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Figure 1
Romance of Alexander, 
MS Bodl. 264, fol. 204r

Figure 2
after the effigy of Margery 

Greenham 
Gothic Eye website

Similar styles from France and England.  

At left, an unidentified lady from a margin scene of everyday life in 
The Romance of Alexander, a manuscript in French verse, c. 1338-44.  

At right, a line drawing of the effigy of Margery Greenham, Lady Burton, 
c.1410, Little Casterton, England.
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Goal: 
To make a decorated girdle using techniques, materials and designs appropriate for a 
middle class woman in 14th century France.   
 
Challenges: 
Determining the details of middle class fittings of specifically French fashion proved 
more challenging than I had hoped.  The best reference for medieval belt mounts in non-
precious metals is the Museum of London’s Dress Accessories, a catalog and 
examination of hundreds of items found in London excavations.  Most of the continental 
texts on extant pewter and other base metal items concentrate on pilgrims’ and secular 
badges and occasionally brooches.  I have yet to find as in depth an examination of 
everyday items and, for lack of a better word, junk, as the Museum of London texts 
covering French items.   
 
Solutions:  
There is ample evidence to suggest that England and France shared many fashion tastes, 
as shown by the similarity of garments, hairstyles, jewellery and accessories on figures in 
English and French manuscripts and effigies.  (Fig. 1, Fig. 2) 
 
The frequent interaction between the two countries due to the many battles of the 
Hundred Years’ War, and the transportation of many items during the looting after these 
battles helps make this blending of fashion plausible (Newton p. 2).   
 
My solution was to use manuscript and effigy images from France for the overall style 
and proportions, and the archaeological examples from London for the details and 
methods of manufacture.  Where the London artifacts were similar in style to extant 
precious-metal continental items, I also referred to those items.  As much as possible I 
used materials available to a medieval craftsperson.  I used vegetable tanned rather than 
chrome tanned leather.  I used cast pewter artifacts rather than silver, iron or copper alloy 
artifacts as the examples for my cast pewter items.  I used carved soapstone rather than 
rubber for my moulds.  I used hand tools to carve the stones, with the exception of a 
power band-saw used to cut the blocks and a drill for making the holes for the register 
pins and rivets.   
 

 - 3 - 



Figure 4
Romance of Alexander, 
MS Bodl. 264, fol. 128v

Figure 3a, 3b
Romance of Alexander, 
MS Bodl. 264, fol. 97v



14th Century Women’s Girdles:  
Many depictions of women in French manuscripts of the 14th century do not show the 
girdle.  I believe that this is because the girdle was commonly worn over the kirtle or first 
fashion layer, but underneath the overgown or outermost layer.  However, the presence of 
the girdle is frequently evidenced by tucked-up skirts and the occasional purse seen 
peeking from beneath a lifted overskirt (Fig. 3).  When girdles are shown, they are often 
very long, decorated with many metal mounts, sometimes provided with pendent loops 
for hanging useful items such as a purse or knife, fastened with a metal buckle and 
finished with a metal strap-end on the long, hanging tail of the strap.  (Fig. 1)  Extant 
items from this period show that a wide variety of materials were used.  The straps may 
be made from linen, wool, silk, metal thread, velvet or leather, and the fittings from bone, 
precious metals and base metals in many alloys.  Particularly ornate fittings might be 
decorated with glass or precious stones, carved details, inlay and gilding.   
 
Pieces Included in the Entry:  
Strap cut from oak-tanned leather dyed black using a solution of iron in water 
Belt mounts in square floral shape cast in pewter using soapstone mould 
Buckle frame cast in pewter using soapstone mould 
Buckle tongue cut from sheet steel 
Strap end cast in pewter using soapstone mould 
Rivets cast in pewter using soapstone mould 
  
 
Leather: 
Throughout the French manuscript The Romance of Alexander and many other 
manuscripts from the 14th century, the majority of leather items, including shoes, purses, 
scabbards and belts, are depicted as being black (Fig. 4).   
 
