LATE 15th CENTURY VENETIAN CORK CHOPINES

Technological Sciences: Woodworking/miscellaneous crafts. Intermediate.


BACKGROUND

"Condemned as early as 1438 by a priest in Spain" (Pratt & Woolley 19), chopines, an extreme platform shoe, were worn in Venice beginning in the early 15th century and ending in the mid-17th century (Hall 71). A 1430 Venetian drawing (Poli 153) shows a rather blocky chopine topped by a minimalist sandal that laced onto the ankle with a small buckle.

Chopines were worn in a variety of heights, and in some cases they reached as high as 20 inches (Museo Correr example in Poli 154). Although there are few surviving examples that can be reliably dated to the late 15th century, pilgrim eyewitness accounts and contemporary art demonstrate that both towering and comfortable chopines were worn.

A fine pair of chopines would be essential to a lady's wardrobe. In fact, their (literally) high status is revealed in a minor painting "depicting the meeting between the Gastaldo and the Doge Lorenzo Priuli in 1557 in thanks for the gift of precious clogs (zoccoli) made to his wife, the Dogaresse, Zilia Priuli, on the occasion of his election". (Poli 34) And, as one of the oldest guilds in Venice, shoemakers (calegheri) had the privilege of working at San Marco on certain days, "as on the occasion of the great annual Fiera della Sensa (the Feast of the Ascension)" (Poli 12).

1. Description of Entry

Pair of Type 1 (my definition) cork chopines with vegetable tanned leather outer and inner soles and uppers, covered in orange cotton velveteen. Embellished with modern artificial gold lace, secured with brass upholstery nails, and decorated with freshwater pearls attached with gold silk thread. Carved and sewn by hand.

2. Definition

"Chopine" or chapiney is a European term for a range of heeled shoes variously called zoccoli, pianelli and calcagnetti. Because their definitions are sometimes confused, I will continue to use chopine. However, these entries suggest that zoccoli may be a more precise word:

a) Zòcolo (Colla z aspra e l'o aperto) s. m.

Zoccolo, Calzare simile alla Pianella, ma colla pianta di legno intaccato nel mezzo dalla parte che posa in terra. (A shoe similar to a Pianella, except that the wooden sole is indented in the middle of the part that rests on the ground) 

"Andàr una cossa su I zocoli" – inalzarsi un affare alle stele (launch an affair to the stars, a reference to the height of the chopines) (all Boerio 814, my translations)

b) "I zoccolari fanno le pianelle di legno dette latinamente calopodia, et in volgare zoccoli, nel qual mestiero interviene poca fattura, perché quattro brochette, et due quarte di corame con un pezzo di rovere, o d'olmo vestono presto il piede d'un zoccolante, o d'un giesuato, o d'un montanaro." (Garzoni 918)

The zoccolari make the wooden pianelle, called calopodia in Latin and commonly known as zoccoli, for which craftsmen can do but little, so that four sticks, and two quarters of (a kind of fabric?) with a piece of oak, or of dressed elm, soon become the foot of a zoccoli-wearer, or of a Gesuato (religious order of St. Gerolamo), or of a mountain dweller. (my translation)

3. Types

Andritzky et al includes a small diagram showing three chopines (51), but without any comment. In review of extant pieces, I believe that diagram captures the three basic chopine shapes found in Italy and have defined the typology as follows:

a) Type I

The shortest, relatively stable and comfortable chopine, usually covered in fabric. The toe can be open or closed. Between 4 and 7 inches high, these shoes are comparatively functional. Wearers would not need assistance to walk. Examples, such as the Bata chopine, are often covered with beautiful velvets or brocades and decorated with braid, ribbons, tassels, or gold or silver laces (often attached with brass tacks), and could be called Faberge eggs for the feet. Some research suggests that these would have been worn indoors.

Towards the end of the 16th century some examples are entirely wrapped in leather with decorative slashes over the uppers, with squared-off heels. One example from Durian-Ress (Figure 17) looks quite comfortable and even modern.

b) Type II

A taller, more slender hourglass chopine, frequently covered in kid leather, usually decorated with pricked floral and geometric designs on the upper and sides, with a fluted base. The toe can be open or closed. These are dangerous to walk in, and a woman would definitely need at least a stick to get around.

