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Introduction 
This purse of a ‘very curious’ shape struck my interest upon seeing a few photos of it online. Although I 
don’t have any other items from a 16th Century wardrobe yet, it wouldn’t be the first time that I started a 
project based entirely off of one small accessory. 
 
This purse has been described as ‘in the shape of a lute’, ‘in the shape of a flask’, and as a ‘phallic-shaped’ 
purse, and examples place the purse style in Italy, the Netherlands, England, France, with further evidence 
from two Flemish paintings. Although the various purses have been dated at a variety of years, the purse 
can be firmly placed to the 16th century, likely the late 16th century.  
 
The in paintings, this style of purse is only worn by women, though there is speculation that because of its 
shape there may be a ‘love token’ connotation. I have yet to find any information on who might have made 
the purse in period, though given the specialization in Italy at the time of textile and craft workers, it was 
likely not made by the wearer nor the giver if it was indeed a gift, rather it would have been purchased or 
commissioned.  
 
Originals were made of silk velvet with a firm cardboard inner structure, though I am not sure of the 
construction method; if the originals were both glued and sewn or only sewn, though there is evidence for 
gluing as a construction method for period purses of other types which are more prevalent and thus have 
been examined in more detail. 
 
I’ll go into each of these points in more detail in the documentation to follow. 

Description of entry 
I created a ‘purse in the shape of a lute’ in the style 
of, but not in an attempt to replicate 16th century 
extant examples and painted versions.  
 
I made this purse in purple cotton velvet, red & 
gold striped silk, gold trim and thread, and other 
notions. There are a few things I would do 
differently if I were to make the purse again which 
I’ll explain below. Coincidently, my ‘purse in the 
shape of a flask’ has a colour scheme reminiscent 
of a Canadian flask-filler’s signature pouch… 
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Period examples  
There have been a few surviving examples of this purse style: 
 One (or perhaps two) from Italy 
 Three from the Netherlands 
 One from England 
 One from France 
 
Additionally there are two Flemish paintings depicting this style. I also recall hearing of a German 
example, but have as of yet, been unable to find any reference to it. 
 

With the exception of the coins found in one purse 
(below) none of the purses include period 
explanations to their use in period. Likewise, while 
there is academic speculation as to the reason for 
the shape, I have found no period documentation 
about the reason for the shape of this purse.  

Netherlands examples 

Green Rijks Museum purse 
The Rijks Museum in the Netherlands has one of 
the surviving purses in this style measuring 11cm 
by 7.5 cm. Using Google Translate, the purse is 
described by the museum as “Purse green velvet 
drawstring and trimmed with gold thread on a box 
in the shape of a pair of scissors (phallus?) of ditto 
velvet and bullion, with two metal eyelets, 
anonymous, after 1580”. 
 
The website is very good, as they thoroughly list 
the materials used to construct the purse: 
 Silk velvet – the main fabric of the bag 
 Leather – the lining for the pouch 
 Cardboard – the inside form of the object 
 Gold thread – the drawstring and trim 
 Metal - the “eye” which is at the top of the 

object 
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The method of hanging this purse seems to be through the “eye” at the top of the purse. A wire appears to 
be fed through the top of the purse’s frame, and looped on each side. Presumably a cord could then be 
passed through each hole and then up over a belt. Unfortunately the hanging cord is not with the purse. 
 
The Rijks Museum states that the purse was either constructed in the Netherlands or Italy, and go on to 
describe pouch (translated) as lined with leather, but being so small that only a few coins could possibly fit 
in it. They speculate that the purse may have had an “erotic connotation” but don’t elaborate what that 
might be; if this might have been a gift to a lover, or a symbol. 

Amsterdam Historical Museum purse 
The Rijks Museum also thankfully describes a purse in this style at the “AHM” as “lined with smooth 
velvet and embroidered”. They also note that this purse had three coins in it, one dated from 1591. 
 
I was not able to find further information about this purse (colour, size, etc) from the Amsterdam Historical 
Museum. 

Orange-Nassau Museum purse 
The Rijks Museum describes the third example of a purse in this style found in the Netherlands at the 
Orange-Nassau Museum as decorated with “river pearls and gold thread”. 
 