Many years ago I helped a friend to stain some oak boards black using a solution of iron 
oxide in water.  I have often wondered whether the tannin in leather would react similarly 
with iron to dye the leather black.  I have searched for references to this technique in 
manuscripts and early sources such as Cennini’s handbook.  Although there is 
information on a number of other colors, it seems that dyeing leather black is not 
something which these authors found they needed to explain.  I wonder if it might have 
been deemed common knowledge, since anyone who has left an iron tool on a piece of 
undyed leather or an oak tabletop will return to find a grey or black stain, and the 
combination of iron and tannins has been used to make ink for centuries.  However, the 
technique was referred to in a more recent text:  

 
“Over 100 of the scabbards in this catalogue, which range in date from the mid 
12th to the mid 15th centuries, feature some form of decoration on one or both 
surfaces.  As with the knives and shears, the majority of the examples listed were 
found in 14th-century deposits….  Black dye was also used throughout the 
medieval period, a combination of tannin and iron oxide.  Other colors were 
achieved with a variety of vegetable dyes…”  (de Neergard p.40) 
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Figure 5
Lightbown, Fig. 189

Figure 6
Egan, page 222



Armed with the reassurance that at least this one scholar thought that this was an 
appropriate technique for the 14th century, I did some experimenting with iron on leather.  
First I created a solution by soaking a pad of steel wool in water with a little vinegar 
added.  After a few days, the solution was pretty weak, and left only a greyish tint with 
darker dots on strips of leather dipped into it.  I partially exposed the steel wool to air by 
suspending it on a bamboo skewer, and it started oxidizing much faster.  After a couple of 
weeks, the steel wool pad was crumbly and the water was dark and very rusty looking.  
When a strip of leather was dipped and agitated in the solution, it turned a nice black 
which dried to a dark grey.  Satisfied with this broth, I cut my girdle strap.   
 
For the length, I turned to manuscripts and effigies, as few complete leather girdles have 
survived.  There is one complete silk girdle from the early 15th century in Denmark, 
embellished with silver-gilt mounts, buckle and strap end, which measures 178 cm or 
70.08 inches (Fig. 5).  I found an image in the Romance of Alexander (Fig. 1), which 
shows a woman in a narrow, decorated black belt the end of which hangs nearly to ankle 
length.  This is in accordance with girdles shown on effigies from the mid 14th century as 
well, and supported by the Museum of London scholars:  

 
“The length of the girdle was also subject to the vagaries of fashion, and in the 
13th and 14th centuries a girdle often reached almost to the feet of the wearer”  
(Egan p.35, 36) 
 

For the width, the extant examples are helpful.  These vary from ½” to 2 ½”, but the 
majority seem to fall between 5/8” and 1 ½”, with the proportion shown on the effigies 
and in the manuscript illustrations appearing to be in this range also.  I chose ¾” for the 
width, and 70” for the length, the end of which reaches to mid calf on me if allowed to 
hang down right next to the buckle as on the effigy of Margaret of Gloucester from 
Normandy (Fig. 6).  I cut the strap from oak-tanned cow hide, and have used the grain on 
the outside, in accordance with descriptions of the majority of extant examples (Egan 
p.37).   
 
Next I dyed the leather.  I had the iron solution in a jar, and first tried painting it onto the 
long strip of leather with a brush.  This promised to be a messy and time-consuming 
process, so I devised the technique of submerging the leather starting at one end and 
working it through the solution a section at a time, rolling the wet end up and unrolling 
the dry end as I went.  This worked well, and was relatively tidy, conserving the solution 
in the jar for future projects.  After each dip, the leather looked black, but dried much 
paler.  I dipped the strap three times, letting it dry between dips to see the true shade.  
After three dips, I was satisfied that it was as dark as it was going to get.  At this point the 
leather was dark grey, stiff and dry feeling.  I oiled the strap thoroughly with neatsfoot 
oil, and the leather became as black as it had been when it was wet, and regained its 
suppleness.  It absorbed a considerable amount of oil, which makes me think that the iron 
process may be somewhat harsh and drying to the leather.   
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Figure 7
Ottaway, page 2713.jpg

Figure 8
Bruna, page 355



The Pewter Pieces:  
Now that I had my nice long strap of shiny black leather, I moved on to the metal parts.   
Extant girdles and girdle fragments are made with buckles and mounts of a variety if 
materials, including precious metals, copper alloys, bone, iron, and lead/tin alloys, 
commonly called pewter.  Some of these pieces are fabricated from sheet metal, some are 
carved, and some are cast in moulds of various materials, including ceramic, cuttlebone 
and stone (Fig. 7, Fig. 8).  I have chosen to cast the pieces in pewter, using soapstone 
moulds, as the most ornate of the non-precious artifacts are made of cast pewter, perhaps 
in imitation of more fashionable and expensive silver items.  The iron pieces are 
generally more utilitarian than decorative in nature, and I have not yet learned to work 
with copper alloy.   
 
