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The purpose of this study is to shed new light on Cesare
Vecellio's costume book Habiti Antichi et Moderni di Tutee i
Mande (Figure 1), printed a1 Venice in 1598." Considered the
apex of Cinguecento costume book achievement, Habiri has
traditionally been studied as a source book on sixteenth-cen-
tury dress, This study seeks to understand the book as an indi-
cator of the late sixteenth-century Venetian social order.

Rather than discussing book production or focusing on the
importance of the costume sources, this study proposes a read-
ing of Habiti Antichi et Moderni as an embodiment of the “myth
of Venice.” Elements of the myth posited that Venice was a city
of piety and liberty with an ideal constiltion, ruled by a vinu-
ous nobility.” Travellers” accounts of Venice, which tradition-
ally relayed the ideologies of the myth, presented Venice as a
cily which garnered a reputation for great beauty and pleasure
as well. Further, the myth suggested that Yenice was an inheri-
tor of the classical past, Rather than descending from meager
fishermen as has sometimes been historically reported, the myth
proposed that Venetians were direct descendants of ancient
Rome. In fact, Venice saw itselfl as “New Rome,” the true heir
of both the ancient Roman Republic and the Empire.”

The myth relied in pant upon outward appearances to dem-
onstrate its ideals. This was accomplished through costume
which assigned specific roles to its male and female wearers,
In highly public roles, costume for Venetian patrician men sug-
gested civic cohesion and religious piety. Venetian patrician
women, with their sumptuous gowns and jewels, cultivated the
beautiful self-image of Venice. Vecellio's costume book both
conveys and promotes elements of the myth, and demonstrates
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that Venice had a very gender-and class-conscious social order
in the late sixteenth century,

Part of the success of this myth is shown in its dissemina-
tion throughout Europe. The wopic ouward appearance of
Venice drew many travellers, especially from England. For
Englishmen, at least, were most interested in the essential qual-
ity of liberty in Venetian political life. In the sixteenth century
travellers, including Fynes Moryson and Thomas Coryat, con-
tinued to return to their homelands with tantalizing accounts of
life in Venice. The many accounts of Venice helped 1o establish
and perpetuate a kind of “myth fiction,™

The Venetian civic myth tells a powerful story
about Venetian male patrician images of
themselves and others. The role the myth
played as an idealized and ideologically
modivated cultural Fiction that the Venetian
republic adopred iself, repeated and pro-
moted in countless patriotic panegyrics and
rhapsodic travel accounts,”

Importantly, Habiti Antichi et Moderni is an expanded and
edited version of Vecellio's first costume book printed in 1590.*
The 1598 edition includes a Latin translation along with an
edited version of the original 1590 ltalian text. The inclusion
of this mew translation, in the literary language, confirms Habiri
Anrichi et Moderni's role in the “myth of Venice,” whether
Vecellio was aware of his participation or not.” Latin was im-
portant for disseminating the myth in a more active way, as
officials were appointed to pen Latin histories that echoed the
position of rulership.® The language of humanism (purported

B Vecellio, Dy gl Flabir Antichi of Moderni of Diverse Parti del Mondo
(Venetia: Damian Zenaro, 1590). This edition contained 420 illustra-
tions with Italian texts, See the publisher’s note i Vecellio. Vecelfio's
Renaizzance Costiame Book (MNew York: Dover, 1977) and Traci Eliza-
beth Timmons * Malvied Asrichi et Modern o Tutse i Mordo s an Indi-
cator of the Late Sixteenth-Century Venetian Social Order” (M. A. the-
sis, University of South Florida, 19963 18-21 and 27-31.

? Moreowver, Vecellin's wse of Latin cranslations in (he 1598 ediion, Wabit
Antechi ot Modermi di Turto il Mondo, and not in the 1590 aditkon, De
gir Mabini Antichi et Maderni di Diverse Parni del Mowde, suggesis thal
in terms of the “myth fiction,” the 1598 edition plaved an emirely dif-
ferent role, despite the two editions’ similarities,

* Muir 15,




HABITI ANTICHI ET MODERNT Df TUTTO [L MOXDO AND THE “MYTH OF VENICE

by Latin texts) had transformed a traditional myth of a holy
city protected by Saint Mark, independent from all foreign
powers, into a coherent political ideology that was classical in
its denvation.”