I was not able to find further information about this purse (colour, size, etc) from the Orange-Nassau 
Museum. 

French example 

Musée de Cluny purse 
The Rijks Museum in the Netherlands describes the purse in France as “identical to the Dutch”, though 
does not describe if this purse is identical to the velvet one lined with leather, the velvet one lined with 
smooth velvet, or the third example with river pearls.  
 
I was not able to find further information about this purse (colour, size, etc) from the Cluny Museum in 
Paris. 

Italian example(s) 

Bargello Museum purse 
The Rijks Museum in the Netherlands describes the purse in France as “identical to the Dutch”, though 
does not describe if this purse is identical to the velvet one lined with leather, the velvet one lined with 
smooth velvet, or the third example with river pearls. 
 
Although the Bargello Museum in Florence does have a number of searchable databases of their artwork 
online, and mentions “Tessuti antichi” – antique textiles as a searchable field, I was not able to use the 
search system to successfully find their antique textiles to see this purse online. 
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Realm of Venus/ Museo Correr purse 
 On the costume maker’s website the Realm of Venus, the author shares a photo, original Italian text, and 

translated English text for another purse, 
describing it as from Venice. The original source is 
from (translated by Google) “The crafts of fashion 
in Venice from the thirteenth to the eighteenth 
century” from the “Napoleonic Wing and Museo 
Correr, Venice” published in 1988. The author of 
the Realm of Venus, Anabella Wake, does not link 
to the original, and despite my attempts to find it, I 
could not find the original either. So although it’s 
possible this is a second surviving example from 
Italy, it’s difficult to ascertain without a photo or 
description of the one previously attributed to the 
Bargello Museum in Florence. The Museo Correr 
in Venice does have a search functionality, and I 
searched for “Velluto tagliato” (cut velvet) and 
“Borsa” (purse) as well as “Velluto Borsa” (velvet 
purse) with lots of replies, but none of them the 
purse shown on the Realm of Venus. 
 
Anabella’s English translation of this purse 
describes it as a dark green silk cut velvet purse 
embroidered with plant motifs with silver and 
pearls, along with blue silk satin stitch and silver 
sequins. This purse’s front pouch has a pink taffeta 
lining (presumably also silk), and closes with a 
cord.  
 

The text goes on to add that the purse was “wisely suspended (at) the waist of the dress” and the photo 
illustrates a small loop at the top, as well as a long cord crossing through the body of the purse. This long 
cord doesn’t appear to be part of the pouch’s drawstring, so likely was used for suspending the purse.  
While the loops at the top of the purse may have been used for suspension, I think it’s much more likely 
that the long ones were used, however the photograph and text do not indicate the length of this strap, to 
show if the purse hung at the hip/thigh (as the English purse) or lower leg (as in the Flemish painting). 
 
The translated text adds that the purse style ‘in the shape of a lute’ was “very much in vogue”, and that this 
was a very rich example of this style given all of the embroidery and pearls. Further the author writes that 
“this refined accessory, which certainly emphasised the sumptuousness of a ceremonial dress” was possibly 
a ‘love gift’. This ‘love gift’ is speculated upon as the shape suggests “two hearts pierced by two arrows, 
according to a custom widespread in the Renaissance”. I think it takes a lot of imagination to see two hearts 
in this purse, though perhaps my mind just sees something different! 
 
This purse measures 13 cm tall, taller than both of the previously measured examples, and is 8 cm wide and 
6 cm deep. It’s dated at the end of the 16th century like the green Dutch example. 
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English example 

British Museum purse 
 Like the Rijks Museum in the Netherlands, the 
British Museum gives plenty of information about the 
purse they have in this style. They describe the purse 
as: 
 
“Purse; crimson velvet; in the shape of a powder 
flask, with stiffened centre padded with horsehair; a 
drawstring pouch on each side and silver braid round 
edge.” 
 
They date the purse inconclusively to the 16th 
century, and describe the length as 4.75 inches (12 
cm), a centimetre longer than the green Dutch 
example.  
 
The note about a “pouch on each side” is also a 
change from the green Dutch example, which has 
only one pouch. The double-pouch also makes the 
shape more like a flask, and far less phallic than some 
of the other examples. 
 
