1495 VENETIAN OVER- AND UNDER-DRESSES, HANDMADE IN SILK

Textile & Needle Arts Category. Costuming: European: 1451-1600. Advanced.


BACKGROUND

According to Sanudo, upper class ladies normally confined themselves to balcony or window (Newton 48, 162) and did not display themselves on the streets or in the campi. In regards to the Wedding with the Sea, Felix Fabri, a pilgrim who witnessed the rite in 1483, indicates that no women were carried on the ducal galley, the Bucintoro, or in the other reviewing ships:

"After the blessing and espousal of the sea is over they row the Bucentaur towards the monastery of St. Nicholas on the Lido, and on reaching the shore there all disembark from all the ships and enter the church, which not a hundredth part of the people is able to enter, though it is a great church; and in all that multitude there is not one single woman, but the whole ceremony is performed by men alone." (Fabri)

One hundred years later, we know that courtesans did attend the rite from nearby boats. In 1617 Sir Henry Wooton reported that the Senate had forbidden the appearance of courtesans on the water for the rite: "…a decree made at the suit of all the gentlewomen, who before were indistinguishable abroad from those baggaes" (Muir 133), a fact proven by Vecellio's costume sketches in which Venetian Matron, Venetian Bride and Venetian Courtesan seem to wear the same clothes.

Whether or not she was on the water or attending a sanctioned Sensa feast by one of the Compagnie della Calza, in 1495 a lady of good class would need a fashionable new gown for this important holiday.

1. Description

Set of handsewn under- and overdresses of burnt peach and dark copper silk, lined with linen and imitation gold tissue, embellished with pearls and garnets, accompanied by matching finestrella sleeves. The dress is designed to be the height of fashion for 1495.

These dresses would be laced over a low-necked, gathered linen camisa with wide sleeves. Accessories would include pearl necklaces, earrings, a narrow belt, zoccoli (Venetian platform shoes), and an elaborate hairstyle.

2. Construction

a) Pattern

No gowns are known to have survived from late 15th century Venice. Without extant pieces, I have relied on pictorial evidence for "the typical high-waisted dress of Venetian women recorded in the great Scuole paintings of the end of the fifteenth century" (Newton 48) and written reports by visiting pilgrims. These sources include:

· Albrecht Durer

"Durer's drawing of a Venetian woman is … more richly jewelled than one would have thought possible in view of the prevailing sumptuary laws, her dress belongs to exactly the same moment in fashion as the dresses worn by the two courtesans (Carpaccio). Its low neckline allows only a minute strip of stuff on the shoulder; its sleeves are made up of segments held together by laces; through their gaps the full sleeves of her chemise emerge in light puffs." (Newton 52)

Albrecht Durer's sketch is my primary inspiration for this dress.  A copy is included.

· Vittore Carpaccio (several works)

Carpaccio is responsible for several paintings which show the dress, in particular Two Venetian Courtesans and the St. Ursula fresco series. The two women in the former wear deeply coloured dresses in plain silk and velvet. The sleeves on the second lady have been cut from a richly patterned brocade. The hems of both are decorated with trim. Their low necklines are decorated with large pearls and the sleeves of the first lady are also decorated with small pearls along the openings. A copy is included.

· Freschi illumination

The Memorie della famiglia Freschi portrait series (Zorzi 216-219), dated late 15th/early 16th century, includes two portraits of Venetian women, in particular that of Dorothea Zacarias. Dorothea's outfit is very similar in construction to that in Albrecht Durer's sketch, composed of a pair of dresses. This illumination is an important find that to my knowledge has not been cited anywhere else. A copy is included.

The under-dress is apparently made of a gold-coloured brocade. The bodice is edged with pearls in a solid line around the neckline.

The over-dress is made of a dark material (dark brown, purple or black), lined with a green patterned material that is exposed by front and side parts. The neckline is appliquéd with a wide band of gold-coloured material, which has been beaded with pearls and ornate flower-like roundels.

The bride wears one-piece open-work sleeves, tied at intervals. Additionally, there appears to be long hanging sleeves that flow to the floor. Finally, the bride wears the same bunned hairstyle and lavish jewellery shown in Durer and Carpaccio.

