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Abstract:

This paper argues that items designed for the bodily extremities such as haircoverings, hats, fans and other accessories were valued for the ease with which
they could be changed and adapted to express a range of different meanings:
political, social and individual. They also provided an important point of contact
between the world of commerce, the court elites and the wider community of men
and women who purchased and used these goods. In studying these often
marginalised items, we can explore mechanism for the transmission of concepts
of fashion and innovation in the Renaissance period.
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Anthropologists have long argued for the importance of examining all aspects
of bodily display. For scholars such as Edmund Leach and Raymond Firth,
complex headdresses, beards, hair (long, short, washed and unwashed)
offered essential mechanisms for displaying status and position, both sacred
and secular. 1 Other items of material culture designed to be worn or carried
such as umbrellas, flywhisks, or buttons have similarly been investigated for
their ritual and personal meanings in periods as diverse as Ming China and
contemporary America. 2 At the same time, specialists in contemporary fashion
have stressed the ease with which accessories such as shoes, handbags or
sunglasses can convey luxury and social identities.

Yet despite the increased interest in dress and the body, similar items broadly
defined as accessories have received little attention within Renaissance
studies. 3 They remain on the edge of our discussion just as they lie on the
margins of the body. This may be, in part, because contemporary
commentators regarded such goods as either unworthy of attention, or even
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as immoral. For example, in the popular and widely-read Romance de la
Rose, Lady Idleness was personified as a woman who wore white gloves and
spoke with perfumed breath, introducing herself by saying, ‘I have no care but
to enjoy and amuse myself, and to comb and braid my hair.’ 4

To idleness was added effeminacy. Thus, in his early sixteenth-century
writings, the Neapolitan-based humanist, Giovanni Pontano drew on a wellestablished trope to identify long-haired men with both women and barbarians,

But does anyone approve of shoulder-length hair twisted into ringlets? Is
there anyone who does not shudder at the sight of a beard which flows
down to a man’s chest, or at tufts of hair which protrude from his collar or
are exposed at his arms, even though these fashions are characteristic of
certain nations? Seeking beauty through care for one’s appearance is for
women; seeking to inspire horror is for barbarians. 5

Pontano was clearly referring to Saint Paul’s letter to the Corinthians which
condemned long hair in men. 6 Yet despite his belittling of male ringlets, these
remarks also demonstrate an awareness of the complex associations between
appearance and national, regional and local identities.

Hair, and the many ways in which it could be moulded, shaved, plucked,
curled, covered and ornamented, is only one aspect of body modification and
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adornment that requires greater investigation from Renaissance and Early
Modern scholars. As with headdresses and hair-coverings, other small-scale,
personal items such as gloves, shoes, handkerchiefs and fans could be both
valued possessions and sources of anxiety. This was not only because of their
metaphorical meanings but also because of the ease with which they could be
adapted and disseminated. In 1533, for example, the Venetian government
stressed that women should wear relatively simple veils; they were not to
‘innovate or change the said method of covering the head, nor wear berets or
hats.’ 7

Leaving aside the complex question of what constituted innovation in this
particular example, this paper argues that such regulations were a response
to the rapidity with which such accessories could be modified and shared
across social boundaries. Although garments were the focus of great concern,
the fabrics that made up the majority of fifteenth and sixteenth-century
wardrobes were often too costly to allow for major adaptations. Instead, goods
that protected the body’s extremities: areas which came into contact with dirt,
dust, rain and mud, proved more flexible. In this context, stockings and shoes,
gloves, fans, handkerchiefs and hats, headdresses and hair-ties all had
dedicated uses for hygiene, protection and decorum. But as these goods were
literally ‘consumed’ in their use, there were more opportunities to replace and,
where desired, update them. This sustained a level of demand which
encouraged high levels of production of ready-made or partly fashioned items,
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creating a relationship between the market economy, urban communities and
court fashion. At the same time, it also created complex relationships between
the men and women who wore, or wished to wear them and those who
manufactured and sold them. These networks challenge our traditional
explanations for changes in fashion in the Renaissance and early modern
period in Europe.