In 1344 the regulations of the Girdlers’ Guild in London proscribed the use of lead/tin 
fittings, but the large number of surviving pewter fittings and straps with pewter fittings 
from this era suggests that these regulations were not universally obeyed (Egan p.36).  
The ease of working with pewter and its inexpensiveness must have been tempting for 
those of modest means who wanted decorative items of dress.   
 
The pewter used in the 14th century was generally a mixture of lead and tin.  I am not 
comfortable with the health risks of working with lead indoors, so I have used lead-free 
pewter, which is a mixture of tin, copper, antimony and bismuth, for these items.  I tried 
two different types of pewter – one with a higher and one with a lower tin content.  The 
type with higher tin content casts better in detailed items, but is not as strong as the type 
with lower tin content.  I would like to try using pewter with lead in an outdoor setting, to 
see what the different properties would be.  
  
I cast some of the mounts and some of the buckle tests in a small iron pot over a charcoal 
fire.  I also used an electric pot to do the rest of the casting.  In general, I prefer the 
former.  It is time-consuming to start the fire, and requires good weather and space, but 
the small iron ladle is easier to handle than tipping the entire electric pot, and the fire can 
be adjusted for infinite temperature control.   
 
I used two types of soapstone, one which is even-grained and pale, with a slightly 
crumbly texture, and another called “Italian green” which is more dense and smooth, 
making finer details possible.   
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Figure 9
Egan, page 238

Figure 10
Egan, page 206

Figure 11
Egan, page 169



The Square Mounts: 
The shape of the mount is based on an extant cast-pewter item in the Museum of London 
(Fig. 9).  The example is made of lead-tin alloy, and has no visible means of attaching it 
to a surface.  The item may or may not have been a belt mount.  I have added the rivet 
back based on other openwork lead-tin mounts which have integral rivets (Fig. 10, 
Fig.11) .  Some extant mounts have one rivet, some have two or more.  I decided on a 
single central rivet, as there are few areas on the surface shape which seemed large 
enough to attach a rivet.   
 
The mould for the mount is a three part stone with one plane to create the openwork face 
of the mount, and the second plane for the rivet on the back, with the sprue entering from 
one side of the face.  The main challenges were keeping the mount symmetrical and 
faithful to the example, and getting the openwork to cast completely.  In the first test 
casts, the narrow channels of the arms and frame frequently had gaps in the metal.  I 
added small grooves to the stone in order to let the air inside the mould escape, which 
helped.  The mould still casts best when it is warm- the first two or three casts generally 
still have gaps.  Fortunately the failed casts can be put back into the pot and re-melted.   
If I were to make a similar mould again I would make the sprue at the end of the rivet so 
that the pewter flowed in from the center rather than from one side, as the most common 
problem with failed castings is that the ‘arms’ of the central cross do not fill completely.    
 
The mounts are attached to the strap by punching a small hole in the leather, inserting the 
rivet at the back of the mount through the hole, and hammering the rivet flat.  On some 
extant examples, rivets are slipped through a rove and peened, on some the rivet is simply 
peened against the strap itself, and on some examples the rivet is folded to one side and 
hammered flat.  I have used the third method for these mounts.    I found that the extra 
hammering required to peen the rivet out caused the mounts to deform or crack.   
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Figure 12
Egan, pages 111 (left piece) 

and 104 (right piece)

Figure 13
Newton, page 47

Figure 14
Spencer, page 136

Figure 15
Egan, page 104



The Buckle Frame:  
The buckle is based on fragments of two cast-pewter buckles in the Museum of London 
(Fig. 12).  Using an extant 14th century French silver buckle (Fig. 13) as an example for 
the overall shape, and a stone mould (Fig. 14) for the technique, I made a two-part mould 
with a channel for an insert which would protrude into the mould and create the void 
which will be filled by the end of the leather strap.   
 
This mould took many stages.  First I carved the initial shape in one half of the mould, 
then cast it in pewter to create a template for tracing the shape onto the other half of the 
mould.  Third I carved out the channel for the wooden insert, and made both faces of the 
buckle deeper to ensure that there was space for pewter to flow on each side of the insert.  
I made a test cast with a soft-wood popsicle stick, which was very difficult to remove 
from the cast.  For the real insert, I shaped a piece of hard maple to the correct 
dimensions and sanded it smooth, so that it slips easily out of the cast items.  I had to 
make two of these wooden inserts, as the first one did not fit tightly enough and tended to 
shift to one side or the other of the mould, making thin spots or holes in the surface of the 
buckle plate.   
 
