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Background 

Lute-shaped purses can be documented to England, Italy and the Netherlands in the 16th century. The 

three extant purses (Figures 1-3) have many similarities; they all have: 

 a base fabric of velvet; 

 similar shapes and dimensions; 

 edgings of metallic trim; 

 a drawstring pouch on the front, taking up approximately a third of the total purse height; 

 matching braided purse strings and handle; and 

 most of the pouch (except the small drawstring pouch at the front) is stuffed and closed (i.e. 

unusable). 

Figures 1 and 2, aside from the braid trim, have unadorned base fabric. However, Figure 3 depicts a purse 

that is covered in pearls, silver purl, silver twist and spangles. This type and style of decoration is common 

in other, similar kinds of 16th century purses (e.g. velvet Elizabethan sweet bags – Figure 4) and 

embroideries of the time (e.g. Italian/German embroidery – Figure 5). 

Figure 1: Purse, England, c16th century. h12cm. Museum number 1878,1101.635. 

 
Source: The British Museum, accessed November 2014. 

  

http://www.britishmuseum.org/research/collection_online/collection_object_details.aspx?objectId=26577&partId=1


Figure 2: Purse, likely originated from Netherlands or Italy, c1591. 11cm x w7.5cm. Object Number BK-KOG-29. 

 
Source: Rijksmuseum, accessed November 2014. 

Figure 3: Purse, Venice, end of the 16
th

 century. 13x8x6cm.  

 
Source: Ala Napoleonica E Museo Correr via Realm of Venus, accessed November 2014. 

http://hdl.handle.net/10934/RM0001.COLLECT.16209
http://realmofvenus.renaissanceitaly.net/workbox/extpurse.htm


Figure 4: Elizabethan sweet bag, c16
th

 century. 

 
Source: Digby, George Wingfield (1963). 

Figure 5: Goldwork embroidery on velvet, Italy or Germany, 16
th

 century.  

 
Source: Museum of Applied Arts, accessed November 2014. 

One of the most interesting traits that the three extant bags (Figures 1-3) share is that the majority of the 

structure is closed permanently and unusable. The only functionally part are the small pouches, of which 

there can be one (Figures 2 and 3) or two (Figure 1). The bag shown in Figure 2 was found with three small 

coins in the pouch, and it is suggested that Figure 3 depicts an opulent gift from perhaps a love interest. It 

seems that they would have been mostly decorative rather than functional, and the use of velvet bases, 

metallic trimmings and pearls suggest that they would have belonged to the higher classes in society.  

http://gyujtemeny.imm.hu/gyujtemeny/embroidery-details/2461


Making the pouch 

The pattern 

I decided to start my pattern with the average height of the three extant pouches; 12cm high. 

The base fabric is a red cotton velvet, similar to the fabric observed in Figure 1. The embroidery design is 

mostly based on that of Figure 3, however, some rearrangement of the pattern occurred. I added two 

peacocks in place of the pair of flowers at the bottom, based on the peacock pattern from Egenolff’s 

Modelbuch (Figure 6), as this motif links to the recipient of the purse (Lady Amelot de Akeney). 

Figure 6: Detail from an embroidery pattern published in Egenolff’s 16
th

 century modelbuch, depicting a peacock. 

 

I roughly sketched the design to size on some paper (Figure 7), before transferring the design on to some 

lightweight, white cotton. I mounted the red velvet onto the white cotton and used running stitch to 

transfer the pattern to the front of the velvet (Figure 8). 

Figure 7: Rough, life-size sketch of embroidery design for my lute-shaped bag, based on an altered pattern from Figure 3. 

 
Source: Drawn free-hand by Ceara Shionnach, November 2014. 

Figure 8: Running stitch is used to transfer the pattern on to the surface of the velvet of the back-face of the bag before the embroidery 
begins. 



 

Source: Photo and stitiching by Ceara Shionnach, November 2014. 

The embroidery 

I couched gold braid around the edge of the shape, as evident in all three extant images (Figures 1-3). An 

inner border of a single line of gold thread was couched. The various motifs were embroidered using 

couched gold twist, gold spangles, two different kinds of purl, couched gold thread and seed pearls. 

 

Figure 9: The completed embroidery for the back-face of the bag. 

 

Source: Photo and stitiching by Ceara Shionnach, December 2014. 



For the front-face of the bag, I needed to make the small pouch. I drew a shape that was approximately 

half the height of the bag onto some calico, then elongated the shape approximately 1.5 times the original 

width. I cut this derived pattern out of velvet and a gold silk (for the lining), and whip stitched the two 

fabrics together. Next, I pleated the bottom of this shape to make it fit the original bag pattern. The last 

step before stitching the pouch to the front-face of the bag was to sew in ten eyelets. 

Figure 10: Running stitch is used to transfer the pattern on to the surface of the velvet of the front-face of the bag before the embroidery 
begins. The small pouch for the front is depicted on the right, with the silk lining facing up. 

 

Source: Photo and stitiching by Ceara Shionnach, December 2014. 

The pattern and design used in the top part of Figure 9 was repeated on the top of the front-face of the 

bag. It, too, was outlined in couched gold braid. The two completed pieces can be observed in Figure 11. 

