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Costume Style and Leonardo's Knots in the Lady with an Ermine 

Costume Style 

To u n d e r s t a n d the cos tume w o r n by the si t ter for 
L e o n a r d o ' s Lady with an Ermine, it is necessary to recall the 
evolut ion of w o m e n s ' fashions in Q u a t t r o c e n t o Italy. 
Regiona l dif ferences reflected the political dis in tegra t ion 
of the I ta l ian na t ion into several i n d e p e n d e n t states, most 
of which were simply city-states. Nevertheless, unti l the 
middle of the f i f teen th century, in some places even 
longer, the i n t e rna t iona l cour t fashion or ig ina t ing in 
France a n d Flanders p r e d o m i n a t e d in Italy: high, pad 
ded , hear t  a n d h o r n  s h a p e d headdresses or t u r b a n s ; 
high, uncovered , and convex foreheads ; small Vshaped 
decolletages; t ight  f i t t ing bodices; a n d long, t ra i l ing 
skirts. T h e style of the per iod can best be seen in the pain t 
ings a n d drawings of A n t o n i o Pisanello, as well as in the 
f igurat ive decora t ions on cassoni. 

T h e style of the I ta l ian Ear ly Rena i s sance was estab
lished in the second half of the f i f teenth century, with its 
chief cen te r in Florence. I t is well d o c u m e n t e d in profi le 
por t ra i t s by Alesso Baldovinet t i , Paolo Uccello, A n t o n i o 

Pollaiuolo, S a n d r o Botticelli, a n d Piero della Francesca . 
A par t icu lar ly good example is offered in the fresco por
trai t of G i o v a n n a degli Albizzi by D o m e n i c o G h i r l a n d a i o 
in the Floren t ine church of S a n t a M a r i a Novella. 

In such por t ra i t s , fo reheads r e m a i n uncovered , bu t 
the high Goth ic headdresses have been replaced by t rans
p a r e n t veils a n d nets and the ha i r is a r r a n g e d in e labora te 
plaits, bra ids , a n d knots , par t ly f lowing and richly or
n a m e n t e d with r ibbons , fillets, and pear ls and other 
jewelry. Blond ha i r prevails, be ing praised above all. 
G o w n s are m a d e of heavy, pa t t e rned brocades a n d vel
vets, with a d d e d embro idery . Bodices are still t ight a n d 
laced, sleeves are t ied with r ibbons , decorat ively slashed, 
a n d white blouses show t h r o u g h the slits. Skirts fall in or
ganp ipe pleats. 

Despi te the existence of the i r own highly developed lo
cal style, Italian women were receptive to fashions impor ted 
f r o m ab road . Spanish inf luence c o m i n g via Naples, ruled 
by the A r a g o n dynasty, was especially s t rong. 

A u n i q u e new style was b o r n at the Cast i l ian cour t 
a r o u n d 1470. It incorpora ted medieval tradit ions, Moor i sh 
motifs , I ta l ian Renaissance ideas, a n d some innovat ions 
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of its own. D a r k brown or black ha i r was general ly fa
vored, divided in two smooth waves circling the cheeks, 
ga thered at the back in a long queue , covered on the head 
with a cap, the bra id be ing h i d d e n in a long cloth casing 
(called in Spanish el tranzado, in English pigtail). In the 
f ron t the a r r a n g e m e n t of the ha i r was identical with the 
d o m i n a n t fashion for centur ies a m o n g Or ien t a l w o m e n 
as fa r as Persia and Arab ia , as well as M o o r i s h Anda lus ia . 
Braids were pu t in to o r n a m e n t e d casings a l ready in 
R o m a n e s q u e France. T h e small cap at the back was fixed 
by a fillet across the brow. 

T h e bodices of the Spanish gowns were similar to 
I ta l ian ones but the skirts were ent i re ly dif ferent . In 1468, 
w h e n J u a n a de Portugal , the wife of the king of Casti le, 
E n r i q u e I V el Impo ten te , was p r e g n a n t with an illegiti
m a t e child, she invented a bel l shaped undersk i r t 
st i ffened by reed hoops (los verdugos or guarda-infante, in En
glish far th ingale) . A typical Spanish los verdugos gown was 
comple ted by a cape with one vertical o p e n i n g for the a r m 
(sbernia) a n d busk in shoes (los chapines), also an O r i e n t a l 
invent ion. 

T h e f a s h i o n style alia castellana cou ld only be c r e a t e d 
on S p a n i s h soil as a successfu l c o m b i n a t i o n of d i f f e r e n t 
e l e m e n t s in a h igh ly o r g a n i c a n d or ig ina l f o r m . I t d e t e r 
m i n e d a new sys tem of m o v e m e n t s , poses, a n d ges tures , 
c o n t r i b u t i n g to t he S p a n i s h c o u r t e t i q u e t t e w h i c h was 
soon to f a s c i n a t e E u r o p e . In a very sho r t t i m e t he S p a n 
ish style fo r w o m e n h a d p e n e t r a t e d n e i g h b o r i n g c o u n 
tr ies , a p p e a r i n g e p h e m e r a l l y in F r a n c e , F l a n d e r s , E n 
g l a n d , a n d G e r m a n y a n d m a k i n g its grea tes t c o n q u e s t 
in Italy. It r a r e ly kept its r ig id f o r m ; m o r e o f t e n t h a n 
not , s o m e typ ica l ly S p a n i s h f e a t u r e s were c o m b i n e d 
wi th local ones . W h o was c a p a b l e of i m i t a t i n g fu l ly t he 
S p a n i s h ladies? 

