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SUMPTUARY LEGISLATION
D THE “FASHION POLICE"

SOCIETAL ORDER

he strict external ordering of garments using sumptuary restrictions
for policing who was allowed to wear what seems to have been
most rigid where hierarchy did not rest on birthright; where it was
literally believed that clothes made (or could make) the man.! The colors,
shapes, and dimensions of the garments worn by the inhabitants of Renais-
sance Florence displayed a complex and multivalent vestimentary code,
which expressed their values and beliefs. Simply put, clothing made social
place a visual reality. Filarete (ca. 1400—ca. 1469) expressed his concerns
m_egafding the appropriate clothes in his Libro architettonico, writing that in
ﬁft,eenth—century society, the idea was widely accepted that a person’s rank
ﬁorqualit&) in society should be reflected not only in the structure of his abode
IE‘R also in his mode of dress; larger and finer homes and clothing defined
m!larger and finer” men.2 Il libro del sarto, a compilation of clothing styles and
P Atterns printed in Venice in the 1580s, took this notion into the pictorial
zea}‘m, attempting to illustrate some sort of natural sartorial hierarchy. 7
all fespectable” ranks of society were represented, from mounted knightf to
@fg::;:::}ll 'Womer.l. Paulo Getrevi writes that in th'is first printed visualizauo.n
: igh society, “every costume marks the single person of the scene 1n
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dation of the social scale, but sp eaks continually with the Preceq_ / /
a deﬁnite gra 2 . 13 "“
. llowing. ’
ing and the'fO e clothing, we have seen tl.lat t.he hundreq or 5
b %lrS;;t r(::nce at any given time had I1:6H08 debltqu that ran ing the
tailo: l; (:i constituted a roll call of the rich and powerful. Furthermore,
hundreds an

males of their families in a competitive dazzle of fabric design

ing colors, surface embroidery, and family jewelry for e
ntine oligarchs were able to demonstrate to their famij; o
ors a certain nonchalant largesse at one remove—on the
[nventories of personal possessions showed an ino;
alth was spent on clothes; 40 percent, as w
mmunal government expended

dressing the fe
boldly contrast
tant events, Flore
friends, and neighb
bodies of their womer.
nate portion of their total we
seen, was not unheard of. The co 17
energy to rein in the extravagant fluidity of dress with its rey

of sumptuary legislation, but, flurries of statuta notwiths
consciousness did overwhelm the city, and clothing b

and sixteenth centuries, ever more difficult to control.

FIRST SUMPTUARY LA

The first mention in Florentine records of a pk
the need to constantly change and update ot
probably to be found in Villani’s early fourt
the wide-ranging sumptuary legislation pas:
lieved was much needed), Villani also war)
spur fashion into being, “But in spite of
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atu of allowing men and women who wanted to dress elaborately to by
e ) . S g i
; s from the city by paying a tax on their forbidden clothes gemstonez
.Ce 2 )

metal ornaments, and pearls.” There was also an attempt on the part
of the popular government to register any offending clothes that had been
ade pefore the laws had gone into effect and tag such garments with a
communal Jead seal (making them vesti bullati or vesti timbrati),which would
force OWNETS to have new, less showy attire made. This was tried first in
Florence in 1290, according to Catherine Killerby, and required the advice
and assistance of the craftspeople of the Florentine marketplace who had the
expertise t0 make an accurate assessment of grades of fabric, qualities of
dyestuff, weight of precious metals, and clarity of gemstones. They were

drafted, however unwilling some may have been, into the service of commu-

reCiOuS

nal officials.® Further sumptuary laws were enacted in 1299 and every few
years thereafter.

Whereas the sumptuary laws of northern European courts were aristo-
cratic in origin, Diane Hughes notes, the impulse to restrict splendor in
clothing had a distinctly republican mien in Italy. Florentine sumptuary legis-
lation started out as an anti-aristocratic move by newly empowered major
guildsmen to restrict the sartorial power of the newly outlawed magnate
families.? This impulse, of course, changed over time with the increasing
display of the new “aristocrats,” and in fact, as Marco Parenti remembered
(p. 78), the popular Commune attempted to marshal its citizens’ attire into its
service whenever it suited the city’s designs. Even early on, whereas the
Commune acted aggressively to rein in individual display within the upper
teaches of society, certain signs of luxe (jewels, peatls, gold, silver, exotic fur
trim) could still be worn by some magnates (mounted knights) and selected
Professional orders (doctors of law, doctors of medicine, and their wives). On
these occasions, clothing served to aggrandize not the individual but rather
tfl:e;:r;mur"iw controlling the display. Her'e, dress assumed a.n erz;irilzvii
s“mptuamtllon, as a splendid collective uniform. Trexler wrltéf V;mi p
exﬂmpler};haws Wef‘e Ry during e ?f Sﬁ.lff dl(::d it v:/as a
L Ofilo ney also “were not enforced during celebrations; 1:11 :11 L