Figure 11: The back-face (left) and front-face with pouch (right) are completed. 

 

Source: Photo and stitiching by Ceara Shionnach, December 2014. 

The form 

Figure 2 specifically lists cardboard (though it doesn’t say what it’s used for) in its materials, and Figure 1 lists that 

the large part of the bag is stuffed with horsehair. It seemed likely that the cardboard and horsehair were used to 

give structure to the non-functional part of the bag. After all, cardboard and/or ‘heavy paper’ are known bases for 



embroidery and internal structure of other 16th century pouches – for example, there is an Elizabethan sweet bag 

made of a base of ‘heavy paper’ (Victoria and Albert Museum, accessed December 2014). As such, I decided to 

combine the two ideas to ensure that it was broadly consistent with period construction but also going to keep the 

bag sturdy into the future. 

Figure 12: A cardboard form, stuffed with horsehair, was made to support the structure of the bag (left). The cardboard form was taped 
closed with masking tape and then lightly paper mâchéd to ensure it would be structurally secure with pouch use (right). 

 

Source: Photo and form by Ceara Shionnach, December 2014. 

Final construction 

The back and front of the pouch (Figure 11) were then sewn to the form using a zig-zag stitch to tension them 

(Figure 13). It was a similar process to the way a rectangular embroidery frame is tensioned. 

Figure 13: The front and back pieces of the pouch are applied to the cardboard form with a zigzag tension stitch. 

 

Source: Photo and form by Ceara Shionnach, January 2015. 

Then, finally, the edging piece was embroidered and couched down along the edge of the form (Figure 14). 

  



Figure 14: The edging piece is being couched to the form. 

 

 

Source: Photo and form by Ceara Shionnach, January 2015. 

Trimmings and final touches 

For decorations on the drawstring and top of the bag, I decided to make some thread-wrapped forms. Similar 

decorations are observed in the extant bags (Figures 1-3), however, they’re likely to be a technique Carey (2009) 

describes as ‘warp wrapping over a circular weft’. On page 126 (Fig. 132) of Carey’s sweet bag book (2009), there is a 

close up image of one of the extant forms, demonstrating that both colourful silks and metal threads are used to 

weave around these wooden forms. Such forms were made of a wooden core and wrapped in silk and/or metal 

threads have been identified in sixteenth century clothing across a variety of origins, including Italian, English, 

Turkish and Persian (Courcel, 2008). This corresponds to two of the periods of the extant bags I’m emulating (Italian 

and English). 

Following on from my thread-wrapped beads project (Shionnach, 2013), I’m aware that forms/buttons are seen used 

in clothing and accessories worn by both genders, and can be observed on sleeves, doublet fronts, overgowns and 

sweet bags (Arnold, 1985; Courcel, 2008; Dupuis, 2006; Landini and Niccoli, 2007; Landini, 2011). 

In my sweet bag project (Shionnach, 2013-2014), I found that all of the extant bags that listed materials for the bead 

adornments mentioned a wooden core and a silk covering. Given that the thread-wrapped button technique was 

used in England in the sixteenth century, that it enlists the same materials as the wooden forms described by Carey 

(2009), and that thread-wrapped buttons involve materials, techniques and final appearances similar to those 

wooden forms observed in sweet bags and clothing, I decided to substitute warp-wrapped over circular weft 

wooden forms with this thread-wrapped technique for my sweet bag. 

My forms are made from a base of round wooden beads 12mm in diameter, which I wrapped in Madeira silk thread 

using the reverse-spined technique (see instructions by Dupuis, 2006) (Figure 13). I then spiral-wrapped a gold 

thread to create decorative banding, similar to the effects observed in the buttons Figures 14 and 15. 

  



Figure 15: The four thread-wrapped beads that are to be used on the top and strings of the completed bag. 

 

Source: Photo and thread-wrapped forms by Ceara Shionnach, November 2014. 

Figure 16: Extant thread-wrapped forms wrapped in silks and metal threads, depicting obvious striping. 

 

Source: Arnold, 1985. 

  



Figure 17: Detail of a portrait depicting thread-wrapped forms, likely wrapped in silks and metal threads, depicting obvious striping. 

 

Source: Landini et al., 2007 

The very last thing to do was to attach the cords and trimmings (buttons and pearls). 

 In this style of bag (Figures 1-3), it appears that there are at least two purse strings in each bag – one for the pouch 

itself and one to hang the bag with. All of these purse strings, whilst woven differently, appear to be flat cords that 

either match the colour of the bag (Figures 2 and 3) or the colour of the trimming (Figure 1). 

The red cords I ended up using were lucet-woven and kindly donated by Baroness Ginevra. 

To thread the hanging cord, I used an awl to pierce through the velvet, cardboard form and inner stuffing. I used silk 

thread to make eyelets around the new holes in the fabric, and used a needle to guide the cord through the form 

(this is more difficult than it sounds, but I got there in the end with stubborn perseverance). 

Once the purse strings were attached and decorated with wooden forms, the bag was completed.  



The finished purse 

The finished item took approximately 60 hours to make from start to finish. 

Figure 18: The finished purse – front (left) and back (right). 
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