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Problems of the Continuation of Medieval Manufacturing 
traditions in Modern shoemaking Based  

on Archaeological Finds in szczecin

Abstract

Kowalska A. b. 2024. problems of the continuation of Medieval Manufacturing traditions in Modern Shoemaking based 
on Archaeological finds in Szczecin. Analecta Archaeologica Ressoviensia 19, 143–156

Research into modern leather footwear has only recently become a part of archaeology. In the case of Szczecin, a town 
on the baltic coast in Western pomerania, no comprehensive study on these types of finds has yet been compiled. this 
article discusses footwear dating to the period between the 16th and 19th centuries which has been uncovered during 
archaeological excavations in the Old town in Szczecin, the issue of continuation of medieval shoemaking traditions as 
well as the issues of the methodology of studies and nomenclature used in polish literature on the subject.

Key words: archaeology, footwear, modern times, Szczecin, pomerania 
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Current state of research into modern 
footwear in Poland

Modern footwear means goods manufactured 
between the end of the 15th/the beginning of the 16th 
century and the end of the 19th/beginning of the 20th 
century. the turn of the 16th century heralded cul-
tural, political, economic, and ideological changes 
which clearly marked the transition from the medi-
eval to modern times. In Western pomerania, the be-
ginning of the new era is connected with the official 
recognition of protestantism as a state religion during 
a parliament session in trzebiatów in 1534. the mod-
ern era, usually seen as spanning a  few centuries, is 
usually divided into periods which are more adequate 
for describing movements in art rather than histori-
cal periods and signifying major political or economic 
changes: the Renaissance (the 15th to 16th centuries), 
the baroque (from the end of the 16th to the begin-
ning of the 18th centuries), the Enlightenment (the 
18th century), and Romanticism (the first half of the 
19th century). however, the most common terms to 

be found in polish archaeological literature are epo-
ka wczesnonowożytna and nowożytna, which come 
from English, namely the post medieval period, early 
modern period and modern period, although no exact 
chronology can be given.

It is only relatively recently that studies on modern 
times have become a part of archaeology; in poland it 
is still a branch which is in its infancy, albeit one which 
has been developing quite dynamically in recent years. 
Of particular interest are ceramics, including ceramic 
vessels (the set of literature see e.g. Marcinkowski 2019; 
see also blažková and Matějková (eds.) 2019; 2021; 
blažková et al. 2023; https://www.europapostmed.eu/
en, acces: 28.10.2024) and stove tiles (Majewski 2015) 
as well as glassware (e.g. Wilgocka 2019). Modern 
leather goods have perhaps attracted the least interest 
so far. It is well known that damp, anaerobic cultural 
layers favour the preservation of objects made of organ-
ic matter. In the modern period, such conditions were 
met primarily by wells-latrines and other “damp” places 
such as moats or utility rooms which were at the back of 
brick town houses or workshops.

DOI: 10.15584/anarres.2024.19.9
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It is beyond doubt that a  study by Lidia Eberle, 
who was the first to undertake the issue of Renaissance 
archaeological footwear on the basis of artefacts un-
covered in Warsaw, needs to be considered a pioneer-
ing one (Eberle 1971; 1979; 1984; 1985). She analysed 
technical solutions applied in the production process 
which were clearly different from their late medieval 
counterparts. however, a wider study required a more 
extensive database. It has been only in the last decade 
that more studies on modern footwear have appeared. 
Studies on collections of leather objects uncovered 
during archaeological excavations in Warsaw and 
gdańsk have been resumed. Karolina blusiewicz, who 
continued the outstanding studies which started in the 
1970s (Eberle 1971; 1979; Milewska 1977), presented 
materials uncovered in over 50 digs in the new and 
Old town in Warsaw, which were covered by various 
types of archaeological works, form the so-called su-
pervision over investment works to rescue excavations 
as well as stationary excavations in the Royal castle 
and castle Square (blusiewicz 2009a; 2009b; 2017). 
the collection includes artefacts which date back to 
the end of the Middle Ages and modernity until the 
20th century. What needs to be emphasised is the mul-
tilateralism of the studies which were undertaken. the 
author presented elements of footwear in both a visual 
and descriptive form, tackling separately parts of the 
bottom and top, platforms and heels, as well as ways of 
finishing ready-made goods – the production stage of 
particular importance in the case of modern shoemak-
ing. She separately presented the types of footwear in 
two groups: finds which date back to the late and the 
twilight of the Middle Ages (14th to the 15th centuries) 
and the modern era (the 16th to 18th centuries). the 
whole study is extensively illustrated with drawings of 
the construction of individual parts of footwear, ways 
of sewing and reconstructions of finished products. 
Subject to more extensive studies were also modern 
products from gdańsk including, apart from footwear 
(ceynowa and trawicka 2016; jędrzejczak-Skutnik 
2016; 2021; ceynowa 2018; 2020), Renaissance caf-
tans (ceynowa 2013) and footwear uncovered during 
excavations in toruń (Drążkowska 2007a; 2007c). It 
should be noted that studies on the majority of archae-
ological finds are still pending and await publication. 