It was abou t 1480 tha t the Spanish fashion en te red I ta
ly t h rough Naples, a n d over the next t en years it reached 
the n o r t h e r n par t of the country. Its pa th m a y be t r aced 
with great accuracy t hanks to a pro fus ion of l i terary a n d 
i conograph ic sources. O n e of the first pa in t ings with la
dies represen ted in Span i sh style is L o r e n z o Cos ta ' s The 
Bentivoglio Family Before the Madonna Enthroned, da ted 1488, in 
the church of San G i a c o m o M a g g i o r e in Bologna. 

Lucrez i a Borgia and Isabella a n d Beatr ice d ' E s t e 
were great ly responsible for the spread of the new fashion 
to n o r t h e r n Italy. T h e cour t of Este in Fer ra ra was closely 

connec ted to the A r a g o n cour t in Naples. Beatrice, 
d a u g h t e r of Eleonore of Aragon , m a r r i e d the duke of M i 
lan, Ludovico Sforza ("il M o r o " ) in 1491, a n d i n t roduced 
the Span i sh style to M i l a n . Unt i l then the ladies of M i l a n 
h a d worn cos tumes similar to the Floren t ine style, with 
some G e r m a n inf luences {alia tedesca). Insp i red by Bea
trice, they c o m b e d their ha i r down in smooth waves, 
adop ted the pigtails fal l ing f r o m small caps a n d the black 
fillets, and o r n a m e n t e d the coi f fure a n d the neck with 
pear ls a n d other jewels, favor ing beads of black a m b e r 
(ambra nera). T h e y accepted the sbernia, bu t were not brave 
e n o u g h to wear the far th ingales a n d busk in shoes. 

T h i s severely fo rma l fashion is depic ted in a great 
n u m b e r of cour t por t ra i t s on panels , in minia tu res , 
mura l s , m a r b l e busts , and even t iny cameos. Yet it was ex
t ingu ished af ter Beatr ice ' s dea th in 1497 a n d Ludovico ' s 
expuls ion f r o m M i l a n two years later. T h e most notab le 
p o r t r a i t s of M i l a n e s e l ad ies in S p a n i s h dress a re as fol
lows: Bea t r i ce d ' E s t e in the Pala Sforzesca ( B r e r a Gal lery , 
M i l a n ) a n d in a b u s t by G i a n C r i s t o f o r o R o m a n o 
( L o u v r e , Par is ) ; t he s u p p o s e d Bea t r i ce in t he Dama alia 
Reticella, school of L e o n a r d o ( P i n a c o t e c a A m b r o s i a n a , 
M i l a n ) , a n d in a p a i n t i n g by A l e s s a n d r o A r a l d i (Uf f i z i 
Gal lery , Florence ) ; Bona of Savoy ( T h e N a t i o n a l Gal lery , 
L o n d o n ) ; Bianca Maria Sforza by A m b r o g i o d a P r e d i s 
( N a t i o n a l G a l l e r y of A r t , W a s h i n g t o n ) ; a n d L u c r e z i a 
Crivel l i (?) in La Belle Ferronniere, school of L e o n a r d o 
( L o u v r e ) [Fig. 15]. 

T h e Lady with an Ermine b e l o n g s to th is d i s t i n g u i s h e d 
list. T h e t h r e e  q u a r t e r pos i t ion of h e r h e a d allows one 
to see only t he o u t l i n e of t he c a p a n d pig ta i l . A g a u z e veil 
he ld by a black fillet covers t he h e a d . T h e a u b u r n ha i r , 
c o m b e d d o w n , h a s lost its or ig ina l wavy l ine a n d n o w 
c o m e s u n d e r t he ch in d u e to a f au l t in r e n o v a t i o n . T h e 
s i t te r wears a neck lace of b lack a m b e r . H e r gown, m a 
r o o n in color, is e m b r o i d e r e d in p a t t e r n s of k n o t s a n d 
loops. T h e black l ines in t h e f r o n t of t he bod ice a n d t he 
t apes of t he sleeves a re u n f o r t u n a t e l y r e p a i n t e d . She 
also h a s a b lue sbernia wi th a go lden l i n ing . 