The method of hanging this purse seems a bit 
haphazard, as if perhaps there was an original method 
that broke. The purse seems to have an original cord 
looped around the top of the purse, held on only by 

tension and the resist of the velvet pile. (The cord appears to be the same as the drawstring, lending me to 
believe it is the original cord.) 
 
This is, however, the only purse show with its strap, and unlike the Flemish painting (below) this strap is 
quite short, indicating the purse if suspended by this strap from the waist, was worn at the hip/upper thigh.  
 
Please see Appendix 1 for more information on this purse. 
 

Flemish paintings 

Isaac Claesz 
The painting Het Spinnen, Het Scheren Van De 
Ketting, En Het Weven, (Spinning, Shaving the 
chain and weaving, as translated by Google, 
Spinning, warping and weaving as per ‘Early 
Modern Women in the Low Countries’) by Isaac 
Claesz of Swanenburg is an oil painting dated 1594-
1596 which depicts seven main figures (and a 
number of background figures), four of which 
appear to be women.  
 
Two of these women appear to be carrying purses in 
this style, hanging from their waist belts to mid-
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calf/ankle height. The detail of this painting to the left is from Pinterest. 
 
One of the pouches appears to be dark green or black, trimmed in gold, while the other is red, trimmed in 
gold. If the proportions in the painting are true-to-life, the purses are about as long as a woman’s hand, and 
as about as wide. This is quite a bit different from the extant examples, raising the question of if the artist 
added these in from life, or from memory. There is not enough detail in the painting at the resolution on the 
Lakenhal Museum website to suggest if the purses have one or two pouches. The shape of the purses is 
much more like the green Dutch example; more phallic than the English example. The purses in this 
painting hang quite low, suggesting that the women wearing them are unconcerned with purse-snatching. 
 
The painting is one of seven commissioned to illustrate a detailed view of how raw wool was processed 
into fabric. Six paintings of the seven were preserved, and while two of those are allegorical, the remaining 
four are not; likely giving a fairly realistic insight into fashion during the period in which it was 
commissioned.  
 
I also viewed the “The Removal of the Wool from the Skins”, “Washing the Skins and Grading the Wool”, 
and “Fulling and Dyeing” paintings from this commissioned series and did not view any more purses in this 
style. However it’s note-worthy that there are far fewer full-length depictions of women in these additional 
paintings. In ‘Early Modern Women in the Low Countries’ spinning is noted as typically female labour, but 
also a metaphor for “new work virtues of the Dutch Republic”. It also notes that the individuals depicted in 
these paintings are generally lower-class, however the textile trade was being depicted to show the “public 
social benefit stemming” from this industry, thus they’re being shown in a very positive light.  
 
In a personal conversation with Diane Standen-Downie, she pointed out that the men in the painting are 
wearing ruffs, and this along with other elements are not indicative of Flemish working class, rather the 
subjects have been painted wearing upper class clothing, reinforcing my suspicion that the painter opted to 
paint his subjects in a more positive (propaganda) light. 

Pieter Bruegel 
 
 Another purse of this type is depicted in 'The 
Peasant Dance' by Pieter Bruegel the Elder, an 
oil-on-panel work. While the painting is currently 
in a museum in Vienna (Source: Wikipedia) the 
painter was Flemish, and the painting was 
completed circa 1569. The painting was intended 
to depict peasant life, though it may be a moral 
story rather than an “affectionate portrayal of 
peasant life”, as the dancers are outside of a 
tavern, while a church looms in the background.  
 
In the painting, a purse shaped like a lute is being 
worn by the young woman (or perhaps older girl) 
in the bottom left hand corner, as she holds hands 
with a much younger girl. Her purse is red, and 
hangs to around above the knee. The purse’s 
suspension strings hang from the front and back at 
the very top - different than the extant examples 
I’ve shown, and the edges of the purse and its 
distinctive shape appear to be either piped or 
trimmed in either gold or light brown. It appears 
to be deeper at the base of the purse than at the 
top of the purse, though this may be my miss-
interpretation. The pouch of the purse is closed 

with a drawstring; it appears to be a red cord, and the pouch is taller than other examples I’ve seen, and 
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taller than my own purse as well. The size of the purse is hard to estimate, though it looks to be slightly 
longer than her hand, and about as wide at the base. The purse is hung from the woman’s belt. This is 
similar to the other Flemish example, with the painted examples being quite a bit larger than the extant 
finds. Is this artistic licence, or was this purse worn in a multitude of sizes, or perhaps one size by wealthy 
owners, and another size by less affluent? Could this have been a regional preference for a larger purse? 
 