· Giovanni Mansueti

A number of examples of the dress are found in Giovanni Mansueti's Miracle of the Bridge at San Lio (1494) (Hills 16). There is a back view of a woman kneeling in the foreground, who is wearing a low-cut brown dress belted under the bust, accessorized by a coral necklace and bunned hair. No lacing lines are visible. Her camisa poufs from the left elbow of her finestrella sleeve and the pleating in her full skirt is visible. A copy is included.

Several other ladies are shown watching the scene from their windows or balconies. All are wearing the same low-cut style, apparently laced in front, with an attached pleated skirt, necklace and uniformly bunned hair. The orange, red, brown, dark brown or black dresses are very low on the shoulders, with the camisa escaping at the shoulders where the sleeves have been tied on by ribbons. Some of the dresses show front lacings.

· Gentile Bellini

Another back view of the dress can be found in Gentile Bellini's Procession of the Reliquary of the True Cross in Piazza San Marco (1496) (Herald 174). The painting clearly shows the v-shape of the over-dress revealing the line of the under-dress.

Some limited frontal views of the dress can be found in Gentile Bellini's Miracle at the Bridge of San Lorenzo (1500) (Hills 174). Behind the line of Cypriot ladies attending Queen Caterina Cornaro there are a number of Venetian ladies. At this later date the hairstyle has changed somewhat, but the bodice is largely the same.

· Other Paintings

Another Scuole painting, familiarly known as The Engagement (Bestetti 103), shows a slightly earlier and less extreme version of the dress with the overdress parting to expose the underdress.

I also consulted Vecellio’s costume portfolio (1599), which includes examples of “old style” Venetian dress. However, his sketches date 100 years later than the style I am using. His sketches are therefore unreliable for 1495, and the dresses shown conform only vaguely to the contemporary portraits.

· Betrothal glass

A late 15th century Venetian enamelled glass (Hills 125) has a good side view of the dress. This goblet shows the same tight bodice, almost slipping off the shoulders, with a high waist and a decorative band along the neckline. The woman wears her hair in the same bunned style with curly ringlets, and a pair of pearl necklaces. A copy is included.

· Eye-witness accounts/journals

I have also referred to the following pilgrim accounts for details on the dress:

Casola, Canon Pietro. Pilgrimage to Jerusalem in the Year 1494.

Fabri, Felix. The Wanderings of Felix Fabri. (1483).

Harff, Arnold von. Pilgrimage of Arnold von Harff. (1497).

b) Bodice

The bodices shown are very high waisted, sometimes extremely low-necked/backed, sometimes off-the-shoulder (Durer in particular). At first I was concerned that the neckline had been exaggerated by the artists, but Casola's eyewitness account confirms the look:

"These Venetian women, especially the pretty ones, try as much as possible in public to show their chests--I mean the breasts and shoulders--so much so, that several times when I saw them I marvelled that their clothes did not fall off their backs." (Casola 142-145) 

The very high-waisted bodices for this period appear not to have any boning and rely on cut and tight lacing for support. Normally the overdress bodice is cut in a v front and back to expose the material of the underdress.

I draped and fitted a template bodice using linen and then drew a paper pattern. I then cut the peach silk for the underbodice and the copper silk and orange taffeta silk lining for the overbodice from this pattern. In each case I tried to maximize the effects of the brocade patterns.

c) Skirt

All the skirts shown are full to the floor, pleated or gathered to the high waist. The skirt of the overdress is usually open from the waist down.

I completely finished the fully lined skirts before attaching them to the bodices. Tiny whipstitches (15-20 per inch) were used to attach the lining at top and bottom and give a sharp edge. The join in the underskirt was sewn in three layers with the fourth layer hemmed down. The overskirt edges were folded over and hemmed down.

Each finished skirt was then roll-pleated to a linen strip, which was then sewn into the lining of each bodice. This provided strength, especially for the heavier underdress. Rolled pleating, knife pleating, and gathering are all shown in the artwork. I used roll pleating because of the quantity of material.

The sari material used for the skirts includes a woven border, avoiding the need to apply trim.

d) Sleeves

Sleeves are shown tied to the bodice by ribbon points in some portraits and sewn on in others. I have chosen tie-on sleeves. Durer’s sketch clearly shows two-piece openwork sleeves that lace together at the elbow. This design is very attractive and I have used it on these sleeves. Normally only one pair of sleeves is worn at a time – the voluminous chemises peek out in all the portrait examples.