M o s t scholars have d a t e d t he p a i n t i n g a b o u t 1483, 
j u s t a f t e r L e o n a r d o ' s a r r iva l in M i l a n . T h i s view is 
b a s e d u p o n the c o r r e s p o n d e n c e b e t w e e n Cec i l i a Gal l e r 
an i , a l ady of t he S f o r z a c o u r t , a n d I s abe l l a d ' E s t e . In 
a l e t t e r of 1497, Cec i l i a w r o t e t h a t she was q u i t e y o u n g 
at t he t i m e w h e n L e o n a r d o p a i n t e d her , a n d t h a t she was 
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no longer like the por t ra i t . Nevertheless, it canno t be 
proved tha t she is in fact the subject of the Lady with an Er
mine. We do not know any Milanese por t ra i t of a r o u n d 
1483 showing Span i sh dress; almost all those por t ra i t s in 
which the fashion appea r s were pa in ted abou t 1490 a n d 
in the next decade, at the t ime of the great m a t r i m o n i a l 
connec t ions of Milan , Fer ra ra , a n d Naples . It would 
the re fore seem correct to da te the Lady with an Ermine 
a b o u t 1490. 

Leonardo's Knots 

T h e si t ter ' s gown in the Lady with an Ermine is decora t 
ed with specific o r n a m e n t s known as " L e o n a r d o ' s kno t s" 
{nodi di Leonardo). N o scholar has paid any a t t en t ion to 
t h e m , possibly because they are located in the d a r k por
t ions of the pic ture and are part ly d e f o r m e d by 
repa in t ing . 
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T h r e e di f ferent types of o r n a m e n t s m a y be discerned: 
First , double loops in f igure-of-eight f o r m r epea ted in an 
endless system (on the edge of the decolletage a n d on the 
sleeves); second, endless knots, slightly d e f o r m e d , repeat 
ed in square fields (on the right side of the bodice, as well 
as at the top of the r ight sleeve); and th i rd , knots as above 
with the addi t ion of quat refo i l loops (on the left sleeve u n 
der the layer of red pain t , visible only when l ighted f r o m 
a cer ta in angle) . 

A compara t ive basis for the prob lem is offered by the 
knots L e o n a r d o drew in his manusc r ip t s , in par t i cu la r in 
the Codice Atlantico; the emblema t i c etchings f o u n d e d on 
the knots a n d in ter lac ing motifs with the inscr ipt ion 
Leonardi Vinci Academia, which are a t t r ibu ted to Leonardo , 
a n d woodcut copies of t h e m m a d e by Albrecht Diirer ; the 
m u r a l decora t ion of the Sala delle Asse in the Caste l lo 
Sforzesco in Milan ; and finally, by the ana logous motifs 
of knots a n d loops in the cos tume decora t ions of cer ta in 
other pa in t ings by Leonardo . 

T h e r e is also literary evidence. Vasari noted Leonardo ' s 
passion for knot designs; it is also known tha t he himself 
took such designs f r o m Florence to Milan . Scholars were 
in t r igued by these knots very early on, the French 
positivists J . D. Passavant and G. d A d d a expla in ing t h e m 
as pa t t e rns for cos tume embro idery . M o r e recent ly the in
t e rp re ta t ion was great ly b r o a d e n e d , as some symbolic in
tricacies were p r e s u m e d . L u d w i g Goldsche ider pu t for
ward the suggestion tha t the e m b l e m a t i c engrav ings 
represen ted tickets for scientific deba tes organ ized by 
Leonardo , a n d read in the knots a c ryp tograph ic signa
tu r e of the painter , based on a p u n f r o m vincire (to lace, 

to knot) and Vinci . A n a n d a K. C o o m a r a s w a m y inter
p re ted the e m b l e m s as an old l abyr in th subject or even a 
universal f o r m deno t i ng the cosmos. M i r c e a Eliade ex
pla ined the knots as an anc ien t magic sign a n d an at t r ib
u te of such I n d o  E u r o p e a n gods as V a r u n a , A h r i m a n , 
a n d O d i n . M a r c e l Brion, in s u m m i n g u p the opin ions of 
his predecessors , also stressed the symbol ic values of 
L e o n a r d o ' s knots . 

T h e s e investigations were largely devoid of analysis of 
the fo rms L e o n a r d o ' s knots take. H e r e the knots may be 
divided into several groups . Some of t h e m simply repea t 
main ly M o o r i s h a n d Turkish pat te rns , others are free var
iat ions on Or ien t a l motifs , while still others are the ar t is t ' s 
invent ion based on the E u r o p e a n o r n a m e n t a l t radi t ion . 

Part icular ly i m p o r t a n t is the endless knot appl ied 
both in the e m b l e m a t i c composi t ions a n d in the gown 
decora t ion of the Lady with an Ermine. D er iv in g f r o m the 
Far East , it belongs, as the sign of longevity, to the set of 
Eight Lucky Symbols of Buddh i sm. T h i s sign was ex
t remely popu la r and spread f r o m one coun t ry to another , 
a p p e a r i n g on vessels, textiles, rugs, jewels, coins, a n d 
a r m s f r o m at least the twelfth century. It c a m e to I taly as 
early as the fou r t een th cen tu ry a n d is found , for instance, 
in L u c c a n textiles, bu t was m u c h m o r e in fashion by the 
second half of the fifteenth century, especially in Venice. 
L e o n a r d o ' s drawings of the endless knot have survived in 
several places in the Codice Atlantico. 

T h u s we find in the cos tume a n d headdress of the Lady 
with an Ermine specific motifs of O r i e n t a l der ivat ion: the 
Moor i sh  insp i r ed Span i sh style a n d the anc ien t , enig
mat i c knots . 
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