The fashions depicted in this painting are much ‘lower class’ than the Claesz example; the women are 
wearing much looser headdresses, the men are not wearing ruffs, the women’s hems are not 
trimmed/corded which is interesting.  
 

 
 
The same painting illustrates a woman following after her red-cheeked male companion, with a different 
kind of purse, with a top drawstring from which hangs a key. This purse hangs very low, to around lower 
calf on the woman. In The Peasant Wedding Dance, the artist shows a purse like this second style, with a 
drawstring at the top, suspended presumably from the waist and hanging to well below the knee.  
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Period Construction 

Fabric production 
Fabric weaving during the Italian Renaissance was done largely by specialists. “The period from about 
1400 to 1600 was one in which the weavers of the Italian peninsula, as well as Spain, excelled” (Source: 
Melinda Watt) at producing velvet textiles along with silks. It’s reasonable to think that the fabric would 
have been produced by a specialist, rather than at home (weaving velvet requires a different loom and set of 
skills from producing flat cloth). Although the examples are from a range of countries, it appears as though 
Italian silks and Italian velvets from a variety of city-states (Florence, Venice, etc) were considered 
superior, and industries in other countries modelled their fabrics & production on the Italian model.  
 
Melinda goes on to discuss the skilled craftspeople who worked in different guilds from the weavers in 
Italy:  

“The skilled craftspeople, the thread dyers, metal thread makers, and the velvet weavers 
themselves were all members of different professional guilds. Members served apprenticeships of 
as many as seven or eight years before being accepted as independent professionals.” 

Purse construction 
The Rijks Museum as well as the British Museum were the most useful when it comes to outlining the 
materials used in the surviving examples. Materials for construction include “stiffened centre padded with 
horsehair” and “cardboard”. This leads me to believe that the extant examples were made from a cardboard 
form (in that distinct “lute” shape), filled with horsehair to keep the structure without adding a lot of extra 
weight. Horsehair has been used to pad upholstered items along with straw (Source: D.T. Jenkins). The 
form was then covered in silk velvet including the drawstring pouch (or pouches, in the case of the English 
example). 
 
All of the surviving purses are decorative; metallic trim (gold or silver), embroidery, pearls, and sequins are 
seen on the various purses. All include a drawstring pouch (or two), and each appears to have been 
suspended, with the painting suggesting that they were suspended quite low.  
 
I don’t have further documentation about the construction details of these purses (such as the use of pins, 
glue, clamps, pliers, or other tools that I used in my construction). However other period examples 
(discussed below in Appendix 4) show the use of both sewing and gluing in the construction of purses.  
 
As tailors, dyers, and other craftspeople all had their own specialties, thus I can extrapolate the period 
construction of this purse would have included the person who made it purchasing finished goods (velvet, 
trim, etc) from the respective professionals specializing in those areas, rather than weaving or spinning each 
of the materials him or herself.  

Colours 
While I have made my purse, which is not intended to be a reproduction, from purple velvet, none of the 
described extant examples are this shade. Melinda Watt describes the colours available to dyers in the 
Italian Renaissance as a “wide range of colours” produced from natural substances by expert dyers. She 
specifically mentions crimson as an especially popular colour for velvet, “followed by bright green and 
sapphire blue”. Black and white velvet are also mentioned in her article, while Anéa from the Anea Files 
notes that the expensive ‘kermes’ or ‘chermisi’ dye was used for dying the cardinals’ purple garments 
instead of less expensive substitutes to create the same purple tones. She also notes that the term ‘crimson’ 
when used to describe a colour in period texts, doesn’t exclusively refer to red tones; the term was used to 
describe the type of dye used, not the resulting colour it gave, and thus ‘crimson’ might refer to either red 
or purple. She notes that garments using the kermes dye were limited by sumptuary law in Florence in 
1464, being such an expensive dyestuff.  
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My construction methods 
While the original examples are very inspiring, I 
was really impressed with the “Curiously shaped 
purse” by Morgan Donner, and opted to take her 
construction notes to lead me in my construction 
as well. Like her, I made a few changes in my 
purse from the original extant versions in order to 
make this purse more useable to me; even when in 
costume, I carry more than a few coins. 
 