e WaiVedo”rut)o thc.f personage being hon'ored that the norm i L

1° Individuals and even family groups Were both temp

Subpy,
“H€rged in thj : . SR
8€d1n this communal identity on these occasions:
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COMMUNAL STATUTES OF 1322-1325 ; L“t
#
In 1322, the commune of Florence made its first large compilation llexl y ‘ ‘({
, M

laws in the Statuti of 132225, which produced a sweeping list of restrictiong
on women’s attire, setting limits on headgear and jewelry design, the numbers
of gowns (four), types and amounts of fabric, quality of dye, and types of
ornamentation allowed.!? The woman’s father or husband, who had bought
the offending item, was to be fined 100 lire, but the tailor or seamstress who
had made the gown was fined double that amount: 200 lire."* Officials coylq
also search the shops of goldsmiths and tailors for restricted ornaments of
garments.'* It hﬁ also been pointed out, however, that any fine paid out for
woman b)’f'ﬁé? father or a kinsman, no matter if she were married or unmar-
ried, could later be taken out of her dowry funds either at the time of her
marriage or at the restitution of her dowry upon the death of her husband.

This put the burden of the sumptuary fine ultimately on the woman herself.s

Five years later, the Statuti of 1322—25, however wide-ranging their scope,

o

were roundly trumped by the 1330 law so fervently endorsed by Villani. This

piece of legislation was apparently the first attempt to put out a virtual
firestorm of fashion activity and imposed the most extensive list of restrictions '
specifically on women’s clothes.' In this early period, communal sumptuar
legislation labored in vain to stem the influence of foreign styles, often tagge .
in contemporary sources as from “beyond” (“alla di 14”), which had been v 3
wittingly allowed to enter fourteenth-century Florence through the clot
worn by the wife of the first French podesti, hired in 1326, and also the
second, in 1342.'7 We do know that regional styles could easily be distin-
guished in clothing from their descriptions in trousseaux inventories
letters of the time. Women write of “le camicie maschili a modo di Fire
“fogia mantuana,” “le vesti alla milanese,” “le vesti alla romana,” and eV
borse alla ferrarese e alla genovese.”!® Foreign influence could be det
especially in the design of a garment’s sleeves, which would come 1
increasing scrutiny by sumptuary officials.!®

THE UFFICIALI DELLE DONNE

In response to these foreign styles, on April 1, 1330, the Commune bant®
ornaments for Florentine women, and proceeded to create the first
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pamed fashion P Olice’, th(.: .UﬁiCiali delle donne, which was charged with
epforcing these bans. Six citizens were chosen to elect 2 foreign notary for the
job, who was to have a salary and a ?taﬁ" fror.n the communal government for
it six-month term of office, during which he was to patrol the streets
bridges, and piazze of the city, on the lookout for women, children, and mer;
whose garments were suspected of violating current laws, 20 Apparently, this
duty was sO undesirable that in 1333, the Commune decided to have the
 bishop of Siena appoint the foreign official, further distancing Florentine
males from this job of policing their own.?! From the autumn of 1343, we
have the names of fifty-one women harassed and apprehended by the roving
officials in only three days’ work at the end of October. The records also
contain elaborate descriptions of their clothes.?? Six years later, a set of docu-
ments from 1349, undoubtedly representative of many more, details the
vicissitudes of another Ufficiale delle donne, one Ser Donato di Piccolo di
Giovanni of Monte Ramucino, who had set about his work after having had
the required public proclamation of current sumptuary restrictions made in
all the usual places.?® Not only did he encounter evasive tactics on the part of
some women, but active resistance from their male companions. If a woman
ran into a church, she had sanctuary, and the official had to wait outside until
she reappeared, no law enforcement official being allowed to enter the sacred
space in pursuit of an offender.?*