Venice was essentially an oligarchy ruled by the nobility
or patrician class, a relatively small group of males. Although
the cittadini (upper-class men not of the nobility) had several
elected roles, their power was relatively minimal. For the rest,
the popolani and other lower-class males, their panicipation in
the political affairs of the state was basically non-existent,”
alithough their public presence was necessary for demonstrar-
ing the amiable coexistence of the different classes the myth
suggesied. Gasparo Contarini, writing in 1551 likened the Ve-
netian class structure to a perfected human body:

the nobility (patrician male class) were the
eyes, seeing all and directing the actions of
the body; the cirading and popolani were the
lower, more menial limbs, following the or-
ders of the eyes. Yet there was reciprociny:
the eyes and the limbs depended on cach
other for survival."

In his illustrations of male patrician dress, Vecellio dem-
onsirates that dress defines office, rank or age. Through dress
Vecellio reflects the ideologies of the myth: a regal presence,
authority, decorum and gravity."” He begins with the Femetian
Generals (fol. 79 / Figure 2) who wear “the royal cloak of
gold that is the true Roman cloak ™ The Roman cloak em.-
phasizes Venice's all ‘antica ideals and links them to the clas-
sical past. By wearing the readily recognized Roman cloak,"
patrician men became living models of ancient Rome.'* Fur-
ther, similar dress among patrician men emphasized social
cohesion and order. Vecellio reinforces this idea by illustrat-
ing male patricians in the same basic sivle. In Habiti Antichi
ef Madermi, the ducal dress with the grand sleeves open, also
referred to as the “toga,” is used to illustrate the dress of the
Senator (fol. B0v / Figure 3), as well as that of the Magistrare
{fol. 81v / Figure 4), several variations of the Noblemen (fF.
82v, 83v and 85v), and the Young Venetian Nobleman (fol.
84w / Figure 5).
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The myth suggests that noblemen were primarily con-
cerned with their duty to the Republic. Vecellio, on several
occasions, discusses the public duties of males, describing the
responsibilitics of those who serve and protect. He describes
the security duties of the Minor Caprains (fol. 88v) for the Doge
and the state, saying that “.. they walk in front of the [Doge)
wherever he goes... and they walk at night outside in the streets
of Venice to scarch for people doing wrong things...."™

Vecellio establishes that male dress, both patrician and
cittadini, is open and self-cxplanatory, clear and meaningful.
For the Heads of the Council of Ten, Vecellio says:

The dress you see here is of the feads of the

Council of Ten (Magistrates) [fol. 81v / Fig-

ure 4] who are three and who change every

month...they are elected by strength and it

is the magistrate who has the greatest, cven

tremendous authority...they carry the red

vest...[he] is strong in life and his characier

is of great reputation...'”
The cittadini are casily distinguizshed from the nobility by their
difference in dress. Vecellio states:

..Many of the Merchants and Shopkeepers

[fol. 91v / Figure 6] of the city of Venice

wear the vest with gloved hands, but for the

most part, they wear a short dress of heavy

cloak...and they wear tall hats..."
Dress, as Vecellio illustrates, can also exhibit age, as in the
casc of the Noble Venetian Youth (fol. 84v / Figure 5) whe,
“until they are between fifteen and twenty years, they carry a
short dress...[as they reach a certain age] they carry a long
dress...they take the foga and induce with it gravity and mod-
esty.” " The matured youth's use of the toga reiterates Venice's
adherence to classical tradition, and again, expresses social
cohesion because all noblemen dress in the same style.

However, Vecellio's account of patrician male dress con-
currently exposes the inequality of male ranks. Vecellio's ar-
rangement reveals the social dominance of the noblemen and
the subordination of the pepelani and lower classes. Vecellio
devotes sixteen woodcut illustrations and accompanying text

even the same that hath beene used these three thousand

yeares amongst them, and also uniforme. For all of therm

use but one and the same forme of habite, even the slen-

der doublet made close o the body, without quilting or

bombase, and long hose plaine, without those new fangled

cunosities.. used with us English men.....
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to dress of the patrician and upper-class males, far more than
he devotes 10 any other male group. He unifies and distinguishes
the patriciate by discussing their similarities in dress, reinfore-
ing their maintenance of classical tradition, and divulging their
admirable and honest qualities.™ His other illustrations of Ve-
nectian males: those of students, soldiers, the servani- and other
lower-classes, suggest that the popolani played a less impor-
tant role in the terms outlined by the myth. Their dress is nei-
ther similar, nor distinctive, except in its ability to differentiate
them from the noblemen. Further, Vecellio's reatment of the
non-patrician classes fails to substantially recogmize their vari-
ous class levels, interspersing slaves with soldiers and students.
In his devotion to the male patrician class, Vecellio reveals an
oligarchic Venetian government and a social order that clearly
defined the nobleman as deserving of political power®

For his illustrations of patrician women, Vecellio's char-
acterizations become very different from those used to describe
men. Instead of defining women by rank or age, Vecellio de-
fines women by their relationships with men: virgins, married
women or widows. The Venetian woman's role in the myth was
very different from that of the male. She created an appearance
of wealth and beauty that was essential in presenting the glori-
ous self-image of Venice.”