The greatest change between the originals and the 
purse I made follows Morgan’s example, and 
includes a hollowed base to accommodate more 
items to be carried in the purse. The originals 
could hold only a few coins according to the Rijks 
Museum, where as Morgan’s example has a bit 
more depth to the pouch. 

 
An additional change I made was in size. The originals where size information is available are 11-13 cm 
tall; I wanted a purse that could hold my phone, lip gloss, and a few cards at least. This requirement meant 
the base would have to be wide enough for the largest item (the phone) which meant proportionally the 
overall purse needed to be bigger. I made my purse to be functional, rather than just decorative. It is 
noteworthy that the paintings of this purse suggests larger purses than the extant ones found and recorded. I 
don’t know if this was purposeful, based off a real object, or a painter’s creative allowance. 

Tools 
I used the following tools in the making of my purse: 
 Paper, pencil, compass 
 Sewing machine (this was only for a tiny seam, a needle & thread would have been a fine substitute) 
 Iron & ironing board 
 2 pairs of needle-nose pliers 
 Jump ring/eye ring pliers 
 Wire cutters 
 Scissors, Awl, Craft knife 
 Hand-sewing needles (variety of sizes), straight pins 
 Rotary cutter, mat, & ruler 
 Doll hair-styling tool to twist thread into cord 
 Plastic card (an old hotel room key) & plastic sheeting 
 Hot glue gun & glue sticks, Fabric glue, Masking tape 
 Rice 

Materials 
 Cotton velvet – in place of silk velvet as I’ve been told that cotton velvet is a reasonable substitution 

for period silk velvet in weight and sheen than modern silk-rayon velvet. 
 Silk 
 Metal trims including gold metallic thread, gold metallic soutache braid, embroidery thread, button 

hole twist thread, brass eyelets, jump rings, and gold-tone plastic beads. 
 Metal wire for eye 
 Cardboard filled with foam – in place of cardboard padded with horsehair 
 Beads 
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My basic construction process included: 
1. Establishing a pattern 
2. Cutting out the foam core 
3. Taping and gluing the form together 
4. Making holes in the form 
5. Sewing eyelets in the fabric 
6. Making the cords 
7. Gluing fabric to the form, front and back 
8. Using rice to fill in the pouch cavity while the glue dried 
9. Gluing the edge fabric to the form 
10. Assembling the pouch front including eyelets and trim 
11. Stitching the pouch to the form 
12. Stitching the trim around the purse 
13. Threading the metal eye through the form and curling the ends 
14. Threading the cord through the pouch and form and embellishing with beads 
15. Threading the hanging cord through the metal eye 

Things I would change next time 
I tried two different techniques for enforcing my 
thread eyelets and ensuring their consistency, 
stitching over a ring, and stitching over a brass 
eyelet. For a number of reasons (including 
authenticity) I would not use the brass eyelets 
again; there was no advantage to them in terms of 
construction, and the jump-ring method seems just 
as stable. 
 
I did a sample of both methods before going 
forward with the purse, and liked the eyelet 
method, but in retrospect I could have made a 
more authentic purse without them.  
 
I may choose to replicate this purse in a more 
period size, using cardboard and horsehair as one 
of the originals was. I’ll need to weight this 
against the practicality of size however. 
 
I originally used silver-tone metal wire to create 

the eye for this purse, and subsequently replaced that with gold-tone wire instead. Likewise, I replaced the 
plastic gold-tone beads with metal beads which are a better option. The original extant versions show either 
fabric-covered beads, or simple knots at the ends of the cords, however the paintings show beads at the 
ends of the cords. 
 