The sumptuary officials could be found doing their rounds in many areas of
the city; locations noted in their logbooks included the churches of San
Lorenzo, Santa Maria Maggiore, and the Cathedral, as well as the area near
the Ponte Vecchio, the loggia of the Tornaquinci, and in various other streets
and piazze of Florence.2 ‘Writing their descriptions in the required official

Latin, however, the officials struggled to describe what they were visually
_“Ncountering on the streets with the limited written language of the formal
(and by then already inadequate) sumptuary legislation itself. This disjuncture-
"'?fflaﬁg’“'%gé ‘would prove to be a key factor in the development of fashion
Mnovation, In clothing, there would be new styles, new ornaments, new
""‘"'Yf’@f?gkeéa one step ahead of being the target for the clq?hing catego-

I} ;
es vailable to the sumptuary police.2®

ese officials focused their work on the excesses of e ited
co :
c uid catch other offenders in their nets as well. Men, glthough rarelybClt ,
ou : 1 At
dbe written up for clothing excesses if their garb was deemed to

le finery but
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ferninine. For example, while we have no X itten -records of citatiop for
xtremely short or ﬁgure—revea.lmg tunics and codpieces, Ot hog,
partially unlaced (even though we have visual recorzcjs), we f]o have ——
the wearing of platform shoes or ruffles and pleats. E.ven improperly gp.
mented children in Florence could be stopped and their parents fined 28 The
Ufficiale Ser Donato himself also kept a special section for craftspeople wh
were apprehended for selling goods and services for more money than v
allowed by communal statute.” Tailors were, of course, Particularly jp ¢he
line of fire of sumptuary officials, as perceived co-conspirators in Pl’Oducing
luxe; a tailor was apprehended in 1377 for having fashioned a prohibited j; <t}
another in 1397, one Biagio di Pace, for having produced a cloak with sleeves
that exceeded the limit set for cloth yardage per sleeve.?* This points to the

problems of attempting to enforce prohibitions at odds with the very basis of

wearing €

the Florentine economy itself.

EXPANSION OF MAGISTRACIES

But the intrusive Ufficiali were not the only vehicle for the policing of excess
in fifteenth-century Florence. Accusers could secretly place their written
denunciations of suspected wrongdoing in one of the many denunciation
boxes (tamburi) available in communal offices around the city, inside Orsan-
michele and San Piero Scheraggio and in one of the columns of the Cathedral
itself.*' Andrea Zorzi writes that in fact around 50 percent of the cases pros-
ecuted by various magistracies at the beginning of the 1430s originated in 2
fsecret denunciation, 2 Among guildsmen, lartisans also operated as spies, giv-
ing their accusations to the magistrates of the Arti.33 Not content with anon-
ymous tips, however, throughout the later Trecento and into the Quattre-
z:ll;o;l ;hoiii:::so:;:;:: expanded its Cop.cern wi.th dress by creatitllllg ::s:
of the body of the “h: £ OVe:see P e oL he has
T norabl'e woman their focus, but also as Hughs 5
» "€ control of less desirabje marginalized groups within the comim?
> Sumptuary legislation turned frofi
nti-aristocratic bias, shifting instead 1
the Commune had made an effort © :;
€ Old Testament passage from Isaiah

earli
er focus on fiscal matters and ,

zno.ral Stance, Ag early a5 1384
orially Jink Prostitutes with ¢,
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xcoriates yain womch i “?Vantm.l Pidy Walking i mincing as they g0
:n 4making2 tinkling sound Wlt.h their feet,” by requiring prostitutes to cove;
i 7S with veils (while wearing plat.form shoes and bells on theijr heads) to
ct the part of biblical whores.** Certainly, in Boccaccio’s Decameron and the
ot stories of Sacchetti, Sercambi, and other novellisti, many plots turn on