A sketch of a Type II kid-covered chopine with simple decoration is is preserved as a "curiosity" in a late 19th century book on the French shoe industry. (Lacroix 114)

c) Type III

The tallest, pedestal shaped chopine, covered in leather, with a deep mule. Examples are wrapped in leather with pricked and decorated uppers, and the toe is normally closed. These are ugly, clumping, dangerous monstrosities and the wearer would absolutely require the help of servants. Museo Correr has the most famous example.

As a pilgrim enroute to Jerusalem in 1494, the Canon Pietro Casola made the following observation:

"Their women appear to me to be small for the most part, because if they were not, they would not wear their shoes--otherwise called "pianelle"--as high as they do. For in truth I saw some pairs of them sold, and also for sale, that were at least half a Milanese "braccio" in height [one Milanese braccio = about .6 meters]. They were so high indeed that when they wear them, some women appear giants; and certain also are not safe from falling as they walk, unless they are well supported by their slaves."

In 1497, the pilgrim Knight Von Harff made the following observation:

" Further the women walk on great high soles covered with cloth, three of my fists high, which cause them to walk with such difficulty that one pities them. Both maidens and women go about the streets like this".

4. Type I Examples

Some examples of Spanish and Venetian chopines are included in Lucy Pratt and Linda Woolley's Shoes, including two delicate Type I confections, one "covered with velvet and trimmed with silk ribbon and gold lace", with "stamped leather decoration on the upper". (Pratt & Woolley 19)

Two velvet covered Type I examples (including the prize possession of Toronto's Bata Museum, probably the most beautiful surviving chopine in the world) are shown, without comment, in Caovilla (26). Adorned variously with lace, ribbons, tassels and braid, these chopines are relatively modest in height, reasonably wearable, and delightful to look at.

Wilson describes a Venetian chopine "made of cork covered in green velvet. Side view shows boat shape and wide spread at base. Decorated with frills of gold lace… Third drawing shows square toe and alternative studded decoration around base." (142) Others were " covered in white kid or silk, and were delicately tooled or embroidered." (Wilson 136)

Another beautiful example is found in Saskia Durian-Ress's Schuhe (37). Covered in brocaded silk enriched with silver and gold thread, this pair of chopines looks elegant and comfortable.

5. Construction

"(Chopines) were pedestals of cork or wood (…) some were simply shaped, like an elephant's hoof. Others had broad tops and bottoms and looked like hourglasses. (…) Chopines varied in height from circular blocks a few inches tall to columns up to 24". Leather or fabric shoes or mules were affixed to the top of these stilts. The shoe itself was round-toed and embellished with jewels in the form of a rose or other floral decoration and tied over the instep with ribbons. The mule had a slightly up-tilted toe and the forepart was embroidered or had slashings, cutouts or jewelled decorations. The stilt was of cork or wood and sometimes covered with kid or velvet in various bright colours, mainly yellow or red." (Ledger 72)

"Coryat, in his "Crudities," 1611, says, "There is one thing used of the Venetian women, and some others dwelling in the cities and towns subject to signiory of Venice (…) which is so common in Venice that no woman whatsoever goeth without it, either in her house or abroad – a thing made of wood and covered with leather of sundry colours; some with white, some red, some yellow. It is called a chapiney which they never wear under their shoes. Many of these are curiously painted; some of them I have also seen fairly gilt (…) There are many of these chapineys of a great height, even half a yard high. (…) I have heard it observed among them, that by how much the nobler a woman is, by so much the higher are her chapineys." (Hall 68-69)

Aside from Garzoni's comments (see Definition), there is little contemporary information on how chopines were made. And, because pieces are so rare, no one appears to have taken apart a chopine to see exactly how it was made.  Wilson describes the structure as follows:

"Some chopines were lightly indented under the sole, which gave them a slight "heeled" look; others were almost circular in the shape of the forepart; most had mules attached into which the stockinged foot slipped; but others had real shoes attached which fastened over the instep. This was largely the difference between the chopine and the patten … the latter was held on by straps fastening over a separate shoe". (Wilson 137)

Wilson also provides thumbnail line drawings, but these seem distorted compared to the surviving chopines I studied.

a) Column

The column or platform is quoted as being made of cork or various woods. Wood is strong and can be carved to a demanding shape, but can be heavy. Cork is light and resilient, however, because cork is the stripped bark of a tree, it must be assembled and glued in layers. Cork is not as strong as wood and may not carve as finely. Cork is still used today for platform shoes because it is shock-absorbent.

b) Soles

The outer and inner soles are always made of leather. Sometimes kid leather is used for the inner sole. Some research suggests that the inner sole was not differentiated between left and right. It is difficult to determine from the examples (because of the angle of display), however, the visible chopine in Carpaccio's Due Dame Veneziane seems clearly shaped for the left foot.

Soles are glued to the column, and the edges are sewn to the leather or fabric covering.  Nails do not appear to be used, probably because they would eventually work out of the soft cork.

Inner soles are reportedly often stamped or embossed with simple repetitive designs. One example has small roundels embossed in rows (Durian-Ress 37).

c) Covering

The sides of the chopine can be covered in kid leather, velvet or brocade. Type II and III chopines are almost always covered in kid leather. Many Type I chopines are covered in velvet. The covering is drawn extremely tight over the column.

This covering is essential, not just aesthetically, but as a base to attach the leather outer and inner soles.

d) Uppers

The uppers (portion covering the top of the foot) are made of leather, which can be covered in fabric to match the body. The uppers can be closed or open toe, depending on the height, various widths, sometimes finestrella. Some uppers are split and laced together like modern shoes, but without a tongue to protect the foot. Sewing the uppers to the sole is easier if they are split.

e) Colours

Common colours reported are red, yellow and white (though most surviving leather chopines are cream coloured). Surviving fabric examples include a golden brown velvet (Bata chopine), dark green figured brocade (Poli 156), and an aquamarine velvet (Bernhardt), all with contrasting trims.

f) Fastening

Most chopines are basically mules on stilts; however, some early examples have an ankle strap and buckle. This closure would re-emerge as the chopine declined in popularity and was replaced by a kind of heeled shoe.

g) Seams and Stitches

The horizontal seams used to attach the outer and inner soles to the covering are clearly visible in several examples, such as Durian-Ress (32), constructed using either backstitch or double running stitch.

Vertical seams are used at the spine of the chopine to draw the material taut. Whipstitch is normally used.

g) Brass Tacks

Round-headed brass tacks, similar to modern upholstery tacks, are found on the columns of many Type I chopines (Pratt & Woolley 19, Hall 70, Wilson 143, Durian-Ress 37, Caovilla 26-27). They serve a functional as well as decorative component. Leather or fabric, however eased or sewn to fit, tends to pull away from the hourglass body of the chopines. Tacks placed at the junction point (often over a piece of fancy trim) arrest this and help keep the covering smooth. In surviving examples they are arrayed in lines or zigzags. Sometimes they have a haphazard appearance, perhaps because some have fallen out.  

h) Trims

Many Type I chopines are decorated with braid, metallic lace, ribbons, tassels or even rick-rack trim (a late example).

6. Method and Materials

The structure of the extant Type I chopines I am recreating is an hourglass shape built on a figure eight base. The upper half gradually conforms to the actual shape of the foot, with the heel being built up on a slant. The shape is elegant and reasonably stable.

a) Pattern

After drawing around my feet to get the approximate shape of the inner sole, I drew a large figure eight around it to get the base. I then traced around these two shapes on a large piece of 3 mm cardboard, making 12 copies of the figure eight.

To produce the hourglass shape, I then reduced the figure eight shapes by approximately 5-6 mm per piece to get the right reduction and expansion by height. In order to get the correct tilt to the heel it was necessary to build it up with another half piece.