Archaeological studies of interments in burial 
chapels provide specific finds (e.g. Drążkowska 2007b; 
Kulesz 2019; Kulesz and grupa 2020). these finds are 
specific as they were often produced on an ad hoc ba-
sis for the purpose of the burial. the most precious 
pieces of footwear from the point of view of the his-
tory of footwear are those which were worn by the 

buried in their lifetime as they reflected their likes, 
taste, and how the shoe matched the whole clothing. 
however, publications in scientific literature are very 
scarce. usually, archaeological studies conclude with 
studies and reports which are kept in the archives of 
the Voivodeship cultural heritage conservator of-
fices all over poland. 

Modern footwear is rarely found in cultural lay-
ers. Of particular interest are pattens made of wood 
and leather – protective footwear known since the 
Middle Ages (ceynowa 2009a). the so called trepy 
[clogs] or mule [mules] from toruń are exceptional 
finds (Drążkowska 2007a; 2007c). they are interest-
ing for a  number of reasons. first, all of them date 
back to the 16th century, a period when major changes 
in footwear manufacturing process which were rel-
evant to the emergence of new style trends were tak-
ing place. Random finds of this type of footwear were 
also excavated in Wolin (Kowalska 2015). the issue of 
early modern footwear in the context of economic re-
lationships between centres which were important at 
the turn of the era was undertaken by beata ceynowa 
based on finds from Lastadia in gdańsk (ceynowa 
2009b). considering the number of uncovered pieces, 
the excavations in gdańsk are sensational. On Lasta-
dia alone, about 22,000 leather objects were excavated; 
they survived in such good condition that it is possible 
to undertake the study of a variety of research prob-
lems of the development of crafts, forms of footwear, 
style, fashion, trade or health, to name but a few. 

Interesting leather finds were uncovered during 
excavations carried out in the wreck of the vessel Gen-
eral Carleton, which dates to the second half of the 18th 
century. the excavated and functionally recognised 
objects included footwear, a glove, belt, wallets, a razor 
case, sheath, book covers and a spur with leather fas-
tenings as well as characteristic bosun’s gloves; a total 
of 237 various objects (Rodzik and jakimowicz 2008). 
the biggest collection was made up of shoes and their 
pieces: 25 whole and 71 fragments out of which fur-
ther 9 were successfully reconstructed. 

Recently, an attempt has also been made to com-
pile the total body of information that comprises the 
development of forms and types of leather footwear 
in the period from the 9th until the 19th centuries, in 
which special emphasis was placed on the changeable 
methods of construction and the co-existence of the 
same decorative motifs on various elements of cloth-
ing and garments (Drążkowska 2011). Archaeological 
journals are increasingly publishing articles discuss-
ing ways of preservation of excavated leathers, both 
medieval and modern (Drążkowska and grupa 2009;  
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jagielska 2009; Drążkowska et al. 2011; ceynowa 
2012), as well as objects made of various raw mate-
rials, e.g., leather and wood (jakimowicz and Rodzik 
2009, see also grupa 2012a; 2012b, 159f.). 

comprehensive and in-depth research has re-
cently been devoted to the question of the lexis of 
leatherworking crafts. Lexicographical studies have 
so far been devoted to selected issues only, including 
names of clothes manufactured in the period between 
the 14th and the 16th centuries, which included leather 
and textile goods lined with fur (borejszo 1990). Vo-
cabulary relevant to craft manufacture within a broad 
family of crafts based on leather as a  raw material 
has been presented for the first time in linguistic 
literature from a  historical perspective (Żurawska-
chaszczewska 2010).