[hc deception O
bsautif clothes as an honorable matron.3¢

f a woman of base worth and easy virtue masquerading in

The Ufficiali dell’onestd | In 1403, the Commune, in what has been seen as
2 response to a generalized fear of potentially disruptive sexual activity, cre-
sted the Ufficiali dell’onesta, the first city police force specifically for the
regulation of the prostitute population.”” This magistracy, unlike that of the
Ufficiali delle donne, was not composed of foreigners, but rather of eight
Florentine citizens, two from each of the city’s four quarters, who were
chosen from the borsa of citizens eligible for civic office, and served for terms
of six months. These Ufficiali were paid no salaries from the Commune,
however, but rather got a percentage of the registrations and fines collected
from those they managed and arrested. There were at least ten other citizens
involved in the Onest3; a notary, treasurers, secretary, and six messengers to
run errands.?® This agency had a conveniently central location in the city,
inside the church of San Cristofano, where the Piazza Duomo now feeds into
Via Calzaiuoli.?® Of course, over time, it not only dealt with the clothing of
prostitutes but with their sexual and social practices as well. Prostitutes had to
be licensed, marked by special clothing signs, which changed over time, seg-
tegated into specific bordello areas, which also changed over time, and were
forbidden certain sexual acts considered too lascivious.* As John Brackett has
shown, official agencies proliferated in Florence in an attempt to control this
P_Ote.ntiauy dangerous element (even if many of the women involved in pros-
htion were of foreign origin) and other segments of the city population that
Z::ieje::ed a cause for concern.*! For example, in .1421’. the Comr_mm;
¢ new Conservatori dell’onestd dei monasteri, which was assigne

OVers; ]
ght for the morality of convents.*2

Ofﬁciales S
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: . the
X years later in 1427 with a new sumptuary police board,
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tis mulierum. This board, elected from the ranks of
Ufficiali dell’onestia, not only was responsible fo,
aws but had the power to amend thoge laws

Officiales super ornamen
Florentine citizens like the
enforcing existing sumptuary ] e
subject to the approval of communal officials.*’ The enforcement of the "
proved so difficult, however, that the Commune could find few citizeh
willing to serve, and in the years between 1421 and 1439, the board’s diiei

: Wi
were often assigned to other official agencies.

The Ufficiali di notte | The communal government seems to have first con-
flated control of sumptuary excesses in dress and prostitution in 1439, after
the creation of the Ufficiali di notte in 1432. Officially, this new magistracy
was assigned the job of controlling prostitution (female and male) and other
suspicious activities occurring at night, but seven years into its existence, it
was also charged with enforcing sumptuary laws relating to women in gen-
eral, no matter what their occupatvion.45 Many men complained that it was
hard to tell honest women from whores, and that clothing was the culprit, as
the popular preachers of the time stressed in their sermons to the masses.
There is a general consensus among historians that the stance of the Church
on sumptuary excesses was distinctly misogynist. The sin of luxuria was par-
ticularly threatening to the weak nature of women, and the popular Francis-
can preachers of the early Quattrocento continually link women, depraved
sexuality, and come-hither clothes. Hughes quotes San Bernardino preaching
to the women of Siena: “You are not as you used to be. I see a widow
today . . . with her forehead bare and her cloak drawn back to show her
cheek. And how she shapes it over her brow! That is a prostitute’s gesture.”46
Brackett cites the case (undoubtedly one of many) of a Vicenzia Sereni, 2
ROII.Ian woman working in Florence, who was not only charged with 1iving
Zﬁjli;:::s Ojght;;;eas :es_ignated.as a bordello district but also with wearifilf
S gold an 511v‘er,.w1th necklaces of pearls and gemstones;
OVerdress:d ;‘:::;aryr or:ts.l;rlctlons on prostitutes.*’ Tl.le linka‘geFlfl’e::::
because communa] (’)é)icial: gtes’ anc% Iewe v patceideniilig Ou s be
clearly marked 48 It was in theemed Ml 'o f.t hesr E:nc
€ same year that the Ufficiali di notte ass!

responsibilj '
1ty for SUmptuary enforcement that the city’s Jewish poP lﬂaflo?
ed for the first time.* The moral state of the ag
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s poplﬂation was also a concern. The role of Franciscan Obs

