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10 years from today, I stumbled upon Bronzino’s 
portrait of Maria de’ Medici. The painting stood out to 
me because it depicted Maria as a young girl, dressed 
in a gorgeous dark green velvet dress. The style she 
was wearing is what we in the SCA would call a classic 
“Florentine” gown. It had a closed, stiffened bodice 
with contrasting trim that followed the neckline 
and continued down the front of the gown in a 
characteristic downward-pointing triangle. At the 
time, I was new to the SCA and a fledgling seamstress. 
I did not yet have the eye for understanding historical 
garments, fabric and their inner workings, nor was I 
particularly well read on their construction or fashion 
trends of Renaissance Italy. However, when I saw 
this portrait, the dress instantly clicked with me. I 
thought it was one of the most beautiful dresses I had 
ever seen and I decided then that I wanted this gown 
for myself.  As a result, I went on to create my very 
first piece of garb that was based on a documentable 
source. This green dress was my second piece of garb, 
and while I was close on a lot of details, I missed 
the mark on many others. These failing would be 
amended throught my years with the SCA.  At first I 
learned these lessons the hard way by sewing on my 
own, before teaching and passing on these lessons 
to others. Finally, I graduating to making garb on 
commission. In 2020, at the beginning of what would 
be a long and enduring lockdown, I decided to revisit 
this memorable project and apply what I had learned 
through a decade of experience and research. This 
endeavor would become my Quarantine Florentine.

Figure 1a: Bronzino, “Maria (di Cosimo I) de’ Medici”, 1551, 
The Uffizi Gallery Tuscany, Italy.

Figure 2: My green florentine gown based on the one worn by 
Maria in the Bronzino portrait. Made in winter of 2011
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A Bit of Context

Maria de’ Medici was but 11 years old when she 
sat for her portrait with her father’s court painter, 
Bronzino.  A person of remarkable means might have a 
portrait painted maybe once or twice in their lifetime.  
As a daughter of a Medici duke and a member of a 
powerful noble family, there are a handful of portraits 
attributed to Maria. In the mid 16th century, her family 
held sway in one of the richest and most powerful cities 
in Europe. This little girl would have been wearing not 
only one of her best outfits, but one of the most lavish 
and fashionable garments attainable at this moment in 
history. 

In order to gather more context for what was 
fashionable at this time, I have studied Bronzino’s 
portraiture as well as paintings from this time period 
all over Italy and Western Europe. Noble dress varied 
but remained consistent in a few ways. Most notably, 
people of means liked to show it. People wore their 
wealth and that wealth was expressed by the richness of 
their fabrics and preciousness of their embellishments 
and accessories. Italy was like the rest of Europe, but 
to the extreme. Silk was king among these textiles 
and Florence as a center of trade was in the position 
to obtain the very best. Subsequently, Italian fashion 
favored volume. Women wore long copiously gathered 
skirts with puffed sleeves. All over Europe, women 
wore stiffened bodices. In Florence, this bodice was 
closed and paired with a square neckline. In Italy, the 
fabrics of these gowns either featured an intricately 
woven pattern, or a solid color with sumptuous 
embellishments in the form of trim.  Maria’s gown is a 
classic example of the latter style.

Figure 1b: Maria de’ Medici, Detail of jewlery

Figure 1c: Maria de’ Medici, Detail of trim, pearls, silver and 
gold embroidery
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Materials

It all started with the trim. 
For our anniversary, my spouse had gifted me 10 yards 

of teal and orange trim with a period appropriate pattern. A 
year later, they took me fabric shopping and we selected a 
particularly lustrous velvet of deep slate. I believe this to be 
car upholstery and thoroughly synthetic, however I liked it 
because the sheen resembled something finer (maybe even 
silk!?). This fabric is dense, heavy and not like that of the 
fine silk velvets from history, however these textiles are near 
impossible to obtain in the modern day and my car upholstery 
certainly does look the part at first glance. To accommodate 
for the difference in weight, I chose to leave the skirt unlined 
so it would drape similarly to that of a silk panel lined in 
wool. Everywhere else in the piece was supported with a 
lining or stiffener as it would have in antiquity.

While my green gown was sewn with a machine, the 
quarantine dress was hand-sewn wherever feasible (I admit 
did not hand sew all 50+ channels in the corset). The skirt 
was sewn with silk thread and the trim is backstitched in 
place with 20/2 silk embroidery thread. I used the same 
embroidery thread to hand sew and finish my eyelets. It 
was common for the trim on these garments to be some 
form of embroidery (see figures 4a and 5a), purchased from 
specialized craftsmen or in exceptional cases made by a 
talented woman in general service to the household, such as 
in the case of the Medici court (Landini, Moda a Firenze, 19). 
Mine was obtained through the extremely period practice of 
“buying things with money”, albeit from a modern source. 
However, I still felt it appropriate to backstich the entire 
length (4 times by hand in matching silk thread) to disguise 
the contemporaneity of its origin (figure 3). 

