Here the apron’s 
function is also sometimes described, for example for wearing outdoors 
or ‘for making bread’; the materials used include silks such as taffeta, 
through to wool, cotton and leather; and the range of colours is consid-
erable.45 Some of these coloured aprons can be spotted in genre scenes 
depicting kitchens or food preparation.46 While darker colours seem more 
practical for working environments as they more easily conceal stains and 
marks, as stated previously the clean white apron had additional meaning 
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as an indicator of status and female virtue.47 Some surviving aprons are 
decorated with vertical bands of cutwork or embroidery, suggesting they 
were not for practical use.48 In contrast, visual sources often show the 
upper half of the apron left plain, making it possible to hitch them up or 
wipe hands on them without spoiling any embellishments.

We chose to make a simple grembiule from a rectangle of linen 
(Figure  9.5). Early-seventeenth century aprons in museum collections 
show there was a great variety in terms of dimensions. While the aver-
age length appears to have been 80–90 cm, overall they range from 66 to 
110 centimetres long.49 The dimensions used for the reconstruction 
were cross-referenced with the proportions seen on the apron worn by 
Vecellio’s Tuscan contadina (Fig. 9.3).50 The top width of the apron was 
gathered down to 20.3 cm at the waist, a similar measurement to that of 
a late sixteenth-century English apron in the Victoria and Albert Museum 
and comparable to Vecellio’s depictions.51 As modern linen widths tend to 
be wider than sixteenth-century ones, every side of the apron had to be 
cut out. Early modern aprons probably used the full selvedge width, which 
provided the dual benefits of conserving the fabric for possible future 
reuse and potentially reducing the hemming required as two edges were 
already finished.52 Linen undergarments from the period reflect the variety 
of fabric widths current at the time, ranging from around 63 to 104 cm.53

On the basis of these measurements and our findings, a simple apron 
would require between one and one and a half braccia of linen. Most linens 
cost between 1 and 3 lire per braccio, although prices varied significantly 
according to quality. In the account books of wealthy Florentine families 
in the late sixteenth to early seventeenth centuries, prices range from 
15 soldi per braccio for the coarsest linen, such as canovaccio, through to 
6 lire per braccio for the most expensive imported fine linens.54 The 1556 
dowry of Claudia Mediogori, a relatively well-to-do woman from Ferrara, 
gives a sense of the value of finished aprons, the main distinguishing factor 
being the textile used.55 Aprons were the second most common item in her 
trousseau, which was valued at 334 lire 2 soldi: three were made of ‘good 
cloth’ and worth a total of 3 lire 6 soldi; two were blue and valued together 
at 2 lire; eight were made of a linen or hemp fabric called boracina and 
together worth over 3 lire; and two were simply described as ‘used’ and 
worth 1 lira and 10 soldi.

In total, the apron took three and a half hours to make, including cutting 
out the fabric, hemming the edges and sewing on the tape tie.56 An apron 
cut selvedge to selvedge with no hemming down the outer edge would 
take half as long, making this a significant time-saving method of con-
struction. Not only was the apron relatively quick to sew, the reconstruc-
tion confirmed that it was not a resource-heavy process. Although it was 
carefully measured before cutting to ensure it followed the chosen dimen-
sions, it felt far more instinctive to use the body to ‘measure’ proportions, 



rather than rulers and standard units. Cutting a selvedge-to-selvedge pat-
tern piece required only the length and the width of the gathered top to 
be determined, which was easily done by holding the fabric up to the 
body. The reliance on spatial awareness and a sense of proportion is rem-
iniscent of Claudia Kidwell’s findings for eighteenth-century American 
garment-makers, who used notched lengths of tape rather than measure-
ments in units and ‘learned to think in spatial distances’ as part of their 
‘individualized intuitive art’.57

As noted above, some images of rural women depict aprons that are 
highly decorated with substantial areas of embroidery and needle lace (see 
Experiment in focus IX).To explore the skill and labour involved in this 
work, we sewed sample embroideries in counted thread cross stitch, often 
seen on linen underwear and accessories from this period. Although large 
numbers of printed pattern books survive from the sixteenth century, little 
is known about how designs circulated further down the social scale.58 
Motifs might have been copied from other garments or possibly shared 
through samplers. One of the simplest motifs from Matteo Pagano’s pat-
tern book Trionfo di Virtu. Libro Novo (Venice, 1563) took around thirty 
minutes to complete (Figure 9.6). Although greater speed would come 

Figure 9.5  Recreation of an Italian gathered linen apron or grembiule by Jordan Mitchell-King.
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with practice, embroidering a handful of these motifs would have been 
more time-consuming than making the apron itself.

Adding embroidery to an apron might require additional tools, 
resources and skills. An embroidery frame made the grid of the warp and 
weft threads clearer, as well as stabilising the fabric; while this could be 
hand-held, it was easiest to use placed on a trestle, as can be seen in some 
contemporary depictions of needleworkers.59 Furthermore, the embroi-
dery thread itself needs delicate handling: the silk filament used in the 
samples caught easily on rough skin and needed just the right amount of 
tension to stay smooth. The needle, thimble and silk thread had to be held 
with much more conscious care and a lighter touch than the linen thread 
of the apron. Although the counted thread technique is a simple method, 
it requires total concentration and good light. Fluency and spatial aware-
ness develop during stitching, as the pattern builds up it creates points of 
reference, which makes counting the threads easier. Seeing the grid of 
warp and weft also becomes easier in the act of stitching itself, speaking 

Figure 9.6  Red silk embroidery on linen of a motif taken from Matteo Pagano, Trionfo di Virtu. 
Libro Novo (Venice, 1563). 



to Gordon’s notion of the ‘hand of the maker’, which works in conjunction 
with the eyes and begins to intuit the rhythm of the movement and the feel 
of the materials, reducing the mental strain of such fine needlework.60

The contrast between sewing the apron and embroidering it was strik-
ing. It is easy to imagine the former being made in the home: although a 
flat workspace is helpful, given that linen can be creased into folds and 
holds its shape well there is little need for pins or an iron, and all the work 
can be done over the lap. The embroidery, on the other hand, could call for 
more light, precision, concentration, equipment, time and space, making 
it far less compatible with the working lives of rural women. Surviving 
aprons hold a clue to the dichotomy between the different types of nee-
dlework, as the decorative sections on some examples are in fact separate 
panels stitched to the main fabric.61 It is possible that many rural women 
who made their own basic aprons embellished them with bands stitched 
by more accomplished female relatives or purchased these from pedlars or 
local fairs. This offers an insight into how the production of a single acces-
sory could combine different social and economic networks, benefiting 
from the skills of domestic and professional makers.

Easier and cheaper to make than a shirt, an apron was a functional item 
that also enabled less well-off women to participate in the fashion for linen 
accessories. Most aprons would have been made of local linens or linen 
mixes and occasionally decorated with rudimentary forms of embroidery. 
The desirability of these accessories is confirmed by their presence in even 
the very modest wardrobes detailed in the few rural household inventories 
and dowry records available for this period. These cursory descriptions, 
together with the findings from the experimental reconstruction process, 
suggest that visual sources, particularly costume books, reflect the expe-
riences of a small minority of country dwellers. Vecellio’s image of a 
Tuscan contadina, for example, dressed in a white shirt with a ruffled collar 
and an apron with multiple bands of intricate silk needlework, embodies 
the exemplary figure of the neatly dressed, productive young woman. 
Similarly, Florentine sumptuary laws allowing contadine to wear silver-gilt 
buttons and silk ribbons only affected the most affluent members of the 
rural population. However, as suggested by the growing scrutiny of their 
appearances, dress held significant material and cultural value for rural 
women, to the extent that even a simple rectangle of linen cloth could be 
transformed into a tool for social leverage.
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Practical, professional and prosperous: dressing 
the artisans and small shopkeepers in sixteenth- 

and seventeenth-century Denmark 

Anne-Kristine Sindvald Larsen

Introduction

A painting by the Netherlandish artist Govert Camphuysen from the mid-
1660s shows a group of men and women gathered at a town inn, probably 
in the region of Scania, a part of Denmark until 1658, informally dressed 
in layers of clothes (Figure 10.1).1 The men wear linen shirts with collars 
and a combination of stockings, breeches and doublets, along with jerkins, 
caps or broad-brimmed hats, and slippers, boots or shoes of leather, while 
women are dressed in skirts, bodices, doublets, white linen partlets, caps, 
stockings and slippers or shoes. The clothes seem modest, practical and 
worn-out, dominated by coarse woollen and linen garments. They also 
appear bulky and loose in strong contrast to high fashion of the time. Yet 
the presence of small decorative details, colour and small accessories in 
the painting suggests that there was a desire among the lower social order 
to show off modest levels of prosperity or social aspirations.