Hair, Hats and Head-dresses:

To explore issues of the social interconnections created by fashionable dress,
this paper focuses on the inter-relationships between the court elites in cities
such as Milan, Mantua and Florence and the wider market for dress accessories.
Although shoes and stockings are important features of this market, the focus is
primarily on the ornamentation of the head and the hands. 8 This is because, as
one contemporary sociologist has argued, ‘hair is perhaps our most powerful
symbol of individual and group identity – powerful first because it is physical and
therefore extremely personal, and second because, although personal, it is also
public rather than private.’ 9 In his work on beards and masculinity in the Early
Modern Period, Will Fisher has similarly demonstrated the multi-faceted nature of
responses to facial hair in sixteenth-century England. 10 Hands too, as one of the
few areas of flesh visible lower down the body, were an equally important focus
of attention and the sexualised nature of the glove was regularly celebrated in
Petrarchan poetry. 11
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Caring for these parts of the body required time and could prove costly. For men
the exercise was often undertaken professionally, either by employing a personal
barber or through regular trips to the barbershop for shaving, hair-cutting, beardtrimming, nail-care and the removal of ear-wax. 12 For wives and daughters, such
activities usually occurred in domestic settings, drawing together women from
different social levels. In 1505, for example, the Mantuan courtier, Benedetto
Capilupi told Isabella of the success of one of her hair styles in Ferrara,
emphasising the collective amusement that Lucrezia Borgia and her ladies found
in rearranging their hair:

The head-dresses of these women and of the Duchess are just like those of
your Excellency and our ladies, with little veils – some yellow, some of
brocade and some white. The women pay attention to nothing but curling
each other’s hair just like our little girls do. 13

The sociability involved in this activity is clear, but at the same time Capilupi
dismisses it as an activity of girls, putte, rather than considering it as a serious
pursuit. The female networks created by fashionable hair-care were not regarded
as holding political or economic significance. This seems understandable yet
even in these wealthy court communities hair care was neither straight-forward
nor without its problems. Humoural theories based on the traditions of Aristotle
and Galen considered any form of washing as potentially dangerous. 14 Warm
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water and steam opened the pores of the skin allowing vapours to enter or exit
the body which potentially changed one’s natural temperament and led to illness.
Although it has often been suggested that this resulted in a reduction in bathing,
the solution was not to stop washing altogether but to do so with care. 15
Alternative dry methods might be employed, such as combing bran or flour
through the hair or, when water was involved, to plan for a period of recovery.
Thus in a letter to Isabella d’Este of 8 January 1518, Antonia del Balzo explained
that her daughter Camilla could not leave the house, ‘because she has washed
her head today’. 16 Similarly, Lucrezia Borgia’s devotion of an entire day to
washing her hair does not seem to have been unusual and Isabella herself
explained to her husband that, ‘having washed my head today, I have spent so
much time drying my hair that a whole day has passed.’ Washing and drying
were only the beginning of hair care. The paraphernalia involved in could be
extensive including scented waters, dyes, combs, pins, special towels for drying
the head (sugacapi) and mirrors while some of the procedures such as plucking
and depilation were painful. This was before the finishing touches of ribbons,
snoods and cauls, hats and caps, veils and jewels specifically designed to be
worn as part of a head-dress, were included.

It would be easy to describe this investment of both time and money as vanity
and frivolity. But in creating a very visible area for display of the upper body,
women were also inviting comment and creating very public social identities that
both emphasised their status and displayed their interconnections. In 1502, for
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example, the Duchess of Urbino, Elisabetta Gonzaga wrote to the Mantuan
courtier Vincenzo Calmeta, replying to earlier remarks concerning the hairstyles
employed during Lucrezia Borgia’s wedding to Alfonso II of Ferrara. She
explained,

The Lady Marquis (Isabella d’Este) who was responsible for the hairstyles
and ornaments says that Piceno (Benedetto da Cingoli) should not marvel
that the Romans were so pleased by the way she put up her hair because if
they had paid as close attention to the front of medals as they did to their
reverses, then they would not have praised her hairstyle so lavishly…You
show such admiration for our new hair fashions and from the way we are
dressed different from the others, that if with your subtle ingenuity you had
considered it closely before you had seen it introduced you would not have
been so surprised’…

17

[Figure 1]

It is not surprising that viewers were curious about Isabella’s hair and that of her
new sister-in-law, Lucrezia (whose medal shows her locks drawn up in a similar
fashion). [Figure 2] Indeed, it is hard to appreciate today just how radical this
informal hairstyle must have seemed to contemporaries. Although they were only
in their twenties, the Marchioness of Mantua and the Duchess of Ferrara were
mature, married women. The loosely-bound hair displayed in their medals was
generally associated with younger women. It was highly unconventional in terms
of the status and stage in life when a married woman wore a veil, hat or some
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other form of head-dress. Indeed, in appearing without a head-dress of any sort,
Lucrezia and Isabella were in danger of violating Christian norms. For example,
In the same letter to the Corinthians condemning masculine long-hair, St Paul
had demanded that women cover their head, both as a sign of respect to God
and as an indication of their subservience to their husbands,