 

Figure 3: In progress trim detail with freshwater pearls 
and silk embroidery embellishment (left)

Figure 4a: Red Dress of Pisa detail

Figure 5a: Eleonora di Toledo funerary gown detail
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Filling in the Gaps

The tricky thing about studying clothing from portraiture is that one is only able analyze what the 
artist reveals. Fortunately, a handful of contemporary gowns of this style have survived to the modern 
day and from these I have manage to glean more information. Maria’s mother, Eleona di Toledo, was 
buried in one such dress (figures 5a, 5b 
and 5c). This garment was also made 
of silk, albeit white satin, and was 
decorated in much the same fashion as 
Maria’s. It was this dress from which 
I have based my pattern. Like Maria’s 
outfit, the embroidered trim follows the 
neckline and continues to the edges of 
the bodice. What the Bronzino portrait 
leaves out (and what I missed in my first 
attempt) is that this trim would have 
proceeded down the front of the skirt 
and continued along the hem. We can 

Figure 5b: Eleonora di Toledo funerary gown, 1562 , Palazzon Pitti, 
Florence.

Figure 5c: Eleonora di Toledo funerary gown, bodice detail

Figure 6b: Pattern in progress, shown over scrap linen which would 
become the corset Figure 7: Bodice in progress

Figure 6a: My pattern adapted from Janet Arnold’s notes on Eleonora’s gown (Arnold, 
Pattern’s of Fashion 3, 41)
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also see that bodice is closed with spiral lacing, and while on 
the sides as I had originally surmised, the placing is much 
further back. This is confirmed again by another extant, the 
Red Dress of Pisa (figure 4c) which clearly shows the closure 
below the back of the armpit. I can attest that this placement 
makes the process of dressing alone nearly impossible and 
is not an intuitive design choice. I later learned this is more 
a comment on a high-class woman’s place in renaissance 
society. Noble ladies of course, do not do things— they have 
people for that.

 Like Maria’s dress, the red dress’s sleeves are detachable. 
We can also see that the skirt is cartridge pleated, voluminous 
and, like the Eleonora extant, also has a train. While a 
likely feature of such attire, I did not incorporate a train 
into this entry. I intend to wear this dress and, perhaps 
anachronistically, I insist on doing things it it. When I wear 
trains, I tend to get them stuck in doors.

Figure 8: Finished side lacing on my Quarantine 
Florentine

Figure 4b: Red Dress of Pisa, side lacing detail

Figure 4c: Red Dress of Pisa, ca.1550, Museo Nazionale di Palazzo Reale, Pisa. 
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Achieving the Silhouette

In my opinion, the key to recreating historical attire is in successfully 
sculpting the desired silhouette of the era. Garments are not just 
coverings for warmth and necessity, they also shape and support our 
bodies. In the mid 1500’s, women’s clothing included several articles 
designed to tame and pad the body in order to achieve the renaissance 
feminine ideal. Foundational to this process would have been a corset, 
structured with channels of reed, whale bone or cording which would 
have been worn over the chemise and under the successive layers of 
petticoats and the outer gown. Corsets of this time were relatively 
simple. They began at the natural waist and were designed to flatten 
and lift the bust. Unlike corsets of later eras, these garments where not 
typically used to reshape and constrict the ribcage, thereby defining 
a smaller waist. A “womanly” shape was not achieved via reduction 
to the waist, but rather addition to the hips and rear. In Italy, this was 
accomplished via “rich and weighty fabrics, rather than by underskirts 
armed with ribs or reeds” (Landini, Moda a Firenze, 34) as compared 
to other rest of Europe. My earlier green dress used a mere three yards 
of medium weight upholstery. This skirt was box-pleated to adequately 
fill the waistband. In my later attempt I reserved seven yards of heavy 
velvet to bulk up my skirt which could only have been cartridge pleated 
in order to condense that much volume into a 30” waistband (see 
figures 11, 12 and 13 below). 

Figure 9: Sabina Doretha Neuburg 
Pfalzgrafin corset, 1598, Bayerisches 
National Museum in Munich.