Several dress historians, such as John Styles, Patricial Allerston and 
Paula Hohti, have shown that, even though their economic circumstances 
were often modest and their daily activities were dominated by work, 
the lower social classes were connected with contemporary fashions in 
major European centres such as Venice and London.2 But it has never 
been explored in depth how dress fashions spread among the non-elite 
population in more peripheral areas of Europe, such as in early modern 
Denmark, and what ordinary artisans and local shopkeepers wore in their 
everyday lives.

This chapter explores how artisans and small shopkeepers dressed 
in early modern Denmark, focusing especially on clothes that they wore 
in their work lives.3 Exploring the typical garments and accessories that 
were listed in the inventories of shoemakers, bakers, tailors, barbers and 
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other artisans in the port town of Elsinore in Denmark in 1550–1650, the 
aim is to show that appropriate garb at the lower social levels was not only 
designed to protect from weather but it was a key function of the clothes 
to help men and women of artisan rank to appear respectable. This was 
especially important in artisans’ professional and social lives. Just as clean 
clothes, such as white linen aprons, held a significant material and cultural 
value for Italian women from artisan ranks in both cities and countryside, 
as Elizabeth Currie and Jordan Mitchell-King have shown in Chapter 9 
above), so neat appearance and fine clothes helped urban artisans and 
small shopkeepers and their families in small Danish towns to appear 
prosperous and trustworthy – virtues that would help them to attract cus-
tomers, to conduct business deals with fellow tradespeople and to express 
professional ambitions.

Figure 10.1   Govert Camphuysen, Town Inn, 1664–65. Malmoe Art Museum.
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Practical and comfortable

The daily life of early modern artisans was dominated by work. Apart from 
Sundays and religious holidays, the majority of bakers, barbers, shoe-
makers, butchers and other artisans living in sixteenth- and seventeenth-
century Elsinore worked from early morning until late in the evening. The 
clothes of artisans, therefore, had to be primarily functional and meet 
the requirements of manual or physical work both inside and outside of 
the workshop, in all weather conditions. It was vital, therefore, that their 
clothes were durable and constructed in a way that allowed movement of 
the body.4

These functional aspects of clothing are clearly visible in archival 
documentation. The majority of garments belonging to artisans in early 
modern Elsinore and listed in the ‘Refashioning the Renaissance’ database 
were practical, made of plain coarse materials and in modest colours. The 
stock of clothes of Axel Drejer, a turner from Elsinore, provides a typical 
example. He owned a number of garments that were well suited for his 
work. These included four practical linen shirts, a durable leather doublet, 
a grey doublet and a woollen waistcoat, as well as several pairs of leather 
breeches and a fur cap made of fox that would keep his head warm in the 
workshop.5 An illustration from a chest from the Copenhagen Turners 
Guild from around 1658, depicting turners at work with one man turning 
wood with one bended knee and the other bent over chopping wood, 
shows what such practical garments might have looked like (Figure 10.2). 
Both men wear doublets, breeches, slippers and caps that were simply cut, 
most likely made of long-lasting materials suitable for physical work.

Dressing up in many layers of clothes provided a way to cope with the 
changing seasons and temperatures. Denmark, like the rest of Europe, was 
exceptionally cold in this period, due to ‘the little ice age’, which culmi-
nated in the sixteenth century.6 Consequently, besides being comfortable 
and practical during physical work outside or indoors, it was necessary 
that Danish artisans’ clothes were also made from materials that protected 
the body against changes in temperatures.7 Garments made of a range of 
light and heavy woollens, mixed fabrics or leather could be used for both 
cold and warm climates.8 Hats made of wool or fur, woollen stockings and 
gloves kept men and women warm and protected against bad weather.

Although artisans’ wardrobes were often relatively modest, many arti-
sans from Elsinore had a variety of clothes for a range of weather condi-
tions. The strap-maker Michel Nielsen, for example, owned a mantle, a suit 
and a tunic of brown and grey broadcloth, several pairs of old and cheap 
breeches, a doublet made out of bombazine (a mix of fibres of cotton, 
linen, silk or hair) and a pair of linen stockings that could be worn in both 
warm and cold weather. In addition, he had a number of accessories for 
cold days, including mittens and a fine cap made of marten fur.9
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Durable, elastic and warm, leather was also a suitable material for 
work garments, especially outside where the body had to be protected 
from wind and rain.10 The carpenter Hans Sletkrol, for example, had 
a yellow windproof and waterproof suit of leather, composed of dou-
blet and breeches. He could pair this outfit with a red woollen waist-
coat  underneath, jerkin, grey tunic and a cap when he had to keep 
warm.11 Such a leather doublet, suited for his work outdoors, might 
have looked something like the surviving leather doublet that used to 
belong to Hugo  Grotius (1583–1645), a Dutch Huguenot, today pre-
served in the collections of Museum Rotterdam (Figure 10.3). Hugo 
Grotius wore this doublet when he escaped from prison in 1621, dressed 
as a ‘bricklayer’.	

Another way to cope with the changing temperatures was to insert 
linings of fur or wool in garments. Some of these were suited for spring 
and autumn weather, such as the mantles owned by the bowl-painter 
Oluf Nielsen, which were lined with bay (a light wool). Others, such as 
the tunics, overgowns and caps mentioned in the hook-maker Jacob 

Figure 10.2   Turners working in a workshop. Illustration on a guild chest from the turners’ guild 
of Copenhagen, c. 1658. National Museum of Denmark, Copenhagen.
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Krogemager’s inventory, lined with lambskin or fox and marten fur, were 
used in cold weather.12

Most artisans wore linen shirts under their work clothes. Linen gar-
ments protected the outer garments from sweat or grease and, since linen 
underwear could be laundered, they supported good health and hygiene.13 
Despite the relatively high cost of linen shirts, Danish artisans in gen-
eral seem to have many undershirts. The baker Kresten Hermansen’s 
inventory, for example, mentioned ten linen shirts, some of which were 
described as ‘clean’ and others ‘dirty’.14 Visual images suggests that clean 
white linen was an essential feature of the artisans’ appearance. In a scene 
from a stained-glass window from 1583 from the collection of Museum 
Odense (Figure 10.4), probably bequeathed to the shoemakers’ guild by 
the master shoemaker Jesper Pedersen and installed in the shoemakers’ 
guildhall in Odense, the central panel shows the master shoemaker Jesper 
Pedersen in his workshop along with a journeyman and an apprentice. The 
latter two wear practical white linen shirts with narrow frilled collars and 
rolled-up sleeves, along with protective black leather aprons.15

Washable linen aprons were also a common feature of work clothes. 
The master barber Abraham Raider, for example, owned altogether twelve 
aprons which he could wear when he treated his patients.16 The majority of 
linen aprons in Danish artisan inventories were modest. Such plain aprons, 

Figure 10.3  A seventeenth-century leather doublet worn by the Dutch Huguenot Hugo 
Grotius in 1621. Museum Rotterdam.
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as Currie and Jordan Mitchell-King have shown, could be sewn at home 
relatively quickly and cheaply (Chapter 9 above). Their condition suggest 
that aprons, nonetheless, were used extensively until they were completely 
worn out. The tailor journeyman Anders Poulsen’s chests, for example, 
contained a linen apron which was so old and worn out that it was ‘not 
worth writing about’.17

Figure 10.4  A shoemaker’s workshop, 1583. Detail from a stained-glass window, probably 
donated to the Odense shoemaker’s guild by the master shoemaker Jesper Pedersen. Museum 
Odense.
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Professional and respectable

Comfort and practicality were essential considerations when artisans 
selected clothes for the day’s manual work. However, running a shop and 
serving clients required that artisans appeared respectable and trustwor-
thy. Creating not only an upright professional image but also one that indi-
cated an elevated social or financial status helped artisans appear attractive 
and attract customers of a greater status and wealth. Thus, selecting prac-
tical yet good quality garments was no doubt good for business.18

One way of conveying a respectable appearance to customers, clients 
and other business associates was to appear well groomed, and wear clean 
clothes and spotless white linen. Many artisans from Elsinore seem to be 
well aware of the importance of their looks. The personal belongings of 
the goldsmith Bastian Krammer, for example, included a range of groom-
ing items, such as two hairbrushes and a small case to store personal 
grooming items.19 The inventory of the joiner Hans Svitzer and his wife, 
in turn, included a brush to clean shoes as well as another brush to clean 
the clothes that were made of materials that could not be washed in water, 
such as fine silks.20 The organ-builder Johan Lorentz, hired in 1649 by 
the King Christian IV to rebuild the organ in St Olaf’s church in Elsinore, 
even kept a clothing brush in his workshop at the church in order to keep 
his garments clean.21 Such examples suggest that maintaining cleanli-
ness and a respectable and unsoiled appearance was an important matter 
for artisans at work. They allowed these artisans to keep a neat appearance 
and show their customers and business partners that they were decent 
businessmen as well as artisans.