C?ns . fanning fears of the potential moral depravity of 4|1 these i
}flr:rbeen shown by Hughes.™® In fact, as early as 1433,
deu’one“é Jei monasteri, Whl.Ch' ha.d only been in existence for 4 dozen years
. joined to the Uﬂ‘lc1a1.1 c.h notte.”® By the sixteenth century, thesei
o (slong with the Ufficiali dell’onesta), operated from rooms that
et entrally located off the Piazza dei Tre Re between Orsanmichele and
via G Jlzaiuoli but semi-hidden in the tiny back lane, renamed the Vicolo
4ellOnestd, in order better to apprehend anyone out and about at night who
lation of the sumptuary laws, whether honorable or not.52

groups
the Conservatorj

was in vio

The larger communal oversight board for sumptuary laws in the Renais-
sance period would become the Conservatori di leggi.5* This body’s main
duty was the prosecution of official corruption, but in 1459, it was also
assigned the job of monitoring sumptuary excesses. Now, they took on the
responsibility for publicizing the dress restrictions and actively enforcing the
ever-changing sumptuary codes, as well as punishing all manner of irregular
behavior, including gambling, blasphemy, and crimes committed at night.>*
Again, as with the earlier Officiales super ornamentis mulierum, the addi-
tional duties and structure of the office of the Conservatori made it problem-
atic; officials resigned and salaries often were not sufficient, but regula-
tions were periodically adjusted and concerns addressed, and it would stand

into the sixteenth century as the primary communal office of sumptuary
enforcement. 5

THE QUATTROCENTO

The first large-scale compilation of sumptuary law in the Quattrocento W
cluded in the Statuta of 1415 and regulated all “ornamenta mulieram.”
The earljeg sumptuary law, in the Trecento, had concerned itself mainly with
Materialy (yardage, fabric type, quality of dye, and ornamentation) and, as W€
p::;i:;::c; :Vomen had often successfully evaded it by P?-Yin;g 4 :Zn?:i:z
= €ature.5” By the end of the fourteenth centule and c€ v

1 Iy };Zzz:;()fth.e Quattrocento, there was little letup 10 theideare
entation on women, but the focus change

urge %

onj _ : 1S elo-
ng fashion innovations. That there was 2 runaway pwblem



8 FASHION AND THE COMMUNE
18

quently evident in the number of laws and °¢Cial boards that were Created ¢
deal with it. But what began as very harsh in the first decade of the | 4o
seemed to ease at midcentury. Brides proved extraordinary SUmPtua_ry Case;
everywhere, but they seem to have been especially visible in Florence, Wh;;h
‘was given to less obvious flash in everyday dress than other [taliap Cities, The
families of the ruling oligarchy splendidly dressed these primary players iy
their marriage alliance strategies, as has been discussed. While fourteenh.
century weddings were controlled by sumptuary laws on every front, restric.
tions specifically concerning the dress of the bride were absent 5 In the -
fifteenth century, brides were even less regulated, being free to receiye
and wear multiple rings at their weddings and for fifteen days thereafter,

It was critical for the elite of Florence to allow Important weddings to
proceed with little sartorial interference. In the Medici family, for example,

i e

as Dale Kent has shown, power was consolidated by some twenty-two :
fper 100, I

marriages with families of their “parenti, amici e vicini” between 1400 and
1434 alone.5 mtoi evele

After the deaths of Cosimo and his son Piero in the 1460s, sumptuary
legislation does in fact, seem to have tightened up again, with a flurry of laws
attempting to keep up with the fashion of the moment.! Rainey has con-
cluded that sumptuary laws do not seem to have been a viable political tool
that was easily manipulated by the faction in power, and that overall, “there is
no evidence in the legislative documents to suggest that the lawmakers of this
period identified sumptuary legislation as either a pro-Medicean or anti-
Medicean policy”s2 There was a profound ambivalence toward display among
the Florentine elite, even as they all participated to a greater or lesser degreein

ducts of their own luxury marketplace.

|
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. | Inone of Sacchetti’s short stories, Novella Cxxx Vil
VAl : 2
nts 2 woman on the street and begins writing her »
Jooks like ermine. She protests that it is not ermine