But every woman praying or prophesying with her head unveiled
dishonoureth her head; for it is one and the same thing as if she were
shaven. For if a woman is not veiled, let her also be shorn: but if it is a
shame to a woman to be shorn or shaven, let her be veiled. For a man
indeed ought not to have his head veiled, forasmuch as he is the image and
glory of God: but the woman is the glory of the man. For the man is not of
the woman; but the woman of the man: for neither was the man created for
the woman; but the woman for the man: for this cause ought the woman to
have a sign of authority on her head, because of the angels. 18

Although the precise interpretation of this passage was problematic, many
commentators felt the implications were clear. One fourteenth-century text
described how, ‘the veiled head is also a sign that woman transgressed the first
commandment and violated its terms…since the veil carries with it woman’s
humility, it would displease the Lord greatly should the woman behave arrogantly
towards it.’ 19
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Far from being simply shocking as a fashion novelty, Isabella’s refusal to wear a
veil in public and the circulation of her image with her hair loosely arranged
challenged many conventional assumptions about female modesty and
subservience. Lucrezia’s adoption of this style during her wedding and in her
subsequent medal reinforced their connections as sisters-in-law and as
unconventional women who could challenge contemporary norms. Nonetheless,
while the change prompted comment it did not cause an outcry; but it is
noticeable, that neither Isabella (who also had herself depicted by Leonardo da
Vinci with her hair down completely [Fig 3]), nor Lucrezia, continued with this
style for long, reverting a few years later to elaborate head-dresses with complex
ornamentation.

In doing so they took advantage of the Pauline demand that they should cover
their heads as an opportunity for display; but if women accepted the need to
wear a headdress the decision to what type to adopt could prove complex.
Amongst court elites, it carried political and diplomatic overtones, indicating
kinship, friendship and clientage as well as fashionability. When Isabella’s sister,
Beatrice d’Este came to Milan as the bride of Ludovico Maria Sforza in 1490, for
example, she rapidly institutionalized a very unusual and distinctive look. This
was the so-called coazzone, a long false braid that ran down from a centre
parting. This style, Iberian in origin, predated her marriage; a portrait bust by
Gian Cristoforo Romano, which identifies her as her father’s daughter and
alludes to her forthcoming marriage through a Sforza emblem on her chest
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already depicts her with her hair tied back in this manner. [Figure 4] Beatrice
would have been expected to relinquish this fashion on her marriage for it was
conventional for aristocratic brides to adopt the dress of their husband’s courts.
For example, when he married Bona of Savoy in 1468, Duke Galeazzo Maria
Sforza of Milan carefully ordered the Lombard garments he expected his new
bride to wear, including the transparent veils that he ordered specially from Città
di Castello. 20 Beatrice’s very deliberate decision to retain her natal style, as seen
in the later votive portrait by the Master of the Pala Sforzesca, rather than imitate
her mother-in-law and adopt Lombard fashions, may have been prompted by the
Milanese court’s distinctive sexual politics. [Figure 5] Her spouse, Ludovico il
Moro, was not the Duke of Milan; he was regent for his nephew, Gian Galeazzo
Visconti who had recently married the daughter of the King of Naples, Beatrice’s
cousin, Isabella of Aragon. In addition, Ludovico had a mistress, Cecilia Gallerani
who continued to live in the Castello Sforzesco during the early years of his
marriage. 21 The relationship and precedence accorded to each of these women
was closely observed by commentators inside and outside the court. In using,
and then effectively imposing, her distinctive head-dress, Beatrice’s visual
dominance over the Milanese court and its women was made overt. In a series
of portraits from Milan in the 1490s, the elite women in Milan are almost always
shown with the long braid behind their backs [Figures 6-7] while the image of
Ludovico’s investiture in 1494 from the Arcimbolodo missal emphasizes the
almost livery-like nature of the coazzone of Beatrice’s court. 22 [Figure 8] Even
Cecilia had herself painted by Leonardo da Vinci wearing a modified version of
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the braid, effectively acknowledging her subordinate status. That this imagery
was not simply a feature of local fashion or even due to Lombard styles of portrait
painting can be seen from an altarpiece produced in exactly this period by the
Florentine artist, Domenico Ghirlandaio for the Malatesta family in Rimini. Here,
the wife, Violante Bentivoglio, a Sforza ally through her natal family and by
marriage, also wears her hair in the style popularised by Beatrice. [Figure 9] The
close association is further suggested by the fact that when the Duchess died in
1497, the coazzone, or at least its representation in portraiture, became much
rarer. Although the fashion remained popular in Spain, it ceased to have meaning
in Milan.

