What Lies Beneath : Florence Camicia 1540-1560
(Florence Underthings of the first half of the 16th century.)
by La Signora Onorata Katerina da Brescia.
The best place to start with any outfit is underwear. This forms the foundation on which any
look is created. The correct underpinnings can change the shape and look of an outfit, making
a significant difference. My area of interest is the 16th century, Medici Florence.

What is a Camicia.
The camicia (smock) was the most basic item of clothing. It was worn in all renaissance
fashions. Usually made of linen, it was mostly white or natural in colour.
By the 1540's, the gathered, highnecked
camicia had become unfashionable in
Florence. They now had a simple, low
neckline which was visible above the neckline
of the petticoat (sottana). This can be seen in
the portrait of Bia, The Illegitimate Daughter
of Cosimo I de' Medici, 1542 (Fig. 1). From
various portraits available to us, it appears
that the Florentine camicia appeared to be
flat, at the neckline, and so less likely to be
gathered.

Extant Examples
Fortunately there are a few possible Tuscan (if not specifically Florentine) extant examples of
camicia from the 16th century. Both are found in the Musea de Prato, Tuscany and are dated
1550-1600. Figure 2 shows one example (La Mode a Firenze on page 124) Figure 3 shows
the second example (At Home in Renaissance
Italy p 113). Both are very similar in
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appearance to each other, with a flat
neckline, voluminous sleeves and gussets in
the centre front (the back is not visible) and
the sides. These differ from the extant 16th
century 'Italian' camicia found in the V&A
Museum and the Sicilian camicia (under
Spanish rule in 16th C), which both have a
gathered neck.
Another possible Tuscan extant item of
interest is a shirt, also dated at 1550-1600
(Figure 4, At Home in Renaissance italy p
182). Though a male shirt with a high,
gathered neck and straighter body, it is
interesting to see the similarity in the sleeve
construction. The sleeve appears to be made
from a rectangle of linen which is gathered
at the cuff, in either long, narrow cartridge
pleating. This is similar to the construction
of the sleeves in the two extant female
camicia.

Patterns for Tuscan Camicia.
Based on these extant Tuscan
camicia, I propose the following
pattern for a Florentine camicia of
the 1540-1560 (Figure 5).
This pattern is comprised of a
rectangular front and back,
rectangular sleeves, 4 triangular
side gussets and four, smaller
triangular gussets (2 visible at the
front and 2 assumed to match in the
back.).
If you look at portraits available,
such as Figure 1 and Bronzino's
portrait of Maria de Medici, in
Figure 7. This would mean creating
the 'square' neckline so it appears
possibly 2-3 cm above the
proposed sottana neckline.
The side gussets start under the
arm and extent the length of the
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camicia. The front body gussets start at the waistline in one extant example, and higher up in
the second. This positioning would depend on the shape of the wearer, and snugness of fit.

Decoration of the Camicia
As camicia were usually made within the household and not professionally, they are not
usually recorded in the Gardaroba of Eleanor di Toledo. (LMF p125) In Eleanora's case, the
camicia were usually made by nuns who preferred to embroider in white or black. (LMF
p126)
In portraits from 1540-1560s, we usually only get a glimpse of the camicia near the neck, the
cuff or occasionally through slashes in sleeves. From these we can glimpse bits of embroidery.
Silk embroidery of red, black, crimson or gold spanishwork were commonly seen.
Other forms of camicia decoration, throughout the middle of the 16th century, were drawn
thread work (Fig. 1), lace, silk and gold embroidery. (la Mode a Firenze, p124). An example
of elaborate camicia embroidery, in gold and black silk, can be found in another portrait of
Maria de Medici by Bronzino from 1551. (Figure 6).
For the state, Eleanora was officially the epitome of Modesty by wearing her 'official' dress. In
her private life she was not the most modest of Florentine women. She enjoyed riding, fishing
and hunting with her husband Cosimo. These outfits do not make it to portraiture, so we must
console ourselves with the written word, portraits of others and the very few extant camicia
available to us.
There were only 18 various camicia actually recorded in the Gardaroba of Eleanora. (LMF p
126). Recorded decorations in the middle of the 16th century, include embroidery of gold,
pearls and silk. (La Mode a Firenze, p 124). Though there are written accounts of this type of
embroidery being worn by Eleanora, her official portraits were always more of more simple
camicia.
Available pictorial examples of this more elaborate embroidery are found in portraits of her
son Don Garcia's collar, 1550 (Figure 7, by Bronzino) and the gorgiera (partlet) of her
daughter Maria, 1555 (Figure 5, by Allori). From this, we can surmise the type of embroidery
that was present on Eleanora's camicia., which could be more constistent with the written
word.
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Existing examples of camicia decoration can be seen in
Figures 3, 4 and 5. All can be in found in the Musea de Prato
in Tuscany and is dated at 1550- 1600.
'Rust' coloured embroidery is seen on the neckline, sleeves,
cuffs and cross-stitched decoratively over the seams of
Figures 2 and 3. This could be red or iron based, black
embroidery that has 'rusted'. I do not have more information
on any chemical analysis.
Figure 4 has cross-stitch embroidery. Figure 4 appears to have
a running (Holbein) stitch for decoration, as does Figure 5 an example of a man's shirt. Stitching appears to be of blue
colour.
The general positioning of the decoratoin is the same in all three examples. There is a band of
embroidery around the neckline and down the centre front. Embroidery can be seen covering
the seams of the sides, gussets and hem. There is also 6 verticle lines running down each
sleeve and around the cuff. Lace is also seen around the neckline, cuffs and hem.
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