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The history of Florence is intimately bound up
with textiles, as it was the cloth trade which
powered the medieval city’s economy and so
facilitated the construction of some of the
most important buildings we see today. First
came wool. At the time of the Renaissance
a third of the population was involved in
the industry and there were over 100
wool shops in the city. The trade was
controlled by two major guilds, the Arte
di Calimala, which oversaw the
importation, dyeing and finishing of wool
cloth and the Arte della Lana which
imported raw wool and oversaw its
weaving – which often took place in a
domestic setting. I visited one such old
Florentine home which has been reconstructed in
the Palazzo Davanzati where I saw looms, spinning
wheels and warping machines.

It is said that the Renaissance started in 1400 when
the Calimala held a competition for the creation of
the doors of the Cathedral’s Baptistery.
Brunelleschi took part but the winner was
Ghilberti who was only 20 at the time. Then the
Arte della Lana took over patronage of the
Cathedral’s structure and in 1418 announced a
competition for the dome – once again both
Brunelleschi and Ghiberti entered but this time
Brunelleschi won, his Cupola making the Duomo
one of the most iconic buildings in the world.
Another trace of the Arte della Lana is to be found
in the Palagio dell’Arte della Lana, now the Dante
Society’s headquarters in the street of the same
name near the Mercato Nuovo. 

As the importance of the wool trade in Florence
declined, that of the silk industry augmented. In
1419 the guild, Arte della Seta in fact
commissioned Brunelleschi to build the
orphanage Ospedale degli Innocenti, one of the
best examples of early Renaissance architecture.

Silk had started to become valuable to the
Florentine economy when the silk workers of
Lucca were dispersed due to internal conflicts and
brought with them to Florence, and other parts of
Italy, their jealously guarded knowledge. The new
skills of weaving gold thread with silk to produce
sumptuous figured silks attracted buyers from
royal courts including that of the Ottoman Sultan. 

High quality velvets, often with complex
decorative and symbolic patterns, some involving

the pomegranate (a symbol in many faiths) were
produced, also voided velvets and pile-on-pile

velvets. A masterly panel depicting Christ
Walking on Water is conserved in the
Museo del Bargello. Equally outstanding is
the velvet exquisitely depicted by
Bronzino in his portrait of Eleonora di
Toledo in which black velvet is contrasted
by a silver linen background and decorated
with gold and silver brocaded bouclé. 

That fabrics continued to be of high value is
shown in the 1600 inventory taken after the

death of Florentine noblewoman Camilla
Magalotti which reveals that 929 braccia, some
1770 feet, of various textiles were found in her
house and a set of church vestments would have
cost far more than the frescos on the walls.

It is heartening to find that magnificent and
opulent fabrics are still produced in Florence
today, in smaller quantities perhaps, but of equal
quality. The Antico Setificio Fiorentino in the
Oltrarno district has been weaving silk since the
mid 18th century. The charming old building,
approached via a leafy courtyard, in no way
prepared me for the amazing explosion of colour
inside the showroom. Bolts of silk in every hue
and type adorned the walls while beyond were
the looms where the seven weavers and two
apprentices work. These looms, mostly hand-
operated but some motorised, produce fabric
destined for fashion designers and palaces4
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use. Eva explained that here there is no nostalgic
desire to use only hand-looms (although very
useful in power cuts) if more modern equipment
produces material of equal quality. I saw an
exquisite piece of cream silk patterned with gold
thread (which costs some €4,000 a kilo) being
painstakingly woven, also a glorious piece of cut
velvet destined to cover a small sofa in some
princely abode. 

Lisio silk can be found in the Vatican and the
Synagogue of Rome: the Fondazione has also
undertaken historic recreation of wall coverings
for the Royal Palace of Dresden and the Wilanów
Palace Museum near Warsaw. Haute couture
designers including Versace, Valentino and Fendi
have commissioned fabrics and fabrics have also
been used by theatres including London’s Globe,
as well as many film companies. Sophia Loren
wore Lisio’s Reale damask in the film El Cid and
Elisabeth Taylor’s costume in Taming of the Shrew

was made from red velvet with Imperiale damask
and Bordura Raffaelllesca lampas. Interestingly
amongst the forthcoming high-level courses is
one on costume for stage and screen which will
teach students how to ‘reconstruct clothes and
accessories consistent with the historical period’.