But Beatrice was not the only figure to use accessories and hairstyles to
construct a collective identity, As the letter of 1505 from Capilupi above indicates,
her sister, the Marchioness of Mantua also created a powerful hold over the
visual image of her friends and followers. However, Isabella used very different
mechanisms than those employed by Beatrice. Rather than fix on a single
fashion such as the coazzone to be worn throughout her life, she modified her
hairstyles regularly. [Figure 11] Thus, although only a small number of portraits of
Isabella survive, all show different methods of managing her hair. Moreover, her
correspondence suggests that while she encouraged emulation, she professed to
be annoyed by direct copying. Aristocratic women might only adopt her hairstyles
with permission, usually after the Marchioness herself had supposedly tired of
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the fashion in question. 23 In 1509, for example, Eleanora Ruscha, the Countess
of Correggio wrote to Isabella,

Finding myself in Locarno, I heard that some noblewomen in Milan were
wearing a new type of silk head-dress, a notable invention of your
ladyship. And since I now find myself almost without a hat, with great
desire I beg you to consider me worthy of one…And so I beg your ladyship
that if there is some form of head-dress that you have stopped wearing, let
me join in with it so that I will not seem to be outside the number of your
most faithful servants. 24

This letter makes it clear that the countess wanted to make her allegiance to
Isabella visible, a strategy that was more political than this letter suggests. In
1509, Milan was under the domination of King Louis XII of France; Isabella’s
nephew, Massimiliano Sforza was widely regarded as the legitimate heir and the
‘faithful servants’ were not only pro-d’Este, they were anti-French. By January
1512, when Agnese degli Attendoli wrote from Milan to again describe the
adoption of the Marchioness’s styles, the battle lines between the French and
Sforza supporters were at their height and Massimiliano would return to briefly
rule Milan until 1515.

13

Agnese (who was probably related to Massimiliano Sforza’s great-grandfather,
Muzio Attendolo), did not describe the political situation in Milan, she focused on
the reaction to her hair which she had adopted from one of Isabella’s fashions,

When I first came here, my headdress was much praised, except by
Madonna Leonora who said that she did not like it at all and that is was a
very silly sort of style. But two days ago even she went to Madonna
Ippolita Bentivoglio to get the same hairstyle and when I saw her I said:
‘so, now you too want to be one of the silly ones.’ I believe she is regretting
not having been the first to find this style and she wears a hat on top of it
and has tinted her coif black. I am sending your Excellency one so that you
can judge how these are. 25

All the women involved in this exchange were related in some way to the Sforza
cause. Ippolita Bentivolgio was the niece of the penultimate Duke of Milan and
Leanora was probably the self-same Eleanora Ruscha who had asked Isabella
for identity is unclear, her decision to reject Isabella’s fashion (still unidentified)
meant that she stood out from her peers. When she changed her mind, however,
she required instruction or at least assistance from Ippolita Bentivoglio, adapting
it enough to change it into her own distinctive style.

As this suggests, Isabella and other women were clearly attentive to their
reputations as innovator. But Eleonora’s reputation has not survived, Isabella
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d’Este was able to embed hers across Europe. This was, in part, by a campaign
that ensured she was regarded as a font of information about all things
fashionable. During his period at the court of François I, for example, the
secretary of her eldest son, Federico passed on the following request:

The king desires that you send him a doll dressed in the style that you wear
including your shirt, sleeves, under-dresses, over-garments and other items
and your head-dress and your hairstyle as you wear it; but send a range of
head-dresses, so that your Ladyship pleases him more for his Majesty
intends to have some of these made up to give to ladies in France.26

Almost a decade later, Isabella’s younger son, Ferrante’s secretary wrote from
Vallodolid with a similar demand:

I have been implored by a number of the ladies- in-waiting to the Queen to
have sent a doll from Italy dressed in the manner that is common there. I
beg your Excellency to send one with some pleasantries for women such as
the head-dress. 27