Figure 10: Early 17th century corset 
piece, likely converted to a stomacher.
Reed stems were arranged in bunches 
between two layers of linen by lines 
of stitching. Rocamora Collection 
Barcelona

Figure 11: I rolled the edge of my skirt and 
cartridge pleated with 2 lengths of button twist silk 
thread.

Figure 12: The pleats were then 
individually stitched to the bodice.

Figure 13: Skirt/bodice detail
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Personally, I dislike wearing a lot of layers and overheat easily. I argue it is vitally important to 
understand the nature and purpose of how these clothing layers assembled to sculpt the human form, 
but I do not think it is necessary to have to endure them. I have always chosen to side-stepped this 
layering headache by combining my corset with that of my outer gown. In my first attempt at the 
bodice/corset combo used spring steel boning arranged in a “double v” to pocket, lift and flatten the 
bust. This resulted in what I believe to be the correct support, but I also noted some wrinkling and 
lack of structure not reflected in portraiture. This time around, I chose to construct my corset from 
two layers of linen, in which I sewed corrugated channels filled with reed boning, much like the 
ones used in the extant shown in figure 10. This change created a smoother bust which would not 
buckle or change shape. I was initially concerned that the reeds would be brittle and break after a few 
rounds a wear. However, the material is inexpensive and doubling them up in the channel does add 
reinforcement. If they do break, they are cheap and easy to replace by design.

Figure 14: Multiple reeds went into 
each channel

Figure 15: Outer bodice was 
combined with the corset in for ease of 
dressing. This would later be finished 
with a final layer of linen lining.

Figure 16: Pair of bodies shown with reed channels before joining together and with outer bodice.
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Figure 1d: Bronzino portrait of Maria di Medici. Sleeve detail, note buttons

Sleeves
As mentioned earlier, the sleeves on these garments were removable. The sleeves on the Red Dress of 

Pisa were fastened with ribbon and, considering the wealth of supporting evidence in portraiture, this 
appears to be the most common method.  However, I did find a handful of  paintings (Figures 1d, 24, 25 
and 26) that demonstrate they could also be affixed with metal buttons. I suspect this discrepancy can 
be explained by expense of such materials. Unlike jewelry, which would have perhaps been equivalent 
in material and labor to create, buttons are permanent to the clothing article and are not as versatile 
from occasion to occasion. I LOVE buttons, and cannot pass up an opportunity for more medieval 
bling, so this is still my preferred method of securing sleeves.

Maria’s sleeves are particular in that the decorative trim that adorns her bodice, continues in bands 
down her arms. Between each band, the velvet of her sleeves appear to have been slashed, but uniquely, 
her white undergarment is not revealed beneath those slashes. Years ago, when first attempting my 
green gown, I misinterpreted these sleeves to be box pleats, however I now believe them to have been 
slashed and lined in a darker fabric. Janet Arnold’s Patterns of Fashion 3, documents a handful of 
slashed and pinked garments, many of which are lined in a contrasting fabric of either linen or wool. 
For my Quarantine Florentine opted for an orange linen to contrast with my velvet.

Figure 17: Sleeve in progress. Note, warp of velvet is placed 
perpedicular to trim.
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I should also mention here that in making my green dress, I incorrectly assumed the trim flowed 
in equal horizontal bands down the length of each sleeve. I now feel that a spiral would be more 
representative of what is depicted in Bronzino’s painting. In order to ensure the bands lined up in a 
spiral, I broke with historical methods of sleeve patterning. Instead, I adopted a more modern pattern 
in which I could fold the design in half and ensure the bands would line up in an uninterrupted spiral 
(figure 16 and 17). In this case, I felt it was more important to capture the outward appearance and 
craftsmanship of the garment. The sleeve is essentially the same shape—a tube that peaks over the 
shoulder. The seam is just moved under the arm instead of behind it. 

One and a half additional yards of matching trim went into each arm. Each was secured with orange 
silk embroidery and paired with a strip of velvet so that the warp ran at a diagonal along the pattern. 
I chose to do this so that each slash would run with the warp and cut perpendicular to each band of 
trim. I used embroidery thread to join these stripes with a solid piece of linen lining which added 
support and allowed the slashes to part and bow in an aesthetically pleasing way.

Figure 19: Detail on a black satin 
doublet with exposed blue linen 
lining. c 1590-1600, Hessisches 
Landesmusuem, Darmstadt.

Figure 20: Slash detail on a set of 
pale stone satin breeches. Garment 
is lined with ”springy” white wool. ca 
1618, Victorian and Albert Musuem, 
London. 