In comparison, surviving guild statutes and post-
mortem inventories from the previous period have 
considerably facilitated studies on modern footwear 
in poland. to date, the most comprehensive use of 
such data in poland (turnau 1975; see also 1983) has 
been made in a study on leather clothing by Irena tur-
nau. An important achievement of the scholar in the 
field of the history of footwear is the development of 
a dictionary of clothes, which also includes the names 
of modern footwear (turnau 1999). More comprehen-
sive studies can only be found in works on the his-
tory of costumes based on iconographic sources. the 
oldest, more comprehensive studies date to the first 
half of the 19th century (gołębiowski 1983). post-war 
research which needs to be mentioned include a pub-
lication which has been considered a milestone until 
today: Historia ubiorów [The History of Clothes] by 
Maria gutkowska-Rychlewska (1968), which is still 
considered a relevant compendium of knowledge. the 
scholar devoted a separate article to patten finds from 
pyrzyce and presented them against the background 
of medieval fashion (gutkowska-Rychlewska 1967). 
Of equal significance in the field of research into 
modern clothes is a study by Krystyna turska (1987). 
footwear is often accorded marginal importance and 
considered complimentary to clothing in studies on 
the history of costumes (Możdżyńska-nawotka 2005; 
Sieradzka 2009; 2013). these questions have recently 
been given more focus in the second volume of In 
gremio – in praxi, which discusses inter alia modern 
children’s shoes (Możdżyńska-nawotka and jędrysek-
Skotnicka 2015; see also Drążkowska 2007d). A publi-
cation by Aleksander Olszewski is also a cross-section-
al study of modern footwear; he collected iconography 
and described types of footwear most characteristic of 
a given era (Olszewski 1984). 

Methodological issues

the list of literature on the subject above indicates 
that the methodology of research into modern foot-
wear is a  field which requires much supplementary 
work, hence the subject of archaeological research is 
not only footwear which has survived to our times in-
tact and which is sufficient to undertake the issues of 
production, production techniques or ways of decora-
tion to name but a few. A characteristic feature of the 
uncovered artefacts is their fragmentation into indi-
vidual parts. hence, considering the wealth of mainly 
iconographic historical sources, the question can be 
asked whether research into individual elements of 
often complicated, multi-component objects is neces-
sary. In my opinion, using the same research methods 
as in the case of medieval footwear is absolutely justi-
fied. Of course, the point is to conduct the widest pos-
sible research into the methods of construction, a for-
mal and typological study of source material. howev-
er, of no lesser importance is the consideration of the 
social and cultural context in which footwear is found, 
to which social group a particular find can be related: 
in other words, undertaking social and topographic 
problems on the basis of material sources. Supporting 
the results of these studies with iconography and eco-
nomic history may contribute to a better understand-
ing of economic and cultural principles governing the 
area subject to research. 

An important element of research into modern 
footwear in Szczecin is the continual development of 
crafts since the early Middle Ages until the present 
day. to date, forms and types of footwear have been 
recognised since the 8th century; changes in produc-
tion techniques spanning over several centuries of the 
medieval times have been illustrated with archaeo-
logical finds (Kowalska 2010; 2013; 2018; 2023). It has 
also been possible to observe stylistic changes of goods 
which resulted from foreign inspirations and under 
the influence of local preferences and production 
possibilities. thereby a  solid foundation was created 
which allows us to observe the changes taking place in 
local shoemaking. the problem which remains is the 
selection of relevant research methods. 

the application of a statistical method to the so-
called ready products will be very difficult due to the 
fragmentation of footwear into individual components 
mentioned above. nevertheless, quantitative analyses 
can be undertaken in the case of separate components: 
soles, uppers and complementary elements. however, 
the fundamental issue is the development of the rel-
evant nomenclature (Kowalska 2021). 
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nomenclature issues arise at the very initial stages  
of studies on footwear. paradoxically, using expres-
sions from the language which used to be spoken in 
the past does not always favour comparative studies. 
considerable confusion was brought about by the in-
troduction of technical jargon relevant to modern and 
contemporary footwear to the dictionary of terms rel-
evant to medieval footwear, particularly the early me-
dieval examples. Some elements which are character-
istic of modern times were simply non-existent in the 
Middle Ages, while the use of others was somewhat 
exaggerated. It seems worthwhile to mention how the 
perception of individual components of footwear has 
changed in the context of the nomenclature used in 
the polish literature.
1. soles/bottoms of shoes