Sometimes the communication was even more direct. On 15 June 1523, for
example, Bona Sforza, Queen of Poland wrote thanking her for headdresses and
praising Isabella as the inventor of new hairstyles,
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Via the nephew of the Royal barber we have had a letter from your ladyship
and six silk and gold snoods in the latest fashion…we pray Your Ladyship
to let us know when some new style of binding the head happens and to
send us something that is pretty and pleases you, for we are sure you never
miss anything as Your Ladyship is the source and origin of all of the
loveliest fashions in Italy. 28

Regardless of the hyperbole, Isabella’s determination to create a reputation as
‘the origin of all of the loveliest fashions in Italy’ brought clear political benefits in
a time of considerable unsettled military and geographic manoeuvring between
the Valois and Habsburg dynasties. Unlike her sister, Beatrice whose coazzone
style never made it beyond Milan’s s borders, knowledge about Isabella’s hairfashions became an international sign of novelty, even if the women in question
never actually wore her distinctive head-dresses.

These questions of imitation, already fraught for women, became even more
problematic when they involved aristocratic men. Here forms of visual allegiance
were tinged with issues of hierarchy. As the discussion of the coazzone has
already indicated, adopting the same style of dress or hair could demonstrate
subordination as well as allegiance. Thus when Isabella’s son Federico went to
Milan, effectively as hostage to the victorious French King Francois I who had
retaken Lombardy, the Mantuan ambassador reported how, on 6 November
1515,
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On Sunday morning the King (Francois I) dressed in a doublet and
stockings fit for armour and a German dress of cloth of gold and white, lined
in black, short and tight; and he had a gold hairnet on his head with a beret
of velvet decorated with feathers all around. Dressed in this manner he
went to mass at the Grazie on foot and returning, also on foot, he joked and
pushed this one and the other into the mud… His Majesty retired into his
guardaroba and took my Lord (Federico) with him and spoke to him in a
friendly manner, asking him when he wanted to go to France. My lord
replied, ‘When Your Majesty will go’; the King then put his beret on his head
at an angle and said that he must wear beret of this type and cut his hair
shorter in the manner that his Majesty had cut his over the forehead, and
my Lord, most graciously said that tomorrow he would do so; His Majesty
dressed him as a Frenchman and said that he would see many countries
and cities and while they ‘dressed up’, they chatted thus. 29

The next day, the same ambassador reported, ‘After lunch, Monsignor Moretta
came bringing with him a barber and one who brought berets in the style of those
of the King and had his hair done in the style of the King and gave him a beret in
the fashion of that of the King; he looks alright although it is true that he seems a
bit fatter as his hair no longer comes down over his face.’ 30
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The transformation of the adolescent Federico Gonzaga, whose father had
fought the French and was now in prison in Venice, could not have been more
overt. Once a Sforza supporter, he now stood subsumed under a beret, gilt
snood and short hair similar to that of the courtiers depicted waiting on the King
in the illuminated page of Diodorus Siculus. [Figure 10] This was no voluntary
sign of friendship and support and it may not be surprising that later portraits of
Federico emphasise his lengthy hair and curling beard rather than the French
fashions he was once asked to adopt.

Design and Manufacture

The implications of these transformations are clear. Visible communities were
constructed through hair and headwear; symbolic postures indicating connection,
superiority or subordination could be quickly read by observant viewers. But
unlike military helmets, crowns, cardinal’s hats or other forms of traditional
headwear indicating status, most Renaissance headwear was highly mutable. It
could only be scrutinised for meaning for a brief period before it was replaced by
yet another style. Thus the clues identifying relationships, status and connections
through accessories were embedded within a much larger system of
communication, supply, and demand.

King François I had presumably arrived in Milan with a wardrobe that was large
enough to change his clothes frequently and hand out caps and other
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accoutrements to his followers. While more work needs to be done on French
court wardrobes, Italian court guardaroba accounts suggest that although fabrics
were stored in reasonable quantities, the other items required: hats, shoes etc.
were bought from specialists who served both the court and the wider urban
community. 31 Isabella, for example, ordered many of her hats from Venice while
the straw hats of Florence were sought after by court clients across Italy. This
meant that while a court patron often had a dedicated supplier or suppliers,
artisans rarely worked exclusively for a princely client. This had the potential to
allow for overlap between objects that were supplied to the court and those that
were sold to men and women at lower social levels. Indeed it suggests that
despite Isabella’s efforts, maintaining an exclusive control over any fashionable
item must have been very difficult. It is noteworthy that Isabella’s distinctive
capigliara features in numerous portraits of the 1520s and ‘30s from the Veneto
and Lombardy, including an image thought to be of Ippolita Bentivolgio, raising
questions about whether she ‘invented’ the look or simply adapted what was
available from a mercer’s stock. [Figure 12] Here, emulation, where one leader
sets the style that has to be followed by many, may not be the most obvious
model for Renaissance innovation. Instead, a more multi-centred network of
different groups: aristocrats, mercers and artisans needs to be explored.

