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            FROM THE BEGINNING

          

        

      

    

    
      Because of the vast size of many castles and households, it wasn't easy to return to bedchambers, so the bits and pieces needed were carried on the person. Purses were a common dress accessory and often very ornate. In the days before regular bathing, body odors were disguised by 'sweet bags' containing perfumed powder or dried herbs.

      Purses held mirrors, sewing equipment, and gifts or donations of money could be 'wrapped' in a purse. Pouches, bags, and purses were used regularly from the 14th century onwards for carrying money for gambling, sewing necessities, and women's daily requirements.

      
        
          [image: 14th Century Man's Purse. Stitched and embossed leather. via Los Angeles County Museum of Art, California, USA. collections.lacma.org]
        

      

      14th Century Man's Purse. Stitched and embossed leather. via Los Angeles County Museum of Art, California, USA.

      Wealthy Persians pinned small money pouches to their girdles so it was easy to reach in, retrieve a few coins, and toss them to the street beggars. Persian rulers would give their wives riches from land they captured and the wife would put the money into a pinned pouch. This is where the term ‘pin-money’ came from.

      In the Middle Ages, purses were hung from chains or jeweled cord belts and as people became more religious, rosaries were carried in these purses. Later, men carried a purse, often of velvet and richly decorated with pearls and jewels, but a carried purse was never as convenient as dangling a pouch from the waist, or from the wrist as later reticules were.

      Purses of various shapes and sizes had several names in medieval times e.g. bourse or poche à compartement. In the fifteenth century, purses with metal clasps and rear loops which could be attached directly to the belt took over from pouches with drawstrings. Clasps gave better security for money and valuables when walking crowed city streets.

      By the beginning of the 17th century, pockets were sewn into men’s breeches to carry necessities and women followed this by sewing pockets into either wide skirts or petticoats.
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      1170-1190 ca. Purse, France. Embroidered with silk threads on red linen fabric. A luxurious item to hang from a belt. Currently in Musée Alfred-Bonno in Chelles.
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      1600-1630 ca. Purse, English. Mother-of-pearl, lined with silk, silver-gilt braid, silk and silver threads. In the 17th century, decorative purses were rarely used to carry money as wealthy people engaged in few commercial exchanges requiring cash. Used instead as sweet bags, or gift wrapping, contained mirrors for grooming, or sewing kits, holding needles, thread and tiny scissors. collections.vam.ac.uk
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      1610-1630 ca. Chatelaine and pincushion and Sweetbag, English. via Manchester Galleries.
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      17th Century Late  Green Gaming Purse, French. Silk, leather, metal, and wood. via Metropolitan Museum,  N.Y.C.

      Gaming, or gambling with cards, was very popular in the 17th century for men and women of all ages and classes. Any gentleman or lady not playing games like Quadrille and Basset would have been considered 'low-bred and hardly fit for conversation’.  'The Compleat Gamester', 1674.

      Small decorative purses, or gambling purses, were used for gaming. Players placed them on card table to hold their coins, drawstrings allowed them to easily open and keep contents hidden from other players. Gaming purses held coins or counters won in games like "Put" or "La Bête."

      Gaming purses usually had flat, circular bases with sides gathered on a drawstring. Made of velvet or brocade and often embroidered with silver and gold metallic threads. Wooden beads covered with metallic thread made fancy ornaments on the end of the drawstring. Luxury bags like this allowed even the unlucky to appear fashionable at the gaming table.
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      1800-1870 ca. Purse, English. Long purse, or stocking purse, of netted clear glass beads with pinchbeck tassels and two steel sliders. nationaltrustcollections.org.uk
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            POCKETS TO PURSES TO RETICULES.

          

        

      

    

    
      At the beginning of the 18th Century, ladies had multiple pockets sewn into their gowns and underwear and kept daily bits and pieces hidden in their clothing. Even in the later 1700’s, ladies still had smaller pockets in their gowns and petticoats. But the silhouette of dresses became more form fitting and fabrics lighter and more transparent, so pockets could no longer be hidden in skirts or underwear.