the term bottom/sole raises the least controversy. 
It is the part upon which the foot rests, and which di-
rectly touches the ground. however, this definition is 
only adequate in the case of simple, one-part soles be-
cause a two-part sole does not meet this basic condi-
tion as it does not touch the ground, but on the other 
hand it touches a  further layer, not the foot, hence 
the most proper definition would be the bottom, es-
pecially in case of modern footwear, the bottoms of 
which consist of a few elements. In this case, the sole 
should refer only to the part which directly touches 
the ground, to which a heel and parts of the bottom 
which touch the foot can be attached. According to 
such a  definition, the bottom of medieval footwear 
consists of a sole, in late medieval footwear a sole with 
a padding appears, in contemporary language called 
an insole, while in the modern sense the bottom con-
sists of a few elements discussed below. 
2. Outer sole (treadsole) 

An element of a  multi-piece bottom in contact 
with the ground. It is an element of a bottom on which 
there is the padding, upon which the foot rests (made 
of leather or textile). An outer sole has the same 
shape, but different traces of sewing – stretched holes 
through which a  thread joining the outer sole with 
a welt passed. between the edges of the outer sole and 
the welt there was the edge of the upper. If there is no 
padding, the foot rests directly on the outer sole.
3. Podsuwka (a kind of outer sole)

An element of the bottom, the shape of which 
corresponded to the outer sole. It was cut from 
quite hard and thick leather. placed between the in-
ner sole and outer sole, the podsuwka was to stiffen 
and stabilise the bottom. It was not used in medieval  
footwear. 

4. Welt
An element of the bottom of the shoe – a piece of 

leather joining the outer sole and the upper. the aim 
of the welt was to ensure the strong integration of the 
upper with the bottom, which the producer attained 
by pulling the crossing threads strongly. Due to the 
pressure of the foot the threads imprinted a  charac-
teristic pattern on the inner sole and the podsuwka. 
It seems that the beginnings of this construction el-
ement can be seen in the early medieval rand and 
were placed between the upper and the sole. the old-
est rands took on the form of a  flat piece of leather. 
uncovered most often are their small fragments with 
characteristic round holes pierced with an awl. Over 
the course of the 12th century, along with the develop-
ment of tanning techniques, rands started to take the 
form of a gusset cut from thick leather. just as in the 
case of flat pieces, they had large holes pierced with 
an awl which corresponded to holes on the edge of 
the upper and the vamp. In time, the rand took on the 
shape of a welt.  
5. Zelówka

An element of the bottom, the shape of which cor-
responded to a part of the sole – the tread or the quar-
ter. It is cut out of stiff and thick leather. Its purpose 
was to strengthen the parts of the sole most exposed 
to friction. It is difficult to state when the outsole first 
appeared as it originates directly from a  patch sewn 
on the outside of worn-out bottom. the difference 
between them is that the patch was sewn to conceal 
a  hole or wear, thereby lengthening the period dur-
ing which footwear was used. Outsoles were attached 
to new soles, often before a heel was nailed. the old-
est outsoles can be dated to the late medieval period 
(harjula 2008). 
6. Heel

the youngest element of a  complex bottom. It 
seems that it originates directly from the zelówka. 
the oldest heels were made of a few layers of leather 
called multi-layers (składki). Such a multi-layer heel 
was nailed with wooden pins to the outsole; some-
times it was also strengthened with an iron nail. the 
edges were made after the heel was nailed. In time, 
multi-layer heels were substituted with wooden ones, 
which were covered with a lining: either a leather or 
a textile one. 
7. Heel lining and top piece

A  leather or textile element wrapped around 
the wooden heel and attached directly to the top of 
a shoe. It performed a similar function in the case of 
platform type bottoms. the tip of the heel was often 
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finished with a top piece, today often identified with 
an outsole. 
8. Platform sole

the bottom of a shoe made up of a sole, outer sole 
and padding. A piece of cork or pieces of wood could 
be used as the podsuwka, the whole was covered with 
a layer. A platform sole could be flat or raised in the 
heel counter part
9. Upper