A well-groomed appearance and clean, spotless linen were important 
especially for artisans and small shopkeepers who produced or sold food. 
For example, when the butcher Troels Pedersen sold meat from his stall, 
he could wear one of his many linen garments, including five linen shirts, 
eight linen collars and two linen kerchiefs. Such linen garments presented 
him as a capable butcher selling high-quality products, fostering his hopes 
that his customers would keep returning to his shop on the marketplace.22

It was especially important that linen was clean and fresh on the parts 
of the garments that were visible, such as on collars or ruffs. This provided 
an impression of good hygiene and a clean appearance even if the linen 
undergarments were modest or worn out.23 The tailor journeyman Erich 
Lauridsen, for example, had four linen collars and two linen kerchiefs that 
were defined as more valuable and in better condition than two of his old 
shirts, which he wore for just hygiene and comfort under his brown wool-
len suit, not for show.24

Another way to create a professional look and emphasise reliability 
and success, in addition to maintaining a clean and well-groomed appear-
ance, was to dress up according to the latest fashions. The baker Knud 
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Andersen, for example, had several matching suits that corresponded with 
the contemporary tastes, including a simple black suit made of half-woollen 
fabric and a yellow-brown suit. Decorated with visible linen around his 
neck and worn with a mantle and a costly sable cap, all listed in his inven-
tory, garments such as these allowed him to create a look of prosperous 
and respectable artisan and make his social position as one of the senior 
bakers in town visible.25

A well-tailored suit, especially if it was black, was an appropriate 
garment for a respectable shopkeeper, since black associated the wearer 
with moral virtues such as trustworthiness and honesty that were regarded 
as essential qualities of mercantile success.26 Visual images suggest that 
wearing black was an important sign of status especially for Danish master 
artisans and shopkeepers of a higher rank. In the stained-glass window 
from Museum Odense (Figure 10.4), referred to above, for example, the 
status of the master shoemaker Jesper Pedersen is emphasised by his 
fashionable ensemble, composed of a tight-fitting black suit in the Spanish 
style, possibly made of fine wool, and black stockings, a frilled ruff and a 
modishly tall felted black hat. While the black colour of his clothes asso-
ciates the shoemaker with wealth, authority and good morals, his well-
trimmed beard and groomed appearance enforce the messages about 
his masculinity. The appearance confirms his position as a skilled master 
artisan, an important guild member and a citizen in the local society, and a 
reliable and successful business owner and entrepreneur.27

Appearing well-dressed and in latest fashion was especially important 
for tailors. Well-tailored clothes made of good-quality materials provided a 
living advertisement of their skills and their knowledge of dress fashions. 
The tailor Desmer Skrædder’s wardrobe is a good example of this. He 
owned, altogether, four linen shirts and several detachable collars, a pair 
of silk grosgrain breeches, a leather doublet with sleeves of hundskot (a 
light wool fabric likely produced in Hondschoote in Flanders), a doublet 
of white linen pinked according to the current fashion, a mantle made of 
black English broadcloth and a number of items of jewellery, such as a two 
gold rings and a gold memorial ring.28 The finest of his garments included 
a mantle of black English cloth and a doublet ‘in the colour of the kings’ 
(kollør de rois, probably bright tawny brown), trimmed with silk braid and 
sleeves of hundskot.29 Such garments not only held a considerable value 
but they enhanced his reputation as a talented tailor who had the ability to 
inspire his customers and create clothes with trimmings, techniques and 
materials that responded to the latest innovations in fashion.30

Ambitions, achievements and prosperity

Although the daily clothes of artisans in general did not represent ‘the 
first flush of fashion’, many local artisans in early modern Denmark were 
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conscious of the need to maintain certain standards of decorum and fash-
ion that were suited to their social standing.31 Showing off the finest cloth-
ing and knowledge of fashion was important especially for journeymen 
and master artisans because the quality of the garments was seen as a sign 
of an individual’s social status and success and played an important role in 
defining their reputation, career, marriage, wealth and public influence.32

While young apprentices, who ranked lowest in the artisanal hierar-
chy, usually wore quite modest clothes since their garments were often 
provided by the parents or the master, more attention was paid to the kind 
and quality of clothes when they became journeymen.33 This becomes 
clear, for example, from an ordinance issued on 2 November 1622 at 
Børnehuset, an institution where orphaned and poor children were taught 
textile crafts in Copenhagen. It shows that, when young journeymen fin-
ished a four-year apprenticeship at the institution, they were given a new 
set of clothing, consisting of a suit of breeches and doublet, a plain woollen 
mantle, a hat, a pair of shoes, a linen collar and a shirt.34 Receiving the new 
outfit gave artisans a good start when they were looking for positions in 
workshops outside the Børnehuset.

A close examination of inventories of some prosperous journeymen 
suggests that some Danish journeymen had the financial ability as well 
as the knowledge to dress well. One example is the barber journeyman 
Herbert Droff who lived and worked in the household of the master barber 
Jørgen Bardskærer. He appears to have possessed a strong sense of style. 
His inventory featured a wide variety of clothes and fashion accessories 
that he could use towards his professional ambitions and social aspira-
tions. Some of his best garments included a grey woollen suit trimmed 
with braid, a pair of grey breeches and three doublets, made of bombazine 
(mixed fabric) and trimmed with braid. He also had many outer garments, 
including a brown mantle, a coat and a sleeveless leather buff coat that 
bestowed him with a masculine and military yet fashionable look.35 He 
owned, furthermore, some fine accessories, such as a pair of shoes and 
slippers, a grey hat with two hatbands, a variety of caps, linen shirts, two 
fine lace collars, eleven ordinary collars, five kerchiefs, and even a pair of 
knitted stockings – a novelty at the time.36

Wearing novel fashion accessories and trimmings, such as the stock-
ings, caps and collars worn by the barber journeyman Herbert Droff, was 
an effective way among artisans to make the tastes for current fashions 
visible. The senior shoemaker Augustinus Jørgensen, chosen as an alder-
man for the shoemakers’ guild in 1629, made his status visible by wearing 
silver buttons on his brown suit and by finishing this with a ruff, a pair of 
knitted stockings and a black hat which was decorated with a hatband.37

Inventories suggest that many Danish master artisans were aware of 
the power of clothing to convey professional success and reflect achieve-
ments. One of them was Zacharias von Ulnitz, an armourer in Elsinore, 
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who provided the king in 1585 with several pieces of armour.38 His deal-
ings with the king enabled Zacharias to possess several fine and expensive 
items of clothing that demonstrated his extraordinary professional achieve-
ments. His clothing included some exquisite items such as a lavish black 
pinked velvet doublet, a bright blue damask doublet, a pair of breeches of 
trip (a woollen velvet) and two Spanish-style caps of silk and gold.39

Some artisans in early modern Elsinore were aware of the social and 
cultural importance of fashioning an identity also by visual means. The 
inventory of the prosperous master barber Jurgen von Breda, for example, 
mentioned ‘a portrait of himself and his wife’. Although the painting has 
not survived, it is likely that he wore his best garments in the portrait. 
These included, according to his inventory, a range of fineries and novel-
ties, such as suits of fifskaft and caffa (a type of velvet), a black mantle of 
broadcloth, a pair of brown silk stockings, various types of silk and fur caps 
(including fine marten fur), two hats with ribbons, a hatband with small 
and precious pearls, two feathers for his hat, a pair of black garters in silk 
and two pairs of shoe roses.40

