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HISTORICAL OVERVIEW 

Drawers, or calzoni, are a highly debatable item. Worn beneath the gown, drawers can provide comfort or 

warmth, but it is unclear who wore them and when. Moda a Firenze suggests that “drawers were not 

common and their use was generally frowned upon because they were associated with prostitutes” despite 

their usefulness (133). Widely acknowledged by historical costumers as the authority on 16th century 

Florentine fashion, Moda a Firenze, however, contains only a single paragraph regarding drawers and 

little substantiation for its assertation. A supporting footnote references an etching of an Italian courtesan 

revealing a pair of slashed drawers (fig. 1). 

Despite this suggestion, evidence exists that noblewomen would have worn the garment as well. Moda a 

Firenze indicates that Eleonora di Toledo, the Duchess of Florence, owned a pair of drawers in crimson 

taffeta as of 1545 (204). Further examples are casually mentioned in the footnotes; Giulia della Rovere 

brought a pair of green velvet drawers, embroidered with gold, to Ferrara in 1548 in her wedding 

trousseau, while Maria de’ Medici had several pairs made in “splendid gold brocade” around 1600 (133). 

In addition, several pairs of extant drawers are photographed in Patterns of Fashion 4 (figs. 2-7). The 

origins of these drawers are unclear in most cases, however, it is unlikely that these items belonged to 

members of the lower classes due to the costly embroidery on the garments.  

Pictorial evidence from the late 16th century documents the use of drawers by Italian courtesans, however, 

one cannot assume that women of other classes were not wearing the garment based on images alone. In 

the reserved atmosphere of 16th century Italy, it would have been inappropriate for a woman of good 

nature to be depicted, in her undergarments. Thus, it is understandable that no pictorial evidence exists of 

the use of drawers by other women. 

It is plausible that drawers had been adopted by respectable women prior to the courtesans’ usage. 

Courtesans, who desired to attain the noblewoman’s appearance of respectability above all else, were 

more likely to have embraced the wearing of drawers from noblewomen, rather than the opposite. In 

particular, a model of sensibility and poise, such as Eleonora di Toledo, seems unlikely to defy norms by 

adopting such a garment from a courtesan.  

On the other hand, Eleonora had previously incorporated male garments into the Florentine woman’s 

wardrobe, such as the beret, short cape and coat (Orsi Landini and Niccoli 15). These garments served as 

a convenience to Eleonora’s active and sporting lifestyle and the use of drawers would have been another 

convenient addition to Eleonora’s wardrobe by providing comfort and warmth while riding and hunting. 

It is likely, in my opinion, that drawers may have been an uncommonly used item in the early sixteenth 

century, with increasing popularity with women of all classes through the end of the century due to the 

comfort and convenience of this garment.  



Page 2 

INSPIRATION 

There are several images of Italian drawers to be inspired by, however, I chose not to recreate a specific 

item. Instead, I was inspired by the available evidence to develop a unique pair of drawers for a 

noblewoman based on conjecture.  

Firstly, the shape is adopted from a pair of drawers (fig. 4) detailed in Patterns of Fashion 4 (Arnold, 

Tiramani and Levey 50, 106). This pattern was chosen based on the square construction and economical 

use of fabric that was prized in 16th century garment construction. The same source gave notes regarding 

the construction of a pair of heavily embroidered drawers with white linen lining (fig. 6). A 1591 

engraving of a courtesan gave inspiration to the slashing and surface decorations used for embellishment 

in this project (fig. 8). An additional example in Patterns of Fashion 4 features a courtesan wearing “pink 

silk breeches with polychrome embroidery” (fig. 9) (Arnold, Tiramani and Levey 51). The combination 

of these examples provides evidence of various methods of construction and embellishment in 16th 

century Italy that could plausibly have been used to produce a pair of drawers appropriate for the stature 

of a noblewoman. 

The engraving of the courtesan appears to show vertical rows of decoration and dots between angled 

slashes. I interpreted these markings as backstitch and knots, both elements used decoratively on 

undergarments of the 16th century, according to Patterns of Fashion 4. Backstitch is incorporated as a 

decorative and functional stitch on the pair of drawers mentioned above (figs. 5, 7), while decorative 

knots appear on a 1567 Swedish shirt (fig. 10), a 1575 Italian camicia (figs. 11, 12), and a 1630s German 

pair of boothose (fig. 13) (Arnold, Tiramani and Levey 20, 52, 54). 