there can be no doubt that more problems with 
terminology arise in the case of shoe uppers. In the 
history of European footwear in the temperate zone, 
single pieces attached to the leg with a piece of thong 
need to be considered as the oldest type of footwear. 
the sandal: a sole with strings or thongs attached to 
the leg was the prevailing type of shoe in warm zones 
of the continent. the development of footwear was at 
least two-fold: single pieces developed into shoes used 
in the Middle Ages and modernity in north-western 
Europe. In south-eastern regions, the original sandals 
perfected by greeks and then by the Romans were of 
no use in the colder regions of Europe. nevertheless, 
it cannot be ruled out that direct contacts resulted in 
mutual influence, taking over and adapting some el-
ements to the needs of local shoemaking. however, 
without going deeper into the problem of the origin 
of various forms and types of footwear, it needs to 
be noted that the basic form, i.e. a shoe consisting of 
the bottom and upper gradually evolved to the pre- 
sent form. 

the upper of a shoe is an element which covered 
the foot (in time also the calf or even the knee). the 
only element which raises no doubt is the correct rec-
ognition and the name of the one-piece upper, sewn 
directly to the sole. At the time when additional ele-
ments appeared inter alia various inserts, researchers 
are no longer in agreement regarding terms. It seems 
that the problem arose when attempts were made to 
define elements of medieval shoemaking with con-
temporary terms which are used to describe the pro-
duction of modern and contemporary footwear. 
10. Vamp

the upper covering the front and sides of a foot 
cut out of a single piece of leather is often called the 
vamp (blusiewicz 2009b, 29). In most cases, the ele-
ment of the upper covering the arch up to the waist is 
called the vamp, in contrast to the back part covering 
the heel and sides up to the ankles. 
11. Quarter/obłożyna/shaft

In medieval terminology, the part of the up-
per covering the back of the foot, the heel counter to 

mid-foot (waist), is called the quarter (also in cases 
of single pieces). In modern polish shoemaking this 
element, which is cut separately, is called the obłożyna 
unless the height goes beyond the ankle line, which in 
this case it is called the shaft. In medieval shoemak-
ing the shaft, regardless of the way it joined other el-
ements of the upper, covers the shin from the ankle 
upwards, hence it can be low, ankle, or high. In mod-
ern shoes, the shaft may also cover the knee. the dif-
ference between a medieval shaft and a modern one is 
that in the Middle Ages it was sewn directly to the sole 
while in the case of a modern shoe to the obłożyna. 
the obłożyna of a modern shoe often consists of two 
quarters joined along the heel counter. this element 
has a  very old, early medieval origin, but it did not 
become popular at the early stages of the medieval 
period due to the discomfort while wearing them. It 
reappears at the end of the Middle Ages, marking the 
start of Renaissance shoemaking. 
12. inserts

cutting the upper out of a single piece of leather 
was not economical. It was already the early medieval 
producers who started to apply various solutions to 
rationalise and optimise the cutting of the whole ani-
mal leather and to minimise the amount of waste. the 
simplest solution was to cut the largest possible piece 
of upper and to complement the missing parts with 
a  piece of leather, the so-called construction insert, 
which was also called a  connecting element (blusie-
wicz 2009b, fig. 5.3). In my opinion, the oldest con-
struction inserts – the connecting elements – were 
rectangular and were sewn on the inside part joining 
the edges of uppers – the front part, i.e. the vamp with 
the back one, i.e. the shaft. In the Szczecin collec-
tion I found a whole inside side sewn next to the heel 
counter, but not symmetrically. Along the perfecting 
production techniques, construction inserts were re-
duced to a  small triangular insert sewn between the 
sole and the edges of the upper. this construction 
method rationalised the cut and offered the possibility 
to regulate the length of the upper considering that the 
problem was to make a three-dimensional object out 
of a flat one. In order to achieve such an effect, small 
cuts needed to be made, which were thereafter sewn 
as appropriate. In modern shoemaking, neither con-
struction inserts nor connecting elements are used. 

Other types of inserts are supplementary ones. 
they were sewn in all those places where parts of 
leather in the basic cut were “missing”, with the upper 
parts of shafts and quarters supplemented most often. 
the cut of shoe uppers allowed the total elimination of 
supplementary inserts. 
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13. strengthening inserts
the general term “strengthening inserts” defines 

different types of inserts sewn in various parts of the 
uppers. the oldest one was an insert strengthening 
the back of the shoe in the heel counter, which most 
probably originates from a sole of a specific cut: point-
ed towards the top, overlapping the back part of the 
shoe on the outside. this insert, also called the heel 
stiffener, protected the shoe from misshaping and has 
survived to our times. the other type of strengthen-
ing insert is the welt, strengthening the bottom part of 
the shoe. this insert has also survived in modern foot-
wear to contemporary times, functioning in a manner 
akin to lace hole bindings which strengthen places for 
lacing up or fastening a shoe. 