A surviving portrait from 1654 confirms that the most prosperous arti-
sans were eager to use clothes in order to construct a visual identity and 
present a successful image of themselves and their social rank. The paint-
ing represents the art turner Jacob Jensen Nordmand and it was painted 
by Wolfgang Heimbach, a painter who portrayed also other members of 
the royal family (Figure 10.5). Jacob was a respected artist and artisan. 
Originally trained as a smith in Holland, he was employed as an art turner 
at court by Frederik III in 1649 to work on fine-art objects in materials 
such as ivory and to teach some of the royal family members to turn.41 His 
elevated position not only allowed Jacob to have social interaction with the 
higher ranks but it also gave him other benefits. For example, according to 
his own account, when he taught the ueen to turn, he was allowed ‘to eat 
at the royal majesty’s table for some years’.42

His portrait conveys his professional and personal success through 
clothes. The turner Jacob Jensen Nordmand is depicted in a lustrous black 
silk doublet and a velvet jerkin, finished with a fine white linen collar and a 
pair of linen cuffs. By wearing garments dyed in a good-quality black, the 
turner Jacob Jensen could associated himself not just with moral virtues of 
black but also with the material and cultural prestige of the colour. Intense 
black was the colour of high fashion of the high-ranking elites.43 The only 
features in the image that reveal his identity as an artisan are the tiny pair 
of golden tweezers and a memento mori, allegedly made by the art turner 
himself.44 The portrait painting, therefore, manifests both his skills as a 
turner as well as his extraordinary artisanal position at court, where he 
climbed the social ladder and eventually became the Master of the Arsenal. 
He documented his journey and social uprising in his personal accounts 
which he completed in 1670.45
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Court artisans, such as Jacob, were also often provided with fine liv-
eries since they were regarded as an extension of the King’s household.46 
In his personal account, the turner Jacob noted that during the first year 
of his service he was given four liveries that were ‘each as good as 100 
daler’. This was a significant value for one set of clothes, though evidence 
suggests that Jacob’s own valuation of the clothes might have been slightly 
exaggerated.47

Jacob’s position and social uprising did not go unnoticed. His employ-
ment and success at court allowed him to dress in garments that were oth-
erwise considered unsuitable for individuals of unnoble birth and mingle 
with people way above artisanal rank. While some of his fellow artisans 
might have looked up to him with admiration, his privileged treatment 
also probably caused much envy. After noting in his accounts that he had 
‘eaten with counts and other great lords and other noble persons which 

Figure 10.5  Wolfgang Heimbach, Portrait of Jacob Jensen Nordmand, 1654. The Danish Royal 
Collection, Rosenborg Castle, Copenhagen.
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were present in the King´s Court’ and ‘sat at the table with clergymen, and 
other worldly persons’, he stated that ‘some were good people, but others 
were resentful’.48

Conclusion

Clothes had many functions for artisans in daily life and throughout 
their professional careers, in relation to their trade or craft as well their 
social standing. Practicality was naturally one of the primary functions of 
artisans’ clothing. It was especially important that the clothing worn by 
artisans and small shopkeepers was suited for physical work and changing 
weather conditions, because most artisans came from modest backgrounds 
and their everyday lives were dominated by work. Yet visual, and written 
evidence suggests that consolidating a respectable image and maintain-
ing a decent look by means of clothing and appearance were equally as 
important, especially when artisans and local shopkeepers performed their 
work in public places and dealt with their customers at the marketplace, 
workshops or shops. Appearing well-groomed and clean while wearing 
good-quality practical garments was a way to promote decency and to 
create an image of a reliable and trustworthy craftsman, shopkeeper or 
entrepreneur.

In this context, the social and cultural significance of fashion was 
important. Since fine clothing was associated with wealth and status, 
wearing both well-tailored garments or fashion accessories and novelties 
that corresponded to the current tastes, such as trimmings in fine lace and 
silk, ruffs, knitted stockings, hats or fine gloves, was an effective social 
signal that made their professional success and accomplishments visible 
in public in the local society. The most prosperous and successful artisans, 
such as barbers or artists working at court, could even fashion a distinctive 
look for themselves through visual means by commissioning portraits, pro-
viding an extraordinary status for some of the most prestigious craftsmen 
and artists among the artisan communities of early modern Elsinore.
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experiment in focus vii:  
Caring for clothes 

Anne-Kristine Sindvald Larsen

Introduction

Textiles were expensive in the early modern period. This meant that taking 
care of them was a priority in the household.1 Clean clothes were impor-
tant not only because of personal hygiene and health but also because 
they conveyed an image of a respectable citizen, tradesperson and upright 
Christian. An English conduct book from 1619, for example, insisted that 
ones’s clothes should be kept neat and clean ‘For spotted, dirty, or the 
like, / is lothsome to be seene’.2

Textiles had to be cleaned with care. Since most garments, apart 
from linen, could not be washed without damaging the natural dyes or 
the finishing, there were a range of methods for cleaning textiles without 
immersing them in water, including stain removal, surface cleaning and 
re-dyeing.3 In addition, it was also common to use perfumes on clothes 
and bodies to prevent bad smells.4 This practice seems to have been 
important also among artisans. In 1646, the coppersmith Gabriel, who 
resided in Elsinore in Denmark, had in his bedchamber a green box, with 
some ‘bathing herbs’, which could have provided a scent both pleasant 
and therapeutic.5 The Italian tailor Piero di Giovanni from Florence, also 
wore a perfumed pendant, which made him smell clean.6

But how were clothes in fact refreshed, stains removed and cloth-
ing perfumed? Could this be done at home or did artisans have to take 
their clothes to tailors or professional cleaners in order to keep them 
clean? These were some of the questions explored at the workshop ‘Dirty 
Laundry’, organised by the ‘Refashioning the Renaissance’ project in April 
2019. The aim of the workshop was to recreate some of the recipes for 
taking care of clothes that were circulated in cheap printed advice manuals 
and collections of recipes in the early modern period. As we carried out 
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the experiments, we tested, for example, whether lemons or chanterelle 
mushrooms could be used to remove stains from silk. Would scented rose 
petals make the artisans’ linens smell like those ‘of a great lord’?

The workshop, held over two days, offered many new insights into the 
sixteenth- and seventeenth-century cleaning practices and gave a better 
understanding of how artisans, local shopkeepers and others from modest 
economic conditions could make their precious clothes last longer.

The experiment

During the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, instructions on how to 
clean textiles and clothing were widely disseminated in Europe in printed 
collections of recipes and advice manuals. For instance, the Danish advice 
manual Maangehaande artige kunstner, published in 1578, included reci-
pes on how to use ‘water’ to remove stains from gold embroidered cloth 
and velvet, how to clean stains from precious silk fabric, and how to 
remove spots of wine from woollen cloth.7 Since these recipes, like so 
many other recipes in Europe, were published in cheap printed media, is 
it possible that such instructions circulated also among ordinary artisanal 
families? Could people like the Florentine butcher Della Cara, who owned 
a pair of breeches in taffeta defined as ‘nasty’, apply such instructions at 
home?8

For the experiments, we selected three sixteenth- and seventeenth-
century cleaning recipes that appeared repeatedly in cheap and easy-to-
obtain texts and pamphlets.9 Such books were intended for use at home. 
They feature terse instructions and call for ingredients that were relatively 
easy for people to obtain, some of which may have even been growing in 
domestic gardens and pots. We followed the instructions closely to find 
out how well these popular recipes actually worked, using silk, linen and 
woollen fabrics which were stained with ink, red and white wine and oil.

First, we tried a very simple Italian recipe designed to remove stains 
from white wool or linen using lemon juice.10 We found that if the stains 
were fresh, applied on the fabric just before treating them with lemon 
juice, the results on white wool were pretty good. On the set stains, on 
the other hand, the recipe did not seem to work. In addition, the results 
showed that treating the fabric with lemon juice could easily destroy the 
colour. The red on linen dyed with cochineal turned hot pink when rubbed 
with lemon juice (Figure vii.1).

Second, we tested a Danish recipe for removing stains from precious 
silk, using chanterelles. As the first step, the recipe advised to ‘take the 
top of the small mushrooms, which are called pfiffereling’ (chanterelles). 
Second, it was advised to soak the stained fabric with the mushrooms for 
two hours; the fabric should then be rinsed with clear water and left in the 
sun to dry.11 Because no instructions were given on how the fabric should 
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be soaked with the chanterelles, we decided to boil the mushrooms first 
with water to make a paste (Figure vii.2), and then apply it on to the stains. 
Then it was rinsed with water. Perhaps this was not the right method, 
because the recipe did not seem to work. Instead, especially the ink dis-
coloured the silk samples, making the stains even worse (Figure vii.3).