Giuseppe Lisio’s aim to produce fabrics equal 
in splendour to those of the Renaissance has
been achieved; the Fondazione has brought
Renaissance silk into the 21st century and
importantly with its teaching facility, will continue
to do so. ••• Patricia Cleveland-Peck

TRAVEL GUIDE

• Patricia travelled courtesy of Kirker
Holidays 3 nights at 4-star Hotel Balestri costs
£678 per person. This includes return flights;
return private car transfers, accommodation
including breakfast, a guaranteed entrance ticket
to the Uffizi Gallery (Accademia or Bargello 
tickets available if preferred), the services of 
the Kirker Concierge and Kirker's Guide 

Notes to restaurants, museum and sightseeing.
www.kirkerholidays.com • Fondazione
Lisio Open by appointment Arte della Seta 
Lisio Foundation €80 for up to ten people 
www.fondazionelisio.org • Antico Setificio
Fiorentina Open by appointment, Price to be
negotiated, The price of admission to these 
two is high as they usually stop production for
visits.www.anticosetificiofiorentino.com,
www.fondazionelisio.org • Palazzo
Davanzati The museum collection includes a
fine collection of lacework .www.museumsin-
florence.com • Palagio dell’Arte della Lana
Open by appointment only www.dantesca.org
• Bargello Displaying many Renaissance 
artefacts; including ceramics, textiles and 
tapestries. www.museumsinflorence.com •

The Salvatore Ferragamo Museum Housed
within a Medieval palace, Palazzo Spini Feroni
www.ferragamo.com • Museo della Moda e
del Costume Formerly known as Galleria del
Costume  www.uffizi.it • Gucci Museum
Erected in 2011 in conjunction with the brand’s
90th anniversary. www.guccimuseo.com

worldwide. The complete process of turning the
raw silk from Brazil into finished shot silks,
damasks, lampas, velvets, brocades, and
brocatelles (some of which can cost nearly €1,000
a metre) takes place on site. 

Amongst other fascinating objects I was shown
was a unique vertical warping machine created in
the 19th century from a design by Leonardo da
Vinci and a tiny braiding loom dating from the
18th century which was used for making small
samples.

Next I visited the Fondazione Arte della Seta
Lisio on the outskirts of Florence which produces
similar fabric to the Antico Setifico but also
operates as a cultural centre and top-class
teaching facility for students from all over the
world. The company Arte della Seta Lisio was
founded in 1906 by Giuseppe Lisio whose aim
was to, ‘produce fabrics equal in splendour to
those of the silks of the Renaissance’. His fabrics
were manufactured in Milan and in time he had
shops in Florence, Milan, Rome and Paris. It was
his daughter and heir Fidelma who created the
Fondazione. She bought the land on the outskirt
of Florence and built houses for the workers, a
church and a school. It is in fact the one-time
building which now houses the Fondazione.

I was shown round by Eva Basile, head of
education. The first room holds five looms for
teaching five different weaves, while in areas
beyond a variety of production looms were in
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Cloths Of Gold And Silk.Textiles For 
The Renaissance Courts Of Europe, The
Museo del Tessuto, Prato, Via Puccetti 3,
59100 Prato, Until 31 January 2019,
www.museodeltessuto.it

I found this exhibition a complete joy. It features
over 120 Renaissance textiles from the museum’s
vast collection. These garments and fragments are
not only rare and beautiful but also excellently 
displayed. Further, the curator Daniela
Degl’Innocenti has very cleverly created an 
installation introducing six elite characters from
Renaissance paintings who, at the press of a button,
tell us something about their lives and the garments
they are wearing in them. This excellent idea really
brings the exhibition to life.

We meet Bianca Maria Sforza, ‘I was born in Milan
in 1472 and was promised in marriage before I was
two years old… initially to the King of Hungary’s
son to whom this portrait was sent…’ She eventu-
ally married Maximilian of Hapsburg bringing with
her a big dowry and a trousseau of 18 dresses. We
then learn full details of the dress and jewels she is
wearing in this portrait painting by Ambrogio de
Predis in 1493.

Giovanna Tornabuoni says, ‘When I was 18 I 
married Lorenzo Tournabuoni scion of one of the
most influential Florentine families… my life was
short. I did not survive my second pregnancy …
dying at the age of 20. I was buried in the Santa
Maria Novella church where this beautiful fresco by
Domenico Ghirlandaio …can be found.’ We then

learn not only about her clothes and decorative
handkerchief (of which there is an example in the
next display case) but also her hairstyle.