The sleeves were cut to maximize the silk’s existing brocade pattern. In the portraits the sleeves are made from elaborate brocade that matches the underdress. I could have elected to include hanging sleeves as shown in the Freschi illumination, but so far this is my only source for hanging sleeves with this dress and the identification is not confirmed.

3. Fabric

a) Exterior

For the exterior I used two silk brocade saris that I received as an anniversary present.

The silk industry was very important to Venice in this period. Venice had built the industry on the expertise of Luccan refugees: "Venetian production by then (1462) dominated the market. In describing the life of Doge Tommaso Mocenigo, Marin Sanudo explicitly states that the products of Lucca and her wealth had passed to Venice, and that Lucca was in decline". (Santangelo 29)

Naturally, Venice took steps to protect it: "The Great Council and Senate … pronounced … decrees … against importing into the Venetian Republic silk stuffs not produced in Venice (July 13, 1410)" (Santangelo 28). Such prohibitions were renewed: 

"…while Venice exported fine silks to other countries, she also imported or at least shipped silk fabrics from abroad. Restrictions on these were severe. In 1490, the Senate decreed that no zentilhome, citadin, or habitante of Venice or her dominions on the mainland was to wear or to use in any way any cloth of gold, silver or silk which had not been manufactured in questa città". (Newton 175)

With these rules, an upper class Venetian lady would legitimately only be able to use Venetian-made silk for such a dress. However, sumptuary laws are usually created to correct rather than confirm behaviour.

In review of extant silk brocade fragments from Venice and other parts of Italy, several pieces for the 14th and 15th century (largely ecclesiastical survivals) show large-pattern vertical pineapple/lotus/tree-of-life ("pomegranate") designs in jewel-tone velvets (red or purple especially) with gold brocading, as well as other highly stylized flower in-and-out progressions (examples from Santangelo, Poli and Dupont-Auberville).

"The fabrics surviving from the first half of the 14th century, largely samites, diaspes and lampases are enriched with vegetal and floral elements of Chinese or Oriental inspiration, like the peony, the lotus, and tree of life. Those of the second half of the century are more dynamic and lively with added animal elements such as the fawn, the eagle, mastiff, leopard, pelican, caught in animated and realistic attitudes". (Poli 41)

In recent times, select Italian boutique manufacturers have revived these distinctive patterns, but the cost is prohibitive – sometimes thousands of dollars per yard.

At the other end of the scale, some modern synthetic upholstery brocades use the pineapple design. In my opinion, these heavy fabrics are inappropriate for this silken dress.

Silk sarees from India and Pakistan are currently the most accessible and affordable source for silk brocade in quantity, and have the correct weight for this dress.

Although sarees often have flower patterns, I have not found any with the distinctive pineapple design. The Islamic prohibitions continue to be maintained in weaving Eastern silk sarees and I have not found any examples with heraldic beasts either.

On the other hand, the peach silk saree I used is similar in design and colour to a 14th century Venetian remnant (Santangelo, Plate 25). Additionally, the lavish acanthus-like borders on these sarees also resemble border elements in illuminated manuscripts of the same period (which took them from classical architecture).

Finally, it is entirely possible that imported Turkish silks with similar characteristics to my sarees legitimately made their way into Venetian clothing, despite the prohibitions, as gifts or souvenirs through Venice's long diplomatic relationship with Turkey.

In this context I have decided to use the silk sarees as the best middle ground choice.

b) Linings:

· Medium-weight white linen was used to line the underdress and for the pleating strips. This is a period choice.

· Yarn-dyed silk taffeta was used to line the bodice and sleeves of the overdress. This is a period material.

· Imitation gold tissue was used to line the skirt of the overdress. Cloth of gold was routinely banned by Venetian sumptuary laws: "…regulations governing expenditure on the fabrics … certainly ruled out not only clothing of gold or silver stuffs but also embroidery in precious metal threads and expensive silk cloths." (Newton 52). However, these laws were frequently ignored or bypassed by various loopholes. Using imitation gold tissue to line a skirt is a way to cock a snoot at the sumptuary law.

4. Colour

I have used orange-tone silks for these dresses.

The brown-orange-yellow palette was coming into vogue in Venetian painting during the late 15th century. 