In terms of further research, it may be valuable to consider contacting the museums that the Dutch museum 
referenced, to see if they had information unavailable on their websites. A book mentioned in my research 
that I was unable to read before writing this document may also be useful:  
Crafts of the Venetian fashion industry from the thirteenth to the eighteenth century  
Venice, Mestieri Della Moda A Venezia, Museo Correr, Sala Napoleonica (Venice) 
Mestieri della Moda a Venezia, 1988 - 353 pages http://bit.ly/1NWLQsi  
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Appendixes 

Appendix 1 – History of the English purse 
 
Comments on the English purse include a note from the curator comments on the unusual construction, and 
states that the purpose is unclear. The acquisition notes include a (undocumented) comment that the purse 
was a gift from King Henry the Eighth to “Anne Bullyne”. 
 
If the acquisition note on the purse is correct, then it would have been gifted between 1526 (when the 
flirtation between King Henry and Anne began) and 1536 (when she was beheaded). However, this is 
significantly earlier than other examples suggest this style is dated. This inconsistency is thought-
provoking.  

Appendix 2 – Detailed construction link 
 
My complete construction process with step-by-step photos can be found here: 
https://dawnsdressdiary.wordpress.com/2015/02/24/16th-century-phallic-purse if interested. 

Appendix 3 – “Shaped like a lute” 
If in fact the purse is in the shape of a lute (rather 
than a phallic shape, flask shape, or ‘scissors’ 
shape as academics have described) there is an 
interesting 16th century connotation explored in 
Carla Zecher’s article The Gendering of the Lute 
in Sixteenth-Century French Love Poetry. She 
writes that poets, painters, and engravers invested 
the lute with “human qualities, conflating it with 
bodies and body parts” and thus “adapted to serve 
a variety of amorous” scenarios. She writes that 
these ‘lute-poems’ came into vogue in France in 
the 1540s, and the lute could stand in for either 
masculine or feminine forms. The iconography 
that surrounded the lute at the time may have 
influenced the unique shape of this purse if it was 
in fact used as a love-token, or given with amorous 
intentions.  
 
The “lute” shape however has a rounded base, in 
the style of the English purse, while the Italian 
version (and perhaps the Dutch example) clearly 
has two rounds at the base of the purse. This ‘two 
rounds’ shape brings to mind a phallic shape, 
which also has relevance in artwork from the 16th 
century. John Varriano writes that “sixteenth 
century’s fascination with the penis” occasionally 

was expressed in explicit ways, but more commonly was expressed subtly, with metaphors directly relating 
objects (in his case, food) to male and female genitalia. He also references phallic-shaped bottle gourds in a 
16th century tapestry, and mentions several other visual puns from the time in the Netherlands and Italy, 
where “off-colour wit was perhaps the perfect metaphor for the culture of post – Reformation Rome”. 
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In a thesis paper on medieval pilgrim badges from the mid-fourteenth to early sixteenth centuries, Lena 
Gimbel notes that the word ‘purse’ was a “common medieval metaphor for vagina as well as scrotum” and 
describes a purse-shaped pendant where the “lid of the purse is left open to expose a disembodied phallus”.  
 
Another connection to the 16th century interest in genitalia, is the evolution of the codpiece. In the Fashion 
Encyclopaedia, the author writes that by the early 1500s, the “codpiece had grown larger and more 
decorative” than in the years prior (tailors inventing the garment in the mid-1400s) and in this time these 
larger codpieces were used to “advertise one’s masculinity” and some were designed to curve upward “to 
resemble an erect penis”. The article goes on to explain that some large, padded codpieces were used “as a 
sort of pocket, hiding small weapons or valuables”.  
 
I think that these examples serve to support the theory that this purse had an erotic connotation in period, 
however no period documentation has been found referring to purses of this shape.  

Appendix 4 - Other purse styles of the 16th century 
Although focused on purses and bags from the Netherlands, I referenced Olaf Goubitz’s Purses in Pieces to 
review common purse styles from the 16th century. Most of the purse styles he discusses were common 
across Europe at the time, although his archaeological finds focus on the Netherlands. The purse shaped 
like a lute is not included in his publication though he does have a small section discussing ‘enigmatic 
finds’ that are not easily classified in other areas.  
 