Sigismondo Pandolfo Malatesta tells us, ‘for my suc-
cesses in battle I was considered one of the most
daring military leaders…’ In this 1451 portrait by
Piero della Francesca he wears a farsetto and
tabard-like overdress about which we are also told. 

Caterina Cornaro says, ‘I am the daughter of ... the
Venetian Marco Cornaro ... I married James II 
and ascended to the throne of Cyprus.’ When 
widowed however, she was forced to abdicate but
was given Asolo in exchange. Here she set up a
refined court, ‘I am remembered as a cultured and
refined woman with great beauty…’.  In his 1542
portrait Titian shows her in a Turkish outfit of
which is fully explained. 

Cosimo I de’Medici says, I am heir to the most
famous Florentine dynasty… After my political
career I became first Grand Duke of Tuscany… I
married Eleonora of Toledo the very wealthy
daughter of the Spanish Viceroy …our wardrobe is
considered the most beautiful and precious in
Europe.’ In his 1560 portrait Cosimo is depicted in
a shot silk garment lined with costly sables. He too
carries a handkerchief and the museum collection
conserves some shirts similar to the one he wears. 

Somehow looking and listening to these people of
the Renaissance gave more meaning to the rest 
of the items exhibited. I could imagine how the 
glorious velvets reserved for the elite would have

looked made into garments or furnishings. The
value of these velvets was enormous – a 25-metre
piece featuring pile of three heights and brocaded
with gold, which took four months, to produce,
had a value equivalent to that of 3 farms. I was also
amazed to see with what skill the patterns on the
figured textiles depicting religious subjects were
adapted from statues or paintings. An intriguing 
little object was a rare scarsella or belt purse. Made
from pleated ferronerie green silk velvet (so called
because inspired by wrought iron) it was embel-
lished with the figure of a snake biting its tail. 

It was interesting to note the cultural cross 
fertilisation between Italian and Ottoman textiles.
Dominating the central display case was an 
impressive cut velvet cloak brocaded with gold,
patterned with long leaves tipped by posies, which
could be either Italian or Turkish in origin. As well
as the lavishly decorated fabrics it was good to see
some more simple domestic items; linens, 
dishcloths and towels which were often woven in
homes. Tablecloths of Perugia in white linen 
bordered in blue had both domestic and religious
uses and can be seen in many Renaissance paintings
of The Last Supper. Going through the exhibition
one could follow the development of pattern and
design and make fascinating discoveries. A 
special area featured ‘slashed’ textiles in which the
weave is so arranged as to show the fabric beneath.
Linked somehow to military exploits, it was 
fashionable for men at the beginning of 16th 
century. So if you think of it torn jeans are nothing
new… An inspiring, interesting and beautiful 
exhibition. ••• Patricia Cleveland-Peck

VIEW
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Later, I went on to discover the rest of the museum.
The first thing I appreciated was the setting; tucked
within the old city walls, this clean modern building
was skilfully constructed on the footprint of the
disused Campolmi textile factory – which seems
such an appropriate outcome for both parties. I had
not realised how important a textile centre Prato
had been and still is; there are some 6,000
companies in the area. Thus the museum is at the
centre of a living industry. It was actually founded in
the 1970s with the donation of an important
collection of 612 textiles by Loriano Bertini and had
several homes before finding this perfect site. 

A significant amount of the industrial architecture
has been seamlessly incorporated into the 
construction. A long light corridor on the ground
floor displays items relating to spinning, weaving 
and dyeing. One shows fibres derived from 
different sources, some of which surprised me. Milk
for example, contains casein, which can be spun and
used for soft cloth for socks and underwear. I also
popped into the Tela di Penelope the 
restoration department, where I saw conservators
working on a pink gown. On this floor too are the
big state of the art vaults housing the collection
from which material for the exhibitions is drawn. 

Upstairs there are several vast spaces for 
conferences, films and children’s activities. At every
turn my eyes lighted on something of beauty or
interest. A truly wonderful museum – a must for
any textile lover. I could have spent a week there.
••• P.C-P Prato is a 20 minute train ride from
Florence. www.museodeltessuto.it

The Prato Textile Museun 
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