Finally, we tested an Italian recipe which promised to wash a scarlet 
wool and remove stains using boiled cream of tartar. As the first step, the 
recipe instructed to ‘Boil white tartar powder in water so that it reduces by 
a third and then strain it and when you put it on the cloth, make sure the 
water is tepid and let it dry and when it is dry it will return to its colour’.12

This recipe was tested on samples of wool dyed with madder, kermes 
and cochineal and stained with white wine, oil, red wine and ink. This stain 
remover was probably the least clear since, it did not mention how much 
tartar powder or water should be used. Ultimately 50 g of tartar powder 
was boiled in 400 ml of water, the water was reduced by one-third and was 
then drained (Figure vii.4) There were lots of discussions about whether 
to use the water or solid portion left after boiling, and how much of the 

Figure VII.1  A piece of stained linen treated with lemon at the ‘Dirty Laundry’ workshop, 
organised by the ‘Refashioning the Renaissance’ project at Aalto University in 2019.
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Figure VII.2  Chanterelle mushrooms soaked in water.

Figure VII.3  Results of the sixteenth-century Danish chanterelle stain-removal recipe. 
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solution should be applied to the cloth. In the end, we decided to try both, 
but neither one of the recipes was particularly successful, yet it appear 
that using the water made better results, since the ink seemed to spread to 
other areas of the fabric and rubbing the fabric with a small linen cloth and 
solid portion of tartar powder damaged the cloth and made the dye come 
off. Neither as a stain remover was it effective; however the cloth stained 
with ink, became lighter, which suggest that could be used to make very 
dark stains lighter. Depending on where the stain was, this would have 
been useful to make one’s finest red garment last longer.

After testing these stain-removal recipes with limited success, we 
decided to turn to perfume. Several early modern authors claimed not 
only that perfumes provided garments with a pleasing scent but that herbs 
could also protect clothes from vermin. A household calendar, published 
in Denmark in 1648, advised that ‘if you want to protect your clothes from 
mosquitoes, cloth worms, moths and other alike, smear this [anis] oil on 
all sides of the chest’.13 Some of the instructions were explicitly directed at 
ordinary families. Simon Paulli, a Danish doctor, botanist and anatomist, 
who recommended numerous remedies in his herbal book published also 
in 1648, was writing for the ‘common man’, in order to prevent moth and 
worms from eating and harming clothes. Adding scented herbs to chests 
of clothing, such as dried origanum (also mentioned as wild marjoram), 

Figure VII.4  Ingredients for a sixteenth-century Italian cleaning and stain-removal recipe. 



	 Experiment in focus VII	 285

mentioned by Paulli, protected the clothes from vermin and provided the 
clothes and the wearer with a ‘clean’ smell.14 Being able to protect their 
clothes was probably a serious concern for artisanal families, for several 
artisan inventories mentioned garments that were ‘moth-eaten’. For exam-
ple, in 1592, a Danish woman was paid 22 skilling to sell two moth-eaten 
gowns that had previously belonged to Morten Mortensen, a son of a gla-
zier in Elsinore.15

A recipe written by an anonymous sixteenth-century Italian author 
promises to make clothes smell like the ‘scent of a great lord’. According to 
the instruction, the desirable scent could be obtained by mixing ingredients 
such as rose petals, rosewater, root of white lily, ground cloves and musk.16 
We mixed rose petals, rose water, orris root, synthetic musk, white ginger 
lily oil and cloves in a pot, and, after boiling and stirring the mixture, the 
blend was put into handsewn linen pouches (Figure vii.5).

The result was very fragrant. I stored the linen pouch in my wardrobe 
and got a first-hand experience of what perfumed clothes worn in the early 
modern period might have smelled like. At the same time, while some of 
us thought the smell was pleasing and others found it slightly repulsive, we 
were wondering how early modern Italians would have experienced such a 
scent in an urban environment where the air was full of strong odours from 
cattle, horses, smoke and strong perfumes.

Figure VII.5  A reconstructed perfumed linen bag. 
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Conclusion

How does recreating recipes for stain removal and scents help us to under-
stand some of the practices that ordinary artisan families experienced 
when taking care of their clothes? Experiencing the past through early 
modern practices of cleaning, one quickly understood the extensive effort 
as well as the great challenges that were associated with keeping clothes 
clean and presentable. The experiments suggested that stains were not 
easy to remove, and recipes for stain removal and cleaning were often 
unclear and imprecise. At the same time, the experiments provided a 
unique insight into the kind of practical fashion knowledge that even ordi-
nary people might have had access to through cheap print – a topic that 
is hard to trace in this period given the low levels of literacy, especially 
among artisanal women.

Finally, one of the most fruitful dimensions of the experiments was that 
they helped us to formulate new questions. For example, it is not clear that, 
even if ordinary artisan families had access to such recipes through cheap 
print and the ingredients required, individuals of lower social rank could 
read the instructions. Was such knowledge shared and transmitted between 
family members and neighbours in the period so that even the illiterate had 
access to these, or were these manuals restricted to a smaller audience, or 
used by the broader population at all? Such questions remain unanswered.
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Colour 

Paula Hohti

Introduction

Colour was one of the fundamental elements of fashion. While there is an 
assumption that visually attractive bright colours were reserved only for 
those who held power and authority in society, historical inventories and 
visual records show that ordinary Italians were receptive to colour fashions 
and keen to adopt the latest trends. The dress historian Ulinka Rublack has 
shown the speed with which colour fashions spread across social classes. 
For instance, when yellow became fashionable in the Swiss city of Basel 
at the beginning of the sixteenth century, it initially gained popularity 
among the wealthy but soon extended to include prostitutes, journeymen, 
apprentices and maidservants, as well as minor officials and artisans. By 
1520, nearly everyone in the city wore yellow and the colour appeared in 
many innovative combinations.1

The ‘Refashioning the Renaissance’ database confirms that colours in 
all shades and qualities were worn by artisanal groups in the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries. As Stefania Montemezzo has shown in Chapter 7 
above, Italian artisans and shopkeepers owned clothing and accessories in 
a wide array of colours, including intense and spectacularly dyed textiles 
and garments. Skirts, petticoats, aprons, shirts and sleeves were dyed in a 
kaleidoscope of colours, including crimson red, pink, deep black, light and 
medium blue, purple, light yellow and different shades of brown.2

However, not all colours held the same fashionable appeal. The mean-
ing and value of colour were determined not only by the generic colour 
but the precise shade and brilliance defined how the colour was perceived 
and what it signified. The deeper or more brilliant the tone was, the more 
appealing it was to consumers. What kinds of colours were worn by our 
artisans and what did these look like?
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To recover the visual look of the colours referenced in the invento-
ries of the everyday artisans and explore how these colours were created 
in that time, we organised a colour workshop ‘Making invisible colours 
visible’ in 2019. Drawing on dye recipes dating back to the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries, our objective was to explore the essence of colours 
of different grade and quality, and what specific colouring methods and 
dyestuffs were available for achieving some of the most precious colours 
in cost-effective ways.

The experiment

Red and black were historically two of the most expensive colours. Due 
to the saturated tone, superb colourfastness and complex dye processes, 
the finest reds and blacks enjoyed extraordinary popularity and prestige 
throughout the Renaissance period.3 Professional dyers made great efforts 
in the period to produce vibrant colours and perfect shades. This is evident 
in the first practical recipe book on commercial dyeing, the Plichto, written 
by Gioanventura Rosetti and published in Venice in 1548. His collection 
of dye recipes included thirty-five recipes for dyeing red, and twenty-one 
for black.4

Traditionally, the best scarlet and crimson reds were dyed with expen-
sive insect dyes, ‘grain’, crimson dye, or cochineal.5 However, lower arti-
sanal classes had access to similar beautiful shades of red, which were 
created by using cheaper dyestuffs such as local madder or brazilwood. 
These alternatives were sometimes deliberately used to imitate expensive 
scarlet and crimson reds. For example, brazilwood, when used on plain 
fabric or madder-dyed fabric, served as an important source for imitating 
crimson silk and scarlet wool derived from grain.6

In his Plichto, Gioanventura Rosetti provided instructions on how to 
dye wool with madder and brazilwood to achieve a look that resembled 
scarlet:

When you are about to madder, vou will take 8 pounds of madder for each 12 
pounds of wool, and two pails of strong [hard] water per dozen. See that the 
bath be tepid and put inside the madder. Stir well and quickly put in the wool. 
Give it a very good raking. When it has come to the boil, poke it well under and 
let it boil the time of eight paternosters. Then take it out and have it well sifted 
and washed. Then you will give it a new bath, well heated, and put inside the 
said wool and make it boil a little. You will take it out and have it well washed, 
steeping it to advantage. Then you will take 8 ounces of brazil for each dozen 
by weight of pounds of wool and make it boil the second. When it has boiled, 
set up the cauldron with a reasonable bath and when it be tepid you will put in 
the brazil. When it is about to raise the boil, put on the wool and have it raked 
and boil it until as much as you would say six paternosters. Then you take it 
out and you will have wool of good color.7
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While the recipe may present challenges for modern dyers, particu-
larly regarding details such as the exact duration denoted by ‘until as 
much as you would say six paternosters’, following the instructions using 
alum mordanted wool and silk revealed that such imitations could pro-
duce beautiful and intensive reds comparable to those dyed with grain or 
crimson, although the colours were not very lightfast (Figure viii.1).8

Further experiments demonstrated that vibrant and captivating col-
ours, including pink, blue, yellow, green, as well as new shades such as 
the colour ‘dove neck’ (colombino) could be obtained using locally availa-
ble natural dyes such as safflower, woad, weld and dyer’s broom (Figures 
viii.2 and viii.3).9 The pink colour achieved using safflower, for instance, 
was so intense and bright that it appeared almost as if it had been created 
using synthetic dyes (Figure viii.4).