"Orange had not been used as a colour term by Petrarch or Boccaccio: Italians refer to the yolk of egg as rosso d'uovo, so it is likely that any yellow deeper than crocus was traditionally categorized as red. But in the Hypnerotomachia Poliphili, published in Venice in 1499, the adjective naranceo is frequently used to describe the orange-coloured. Thereafter naranzin becomes a colour in dress…So orange, fruit and colour, was in the ascendant in Renaissance Venice". (Hills 146-150)

Manuseti's Miracle (…) shows orange-tone dresses, but this may simply be part of the palette he chose for the painting rather than an actual model.

With orange, yellows and browns being increasingly used in portraits, tile and maiolica on the cusp of the Cinquecento, it is reasonable and highly fashionable to use the burnt peach and dark copper silks for this 1495 dress.

5. Finishing

a) Stitches used

These dresses are entirely hand sewn. Because no 15th century Venetian clothing has survived, I have referred to construction techniques used in the extant 16th century garments discussed in Janet Arnold’s Patterns of Fashion, using running stitch, back stitch and whip stitch as needed.

Although written almost a century later, Tomaso Garzoni's Piazza universale lists a number of stitches and finishing techniques that might have been used in 1495 Venice:

"La fatica dell'arte accresce medesimamente la dignita de' sartori, perche cotesto mestieri, oltra che e pieno di mille varieta di punti, come di semplici, di doppii, di punto allacciato, di drieto punto, di gase, di cadenelle, di gippature; et porta seco diversita d'ornamento, perche chi vuol liste, chi cordoni, chi franzette, chi passamano, chi tagli, chi cordella, chi raso, chi cendado, chi velluto, chi nastro di seta, chi treccietta d'oro; non ha mai fine, et mai si fornisce d'imparare quanto alla forma degli habiti, I quail alla giornata si variano tanto, chi I sartori ne sanno meno in lor vecchiezza, che sul principio che aprono bottega". (Garzoni 999)

Possible translations (Boerio, Cassells) for these stitches include:

· Punto di semplici (’simple" or running stitch)

· Punto di doppii ("double" stitch)

· Punto allacciato ("connected point", "tied", "laced/interlinked", possibly cross stitch)

· Drieto punto: (likely zig zag stitch)

Drièdo -> Drièto -> Drio

Reverse of "innanzi" (forward)

"far un drio l'altro" – alternare, operare scambievolmente, a vicenda (Boerio 248).

-> to perform reciprocally, in turn = back and forth.

· Punto di gase: (back stitch?)

"Gaso s.m. Voce fam. Donnesca e ancho de'Sartori, Punto addietro, il quale si fa introdcendo l'ago nella stoffa, facendolo passare ad alcuni fili di distanza, poi tornandolo ad introdurre sullo stesso punto in cui era stato introdutto prima, e poscia passandolo ad alcuni fili di distanza dal luogo in cui fu passato da prima." (Boerio 300)

· Punto di cadenelle ("necklace", chain stitch)

b) Thread

Gold-coloured silk thread (bodices and beading) (authentic and strong)
White linen thread (bodice, pleating strips, eyelets) (authentic and strong)

Orange synthetic thread (skirt and sleeve construction) (strength, low cost, matches fabric)

c) Needles

Modern hand sewing and beading needles were used throughout.
d) Beading/jewels

15th century Venetian ladies wore a profusion of jewels, and their necklines and sleeves were frequently jewelled or beaded:

"Those who can afford it, and also those who cannot, dress very splendidly, and have magnificent jewels and pearls in the trimming round their collars. They wear many rings on their fingers with great balass rubies,' rubies and diamonds. I said also those who cannot afford it, because I was told that many of them hire these things." (Casola 142-145)

"I was in fact informed by a merchant, who pointed out to me a young and wealthy citizen's wife with her neck and hands covered with countless costly and beautiful jewels, that in his opinion the jewels were worth more than 600,000 ducats." (von Harff)

Neckline

Neckline beading, especially using a line of large round pearls, is shown in the Durer sketch and in Carpaccio's Two Venetian Courtesans. In the meeting scene between the saint and her fiancé from Carpaccio's St. Ursula cycle (Meeting of the Betrothed Couple, Bestetti 149), the saint's dress is lavishly beaded with large pearls along the necklines of both dresses. Pearls were prized by the Venetians.

Another example of neckline beading is found in Carpaccio's Portrait of a Lady (Bestetti 162), a rather dour looking woman. The neckline of her underdress boasts 2x4 groupings of pearls at intervals, while the overdress is studded alternately with large pearls and gold plaques.