However, women held a paradoxical position tied directly
to dress. While concurrently being considered the republic’s
embodiment of aMuence and luxury, the costume and adom-
ments of women were targeted by sumptuary laws which regu-
lated extravagance, initially to save the wealth of the Republic’s
patrician class. ' Rather than gencrally addressing men and
women, the underlying ideas of the sumptuary laws narrowed
the problem of excess and luxury to women alone.™ This no-
tion was problematic because the material adornments of a
woman's body were expressions of the status of the related
male.” The Venetian woman was continually under the aus-
pices of the male—passing from the natal family of her father
{as daughter) to the family of her husband (as wife).” In other
words, the dress of noblewomen was restricted by noblemen
who continually controlled it, yet it was woman's sumpluous
display of patrician male wealth that warranted legislation.
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Although costume aligned patrician women with sump-
wousness and anifice, Vecellio demonstrates through dress
that these women also had a structured and well-guarded vis-
ihility. Even though noblewomen’s public appearance was tan-
tamount o presenting a magnificent Vienice, their appearance
in public was very restricted. The Feacrian Firgin (fol. 95v /
Figure 7) provides a good example, as Vecellio describes her
noble upbringing:

The practices and institutes for raising the

maost noble virgins in Venice is in the highest

and most notable honesty because they are

well-guarded and custodianed in paternal

homes so that very often not even the closcst

relatives could see them during girlhood.*
The virgin's visibility is further controlled by her use in public
spaces of the veil “which is very large and covers the face and
cl‘cﬂ_"?l-

In his illustration of the Noblewomen Dressed For Public
Holidays (fol. 101v / Figure 8), Vecellio describes the time
when women were instructed 1o be embodiments of display
for Venice. During public holidays and festivals, or when an
important visitor came to Venice, the sumptuary laws were
lifted, giving a false impression of the city's normal condi-
tions,

Moblewomen were invited to be present ail
spectacles for grand personages as ofien hap-
pened in Yenice. To these women it was con-
ceded that they can dress and omament them-
sclves as it pleases them the most, which they
cannot do al other imes. So as it was when
King Henry 111, King of France, was
brought...to a superb and marvelous spec-
tacle. With great accompaniment, he was
brought 1o the hall where there were two hun-
dred gentlewomen, who were very beautiful
and of high families...and they appeared with
such beauty that the king and his following
were astonished and stupified....™
For visitors, not familiar with the normal dress codes or the
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public restrictions placed on women, such events created false
impressions of the republic, These impressions suggested eco-
nomic prosperity even in times of the republic’s financial hard-
ships. Further, the use of woman as sumptuous display empha-
sizes women's position as that of republic embellishment,
Habiti Antichi ¢i Moderni’s account of late sixteenth-cen-
tury Venetian dress demonstrates that costume was a significr
of rank, office or age for the patrician nobleman, and a signi-
fier of sexual status and wealth for noblewomen. Vecellio also
suggests that dress aligns its wearers with charactenstics im-
plicit in the “myth of Venice.” The dress of the noblemen con-
ferred the long-term preservation of the divinely ordained in-
stitution and suggested a well-ordered, cobesive society, The
dress of noblewomen affirmed the glonous beauty of Vemice.
Vecellio's costume book defines the social order of Yemce,
demonstrating that Venice embodied a very highly structured
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social order in the sixteenth century. It confirms that dress
was one of the chief signifiers of that order. Through Vecellio®s
words and images on costume, Habin denotes very different
roles for men and women and delineates how dress defined
the spaces that cach sex could eccupy. When examined as an
artifact, Habiti Aniichi et Moderni provides twentieth-cen-
tury observers with insight into a Cinguecenio Venetian male’s
contribution to the “myth of Venice.” Through this highly in-
formative account of Venetian dress, Habiti Antichi et Moderni
di Tutto if Mando discloses how costume defined and reflected
the late sixteenth-century Venetian social order
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Figure 6. [above leff] Cesare Viecellio, Merchams and Shopleepers (folio 9 1v), woodeut, | 598
Yemsoe. Photo by Paul Herrin, counesy of the University of South Florida Library. Depanment ol
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