Figure 21: Sleeve detail on QF gown

Figure 18: Sleeve pattern comparison
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Details Details Details…

Late period clothing has long held my interest 
due to the precious nature of its construction. Every 
inch of this raiment was given attention and care. 
These details are the types of things you have to 
get in close to notice, but they are abundant in 
Renaissance clothing and in my opinion speak 
to the very humanity of the people who made 
and wore them. I cannot look at these details and 
without seeing the craftsmen, the specialized 
handmaidens and the nobility behind them.

I tried to capture this in every aspect of my gown. 
I used over 50 freshwater pearls in the construction 
of my bodice, and carefully framed the trim with an 
extra row of backstitches down the bodice, front of 

the gown and sleeves. I chose 
to forego pearls on the skirt 
because I thought that might 
be tempting fate (beads on 
unsupported fabric are subjuct 
to more friction and are likely 
to be lost), but I did take the 
time to expand my slashes into 
the hem as was done in both the 
Red Dress of Pisa and across 
the neckline of in the Eleonora 

Figure 22: Front of my QF’s skirt hem. Note, the embroidery 
flourishes and slashed hem.

Figure 4c: Train on the Red Dress of Pisa, slashed hem detail

Figure 23: Bronzino, “Portrait of Leonor Álvarez de Toledo” 
(1519–1562), National Gallery Prague  Neckline Detail

Figure 24a: Anonymous Venetian, “Portrait of a 
Woman”Location ca. 1550.

Figure 24b: button detail
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di Toledo portrait (figure 23).

I also took particular care in the selection of my buttons. 
As mentioned earlier, we only have a few examples of metal 
buttons being used to secure sleeves and they are all in 
portraiture. To my knowledge, no extant sleeves have survived 
that are secured in this fashion. However of the paintings that do 
depict buttons being used in this way there is some consistency. 
All of the buttons are shank in style and are either gilded or 
made of metal. They do not appear to be thread wrapped as we 
see on some surviving contemporary garments from the time. 
They are “gaudy” in style, with dimension, either carved in 
relief or cast with raised elements incorporated into their design 
to create depth. Eleonora and Maria’s appear as though they 

could have even been enameled, as is exemplified by the 
Cheapside Hoard buttons in Figures 27 and 28.

Subsequently, I took great care in my button selection. I 
chose a set of three cast-metal buttons to fasten each wrist 
which were marketed by an SCA vendor as “Eleonora di 
Toledo Reproductions” from Figure 26b. I like them a lot 
as wrist buttons, but I think these are smaller than what is 
depicted in the portrait. For my sleeve caps, I chose a set 
of four pierced brass shanks that display a floral scroll-

Figure 27: 16th century enameled button 
from the Cheapside Hoard

Figure 26a: Bronzino, 
“Portrait of Eleanor of 
Toledo with her son 
Giovanni de’ Medici” 
1544-1545, Uffizi 
Gallery, Tuscany, 
Italy. 

Figure 26b:
Button detail

Figure 25: Veronese, 
“Portrait of a Woman with 
a Heron”,Kunsthistoriches 
Museum, Vienna, Austria
ca.1560

Figure 25b: button detail

Figure 28: An openwork mount in the form of 
a five-petalled double rose picked out in white, 
green and blue enamel. Part of the Cheapside 
Hoard. Late 16th century. Museum of London.
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Figure 28: Wrist detail of my Quarantine gown. Figure 29: Sleeve cap detail

Figure 30: Handsewn eyelets detail
Figure 31: I’m just showing off now...
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What Now?

I think I finally have the gown that I see when I look at 
the portrait of Maria di Medici and I’m really happy with 
it! I had a lot of time to sit and plan this dress and I don’t 
think there is much that I would have done differently. 
Realistically, I will always be limited in my access to 
authentic textiles, but I think I’m willing to surrender on 
this point. I wanted a dress that looks like the painting and 
I have one now.

From here I plan to accessorize and get a little bit more 
wear out of my dress. As you can see from the photos, 
I made a chemise (camicia) much like the one Maria is 
wearing in her painting, as well. That will be documented 
in a separate and future entry.  I also think in colder 
weather I’ll add some more petticoats and make a silk 
partlet to complement the outfit.

At the time of writing this documentation, I’m about 
to try to begin a family and am expecting my body to 
change—though Eleonora had eleven children in her 
lifetime and dressed like this until she died, so who 
knows! Looking towards the future, I’m starting to be 
more interested in those late-period gowns that are more 
practical and might accommodate motherhood better. 
I look forward to creating those garments and entering 
them in future A and S competitions. 

Thank you for reading.

Figure 32: Author in 2020 gown

Figure 33: Author in 2011 dress
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Figure 34
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Figure 35
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