Though no extant drawers include slashes or tone on tone embroidery, I used these techniques to 

construct a pair that maintains the ideals of sixteenth century Florence: conspicuous consumption of fine 

materials, fastidious construction, and sober opulence. 

MATERIALS 

HISTORIC MATERIALS 

The extant examples of drawers are constructed of white linen, however, existing records indicate that 

several noblewomen had drawers of colored silk taffeta, velvet, and brocade (Orsi-Landini and Niccoli 

133). During the mid-16th century, the heavy brocades produced in Florence, seen in Agnolo Bronzino’s 

famous 1545 portrait of Eleonora di Toledo (fig. 14), had waned in fashion. Taffeta and sarcenet were 

now “considered acceptable wear for even the grandest occasions” (Currie 51). According to Elizabeth 

Currie’s study of the Riccardi family inventories, taffeta could be purchased at a reasonable price (5 lire 

per braccia in 1575), and then be decorated with slashing and braid according to station and wealth (52). 

The wardrobe of Eleonora di Toledo provides record of the colors and materials used in her clothing. Silk 

was the most common material, followed closely by wool, primarily in sober shades of red, white, and 
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grey (Orsi-Landini and Niccoli 88). Moda a Firenze also indicates that Eleonora’s daughters, as well as 

Cosimo I’s second wife, Cammilla Martelli, preferred brighter colors. Cammilla also owned many two-

toned or “shot” silks, those woven with one color in the warp and a second color in the weft (Orsi-Landini 

and Niccoli 90).  

Garments in shades of yellow and gold are featured in the wardrobes of Cammilla Martelli (Grand 

Duchess 1570-1574), and her successor, Giovanna d’Austria (1574-1578), while drawers of gold fabric 

are included in the wardrobe of Maria de’ Medici, Queen of France, around 1600 (Orsi-Landini and 

Niccoli 90, 133). According to “Images of a New Power”, Eleonora’s favorite colors had significant 

meaning: red was “seen as the colour of power, and grey was that of humility…. Yellow, on the other 

hand, was rarely used… more often used for the duchess’s children’s clothes.” However, “golden brown, 

also seen as a sign of modesty, was therefore interchangeable with grey” (Orsi Landini and Niccoli 22).  

The seams and embroidery on the extant drawers are mostly worked in decorative silk and metal threads, 

in a variety of colors, including pink, brown, blue, green, yellow, and red (fig. 3). While two pair possess 

bobbin lace trim at the hem, the linen lined pair is instead bound with matching ribbon (fig. 6). 

RECONSTRUCTION MATERIALS 

The conjectured drawers were made with faux-silk (polyester) taffeta, silk thread, and handkerchief 

weight linen. Faux-silk was chosen as a substitution due to the unavailability of an appropriate silk taffeta 

in the desired color and weight (see sample swatches). The faux-silk was similar in weight, weave, and 

body as the silk taffeta used in the practice piece. The practice piece and the final product behaved 

similarly during handling, embroidery, and slashing. 

Silk sewing thread and silk embroidery thread were used to construct and embellish the pair of drawers. 

The lining is made of handkerchief weight white linen.  

CONSTRUCTION 

It is unclear from the materials available today how drawers may have been patterned in the 16th century. 

Undergarments, such as drawers and camicie, are not included in the available tailors’ manuals, as these 

garments were generally the purview of seamstresses within the home. However, it is possible that 

seamstresses used similar techniques as tailors’ shops by creating a custom set of measuring tapes for 

each person in the household. This would alleviate the need to frequently take measurements for common 

items. 

Based on this conjecture, I made a set of custom bara measuring tapes from The Modern Maker’s 

translation of a Spanish tailor’s manual (fig. 15) (Gnagy 17). I scaled the pattern for a pair of extant 

drawers in Patterns of Fashion 4 and compared it to my custom tape. Noticing similarities to key bara 

measurements, I then created a pattern for custom drawers based on these key measurements (fig. 16). 
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I used a combination of chalk and pencil to mark the pattern outline and decoration locations on the 

taffeta prior to cutting the material (fig. 17). The surface embroidery is a series of backstitch and knots in 

a vertical stripe between the slashing. Patterns of Fashion 4 describes the stitching on an extant pair of 

drawers as “a backstitch which has the effect of chain stitch on [wrong side] as it is so neatly done” 

(Arnold, Tiramani and Levey 106). I attempted to maintain this standard of precision in this project (fig. 