His publication, published after his death, includes the following: 

 Drawstring pouches 
 Girdle purses, bags, and pouches 
 Hand purses 
 Pouch purses 
 Framed purses 
 Waist bundles 
 Money-changer’s purses 
 Shoulder bags 
 Wallets 
 Cases 
 and bottle coverings 

 
Although his work is detailed, I will endeavour to give a brief overview of some of the relevant styles as 
they may give context for the lute-shaped purse. 

Drawstring pouches 
 The simplest of bags, Olaf notes that these pouches were 
made of thin, subtle textiles or leather, and were used by both 
men and women. These pouches were both small (to carry 
money) and large (to transport other things), and from the 
middle ages and 16th century, two main types were common.  
 
The most ordinary was made from a rectangle with a straight 
bottom, while a more complicated variation had a “round 
piece with a round, baggy base”. He notes that this latter 
design extended into the 16th century. Drawstring bags closed 
with a lace, cord, or strap, running through holes in the upper 
edge (rather than a casing) and the drawstring was, in some 
cases wound around the top of the pouch for additional 
security. The drawstring was also used to suspend the pouch 
from the girdle, although some finds have shown a separate 

strap was used for this. These “suspension straps may be short or long, or even very long” reaching down to 
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near the lower calf. This length is similar to the Flemish painting I have referenced. To the left is a painting 
entitled “The Misanthropist” by Hieronymus Bosch, showing another low-hanging purse, this time likely a 
drawstring purse. 
 
While their construction and design might be simple, Olaf notes an example from the 16th century, made of 
embroidered velvet. This pouch is only 10 cm tall, smaller (by 1 cm) than the smallest example I’ve noted 
of the extant lute-shaped purses.  
 
There is an example of a drawstring purse that Olaf mentions which has a “small pouch stitched to a rigid 
rear panel”. It is 13 cm tall and 10 cm wide, found at Sommelsdijk, Netherlands. The rear panel is made of 
thick hide, and the pouch has been dated to around 1500. 
 

Money-changer’s purses 
The money-changer’s purse is a specialized item, for people who needed to handle several different 
currencies. This purse is unique as it is “in fact a bundle of pouches” or a purse with multiple ‘pouchlets’ 
stitched onto it, each closed with its own drawstring. Olaf notes that around 1400 there were as many as 
“20 different gold coins” in circulation in the Netherlands, and “about as many silver ones” plus brass 
coins. Two depictions from woodcuts are included in Olaf’s work, depicting the ‘father purse’, both from 
the 16th century. 
 

Olaf identifies two different kinds of money-
changer’s purse, the ‘mother purse’ which has a 
large central pouch surrounded by several smaller 
pouches, each of which might have an even 
smaller ‘pouchlet’ on it. The ‘father purse’ style 
has a stick handle, “to which are attached four to 
six pouches” each of which might also have their 
own ‘pouchelets’. While no extant ‘mother purse’ 
styles have been found in the Netherlands, this 
style has been uncovered in France and Germany. 
However, this style is represented in artwork 
originating from the Netherlands.  
 
The ‘father pouch’ has a common element to my 
lute-shaped purse, in that it has a hard handle (an 
extant find shows it is quite short, to be held in the 
hand and not flung over the shoulder) with the 
pouches hanging from. While this is distinctly 
different from my purse, this combination of 
materials, or the hard-form, soft-bag combination 
is familiar. One example of this purse is in the 
museum at Schoonhoven, Netherlands, while 

another is at the Fries Museum in Leeuwarden, Netherlands. (Shown at left) The strap on this later purse 
was not intended for suspending it from the girdle, but rather to hang it on the wall according to Olaf. He 
notes that brandishing such a heavy purse from its handle would have discouraged robbery.  
 

Framed purses 
On the topic of purses which have both a solid element for structure and a soft element for containment, 
there are also multiple framed purse styles. In period, frames for these purses were made of iron, tin-plated 
iron, brass, silver, or gold, and from them hangs the leather or textile bag. On the metal frame there is a 
hook or eye of metal which may swivel and suspends the purse. Images from the 15-16th centuries show 
these purses were worn by farmers, burghers, and aristocrats. 
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Olaf notes four main types of framed purses including: 
 Ring-framed purse (including double, secondary-ring, and hinged-ring framed purses) 
 Harp-framed purse 
 Spring-catch framed purse (with a square or curved frame) 
 and the Bar purse 

 
Some of these purse styles were likely worn right on the girdle directly, while others were suspended, 
sometimes with very long chains.  