Excavation material from Szczecin

the collection of leather finds from modern times 
is characterised by, apart from the varying condition 
in which it has survived down to our times, a vast time 
span: from the 15th to the 19th centuries, which is un-
doubtedly an advantage in the case of studies on con-
struction and stylistic changes. considerable interpre-
tational limitations arise from mixing the material in 
backfills and levelling strata. for that reason I  have 
partly abandoned the principle followed in previ-
ous studies on leatherworking in Szczecin (Kowalska 
2010; 2013, there set of literature; see also cnotliwy 
2014), namely equal consideration being given to all 
leather artefacts, regardless of how well preserved they 
are. I  only discuss in detail footwear which has sur-
vived to our times as a whole and characteristic parts 
of footwear. the whole collection was catalogued after 
basic preservation and conservation work was carried 
out, with some part of the collection submitted for 
zoological analyses (Radek 2019), and wooden pins 
and soles of modern shoes for the analysis of wood 
species (cywa 2019). In the catalogue part, I present 
in detail finds from individual digs and latrine no. 1 
(see uciechowska-gawron 2019), in which the most 
chronologically consistent and simultaneously the 
first collection of modern shoemaking products in 
Szczecin was uncovered (fig. 1).

Latrine no. 1, where most of the discussed leath-
er finds come from, was discovered at Kłodna Street, 
within property no. 30 in the Old town of Szczecin 
(quarter I). It was built of trapezoidal bricks laid with-
out mortar in such a  way that only the heads were 
visible in the face of the wall. It was built on four 
wooden foundations. the diameter of the latrine at 
the bottom was 2.25 m, and the preserved depth was 

3.4 m. below the foundation there was a conical fun-
nel, probably created during periodic waste removal. 
there were three layers visible in the fill which, based 
on mobile sources, can be dated to the period from 
the end of the 16th to 18th–19th century. In addition 
to leather items, they included fragments of ceram-
ics, tiles, clay pipes, bowls, turned pails and barrels, 
fabrics, a turned painted cup, pieces of glass, a glass 
cup, decorated glasses and glasses, two metal spoons 
decorated: tin and copper alloy, cover fittings, copper 
alloy hooks, fragment of a bone figurine, antler comb 
and grains, ichthyological and osteological remains 
(Kowalska (ed.) 2019).

Leather finds from a latrine in quarter I

1. children’s  shoe, mule type (fig. 2; inv. no. 17/ 
1/S). All of the construction elements have survived: 
symmetrical soles: outer and inner; with a  pointed 
toe; rounded counter and clear two-side waist; a cork 
gusset between them; a  footwear stripe embracing 

Fig. 1. Szczecin, quarter I within podzamcze against the modern  
street grid (prepared by M. gibczyński) and below latrine no. 1 

(photo by A. uciechowska-gawron).
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the hole of the bottom, sewn to the outer and inner 
soles; wooden pins fastening the outer sole and the 
top; decorated, whole vamp. the decoration covered 
the upper part of the vamp and consisted of various 
striped cuts: crosses, three lines, a row of slanted cuts, 
a further three lines and a row of crosses and a fur-
ther three lines separating the crosses and forming 
three small pyramids. the shoe is worn out, but it has 
not fallen apart, with even the threads punched with 
an awl surviving down to our times. under the outer 
sole, on a  cork gusset which consisted of a  few ele-
ments, a layer of wool or fur leather survived (Radek 
2019). the insert between soles which is marked with 
a  question mark could be made of linden bast, one 
fragment submitted for analysis is not marked. A pin 
inserted in one fragment of the sole was whittled 
from the wood of common spindle (cywa 2019). the 
16th century?
2. children’s shoe, mule type (fig. 3; inv. no. 46/1/S). 
Almost all of the construction elements have survived 
to our times: an outer sole with outsole; inner sole 
with extremely narrow waist and rounded seat (made 
of sheep skin and probably hide); shoe stripe prob-
ably of hide; gusset between soles made of poplar; 
pegs for fastening heel made of common spindle; and 
vamp made of hide, all of the surface was decorated. 
Starting with a  decoratively cut edge, the following 
were also made: a strand of evenly spaced punched-
through round holes; a  motif embroidered using 