Since I intend to wear these chopines, I kept the height modest. The finished height is 4¼ inches, well within the range for Type I.

Because the composite cork I used is weaker than natural cork, I could not make the extended, unsupported heel shown in some examples, as the composite would crack and flop. As a result, the hourglass shape is not as extreme.

I decided to make distinct left and right shoes instead of interchangeable soles.

b) Cork Columns

Natural cork sheets are the most authentic choice. I was unable to acquire blocks of natural cork that were wide enough, so I decided to work with sheets of composite cork (6 mm thick, 24” x 36”), which are not as strong as solid cork. 

Because the cardboard is half the thickness of the cork, I was able to make up a full size scale model but with half the height, to tweak the shape. Once I was comfortable, I cut out 12 pieces of cork using a large exacto knife. I slanted the edges of the cuts to make the shape flow better.

I used a quality white non-toxic glue to assemble the layers, two pieces at a time, and weighted them down with heavy books (textbooks, cookbooks and romance novels) to cure for 12 hours. Because cork is very porous, I used lavish amounts of the glue. The gluing, assembling and curing process took a couple of weeks to complete.

Once all the pieces were assembled and had had time to cure, I used the knife to further carve and refine the shape of the chopine.

c) Leather Soles and Uppers

I used pieces of vegetable-tanned leather, an authentic choice, for the outer and inner soles. I had previously treated the leather with mink oil compound over a period of months to seal it. The outer soles were cut larger and glued to the bases of the chopines. I also cut a pair of inner soles shaped based on my own feet. These were glued to the top of the chopine covering the edges of the fabric.

I cut the uppers based on those of a pair of bedroom mules, which are the same as the period examples. I covered these with velveteen and sewed them to the top of the inner sole with backstitch to provide a smooth base for gluing.

d) Velvet Covering

Plain velvet was used on several surviving chopines. Cotton velveteen is fairly close to period velvet, although its nap is shorter, and is preferable to polyester velvet.

Once the bases were finished and the outer soles attached, I cut a long strip of velveteen and sewed it to the edge of the outer soles using backstitch and bees waxed linen thread, a period choice. I used an awl to punch the edge of the soles first. I used modern steel needles.

The fabric was then drawn tight to the sides of the chopine and attached by brass furniture tacks, which were placed at intervals over a piece of artificial gold lace. The fabric was joined at the back of the chopine with whipstitch. Once secured, the fabric was brought up and over the edge of the inner sole, trimmed, and the edges glued down under the inner sole.

The inner sole and fabric were then sewed together with backstitch under tension to provide as smooth a fit as possible.  These gluing and sewing steps produce a stable, sound, reliable shoe that is functional and beautiful.

e) Colour

Period chopines came in a variety of eye-catching colours, such as red and yellow. The courtesans in Carpaccio's 1495 painting own a pair of bright red Type I chopines. Because this pair is intended to complement the orange-tone dresses I made (Entry #2), I have decided to use a bright orange velveteen.  As per the discussion in Entry #2, the colour orange was growing in popularity in Venice during the late 15th century. Chopines are conspicuous consumption and the colour is in that spirit.

f) Decoration

The artificial gold lace used under the brass tacks was also applied in a single row to the uppers using gold silk thread, and beaded with freshwater pearls. Some examples were apparently jewelled. I could have gone farther with silk ribbons, but the Carpaccio example is quite plain.

I also used a sewing awl to prick simple designs into the leather inner soles. These circles and whorls are similar to those found on the sides of Type II chopines.

CONCLUSION

The chopines I produced are beautiful, light, solid and comfortable. They fit very well. They look very similar to the Type I examples I studied. The materials I used are period, with the exception of the cotton velveteen, which is period in appearance, and the artificial gold lace, which is more appropriate for 16th century.

These chopines are correctly worn with the distinctive Venetian dress of the late 15th century. Like the new Dogaresse in 1557, a lady would be proud to own a new pair of jewelled velvet chopines, especially for a banquet in honour of Lo Sposalizio del Mare.

Eve Harris / Asa Gormsdottir
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