Cases 
There are two cases which have a similar shape to my lute-shaped purse that I wanted to include in this 
appendix. Both of them have extant examples and have been dated to the 15-17th Centuries. 

Spectacle case 
Another case which caught my eye in Olaf’s work because of its 
shape in relation to my lute-shaped purse is an example of a 
spectacle case. The cases were made “for so-called rivet spectacles” 
which could be folded up, and consisted of a long base with a 
rounded cap. The extant case, found in the Strosteeg in Utrecht, 
Netherlands lacks it’s cap, but Olaf describes it as 10 cm long 
(smaller than the smallest extant lute-shaped purse by 1 cm) and has 
three thong tunnels on both sides. It is made of leather, has an inner 
lining, and was decorated by leather embossing. The case was dated 
to 1500. 
 

 
 
Antwürke Reconstructions has created a case 
based on the original, as shown at left. While a 
woodcut of a man hanging a spectacle case like 
this shows the broader (cap) upright, this artist’s 
purse based on the find shows the case hanging 
with the cap down, with the broader part 
hanging from the narrower part.   
 
 
 

 
A similarly-shaped 
case has been found, 
dated to the early to 
mid-17th century 
from South 
Oxfordshire, UK. 
This find included a 
pair of folding 
spectacles made of 
silver, along with the 
case made of copper 
alloy. The neck of the 
case still retains a fragment of the suspension loop, but the walls of the 
case half way down have deteriorated or been damaged and are 
missing.  
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Folding spoon case 
Similar in shape to the spectacle case is a folding 
spoon case. This is made in a similar shape and 
style, with a tunnel for the cord which keeps the 
cap attached and possibly provides a hanging 
point. The reconstruction that Olaf refers to in 
his work is from a German example, but he 
notes that other examples have been found 
elsewhere. He doesn’t give a date to the extant 
find. He does note when discussing other cutlery 
cases, that one example was particularly curious 
as it included spaces for each piece of cutlery, 

separated by leather. He notes that “even after centuries in the soil, it may be impossible to identify the glue 
zone on some of these cases. This raises the interesting question of what kind of glue might have been used 
at a time when only organic adhesives were available, which after all tend to dissolve in the ground.” This 
note gives some background to construction techniques, indicating that in the construction of purses, 
sewing and gluing (as I did in my example) were both used.  
 

Antwürke Reconstructions has created a case 
based on the original, (shown at left) which the 
artist has made with the cap up, and the narrow 
part of the case hanging down, like Olaf shows 
in a sketch of the original.  
 
I also found reference to a Swedish example, 
made of leather, (source: 
https://www.pinterest.com/pin/32918505398312
9777/ ) however the original source seems 
unavailable at the moment.  
 
The British Museum also has a case for a folding 
travelling spoon which is labelled as: “Travelling 
spoon and case. Silver-gilt enamel and leather. 
Probably Flemish, 15th century” 
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Appendix 5 – other modern constructions 
 

Karl Robinson made a “pear-shaped purse” in the style of the Pieter 
Bruegel painting. This one has no solid form, and instead is made of 
leather, with the top opening as one pouch (where gravity keeps the 
main pouch closed), and the lower pouchelet opening with a 
drawstring for a second cavity.  
(Source: 
http://www.karlrobinson.co.uk/ladies_purses_pear_shaped_purse_wit
h_two_sections.php)  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
The blogger & costumer “Choperena” made a purse in this style as 
well, but instead of hollowing out a part of the base, she just did the 
base at the back, and used the pouch to fill in the rest of the shape. 
This allows for even more space in the pouch, and the back of the 
purse has the same look as my version. I don’t think that I would 
follow this method, as it has no advantage over mine and is not the 
same as the period examples. 
(Source: http://choperena.blogspot.ca/2015/01/curiously-shaped-
purse.html)  
 
I also wanted to include Morgan Donner’s example (below), which 
was the initial post which inspired me to research and similarly create 
a purse in a similar style to the extant originals and painted versions.  
 
 


