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15th Century Tooled leather penner

Made by: Lady Lia de Thornegge
Shire of Aros, Principality of Nordmark, Kingdom of Drachenwald
lia.thornegge@gmail.com

Tooled hardened leather items were made in period as cases, filling 
the same purpose as modern day plastic containers. Common 
examples are costrels, for carrying liquids with you, knife sheaths 
(illustration 2), cases for waxed tablets (illustration 3), cases for 
fragile goods, such as glassware or documents (illustration 1 & 4), 
and cases for pens which a literate man could carry with him. 

Illustration 2: Tooled leather 
sheath 1406 (British Museum). 
Photo by Lia

Illustration 3: York waxed 
tablets case, late 14th Century. 
Image from 
http://www.yorkarchaeology.co.
uk/artefacts/tablet1.htm

Illustration 1: Case for a silver cup 
either 1412 or 1422 (V&A). Photo 
by Lia. Other example on the V&A 
website 
http://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O
127927/cup-case-and/

Illustration 4: Document case, 
1475-1500 Italy. Image from 
http://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O1
27923/document-case-and/
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Penners in period

A quill pen in period would be a rather humble and quite fragile thing. It did not have the plumes still 
on it, and to enable a person to have it with them on the road penners were quite the done thing. There 
are a number of very fine examples left in museums around the world, penners particularily from late 
15th Century Italy are most common. The V&A has a few on display, and there is one rather pretty one 
in the Walters Art Museum:
Illustration 5: http://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O133556/pen-case-and/     Italy 15th Century. Height: 
15.5 cm, Width: 4.7 cm, Depth: 6.1 cm, Weight: 60 g
Illustration 6: http://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O127921/pen-case-and/      Italy 1500-1520. Height: 15.2 
cm, Width: 3.8cm, Depth: 2.7 cm
Illustration 7: http://art.thewalters.org/detail/16720/pen-case/ Italy ca 1500. 17.5 x 7.6 x 7.1 cm

Illustration 5: Pen case. Italy 
15th C

Illustration 6: Pen case, Italy  
1500-1520

Illustration 7: Pen Case, Italy ca 1500

  

http://art.thewalters.org/detail/16720/pen-case/
http://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O127921/pen-case-and/
http://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O133556/pen-case-and/
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In most carrying cases there are integral loops through which a 
cord or thong has been threaded. These are made simply by 
cutting two slits into the outer layer of leather and the resulting 
tab has then been stretched out enough that a cord can be 
threaded through. These tabs line up on the body and lid sections 
so that when the case is hung over the belt, as seen in many 
illustrations from the period, the lid stays securely in place and 
does not get lost. As the illustration to the left shows (Detailfrom 
St. Ambrosius in an altarpiece at Kremsmünster, c. 1490-1500 
found on http://larsdatter.com/penners.htm) it was usual for a 
penner to have an attached inkpot at the other end of the cord, 
but the extant example from the V&A also shows one without.

Hardened tooled leather was made in period and today in much 
the same way. You start with a piece of vegetable tanned leather 
onto which you scribe a pattern. I sketched my pattern out on a 
piece of paper and then taped it onto of a piece of leather and 
drew over the design again with a ballpoint pen. The impressions 
left in the leather is then cut out with a sharp knife, in my case a 

swivel knife from Tandy Leather Company. The details are added with a variety of stamps after 
dampening the leather. I simply used a sponge to transfer a small amount of water to the leather and 
waited a little bit for it to sink into the material, then I 
hammered on the stamps (a beveller, a backgrounder and a pear 
shader for the most part) which pushes down the leather to 
create a three dimensional appearance and texture.

The design elements are taken from the intended recipient’s 
arms and their awards (golden svan, Calontir populace badge 
and torse). The scrolling acanthus leaf on the lid was inspired 
by looking at the extant examples in the V&A (pen cases above 
and comb case to left). Acanthus was a commonly used design 
element at the time, and has remained fairly consistently 
popular throughout history. I free-hand drew this mirrored 
pattern. Common in most tooled leather cases is that the design 
is left untouched, and the background is pushed down and 
textured in some way, so I used the backgrounder tool which 
leaves the surface dotted as the two extant pen cases show, and 
added some shading by using the beveller on the “underside” 
edge of where the leaves fold over.

One comb case (illustration 9) also has the words AMORE DE BOEN inscribed around the lid, so I 
decided to add the name of the recipient at the bottom. I chose a batarde font I am familiar with, and 
not all upper case as the comb case. 

Illustration 9: Italy 15th C, 
http://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/O128018
/comb-case-and/

Illustration 8: Detail from an 
altarpiece, ca1500

http://larsdatter.com/penners.htm
http://tarvos.imareal.oeaw.ac.at/server/images/7000101.JPG
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Being the first piece of tooled leather I have tried I wanted to keep it 
as simple as possible, so the background of the case body is simply 
stamped all over with the largest stamp I had available to me, 
leaving the cabochon around the device (inspired by the missal case 
on the left) undecorated. About the only rule of thumb on these 
cases is that the only smooth or plain surfaces were the very edges, 
or the design itself. All backgrounds are impressed with some sort of 
design. This process helps to harden the leather, and also is in line 
with the medieval mind-set of “more is more”. Very few of these 
functional items I have looked at were painted, or dyed, so I chose 
to leave the leather its natural colour. The missal case here is an 
exception as you can see remnants of paint on it still.