Sumptuary
Citation for

but “lattiz; »
2 . lzl,
“E una bestia.”®> The term lattizi translates a5 “milky;”

b

Lat
ofﬁcial confro

wearing ot

2dding vaguely, ; 1 his but
pelts of what creature s unciear. This “mystery fur” of Renaissance docy-

nents MY have started out as a female strategy to evade late Trecento sump-
ary 1aws, with the name in time becoming a commonly used designation
for a pricey fur of indeterminate origin. And in fact, we do not know pre-
sely the type of fur to which lattizi referred, for this invented avoidance term
became, OVer time, a commonly used designation. It was still being used by
men in their personal family ricordanze some sixty years later, far from the
prying eyes of any communal sumptuary official. Marco Parenti among oth-
ers, records the lining and trimming of his bride Caterina’s wedding giornea
(of silk velvet dyed with kermes) with such lattizi, which in 1447 cost him 6%
florins per 100. It took almost 200 of these small furs to complete Caterina’s

sumptuous sleeveless day gown, undoubtedly luxurious to wear.**

Ornaments | The highly ornamented necklines of Renaissance gowns have
already been noted. Necklines were the site of some concern to sumptuary
officials; their detailed descriptions in legislation undoubtedly signaled an
interest in controlling their shape, style, and coverage. The Statutes of 1322—
25 had prohibited these neckline ornaments, and goldsmiths and tailors who
sold them were to be fined 200 lire. Wearing them carried a 100-lire fine.®®
But apparently officials were not the only ones looking at décolletage, be-
“usethe variety of ornaments created by craftspeople and bought by the rich
- (’iecorate necklines mushroomed in the fifteenth century. Goldsmiths and
their offen female workers (lavoratrici) produced metallic (usually copper)
:Z::mv:;itsh“’ith m.any names, including scaglie, tren?olanti, maspilli, anl‘jcf:‘;
eav;s ﬂoc were gilded, silvered or color-enameled into many shap ervn .
detaj) ,0 ¢ aWerS,for stars.%® Figure 9.1 shows neckline ornamf:njASll on :‘n‘i oG
k Creatioirzfd; portrait b}.r Antonio Pollaiuolo (ca. T450)- (arsy:aiuoli), i
fashioned buttotn: se metallic ornaments V\TCI'C the artlict:rsln e
Saters, ang tinse] ;ns t;:ds’ i ot'her e Emamnien' contributed to the *
pmduction of lux - (orpellat),-who c.o e ire, and sheets of
ury ornaments with their gold leaf, gold wire,
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ver and gold, used both in jewelry and in the weaving of luxury siljs There
« at least a dozen names for the glittery ornaments sewn ?nto the border
ecklines of gowns and into the designs of headgear in Quattro cerdl
Florence, which can be clearly seen in many contemporary profile Portraits
and sumptuary officials were apparently either unable or unwilling to cope
with this jumble of terminology. As a new cla.mpdown On ornamentatjgy
again developed in the late 1460s and 1470s, fashion consumption continually
evaded legislation, as especially attested by the rubrics of the laws themselves,
such as: “clarification about pearls,” October 6, 1472;"clarification aboy¢
buttons,” December 23, 1472; “clarification about wearing chains,” June 20,

1483; and “tailors forbidden to make prohibited ornaments,” December 20,

sl
wer

or 1n

1475.57 It would certainly have proved difficult and awkward for a male
official, already staring at a woman’s neckline on the street, to identify and
write down in his logbook the ornament displayed thereon by its exact tech-
nical name.®® The law of 1472 did contain new restrictions on the clothiﬁg of
young adults, however, forbidding men and women under the age of thirty
extravagant use of gold, silver, furs, and jewels. These clothing prohibitions
were unusual in that they made explicit limitations in dress for men.® Even
Alberti began to rethink his earlier pronouncements regarding the utility of
fine garments. Baron noted that in Alberti’s De Iciarchia, he writes of noticing
the decadent dress of the youth while visiting Florence in the late 1460s. [n
particular, he comments on the moral decline implicit in “the wearing of ever
more expensive clothing for men as well as for women 7

FASHION INNOVATIONS

Fo‘urteenth—century Florentine fashion

(code), horn-shaped head pieces (corne), and belts (cintole), which were br‘?adj

bold and metallic, embroidered and enameled. Communal officials not only

ra i : AT
grappled with creating laws to control fashion but also sought to demonize it,

?: d/@t?l}?s;gnd ,#tifﬂy Shapcgl_headwe'an;both became fourteenth-century 251

niflashpoints)San B el ) ; de
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headdreggeg als

called among other things for trains

as though she were dragging a tail.”t The Trecento hor

© oOccasioned devilish comparisons with women’s inner na-
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dos were likened to owls.” Communal officials aPProved -