      By the end of the 1700s, wide hoops and full petticoats were completely out of style. Dresses had high waistlines and skirts fell close to the body and legs so pockets would ruin the line of the dress. Women designed and used reticules, decorative bags designed be carried over the arm. Small purses, like men’s money pouches, were used by women to carry their coins.

      The word ‘reticule’ originally came from the Latin reticulum, a diminutive of rete, a net, and was used in the French language. Reticules were sometimes jokingly referred to as indispensables or ridicules in the early 1800s.

      Charles Dickens used it in Oliver Twist in 1838: ”Tills be blowed!” said Mr. Claypole; “there’s more things besides tills to be emptied.” “What do you mean?” asked his companion. “Pockets, women’s ridicules, houses, mail-coaches, banks!” said Mr. Claypole, rising with the porter.”

      In December 1801, Catherine Wilmot wrote in a letter that ‘reticules are a species of little Workbag worn by the Ladies, containing snuff-boxes, Billet-doux, Purses, Handkerchiefs, Fans, Prayer-Books, Bon-Bons, Visiting tickets.’

      Reticules were very small with barely enough room for a hankie and a coin, and no space for a mirror, watch, keys, sewing case or oranges. The first reticules were dangled from the waist like a chatelaine until strings, ribbons, and chains were added so they dangled from the wrist.

      Made in a variety of shapes and sizes, by the 1810s they were made of the same fabric as a lady’s gown and bonnet. During the day, there might have been a bottle of sal volatile, a handkerchief, a few coins, calling cards, and a pencil and paper. At night, spare pins and a fan replaced money and cards and a pencil were attached to a dance card.

      Often these bags were of luxurious fabrics like velvet and silk and embellished with ribbons and tassels, reticules became another essential accessory and could be large and practical or small and elegant.

      
        
          [image: 1700-1725 ca. Pair of Linen Twill Women's Pockets With Crewel Embroidery and Waist Ties, British. Embroidered in yellow, green and pink worsted thread with chain and stem stitches, design of flower pot with flowering plant, bound with green worsted tape and sewn to linen tape tie. Designs are similar but not identical, suggesting both hand-drawn and possibly work of an amateur. Pockets may have been handed down to another person who found them too small as each pocket has been extended at top by 4 cms. via Victoria and Albert Museum, London, UK.           collections.vam.ac.uk.]
        

      

      1700-1725 ca. Pair of Linen Twill Women's Pockets With Crewel Embroidery and Waist Ties, British. Embroidered in yellow, green and pink worsted thread with chain and stem stitches, design of flower pot with flowering plant, bound with green worsted tape and sewn to linen tape tie. via Victoria and Albert Museum, London, UK.
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            SHAPES AND TECHNIQUES

          

        

      

    

    
      These gorgeous bags came in a huge variety of shapes and sizes and were made for a large range of materials. Reticule:  Bag or purse, often with a drawstring to pull closed and usually made of cloth or covered cardboard and often decorated with beading or embroidery.

      Beadwork: Attaching beads to one another by stringing with a needle and thread or thin wire, or sewing them to cloth. Includes loom weaving, stringing, bead embroidery, bead crochet, and bead knitting.

      Embroidery: Decorating fabrics with needle and thread, or cloth e.g. needlepoint picture of a house or hand sewn initials.

      Net: Bag or other contrivance of strong thread or cord worked into an open, meshed fabric.

      Netting: Lace like fabric with uniform mesh of cotton, silk, rayon, nylon, etc., often forming the foundation of any of various laces.

      Stocking: Finely knitted wool, silk, or cotton. Later of nylon.

      Moire: Fabric with wavy or watered appearance, mainly made from silk but could also be of wool or cotton.

      Spun Metal:  Spinning or metal turning rotates a disc or tube of metal at high speed by hand or a lathe.