straight stitches (thread of plant origin); a strand of 
round holes (punched through); a strand of two wavy 
crossing lines in between two straight lines; a strand 
of slanted, crossing lines; a strand of semi-circles with 
lines crossing inside; and zig-zags encircling semi-
circles – these motifs were made by cutting leather 
approximately down to half its thickness. the toe of 
the vamp is clearly worn-out, damaged, just like the 
whole outer sole to which the outsole and heel (which 
did not survive to our times) were nailed. the 16th 
century? 
3. Large size slip-on shoe (fig. 4; inv. no 47/1/S) with 
a leather, multi-layer heel, with a multi-layer sole fas-
tened with a shoe stripe and a very worn-out, whole 
vamp without decoration. the outer sole is finished 
with a square toe, with outsole, reaching the heel and 
“wrapped” on it. the outer sole is also finished with 
a straight toe. Metal and wooden (common spindle) 
pins used to fasten the layers of the sole and the heel 
have survived to our times. fragments of a  wooden 
gusset between the soles have also survived. the vamp 
was completely destroyed, finished with an outer toe 
sewn on the outside, without decoration. 
4. Shallow and low slip-on shoe (fig. 5; inv. no. 210/1/S)  
with a  wooden heel, all components have survived: 
an outer sole of very thick leather; inner sole of soft 

Fig. 2. Szczecin. Mule shoe (photo by I. Sukiennicka, A. Ryś).

Fig. 3. Szczecin. Mule shoe (photo by I. Sukiennicka, A. Ryś).
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leather; wooden gusset between soles which survived 
up to the point where the heel begins; wooden, nar-
rowing down beechen heel; and a  decorated vamp. 
both soles with pointed toes with a small point. the 
outer sole “wrapped” on the inside of the wooden heel. 
Very shallow vamp, decoratively cut-out, with the 
edge originally sewn (with colourful threads?). there 
are remains of embroidery (holes) about 1 cm from 
the edge. the vamp with a profiled throat reached ap-
proximately halfway along the instep. the 17th–18th 
centuries. 
5. children’s  shoe (fig. 6; inv. no. 211/1/S) slip-on, 
mule type with a wooden heel, made of outer and in-
ner soles, a heel and vamp. the heel is made of a few 
layers mounted directly on the outer sole, nailed with 
dogwood and beech pins. both soles have rounded 
toes. the vamp had been mended – there are traces of 
outer toe and the welt on the inside of the shoe. the 
vamp reached quite high to the instep. undecorated 
and dating to the 18th century? 
6. Vamp of a  small size shoe, mule type (50/1/S), 
richly decorated, most probably makes up a pair with 
a shoe catalogue number 46/1/S due to identically dis-
tributed ornaments and size. the 16th–18th centuries. 
7. Three soles survived in whole:
a) a two-part sole, symmetrical, survived in two frag-

ments (fig. 7; inv. no. 48/1/S) large size, outer, fin-
ished with a rounded seat with a part of a heel of 
alder and a square toe, slightly bilaterally narrow-
ing at the waist. cut from hide. Metal studs and 
pins of common spindle used to nail a missing heel 
have survived. together with the sole, a  rounded 
part of a stripe was found, probably the back part 
of the shoe; 

b) a two-part sole, symmetrical, cut out of hide, sur-
vived together with inner sole (seat), seat rounded 
and finished with a blunt, square toe, slightly nar-
rowing at waist. In the seat part wooden studs used 
to nail the heel survive (50/1/S);

c) one-part outer sole, symmetrical, with a  rounded 
toe and seat, without narrowing at the waist, with 
a heel made of several layers of leather held togeth-
er with metal and wooden studs. this has survived 
in two pieces. the heel is nailed directly to the out-
er sole with pins of common spindle. It survived 
together with the sole remains of a shoe strap and 
a piece of the inner sole (212/1/S).

8. Four pieces of the front part of soles – treads: 
a) tread of a one-part sole, outer, symmetrical, finished 

with a slightly rounded toe, with an outsole in the 
toe part with wooden studs, with a clear bilateral 

Fig. 4. Szczecin. Modern footwear (photo and drawing  
by I. Sukiennicka, A. Ryś).

