
This class will be an 
introduction to medieval leather 
crafting. We will focus on the basic 
European medieval purse. You will 
learn basic materials, styles and 
construction methods. By the end 
of this course you should have 
a better understanding of the 

functionality of the basic leather 
purse.  You will also have the 
materials and instruction to make 
simple purse for yourself.

Medieval Leather 101: A Simple Purse     

Leather in Medieval Europe    
Leather was a commonly 

used material by all classes of 
people in Europe.  Clothing, shoes, 
drinkware, armor, sadles and 
purses are just a few of the items 
that were constructed with this 
material. Many objects, such as 
purses were decorated to provide 
identi�cation for the item and it�s 
owner. The more decorated the 
item, the greater the value of its 
contents and /or the higher class of 

its owner. 
Vegetable tanned leather from 

mainly goat, cow, deer or pig, was 
used for items. Leather was tanned 
using bark from acidic trees such 
as oak. The term tanning comes 
from the medieval Latin word 
tann�re, derivative of tannum (oak 
bark) [Wiki.].  Tooling leather is 
essentially the only leather that is 
vegetable tanned today and comes 
in a variety of thicknesses. We will 

be using this in our class to make 
our purse.

Money Purse (Drawstring)                

The Money Purse 
was used by both men 
and women in Medieval 
Europe. There have been 
many di�erent styles of 
construction for the purses, 
all of which have the same 
�nished structure, a soft 
pouch with a cord that was 
strung through holes at the 
top and attached to a girdle 
or a belt. 

Pouch Purse    

The Pouch Purse was very 
similar to the Money Purse. 
The main di�erence was that it 
had a rear panel (sti�er leather 
normally in the shape of a 
pear) which had a loop that 
the belt would go through. 
The front of the pouch was 
made from soft leather like 
that of the Money Purse and 
was opened and closed with a 
drawstring. This was worn by 
women.
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The Girdle Purse was worn by 
men of the Middle Ages. It had 
numerous designs.  All of them 
had similar construction in that 
they had a double loop to slide 
the belt through. Though, some 
purses you �nd that the two loops 
close at the top and there is just 
a decorative hole cut out in the 
center area of the loop.   

These purses had anywhere 
from one compartment to many 

depending on the needs of the 
wearer.  Some of the purses had 
drawstring pouches inside so as 
to separate contents (normally 
soft pouches were used to hold 
coin). Larger more �at areas 
could hold important documents. 
And purses with a gusset would 
allow for even larger objects to 
be carried.  Depending on the 
construction, �rm and/or soft 
leather was used.

Girdle Purse                

Linen Thread, Bees Wax and Awls        

There are a few stitches that 
we will be using in class. For sew-
ing articles of leather together we 
will be using either the Running 
stitch (�g. A.1) or the Whip stitch 
(�g. A.2). There is also the daisy 
chain stitch as well (�g. A.3)

A running stitch goes in one 
hole and out through the next in 
one direction, without crossing 
over any edges. Alternating on 
each side of the material for the 
entry and exit points (�g. A.1)

A whip stitch goes along 
the edge of the article to be 
sewn. Each time the thread goes 
through the same side of the 
material by entering the hole, 
wrapping around the outer edge 

of the material and then enter-
ing into the next hole 
on the same side as the 
previous stitch (�g. A.2)

A daisy chain stitch 
goes through the 
stitching hole wrapping 
around the base of the 
chain done prior and 
then exiting the same 
hole it entered through 
(�g. A.3). We will discuss 
this stitch in greater 
detail in class.

�g. A

Stitches        

Linen thread coated with 
bees wax was used to sew leather 
together. Take a piece of linen 
thread and hold it about 3� away 
from one end. Hold the thread 
against the wax and with your 
�nger or thumb securing the 
thread pull it along the surface of 
the wax to the end. Repeat this 
at least one more time. Then turn 

the thread around and starting 
at the 3� (approximately) spot 
on the thread pull the rest of the 
thread through the wax in the 
same manner. Now thread your 
harness or saddlers needle. You 
will be using an awl to punch 
holes in the leather. When punch-
ing holes into the leather make 
sure your �ngers are not in the 

way of the awl. It is very painful 
to punch a hole in your �nger! 
Please be careful!  You will punch 
one or two holes and then sew 
the thread through the newly 
made holes. Then again punch a 
few more holes and repeat.
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�g. C.2

�g. C.1

�g. E

�g. F

�g. D

continued

Soft leather such as Goat, Calf, 
or Pigskin was used to make these 
purses. The leather was normally 
anywhere from 1/2 oz. to 2 oz. in 
weight. It would have been oiled 
and/or waxed to waterproof it. 

There are a few shapes from 
which to construct this purse. The 
�rst style can be made from a large 
circle. The next style of Money Purse 
can be made from a rectangular 
shape that can be cut from two 
pieces or one extra long piece.  The 
edges of the seams are turned/
folded in about 1/4� and then sewn 
together (�g.B) around the perimeter  
with the whip stitch (remember one 
side is left open, otherwise you�ll 
have a purse with no opening).  

For both rectangular shaped 
purses we will stitch a �ap on 
opposite ends of the bag. Two 
holes will be punched in both �aps, 
reinforcing where the two separate 
cords will go through.  These will 
be sewn on either end where the 
stitching meets the opening of the 
purse (�g.C.2). For the round one 
it will be on opposite sides of the 
circle (�g.C.1).  Sometimes the �aps 
are connected to form a strap (like a 
purse strap) (�g.D).  This would allow 
for attachment to a belt without 
using the closing cords. 

Holes must be punched to 
allow for the cording to close the 
purse. For the circle purse holes are 
punched around the outer edge of 
the leather (not too close to the edge 
or the cording may pull through the 
leather depending on the weight 
of the contents of the bag and the 
thickness of the leather).  The holes 
can be any distance from each 
other depending on the size of the 

leather circle and the thickness of 
the leather. Remember that a cord 
must gather the leather together 
in an accordion pleat fashion (two 
holes per pleat)(�g.E)  The top edge 
of rectangular money purse is also 
punched like that of the circle purse 
(�g.F). Again, be careful as to not 
punch holes too close to the edge. 

Constructing a Money Purse      

�g. B
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�g. H

�g. G
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Constructing a Money Purse    (cont...)

Two cords (of any appropriate material) are 
threaded through all the holes. One cord will start and 
stop at one end where one of the reinforcing �aps has 
been sewn (start by lacing into one of the two holes 
in the end �aps and end by coming out of the other 
of the two holes so that both ends of the cord are on 
the outside of the purse)(�g.G). The other cord will be 
done the same way but with the opposite �ap. The 
two cords can then be knotted at the ends and then 
be pulled at opposite sides to close the purse.  Before 
knotting a decorative bead can be threaded through 
each of the two cords. (�g. H)