Neroccio di Bartolomeo's Portrait of a Lady (possibly Alessandra Piccolomini (Bestetti 148)), shows a neckline decorated with small pearls sewn in clusters of three at intervals.

Finally, the neckline in the Freschi illumination seems to have been appliquéd with roundel or flower shapes.

I appliquéd a decorative strip (taken from the edge of the saree) to the neckline of the underdress and then beaded it with small freshwater pearls and garnets. I also used five gold bullion flowers (as per Freschi). The neckline of the overdress didn't need embellishing as the material was very busy and would not have benefited from it.

Sleeves

The finestrella sleeves in Carpaccio's Two Venetian Courtesans have been beaded with small pearls around the openings.

As well, the left sleeve on Carpaccio's St. Ursula (Meeting of the Betrothed Couple) bears a large rectangular jewel in a heavy gold setting surrounded by pearls. 

Pinning a brooch would achieve the same effect as St. Ursula's sleeve.

e) Eyelets

Eyelets overcast with linen thread are the most common period bases for lacing (Arnold, numerous photographs). I used two awls to make openings for the eyelets, which are used on the bodices and sleeves for lacing, and overcast the holes with linen thread. An alternative would be to use yellow silk floss to overcast the edges.

f) Aglets

Period aglets are very thin, about 1½ " long and unadorned (Arnold, several photographs). I was unable to buy reproduction aglets of the correct size and shape, so I attempted to make period aglets using metal from aluminum pie plates, which was cheap and accessible. Unfortunately, the metal was brittle and low-tolerance, cracking when rolled or folded into the correct shape. Stable pie-plate aglets were too big for the eyelets.

I decided to use modern bolero point aglets and sewed them onto the ribbon ends. Because these ornamental points are too big for the eyelets I pre-laced the ribbons into place before attaching the aglets, which at least have the virtue of being pretty. I couldn't make the eyelets any bigger without tearing the fabric.

g) Ribbon

I investigated using 100% silk taffeta, moiré and gros-grain ribbons, but my sources were too modern in appearance. One option would be to hand-sew silk ribbons that would give the correct rumpled look. I decided to use a non-period beautiful polyester gauze ribbon in peach with gold edges that perfectly complemented the dresses.

I laced the bodices using a period technique similar to that found in Carpaccio's Ritratto di giovane donna (Bestetti 162) and Antonio Pollaiolo's Ritratto di donna (Bestetti 97), instead of the modern criss-cross lacing. The ribbon is strong and doesn’t slip.

6. Accessories

a) Hair style

"As strange as the dress itself is the style of dressing the hair, and this too, is peculiar to Venice." (Newton 51). As previously discussed, in 1495 the hair is universally shown in a tight bun on top of the head, with curled fringe around the face. Fake hair was frequently used to bulk out the look:

"As to the adornment of their heads, they wear their hair so much curled over their eyes that, at first sight, they appear rather men than women. The greater part is false hair; and this I know for certain because I saw quantities of it on poles, sold by peasants in the Piazza San Marco. Further, I inquired about it, pretending to wish to buy some, although I had a beard both long and white." (Casola 142-145)

b) Jewellery

In general, short but heavy necklaces of pearls and other gems are worn with the dress. Large earrings are sometimes worn as well (Durer).

c) Belt

Some art shows a narrow belt worn on the bodice line. From experience, this support can be an invaluable, even with tight lacing, as gravity works.

d) Make-up

Finally, a lady would paint her face to complete her toilette:

"Item, these women [of Venice] paint their faces with colours so that at night they look ugly when the heat makes the colours run." (von Harff)

CONCLUSION

These dresses were built using the lines, materials and techniques that can be determined for 1495 Venice. They have been sewn to exacting standards and have required many hours to complete.

In my opinion these ethereal dresses satisfy the Venetian aesthetic of delicate extravagance. Venice's beauty weds post-Byzantine design with the precarious lagoon existence, producing such rich, ornate facades on buildings that must balance on wooden piles. These jewelled dresses follow similar, yielding lines.

I am very happy with the end result. The dresses have the same look as my sources. They fit well, are beautiful and luxurious. They are the centrepiece of my Pentathlon effort.

Asa Gormsdottir

Eve Harris
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