Certainly, small-scale items such as the ribbons, hats, combs were easily
available on the street and in shops to a wide range of consumers at varying
prices and qualities. Ready-made items, such as woven ribbons, decorative
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tinsel and bangles, fine linen, cambric or lace veils straw, felt and even velvet
hats as well as silk and gilt netting could be purchased from haberdashers, or
specialist producers such as capellai and velletai. Isabella was regularly sent
hats by her agents from Venice, Milan and Florence and the 1530 inventory of
Bernardo di Larione, a Florentine mercer indicates the type of range that was
available. His shop contained 5 velvet hats ‘of different types’; 9 taffeta hats ‘of
different types’ and colours, 3 berets, and a range of smaller berets and coifs or
scuffie of velvet and taffeta along with lace, ribbons, silk thread and fabrics. 32

A number of surviving early seventeenth-century account books for veil-makers
or velletai based on the Via dei Servi in Florence also demonstrate that they too,
like the city’s mercers, provided important services for women throughout the
city, offering a wide range of head-ware and materials. 33 Although this material is
from the seventeenth century, it may be suggestive of earlier practices which are
more difficult to document.

The records indicate that unlike most shops where the customers who made
purchases were male (even if they were products destined for women); vellati
sold almost exclusively to women. Customers in 1610 ranged from Isabella de’
Medici and members of the aristocratic Minerbetti family to the wives of builders,
barbers, wet-nurses, servants. Moreover, although the shop was run by a male
owner, Giovanni Piero di Andrea Challioni, he employed women to produce his
products. Thus, he paid a ‘Madona Lucia, nostra maestra di velli bolognese’ and
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‘Madona Portia, nostra maestra de gli panni.’ The latter was paid, not in cash, but
in the shop’s products, exchanging 3 braccia of veil material that she had woven
for gilt ornaments, ‘gigliotti d’oro con lacrime’.

34

While Madonna Portia may have used these tear-shaped bangles for her own
head-wear, such overlaps are suggestive. As commercial intermediaries such as
mercers and veil-makers gained increasing prominence in Florence, they would
have been able to rapidly translate the latest court fashions, such as silk flowers
or twisted gilt ornaments into styles that could be adopted by a broader
constituency. Likewise, fashions that were discussed amongst the women who
came to the velletaio’s shop could be introduced in turn to members of the court.
As intermediaries, these professionals allowed for an overlap between the city
and the court that should not be described as ‘trickle-down’ or even ‘trickle-up’,
but as a constant interchange of ideas that could be accessed by a surprisingly
wide range of social groups. For example, Eleanora of Toledo, the Duchess of
Florence relied on the services on Gostanzo Gavazzeni, a veil-maker based on
the Via dei Servi in Florence to provide her with her characteristic snoods as well
as with lace collars and these styles could have been easily adapted for other
materials and other clients. 35

Hands, Gloves and Fans:
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The question of the intersection between social meanings, court fashion and the
market-place becomes even more sensitive when we move from head to hands,
a shift that allows us to test these interactions in different ways. Accessories are
highly visible in the many full and half-length portraits that became increasingly
common in the sixteenth century. Some of what they offered to the viewer must
have been based on pictorial conventions, but the sheer ubiquity of items such
as gloves and fans is striking and is mirrored by their appearance in inventories
where they were often given high values.