This was a very difficult mould to make, and also to get to cast well.  The most difficult 
part of the carving was leaving the raised areas which create the hole for the base of the 
tongue and the trefoil-shaped depression in the front edge of the buckle frame.  The 
mould has a lot of detail, and getting all of the detail areas to fill fully with metal is 
somewhat unreliable.  I am not yet satisfied with the casting of the surface details.  Due 
to my commitment to present the completed girdle on this date, I have settled for a buckle 
which doesn’t have gaps in the overall structure.  I will continue working on this mould 
in order to get a buckle with more completely filled details.  I believe that if I add some 
fine lines to the background surface of the buckle plate, as seen on an example in the 
Museum of London (Fig. 15), it will cast more completely.   
 
To attach the buckle to the strap, I trimmed the end of the leather to fit neatly into the 
void in the buckle plate, then drilled two holes through both the buckle plate and the 
leather.  The leather helps to support the hollow, soft metal during this process, and 
drilling through both at once also ensures that the holes will be properly aligned to 
receive the rivets.  The rivets are inserted through these holes and carefully hammered.   
 
The Buckle Tongue: 
The tongue of the buckle is made of steel, in keeping with the archaeological finds.  Of 
the many pewter buckles in the Museum of London collection, only one of the surviving 
buckle tongues is also made of pewter.  The remaining tongues are made of copper alloy 
or iron products.  I wanted to use a white metal so as not to be noticeably different from 
the buckle, so I chose steel.  It is cut from a sheet and the edges are filed smooth.  Sean 
O’Conner helped me cut the shape out of the steel sheet, and I determined the shape and 
did the filing and bending.   
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Figure 17
Egan, page 152

Figure 16
Egan, page 153

Figure 18
Egan, page 149

Figure 19
Lightbown, Fig. 183



The Strap End: 
The strap end is based on an extant cast-pewter example in the Museum of London (Fig. 
16, Fig. 17) with several modifications.  There are several attractive strap ends in the 
collection, but of the cast pewter ones, only this one struck me as an inspiring project 
which would co-ordinate well with the other pieces.  The example is an unfinished item, 
and I am guessing about the intended final form.  There are extant copper alloy and 
precious metal examples from this time period which have similarly shaped openwork 
areas on the fronts, and these ‘windows’ sometimes have a plant form or figure in them 
(Fig. 18, Fig. 19).  I suspect that the pewter example may have been intended as an 
openwork strap end, with the figure silhouetted against either the leather or a contrasting 
metal, fabric or paper backing.  One open-work pewter strap end (Egan, page 150) has 
leather showing through the ‘window’, so I have decided to use the contrasting black 
leather as my background.  The pewter example is partially missing, but appears to have 
two ‘windows’, each with a figure of a female saint, similar to the strap end in Figure 19.  
In keeping with the more common single-window format and shorter proportion of the 
copper alloy examples, I decided to truncate the shape of the pewter example and make 
my strap end shorter, with a single window displaying a saint figure.  I chose St. 
Catherine of Alexandria, a very popular figure in pewter items of this time.  She is 
recognizable by one of her attributes, a spiked wheel.   
 
I used a two-part soapstone mould with a wooden insert very similar to the one for the 
buckle, except that in this case, the insert is pressed against one side of the mould in order 
to create the openwork area around the saint.  To keep the insert pressed against the 
surface of the mold, I left four raised areas on the opposite side.  These small ‘feet’ also 
serve to create the rivet-holes in the back.     
 
The most difficult part of carving this mould was visualizing where I did and did not 
want the pewter to flow in order to create a hollow item with openwork details on one 
face, which would fit through the opening in the buckle and be in proper proportion to the 
leather strap and other mounts.  Like the buckle, this piece is also reluctant to cast well.  
The basic structure was initially quite successful, but getting the pewter to flow into the 
tiny figure was more difficult.  I gradually made the figure deeper, and added a secondary 
sprue channel to help encourage the molten metal to go where I wanted it.     
 
The strap-end is attached to the strap with rivets in much the same way as the buckle, 
except that the holes in the back of the plate already exist, due to the small ‘feet’ in the 
back of the mould.   
 
 

 - 15 - 



Figure 20
Egan, page 104



The Rivets: 
The rivets which are used to fasten the strap end and the buckle to the ends of the strap 
are based on the dome-headed rivets found in a pewter buckle in the Museum of London 
collection (Fig. 20).   
 
They are made in a three-part soapstone mould, with one plane for the head of the rivet 
and the other for the shaft.  The stone is shared with the mould for the strap end, as many 
of the extant stones are used as moulds for more than one item.  (Fig. 7, Fig. 8) 
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