      Miser’s Purses:  Began late eighteenth century and were called misers, or long, stocking, ring, or string purses. Shape started from medieval practice of carrying coins in toe of a stocking. Popular in early 19th Century and became one of the most common purses carried by Victorians. Typically long tube of ‘purse’ or ‘netting’ silk, often crocheted, netted, or knitted, with or without beads, narrow in middle and closed both ends. Short slit in midsection allowed coins or other small objects to be dropped into either end of the tube and then closed off by moving two rings, or sliders, of different materials including steel, brass, silver, gold, or mother-of-pearl toward the ends, gathering fabric snugly around contents.
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            16TH CENTURY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: 15th–16th Century Purse, European. Iron and leather. Two inside pockets and concealed smaller section with two small openings hidden under front flat. via Metropolitan Museum,  N.Y.C.,  U.S.A.]
        

      

      15th–16th Century Purse, European. Iron and leather. Two inside pockets and concealed smaller section with two small openings hidden under front flat. via Metropolitan Museum,  N.Y.C.

      
        
          [image: 16th Century Last Quarter Purse with knotted decoration.           These elaborately embroidered purses were known as 'sweet bags' and were used to carry scented herbs or essences to cover unpleasant odors.            via Metropolitan Museum,  N.Y.C.,  U.S.A.  metmuseum.org]
        

      

      16th Century Last Quarter Purse with knotted decoration. These elaborately embroidered purses were known as 'sweet bags' and were used to carry scented herbs or essences to cover unpleasant odors. via Metropolitan Museum,  N.Y.C.
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1600-1630 ca. Purse, English.
Mother-of-pearl, lined with silk, silver-gilt braid,
silk and silver threads.

In the 17th century, decorative purses were rarely used
to carry money, as wealthy people engaged in few
commercial exchanges requiring cash.

Used as sweet bags, or gift wrapping, or carried mirrors
for grooming, or sewing kits holding needles,
thread and tiny scissors.

via Suzi Love suzilove.com
Victoria and Albert Museum, London, UK.
collections.vam.ac.uk.
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1610-1630 ca.
Ghatelaine and pincushion and 8weetbag, English.

Chatelaines hung from the
waist and held tiny
sewing, wi a
or toilst implements.

via 8uzi Love suzilove.com
Manchester Galleries manchestergalleries.org
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1700-1725 ca. Pair of Linen Twill Women's Pockets
With Crewel Embroidery and Waist Ties, British.

Embroidered in yellow, green and pink worsted thread

with chain and stem stitches, design of lower pot with
flowering plant, bound with green worsted tape and sewn

to linen tape tie. Designs are similar but not identical,

suggesting both hand-drawn and possibly work of an amateur.
Pockets may have been handed down to another person
who found them too small as each pocket
has been extended at top by 4 cms.

via Suzi Love suzilove.com
Victoria and Albert Museum, London, UK.
collections.vam.ac.uk.
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1800-1870 ca.

Stocking Purses, British.
Beaded stocking purses crocheted
in silk and steel beads,
with steel rings
with tassels and fringes.

via Suzi Love suzilove.com
Victoria and Albert Museum, London, UK.
collections.vam.ac.uk.
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17th Century Late
Gaming Purse, French.
Silk, leather, metal, and wood.
Typical gaming purses had flat,
circular bases with sides
gathered on a drawstring.

via Suzi Love ~ suzilove.com
& Metropolitan Museum, N.Y.C., U.S.A.
metmuseum.org
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15th-16th Century Purse, European.
Iron and leather.
Two inside pockets and concealed
smaller section with two small
openings hidden under front flat.

via Suzi Love suzilove.com
& Metropolitan Museum NYC, U.S.A.
metmuseum.org
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14th Century
Man's Purse.
Stitched and embossed leather.

via SuziLove suzilove.com
& Los Angeles County Museum of Art, California, USA.
collections.lacma.org
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16th Century Last Quarter
Purse with knotted decoration.
These elaborately embroidered purses
were known as 'sweet bags' and were
used to carry scented herbs
or essences to cover unpleasant odors.

via Suzi Love ~ suzilove.com
& Metropolitan Museum, N.Y.C., U.S.A.
metmuseum.org
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1170-1190 ca. Purse, France.
8ilk threads embroidered on red linen fabric.
Luxurious item to hang from a belt.
Gurrently in Musée Alfred-Bonno in Ghelles.
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