These items were certainly available in earlier periods. In Italy, the poetry of
Petrarch and Lorenzo de’ Medici played with a fixation on the glove of the
beloved – where the woman’s hand entering the glove was presented as a highly
sensual act. 36 Popular as gifts, either amorous or as signs of friendship, the
leather glove was also an indicator of high status at court.37 There was a wide
diversity of products available – heavy leather types, two- toned versions that
were cut into ribbons on the edge, those that were slashed, as in Titian’s ‘Portrait
of a Young Man’ to allow rings to protrude and others that were simply slashed
as a sign of fashionable insouciance. [Figure 13]

Produced primarily in Spain, leather gloves were exported across Europe in large
numbers and specialist glove shops could be found in Rome by the early
seventeenth century. 38 Gloves were then subject to further modification by
shopkeepers and their clients. Numerous recipes for perfuming gloves survive,
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some involved painting gloves with milk, egg white and brandy; others asked for
the gloves to be dipped them in a mixture of scented waters or embed them in
musk and dried flowers. 39 Isabella d’Este became renowned not only for her
hair-styles but also for her ability as a perfumer, supplying gloves to the Queen of
France and other court women, a form of courtly gift-giving that would eventually
prove popular across Europe. 40 In 1588, for example, the Spanish ambassador
to the Medici court presented the Grand Duke of Tuscany with a gold and silver
intarsia writing desk from India filled with perfumed gloves while the Grand
Duchess was also given perfumed gloves and other goods made in Spain.41

By the end of the century, dedicated glove shops could be found in the city
centres of Rome and Milan where a wide variety of products could be purchased
ready-made or to order while elaborately embroidered leather gloves now made
up the bulk of New-Year’s day gifts at Europe’s major courts. But while the
surviving examples, such as those in the Victoria and Albert Museum, are
complex objects made up of gilt metal thread and embroidery, these items were
also available to a much wider community. [Figure 14] In 1545, the Bolognese
government tried to prevent prostitutes from wearing, ‘embroidered and
perfumed gloves. 42

The cross-over between court fashion and the market is even more apparent
when we turn to the other major item depicted in Renaissance portraiture, the
fan. While the folding fan was an import from Ceylon and used primarily by
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royalty, flag and feather fans were manufactured in a multitude of styles and
materials. 43 By 1512, the Venetian government attempted to control the sale of
exotic fans and in January 1525, the use of ‘fans of lynx and marten with gold
and silver handles with jewels and pearl’ was again outlawed 44 ; only ‘those of
simple feathers with handles of black wood or ivory’ were permitted. 45 Venetian
noblewomen were expected to eschew the elaborate fans that appear, for
example, in Lucrezia Borgia’s post-mortem inventory: ‘a small fan newly made by
master Alfonso Veronese, that is the body made of gold, stamped with flowers
with a small square on each side and in the middle, worked with thread with
pastiglia, and the handle was also of beaten gold, surrounded by black ostrich
feathers.
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The maker of Lucrezia’s fan is clearly identified as one Alfonso Veronese but
most of the artisans involved in their manufacture and design remain
anonymous. Yet it is clear from correspondence that the interactions between the
court client, the mercer or other intermediary and the makers could often prove
very fruitful. Lucrezia Borgia, who invested heavily in water-buffalo and the
making and marketing of mozzarella cheese in order to increase her income,
sent buffalo horn from her herd to be made into fan handles by Antonio
Torlidore. 47 These were then distributed to her ladies-in-waiting as a sign of
friendship and alliance.
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In 1494, the young Isabella was also able to design her own type of fan by asking
one supplier to modify the ready-made versions she had already received,
writing:

We wish to have three black fans of the size of the others that you sent to
us, but we don’t want them to have paper in the middle like those, but that
for durability, the feathers with their quills should be in between, covered
however by the feather as the paper is covered because when the feather
and quill are one, they will not age so easily as the paper ones do. 48

On other occasions, Isabella simply looked out for new trends and styles and
then promoted them amongst her circle. In 1513, for example she wrote to
Lorenzo Strozzi in Ferrara:

I have understood the Duchess (Lucrezia Borgia), our honoured sister-inlaw and sister, wishes to have one of those small fans of the type that they
are starting to use here, and finding myself with one, which we had made
for ourselves in the style of those that we saw in Milan which greatly
pleased us so that we can wear it attached to a belt, I send it to you so that
you can give it to Her Ladyship in our name, telling her that if it pleases her
it will give us pleasure. If not, she should advise us of the style and
measure that she wishes and we will immediately have it made.