These methods brought a wide range of affordable colours within the 
reach of all social groups in the market. Additionally, simple and cost-
effective methods for achieving desirable colours were widely circulated 
in cheap printed media, enabling men and women to create colours in the 
comfort of their own homes.10 One such colour was black, the colour of 
high fashion traditionally made by dyeing the fabric first in a blue woad 
solution and then dipping it in a red madder dye bath.11 For example, a 

Figure VIII.1  Dye experiments for expensive scarlet and kermes red imitations using madder 
and brazilwood. Recipe from the sixteenth-century dye manual Plichto by Gioanventura Rossetti. 
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recipe directed at ‘women so that when they have spun yarn they know 
how to dye it in many colours’, circulated in various printed works, includ-
ing the comprehensive Plichto and in the Dutch and French translations of 
Dificio de ricette, provided simple instructions for achieving a home-dyed 
‘lustrous’ black using oak gall, vitriol and a small amount of gum arabic.12

By testing early modern recipes, we gained valuable insights not only 
into the appearance and production methods of colours like ‘artisan black’ 
or imitation red but also into the high level of skill required by professional 
dyers to achieve precise shades and specific tones. Various factors in the 
dyeing process influenced the outcome, resulting in different shades. For 
example, in the case of yellows, we noticed that the colour achieved with 
dyer’s broom varied considerably depending on the specific crop used and 
the amount of potash added in the dye solution to enhance the brightness 
of the yellow colour.

Perhaps, then, the yellows worn in the city of Basel by wealthy indi-
viduals, artisans, maidservants and sex workers were not all equally 
bright or colourfast. Nevertheless, the wide range of dyeing methods 

Figure VIII.2  Bright yellow dyed with weld, based on a standardised historical dye recipe. 
Adding potash to the dye solution brightened the colour. 
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Figure VIII.3  A range of naturally dyed silk fabrics, using historical recipes, on display at the 
Reconstructing Everyday Fashion Exhibition, Aalto University, September 2021. The samples 
demonstrate the variety of colours available for and used by early modern artisans. 
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and the availability of new colourants from the sixteenth century onward 
allowed people from all social classes to dress up in vibrant garments and 
embrace evolving colour fashions which relied increasingly on produc-
ing new fashionable colours in a cheaper way for a broader range of 
consumers.

Notes
The ‘Refashioning the Renaissance’ project’s workshop ‘Making invisible col-
ours visible’, organised by Paula Hohti at Aalto University on 10–12 March 2020, 
was funded by the  European Research Council (ERC) under the European Union’s 
Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme (grant agreement No. 726195). See 
refashioningrenaissance.eu/experiments/making-invisible-colours-visible. We would 
like to thank Jo Kirby for her extensive work on leading and designing the colour exper-
iments, and Natalia Ortega-Saez and the ‘Refashioning the Renaissance’ team members 
for participation, presentations and discussions.

  1	 Ulinka Rublak, ‘Renaissance fashion: The birth of power dressing’, History Today, 
61, 1 (2011), www.historytoday.com/archive/renaissance-fashion-birth-power-dres​
sing, accessed 7 June 2023,

  2	 See also Paula Hohti, ‘Innovations and imitations of colour: Wearing and making 
colour in early modern Italy’, in Maria Hayward, Giorgio Riello and Ulinka Rublack 
(eds), A Revolution in Colour: Natural Dyes and Dress in Europe, c. 1400–1800 
(London: Bloomsbury, forthcoming 2024).

  3	 For the superb quality and prestige of textiles dyed with kermes and carmine 
insects, see Dominique Cardon, Natural Dyes: Sources, Tradition, Technology and 
Science (London: Archetype Publications, 2007), 614 and 641–2.

  4	 Gioanventura Rosetti, The Plichto: Instructions in the Art of the Dyers Which Teaches 
the Dyeing of Woolen Cloths, Linens, Cottons, and Silk by the Great Art as well as by 
the Common, trans. of the first edition of 1548 by Sidney M. Edelstein and Hector 
C. Borghetty (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1969). See also Rublack, ‘Renaissance 
dress, cultures of making, and the period eye’, Journal of Decorative Arts, Design 
History, and Material Culture, 23, 1 (2016), 6–34, at 27–31. For the materials and 
techniques used for dyeing silk cloths in the Renaissance period, see Luca Molà, 

Figure VIII.4  A sheet from a sample book showing bright pink silk samples dyed with 
safflower, using a standardised historical recipe. 

http://refashioningrenaissance.eu/experiments/making-invisible-colours-visible
http://www.historytoday.com/archive/renaissance-fashion-birth-power-dressing
http://www.historytoday.com/archive/renaissance-fashion-birth-power-dressing
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Archetype Publications, 2014).

  6	 For an example of a recipe, see Cardon, Natural Dyes, 284. For dye substitutions in 
silk trade, Molà, The Silk Industry of Renaissance Venice, chapter 12.

  7	 Recipe No. 102, Rosetti, Plichto, 127.
  8	 For historical recipes and their use in reconstructions, see Jenny Boulboullé and 

Sven Dupré, ‘Introduction: Burgundian black’, in Jenny Boulboullé and Sven Dupré 
(eds), Burgundian Black: Reworking Early Modern Colour Technologies (Santa 
Barbara: EMC Imprint, 2022), https://doi.org/10.55239/bb001, accessed 29 January 
2024, and Pamela Smith, ‘An introduction to Ms. Fr. 640 and its author-practitioner’, 
in Pamela H. Smith et al. (eds), Secrets of Craft and Nature in Renaissance France: A 
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Graaff, The Colourful Past: Origins, Chemistry and Identification of Natural Dyestuffs 
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were included, for example, Opera nuova intitolata dificio di ricette (Venice, 1525). 
For the use and circulation of these among artisans, see Paula Hohti, ‘Power, black 
clothing, and the chromatic politics of textiles in Renaissance Europe’, in Jenny 
Boulboullé and Sven Dupré (eds), Burgundian Black: Reworking Early Modern Colour 
Technologies (Santa Barbara: EMC Imprint, 2022), available at https://burgundian​
black.tome.press, accessed 3 June 2023; and for guild regulations covering dye 
practices, see Molà, The Silk Industry in Renaissance Venice, 107–37.

11	 For the most effective methods of dying black, see Natalia Ortega-Saez, ‘Black dyed 
wool in north-western Europe, 1680–1850: The relationship between historical rec-
ipes and the current state of preservation’ (Unpublished PhD thesis, University of 
Antwerp, 2018), 61–2, and further recipes in Hofenk de Graaff, The Colourful Past, 
313–23.