Making it up into a penner

There are plenty of theories and ways to make hardened leather, or 
“cuir bouilli”. You can either put your leather into boiling water for 
some amount of time, and take it out again, and once it dries it will 
be hard and brittle. You can mix a variety of things into the water, 

including oil, wax or gelatin and you can vary how hot the water is and how long you immerse the 
item. There is also the option of soaking it with beeswax or oil and letting it dry. (“Hardened Leather”, 
Carlsson). There is also a enlightening article by Anne Deré which shows a method of soaking the 
leather in warm gelatinous water and then skivving the leather and forming a seamless leather case 
which seems to produce a result very much like the extant examples (“Experiences sur le cuir 
“bouilli””, Deré). The next time I try to make a hardened leather case, this is the method I will choose. 
Since I had started with drawing out my pattern and doing that up, this method was not really open to 
me, so I stitched the two edges together with a saddle stitch, stringing the waxed linen thread on two 
needles and for each stitch I took a whip stitch over the edge for further stability. I cut out two circles of 
leather, and tooled them, one with my ligature LT and the other with a variety of tools to make a 
flower-like shape. Then I stitched on the bottom using a saddle stitch. Before stitching on the top I put 
the penner onto a cardboard tube and cut the lid off. Then I stitched in the top cap with a saddle stitch. 
On the lid I pre-pierced the exact number of holes needed for the stitch (24) while on the bottom I made 
a random number of holes, which means the stitching there is not so neat and regular as the top. Call it 
a momentary lapse in judgement. 

After this was done I soaked the whole penner in water, while I heated up a large pan of water to 80 
degrees Celcius. Once it was hot I immersed the penner and lid into the water, and left it in for about 15 
seconds. I took it out and re-inserted the cardboard tube to keep it stretched to the right size. My first 
attempt at a lining/lip failed as the leather I used for it was not suitable for the heat treatment. I had to 
rip it out and do another lining quick-like. I tooled and stitched it and immersed and heat treated it the 
same way as I did the outer leather, but with just a simple running stitch rather than a saddle stitch. I 
also thinned out the edges of the lining to avoid adding bulk. After taking the lining out from the 80 
degree water I applied glue on the inside of the penner and inserted the lining. Then inserted the 
cardboard again and put the lid on top and let all of this dry overnight. All literature about drying it in a 
50 degree oven also came with dire warnings not to leave it unattended for even a second. Also, the 

Illustration 10: Missal case, 
France 1540 
http://collections.vam.ac.uk/item/
O112851/missal-case-and/
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function of a leather penner is not going to be affected if the leather is not fully hardened. It is in fact 
probably better that it retain some of its plasticity. Hence the short time in the hot water, and letting it 
dry in room temperature until fully dry. 

Due, again, to a lack of forethought I did not plan my tooling to leave room for a carrying strap, so for 
this time the penner comes as simply a leather case, with no means of carrying it and the lid as a 
separate piece from the body. For another attempt, remember to plan where to cut the slits for carrying 
cords.

Penner in pictures

Being finished, I took pictures. In them you can clearly see that the lid, which I put in the water 
separately got a little more exposure to heat, and ended up a shade or two darker than the penner body, 
even thought I took it out before the penner. I attribute this to the lid having more edge surfaces for the 
hot water to penetrate. You can also see from the before and after pictures that the tooling stands out 
much more before heat treating, but there is still a distinction between the different surface areas. For 
future attempts I will water harden first, and tool afterwards.

Before hot water treatment and separating the lid:
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After hot water treatment, with lid separate and lining glued in place:
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Finishing touches

After showing the results to Master RanthulfR he suggested I make the penner even more period and 
dye it black. This would also help hide the black stitching and make it blend into the leather rather than 
standing out as the pictures above show. With not much budget and helpful hints from a friend I 
decided to make my own black leather dye. Quite simply you take vinegar and put it in a pot and bring 
it nearly to boil, decant that into a non-metallic container (I used a small glass car) and add wire wool 
to it and let it sit for a few days. At that time, re-heat the vinegar and the wire wool to just below 
boiling again and let sit for another few days. This will create iron oxide, which will react with 
vegetable tanned leather to turn black. I used a couple of table spoons of apple-cider vinegar and a 
small piece of brillo pad which I'd washed out first to get some of the soap out. I left it for a week and 
then brushed the vinegar onto the leather which, after a few seconds of reaction time, turned dark grey. 
I imagine that if I'd used pure steel wool or another source of iron it would have produced more iron 
oxide and turned the penner even darker. Finally, I applied some ordinary bees-wax based leather 
treatment which buffed up to a nice shine, and the black stitching does not stand out so much.
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