49
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While Isabella’s correspondence concerning accessories was primarily with other
women, men also appreciated these items. For example, Baldassare Castiglione
owned six ‘fans of straw worked with silk’ 50 and the seventeenth century
inventory of Cardinal Ridolfo Pio da Carpi included two fans made from parrot
feathers. 51 This makes the burgeoning market for ‘throw-away’ fans particularly
interesting. By the mid-sixteenth century, it was possible to buy paper templates
for fans that could be cut out, coloured, used to hold feathers and then thrown
away once they had disintegrated. [Figure 14] An indication of the scale is given
by the 182 folio sheets of printed fans or ventole found in the Milanese printer,
Vincenzo Girardone’s shop at his death. 52 The demand for these items was such
that in 1577 the Milanese bookseller, Ambrogio Lanfranco was granted a patent
giving him a lifetime monopoly on the manufacture and sale of printed fans
bearing the emblems of the King of Spain and the Pope along with poems in
praise of each, a privilege that was awarded because they were ‘new products’
that had been devised through Lanfranco’s ‘ingenuity, industry and expense’. 53
A few years earlier in 1573, the Milanese miniaturist Nunzio Galizio had
requested the rights over, ‘a most beautiful invention of illuminating fans in the
Spanish style’ while in 1584, Pompeo Romano put in an application for a
Venetian patent, ‘for a most beautiful invention of fans for women, working in
Bergamesque paper in wood and in ivory of the most subtle workmanship, and of
such there is no living man who can say that he has ever seen such except for
those which have come from my hands.‘ 54 He wanted a ten-year exclusive
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rights to make and sell fans ‘of the said three materials, that is wood, ivory and
‘carta bergamina’.

Thus by the early seventeenth century, as the English traveller and writer
Thomas Coryate noted, imaginative fans could be found at very low prices; it was
not necessary to be a member of the court to own one,

The first fans that I saw in Italy did I observe in this space betwixt Pizighiton
and Cremona. But afterwards I observed them common in most places of
Italy where I traveled. These fans both men and women of the country do
carry to coole themselves withal in the time of heate, by the often fanning of
their faces. Most of them are very elegant and pretty things. For whereas
the frame consisteth of a painted piece of paper and a little wooden handle;
the paper which is fastened into the top is on both sides most curiously
adorned with excellent pictures, either of amorous things tending to
dalliance, having some witty Italian verse or fine emblemes written under
them; or of some notable Italian city with a briefe description thereof added
thereunto. These fannes are of a meane price. For a man may buy one of
the fairest of them for so much money as countervaileth with our English
groat. 55

Unconcerned about such ubiquity, court aristocrats took advantage of the ease
with which social, political and amorous messages could be rapidly diffused. In
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1619, for example, the Grand Duke of Tuscany, Cosimo II de’Medici
commissioned the engraver, Jacques Callot to depict the naumachia or waterbattle that would take place between the Florentine dyers and weavers that he
was staging in the Arno. [Fig. 15] In his chronicle, the Florentine Cesare Tinghi,
noted that Cosimo,

...wishing that the women could better understand the subject of the
festival he had more than a thousand engravings made of the
theme, and from these he made five hundred fans in an oval form,
printing on them the theatre with the design of the festival and on
the other side many stanze composed on the theme of the festival
with gilded handles for the said fans. And he presented them by the
hand of Antonio Pulsanti who went to the windows where the said
women and gentlewomen were placed, giving them each a paper
fan and a handle. 56

Unable to see the naumachia close-up, the women at the windows would see
the engraved version on their fans. They, in turn, would be seen using these
items, symbols of their inclusion in the increasingly aristocratic world of Grandducal Florence. Far from being a frivolous, ‘throw-away’ commodity, the fan, like
the glove, braided hair and straw hats were distinctive signifiers of social
standing within and without the court. They were also indicators of the wearer’s
access to specialised goods and knowledge of novelties and fashion. Yet at the
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same time, these were firmly tied to a rapidly changing marketplace that
responded with large numbers of inexpensive versions for a broader clientele. As
this suggests the movement was not always in one direction, with mercers and
velletai imitating and spreading the exclusive designs produced for the highest
aristocrats. Indeed, they, along with other entrepreneurs, tried to present novel
versions to Duchesses and Princesses who made their choices from the same
selection that was more widely available. Here, as with hats and hairstyles,
novelty and fashion did not always move downwards, but moved simultaneously
in multiple directions. The speed of the cross-over and constant interaction
between court clients, entrepreneurial manufacturers and merchants and
fashionable urban men and women allowed for successful, rapid diffusion of
these products not only within Italy but across Europe. It is this rapidity and
mobility that may explain why in the late sixteenth-century portraits of Qeen
Elizabeth of England and an unknown Cremonese noblewoman, both figures,
despite their differing nationalities and social status were depicted holding
brightly-coloured feather fans, symbols no longer of political allegiance but of
their respective knowledge of novelty and innovative European fashions. [Figures
16 & 17]
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