18). 

After the embroidery was completed, I used a sharpened knife and a ruler to cut the slashes (fig. 19). 

Slashing is commonly angled in historic garments because woven fabrics produce less fraying when cut 

on the bias. On the practice piece, I used an Xacto blade to make the cuts, but the blade quickly dulled 

and needed replacement after each column of slashes. The dull blade would roughen the edges of the 

slashes, producing additional fraying, visible on the slashes at the bottom center of the right leg of the 

practice pair (fig. 20). The slashes on the opposite side, as well as the final piece, were made with a 

straight blade knife and resulted in less fraying. This change was both an improvement in method and in 

historical accuracy. Smaller cuts would have been made using a chisel, but longer cuts may have been 

made using a straight blade to allow for greater flexibility of design. Otherwise, chisels in every possible 

length would be needed to accommodate all possible slashing designs. 

Two pairs of unlined extant drawers in Patterns of Fashion 4 are constructed with run and fell seams in 

decorative silk thread, but it is unclear how the lined pair of drawers are assembled. There does not appear 

to be a second line of stitching through the exterior fabric, as would result from a felled seam. While I 

tested decorative run and fell seams on the practice piece, I later realized that a lined pair of drawers 

would not require a seam treatment such as felling because the lining would encase the seam allowance. 

The unlined drawers, in the run and fell combination, used running stitch for assembly, but the felling 

seam treatment would have provided additional strength to prevent strain. As my final piece did not 

require the felling step, I chose to use backstitch for strength and durability. The exterior and lining were 

constructed in the same manner. The gussets were attached first (fig. 21), then the center front (fig. 22) 

and back seams sewn (fig. 23) and pressed open (fig. 24).  Next the crotch seam was sewn to create 

something looking like a pair of drawers (figs. 25 & 26). 

The lining was inserted wrong side out into the slashed exterior and the waist gathered to the 

measurement of my bara waist tape. The waist band was interlined with a double layer of white linen, 

then pressed into shape (fig. 27). The waistband was backstitched to the right side of the waist (fig. 28), 

then folded into place and backstitched to the lining. Legbands were assembled in the same manner, 

excluding the interlining.  
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FINAL NOTES 

This project is the culmination of over a year of researching and comparing extant drawers and sources, 

resulting in 5 previous pairs of drawers (figs. 29 - 33). As an exercise in experimental archaeology, I 

wanted this project to be as close to historically appropriate as possible. To that end, I selected materials, 

stitches, and construction techniques that were common in mid-16th century Florence. However, I used 

modern versions of items such as scissors and needles, where the functionality is similar to historic use 

and did not impact construction unduly. 

Lacking extant examples of silk drawers, I used a combination of visual and textual sources to develop a 

potential decoration schema. The practice piece was slashed without embroidery and the resultant product 

was flimsy and prone to unsightly sagging. The final piece was embroidered first, then slashed, which 

created stiffness and body that better supported the slashing. This was an unexpected result of adding 

embroidery to the final design, after closer examination of the inspiration engraving.  

The embroidery of the final piece was approximately 40 hours of work. Embroidery is not my strong suit, 

despite its similarity to sewing stitches. I tested different embroidery techniques on my practice piece and 

samples, which I later determined to be inappropriate in the construction of the final piece. I struggled 

with the embroidery initially, but I learned how to use a new style of embroidery frame to stretch the 

fabric. As I had already cut the shape of the drawers for the first side, I had to improvise an extension to 

mount it appropriately (fig. 34). The second side was cut square for mounting to the frame, then cut to 

shape after embroidery. Over the course of the embroidery, I was able to improve the evenness of my 

stitching by marking the desired length on my fingertip to calibrate my stitches (fig. 35). This trick was 

inspired by a Facebook meme about buttonhole embroidery that I remembered during the initial 

dissatisfaction with my stitch work.  

I feel satisfied that this project resulted in a reasonably appropriate pair of drawers for a noblewoman of 

mid-16th century Florence. My next step will be to finish the assembly of the practice pair as an additional 

wearable garment, before embarking on a third pair of slashed drawers as an elevation gift for my 

apprentice sister. In the future, I would like to replicate one of the extant polychrome embroidered 

drawers located at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, including learning bobbin lace techniques to 

complete the garment (figs. 2-5). I am also considering compiling my notes into a research paper to 

expand on the information publicly available about drawers. 