12	 Recipe from Recettario nuovo copiosissimo (1550), fol. 3v, titled ‘for women so that 
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experiment in focus ix:  
Lace 

Elena Kanagy-Loux

Introduction

As quickly as lace-making emerged in the early sixteenth century, the 
openwork textile became a status symbol for the wealthy, embellishing 
the edges of all types of dress and home linens. The ubiquity of lace-
trimmed handkerchiefs is underscored by their numerous appearances 
in contemporary portraits, engravings and inventories, as well as extant 
handkerchiefs in museum collections. Handkerchiefs were simultaneously 
functional and decorative objects, often given as gifts to lady’s maids or as 
tokens of love from a suitor, and carried in all strata of society, from the 
aristocracy to the working poor.1

Although the finest Renaissance lace was an expensive luxury prod-
uct, the ‘Refashioning’ data from Venice, Siena and Florence from 1550 
to 1650, used for the analysis in many chapters of this book, show 
that ordinary men and women from artisanal classes owned garments 
and accessories trimmed with multiple types of lace. These included 
cuffs, handkerchiefs, ruffs, sleeves and gowns trimmed with bobbin-lace 
borders, edgings of reticella (an early needlepoint lace derived from 
cutwork), or punto in aria needle lace (which is built up from button-
hole  stitches) of  fine Venetian or Flemish linen thread. The probate 
inventories compiled in the ‘Refashioning the Renaissance’ database 
reveal the possession of numerous embellished handkerchiefs in the 
households of Italian artisans and merchants, including a handkerchief 
trimmed with gold lace owned by a Venetian innkeeper.2 What surviv-
ing visual, material and archival evidence cannot tell us, however, is 
precisely what types of lace were available to the artisan class and what 
level of skill and sophistication was needed to make a fine lace-trimmed 
handkerchief.	
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In 2020–22 the ‘Refashioning the Renaissance’ project proposed to 
reconstruct a lace-trimmed accessory representing something a fashion-
able artisan, living between 1550 and 1650, would have owned based on 
material and visual evidence. We selected a handkerchief measuring 20 cm 
by 20 cm – half the scale of typical extant Renaissance handkerchiefs – to 
showcase four different edgings: a kind of lace sampler (Figures  ix.1a 
and ix.1b). Building upon the archival research of the ‘Refashioning the 
Renaissance’ team, we selected each edging to represent a range of 
styles, techniques and fibres found in northern Italian bobbin-lace over 
four quarter-centuries. During this early period in lace history there were 
already evolutions in the design and construction of lace, as well as the 
development of distinct regional styles in major lace-making centres such 
as Venice, Milan and Genoa.

The decades on which this experiment is focused coincide with the 
development of bobbin and needle lace, which makes this a time period that 
is ripe for investigation. Bobbin-lace, which developed out of multi-strand 
braiding techniques related to passementerie, was made of threads wound 
on to bobbins to keep them organised and interlaced to create an endless 
variety of patterns. Simultaneously, needle lace developed from cutwork 
and drawnwork, an embroidery technique in which the pattern is traced on 
to linen fabric, threads are cut and pulled out of the design, and the voided 

Figure IX.1a  Three reconstructed bobbin-lace edgings, from left to right: metal bobbin lace, 
polychrome silk and linen bobbin-lace, and Parasole bobbin-lace pattern.
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areas filled in with buttonhole stitches. Eventually the base fabric was 
discarded entirely, and the stitches were worked directly on a parchment 
pattern, anchored by a couched outline thread.

The aims of this experimental reproduction project were to investi-
gate what types of lace were available to the artisan class and identify 
potential differences in cost between different types of lace. In addi-
tion, I hoped to consider broader questions about the development of 
bobbin-lace in northern Italy, such as what drove stylistic and regional 
variations, and what the process of lace production entailed for the maker. 
During the process of making each edging, I carefully tracked the time 
that it took to make each repeat, how quickly each pattern could be mem-
orised and any notable challenges that arose. Although a Renaissance 
lacemaker working long hours would have been much quicker than most 
lace-makers of today, making multiple repeats of each edging can give a 
general idea of production time – information that is rarely recorded in 
archival documents.

The experiment

In approaching an historical reproduction project, it is imperative to 
research the tools that would have been used by lace-makers of the period. 
Bobbin-lace was made on a solid pillow, which could have been hand-
made by the lace-maker, a relative or another craftsperson, who packed it 

Figure IX.1b  Handkerchief with four reconstructed bobbin-lace edgings.
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densely with whatever materials were available – often straw, reeds, moss 
or horsehair.3

Over the centuries, bobbin-lace pillows have been made in a variety of 
shapes and sizes, with a taut fabric cover to create a firm surface for secur-
ing pins.4 Given that the pillows in my collection are mostly fabric-covered 
ethafoam, the first step in this project was to build a cylindrical bolster 
pillow stuffed with barley straw. After being baked in sheets to dry, cut into 
segments of 5–7.5 cm and combed for bits of debris, the straw was packed 
into a tube of heavy muslin fabric. Lastly, the exterior was covered with 
a tight sheath of checked blue-and-white linen and cinched closed with a 
drawstring on both ends. This fabric covering was typical of the early free-
hand technique, wherein bobbin-lace was worked without a pattern base, 
following the checked or striped pattern on the pillow.5

As with lace pillows, bobbins varied regionally in size, shape and mate-
rial, and were hand-turned on a lathe, likely by a relative or artisan in the 
community. Early examples depicted in paintings such as The Lacemaker 
by Nicolaes Maes from 1643 are wooden with bulbous ends, a style which 
persists in rural lace-making regions such as Le Puy en Velay, France.6 I 
am fortunate to have inherited hand-turned nineteenth-century bobbins in 
a comparable shape from a friend’s grandmother, as the size and weight 
of the bobbins can impact the lace-making process. Handmade pins, of the 
kind found by mudlarkers along the banks of the Seine, were not available 
to me, so contemporary steel straight pins had to fit the bill.

To represent the earliest quarter-century of the period, 1550–75, I 
opted to reproduce a metallic bobbin-lace edging from an extant hand-
kerchief in the collection of the Victoria and Albert Museum, London 
(T.99–1954). Although this is catalogued as English, the metal lace was 
likely imported from Venice, as Venice had a thriving silk and metal thread 
industry in the sixteenth century, as well as both bobbin and needle lace 
production.7 This style of handkerchief, with satin stitch embroidery 
around the border, gold or silver metal lace trimming and small tassels at 
each corner, is mentioned in multiple historical records, such as in a list 
of New Year’s gifts to Queen Mary I in 1556, and in the 1599 inventory of 
Gabrielle d’Estrées.8

Gilian Dye, an expert in early bobbin-lace techniques, published 
a reproduction of the V&A handkerchief edging in Sixteenth and 
Seventeenth Century Lace, Book 1: Gold and Silver Edgings.9 As it was my 
first time reproducing historical lace, I used this as a launching point, 
and I am greatly indebted to Dye’s research as well as that of Rosemary 
Shepherd. This edging was worked in size 40/3 thread of gold-plated 
nickel wrapped around a rayon core from Klöppelwerkstatt, a German 
manufacturer. Consistent with the earliest bobbin-laces, this pattern was 
worked freehand, using the checked pattern on the lace pillow covering 
as a guide.



	 Experiment in focus IX	 299

Initially, working with the metal thread was challenging, requiring 
careful tensioning or the picots (decorative loops) would collapse. The 
first repeat took twenty-seven minutes to complete, which was reduced 
to around five minutes after a few repeats, a strikingly rapid pace for 
lace-making. This reaffirmed that the high cost of early bobbin-lace was 
due to the use of precious materials rather than the production hours – an 
inverse of later, more elaborate, linen laces.10 Metal laces were frequently 
subject to sumptuary legislation, such as a Florentine law of 1638 restrict-
ing the width of gold and silver laces to 19.4 mm.11 Measuring 13 mm in 
width, this particular metal lace edging would have been safely within the 
reach of the artisan class.

To represent the quarter-century period from 1575 to 1600, I chose to 
reproduce a rare example of polychrome bobbin-lace from the collection 
of the Metropolitan Museum, New York (08.180.505). The Met textile con-
servator Giulia Chiostrini generously analysed the fibres and confirmed 
that the white thread is linen and the pink and yellow threads are silk. 
Although the original usage of this edging is unknown, based on its simi-
larity to surviving linen objects with silk and linen bobbin-lace edgings, I 
postulate that it could have been attached to a linen garment or accessory 
such as a handkerchief. Typically, however, these bobbin-lace examples 
feature one colour of silk thread paired with white linen thread. Although 
there are a number of extant examples of polychrome silk bobbin-laces 
from the sixteenth century, they typically incorporate metal threads, and 
are often paired with corresponding embroidery.12

In contrast to many contemporary lace-makers who prioritise a uni-
form end result, production lace-makers in the Renaissance did not always 
work from precise stitch diagrams and may have prioritised speed over 
perfection. This has resulted in stitch variations between repeated motifs 
in historic lace edgings. Therefore, when reproducing extant historic lace, 
modern designers may select one repeat to focus on, or select areas of 
each motif to create a uniform diagram. Given that the goal of this project 
was to better understand lace in the context of the Renaissance rather than 
to design a pattern for contemporary makers to follow, I opted to work 
directly on a freehand drawing of the lace pattern rather than create a 
detailed diagram. This meant that, like historical lace-makers’, my process 
of producing the edging involved active decision-making based on obser-
vation of the original edging.

Using materials as close to the originals as possible, I selected white 
Irish linen in size 40/2 and Soie Ovale, a French silk floss produced by Au 
Ver à Soie, in pink and yellow. Due to past experience with silk thread, I 
scaled the initial sample up slightly to accommodate for shrinkage when 
removed from the pillow. Ultimately, the tight four-strand braids that dom-
inate the design held their shape and did not shrink to the degree antici-
pated, and the final design was redrawn to the precise width of the original 
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lace (23 mm). The inclusion of sturdier linen thread in the original edging 
may have served a practical purpose as a kind of scaffolding to stabilise 
the silk floss. The first repeat of the pattern took forty minutes to complete, 
which gradually decreased to seventeen minutes for the final repeat, for 
an average of around twenty minutes each (Figure ix.2). At the resultant 
ten minutes per centimetre or 6 cm per hour, by my estimation, a profes-
sional lace-maker working twelve-hour shifts could likely have produced a 
full metre per day of this lace edging. That is arguably much quicker and 
thus more cost-effective than a needle-lace edging of a similar width and 
complexity.

The sixteenth-century bobbin-lace pattern books Le pompe: opera nova 
(1557) and Nüw Modelbuch von allerley gattungen Däntelschnür (1561) 
have previously been the subject of in-depth analysis and reproduction 
by Santina Levey, Milton Sonday and Laurie Waters, among others.13 For 
this project I was interested in examining the bobbin-lace patterns of 
Isabella Catanea Parasole’s 1610 pattern book Fior d’ogni virtu per le nobili 
et honeste matrone to represent the quarter-century period from 1600 to 
1625. As one of few published female lace pattern designers of her day 
Parasole is known for her elaborate needle-lace, cutwork and embroidery 
designs, but her patterns for bobbin-lace are lesser known. Described 
by Santina Levey as ‘spidery’ and ‘spiky’, Parasole’s bobbin-lace designs 

Figure IX.2  Polychrome bobbin-lace reconstruction in progress on linen-covered bolster pillow. 
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were likely inspired by fine needle-lace scallops and intended to be paired 
with straight cutwork bands.14

Renaissance pattern-book designers such as Giovani Antonio Tagliente 
(active 1522–45) and Alessandro Paganino (active 1511–38) described 
several methods for transferring the designs, many of which involved 
removing pages, rendering intact early pattern books a rarity.15 The most 
straightforward option was to work directly on to a facsimile of the pattern, 
but after twelve hours of work on a preliminary sample in size 100/2 linen 
thread it became apparent that the scale was smaller than comparable 
extant lace edgings of the period. Additionally, the first pattern I selected 
on the bottom left of page 34 had numerous ambiguities in the design that 
made it difficult to execute without reinterpretation. Rather than struggle 
to decipher the design, I opted to select another pattern on the far-left side 
of page 35 and scaled it up 20 per cent to be worked in size 60/2 linen 
thread (Figure ix.3).

However, this pattern had incongruities as well, enough to indicate 
that Parasole lacked a thorough understanding of bobbin-lace construc-
tion. Bobbin-lace requires management of numerous threads that travel 
across the design, and the pattern should clearly indicate the continu-
ous paths linking motifs. As a rule, early bobbin-lace patterns did not 

Figure IX.3  Fior d’ogni virtu per le nobili et honeste matrone by Isabella Catanea Parasole, 
page 35, 1610. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, 37.1 (1–40).
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provide instructional information, and lace-makers would have had to be 
experienced in order to find creative solutions to these obstacles. Once 
the pattern was resolved, I referenced parts of a diagram on page 79 of 
Rosemary Shepherd’s An Early Lace Workbook for the first three repeats 
until the pattern was committed to memory. The final edging varied from 
seventy-seven minutes to thirty-one minutes for each repeat, for a total of 
ten hours and fifty-five minutes to create 20 cm of lace.

The final edging representing 1625–50 was by far the most challeng-
ing, highlighting the technical development of bobbin-lace over the pre-
vious century. Based on an extant seventeenth-century handkerchief from 
the collection of the Metropolitan Museum of Art (39.123.1), the central 
fabric is linen with an embroidered silk border and a scalloped bobbin-lace 
trim that is gathered at the corners (Figure ix.4). As is often the case with 
early linen laces, centuries of use have caused the fibres to blend together, 
making it difficult to decipher the precise stitches under magnification. 
After careful analysis, I measured out the 50 mm width and drew the pat-
tern freehand. Again, rather than draw up a precise stitch diagram, I opted 
to interpret the pattern as I worked, referencing photos of the original. 
Mounting twenty-two pairs of bobbins on the bolster pillow proved to be 
cumbersome, as a cylindrical base is more suited to laces requiring fewer 
bobbins, so I opted to switch to a large, flat, contemporary pillow.

Figure IX.4  Handkerchief. Linen fabric with silk embroidery, linen bobbin-lace. Italian, 
seventeenth century; 45.1 cm by 45.1 cm. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, 39.123.1.
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Each scallop is worked by travelling along the top half of the motif and 
leaving pairs behind to pick up when working the bottom half. Sewings, a 
technique in which a fine hook is used to link new threads into old stitches, 
are much less common in early bobbin-lace, although analysis of the origi-
nal edging revealed one between each scallop. The challenge with Genoese-
style edgings is in gracefully hiding the many pairs required to form the wide 
scallops in the narrow space between each motif; in this case, fourteen pairs 
of 100/2 thread in a narrow strip of cloth stitch. The first three repeats took 
between six and seven hours each to complete, but the subsequent three 
were closer to five hours each, for a total of thirty-four hours and thirty-eight 
minutes (Figure ix.5). Although a professional seventeenth-century lace-
maker would have been able to work this pattern more quickly, this is a 
sharp increase from the pace of the previous edgings.

Arguably, the Genoese scallop represents the first quarter-century 
period in which, broadly speaking, the value of the labour to create 
bobbin-lace not only far surpasses that of the materials but is also com-
parable to its more time-consuming competitor, needle lace. A comple-
mentary experiment of four needle-lace edgings in a similar scale from 
1550 to 1650 could further underscore the differences between these 
two techniques during their development. Additionally, a more in-depth 
examination of Parasole’s bobbin-lace patterns is warranted, particularly 
in contrast to Le pompe and Nüw Modelbuch.

Conclusion

What can a humble handkerchief teach us about the value of labour during 
the Italian Renaissance? As with the dress of the artisan class, the expe-
riences and perspectives of lace-makers are rarely accessible through 
research that draws solely on written texts, and practice-led research pro-
vides an avenue to explore the choices and challenges that they would 
have faced in their daily lives. Rather than reconstructing a single object 
and illuminating just one type of lace from one moment in time, four edg-
ings were selected to illustrate the breadth of possibilities for lace as it 
developed during the late Renaissance, thus creating the possibility of a 
comparison between periods. The resulting lace represents a spectrum of 
quality and design aimed at all different levels of society, from costly needle 
lace visible among the nobility to simpler bobbin-lace edgings, which were 
more affordable even when made in precious metals due to their quicker 
production. Overall, this experiment highlights the relative affordability of 
simpler bobbin-lace-trimmed handkerchiefs for the artisan class during the 
Renaissance. As is so often the case, the discoveries in this project have led 
to more questions, which I hope to explore in future research.

The technical understanding that is revealed through hands-on recon-
struction also sheds light on to lacemakers’ innovations that could not have 
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been gleaned from traditional research methodologies. Whether labouring 
over a length of dimensional needle lace for many months or hastening 
through yardage of simple bobbin-lace trim, lace-makers had a degree 
of creative liberty in the execution of their work. They were not mere 
fabricators but had to have a significant amount of knowledge and skill to 

Figure IX.5  Reconstruction of Genoese-style linen bobbin-lace handkerchief edging in 
progress.
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interpret design ambiguities. Physically embodying their gestures can help 
to articulate their decision-making process – for example, which threads 
or stitches are more suitable or more difficult within specific techniques – 
and shed light on to how stylistic changes evolved. Although the names of 
multiple lace designers survive, namely those of pattern books, and it is 
easy to attribute innovations to them, through reproductions of lace, we 
can return some agency to the lace-makers themselves.
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The ‘Refashioning the Renaissance’ lace reconstruction experiment, carried out in 
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