Fig. 5. Szczecin. Modern low-cut slip-on shoes (photo and 
drawing by I. Sukiennicka, A. Ryś).
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narrowing at waist (50/1/S) the sole is cut out of 
hide, most probably the outsole was well; 

b) tread of the inner sole made of hide or calf skin, 
finished with a slightly rounded toe (50/1/S); 

c) part of the tread of an outer sole finished with a slight-
ly rounded toe, with crossing imprints of twine, as 
a result of stretching the shoe strap (54/1/S); 

d) tread of damaged inner sole finished with a round-
ed toe, most probably of hide. 

9. Three pieces of soles without seat:
a) a piece of a single-piece sole, inner, asymmetrical, 

finished with a rounded toe, with a slight bilateral 
narrowing. the sole survived in two pieces. It was 
probably cut out of goat or sheep skin or a young 
animal (a kid or lamb) (55/1/S);

b) a  piece of a  single-piece sole, inner, symmetrical, 
finished with a clearly pointed toe, with slight bi-
lateral narrowing. cut out of goat or sheep skin. 
crossing imprints on the sole made by stretching 
the shoe strap twine (50/1/S);

c) two pieces of an outer sole with a sharp toe “wrapped” 
on the heel (55/1/S). cut out of tough hide. 

10. remains of a multi-layer heel with a piece of sole 
(54/1/s).
11. Pieces of the seat parts of soles: 
a) seat of a one-piece outer sole with a slightly round-

ed seat and bilateral, slight narrowing at the waist. 
together with the sole, a heel made of several lay-
ers of hide nailed to the sole with wooden studs 
and a piece of a shoe strap have survived (fig. 8; 
inv. no. 52/1/S); 

b) a piece of a shoe strap; 
c) fragments of an outsole made of hide;
d)  a seat of a single-piece inner sole, symmetrical, fin-

ished with a  rounded seat and extremely narrow 
waist. Seat with traces of pegs (53/1/S). cut out of 
hide, probably cut vertically into two layers; 

e)  a  seat and tread of a  single-piece inner sole with 
a slightly rounded seat and bilateral, slight narrow-
ing at waist, with imprints of stretching the shoe 
strap. A heel survived together with the sole made 

Fig. 6. Szczecin. children’s shoe (photo and drawing  
by I. Sukiennicka, A. Ryś).

Fig. 7. Szczecin. two-part sole of modern footwear  
with fragments of a rand (photo and drawing  

by I. Sukiennicka, A. Ryś).

Fig. 8. Szczecin. fragments of modern footwear soles  
(photo and drawing by I. Sukiennicka, A. Ryś).



152

Anna B. Kowalska

of several layers nailed to the sole with wooden 
studs (54/1/S);

f)  a  seat of damaged sole, rounded with traces of 
wooden pegs fastening the heel (54/1/S);

g)  a  seat of damaged sole with remains of a  leather 
heel (54/1/S);

h)  seat of damaged sole with remains of a leather heel 
(212/1/S);

i)  a piece of sole and remains of a leather shoe strap 
(212/1/S).

12. Damaged pieces of soles (53/1/s; 55/1/s), scraps of 
soles (50/1/s; 45/1/s).
13. Pieces of footwear (48/1/s; 50/1/s; 52/1/s; 54/1/s).

Finals remarks

from the point of view of archaeology, studies 
on leatherworking in the modern period remain in 
a considerable disproportion to medieval ones. At the 
beginning of the 16th century, transformations were 
taking place in the territory of poland which resulted 
from following foreign fashion trends from both West-
ern and Eastern Europe. Moreover, a strongly conser-
vative approach can be noted as regards the choice of 
foreign elements, which in the future resulted in the 
appearance of a traditional national dress. these pro-
cesses should also be seen in the context of changes in 
the construction of shoes, which were becoming a part 
of a  dress matching its other elements (Drążkowska 
2011, 156f.). It can be assumed with a large degree of 
probability that shoemaking in Szczecin in the Renais-
sance period, as well as in later periods, evolved just 
like other European trends. 

What is particularly noteworthy while studying 
finds of modern footwear is the shape of soles which, 
other than the shape of medieval soles, is not aligned 
with the curves of a  foot. Regardless of the shape of 
the toe and the seat and the thickness, they are sym-
metrical, sometimes very narrow at the waist. they 
can be clearly divided into inner and outer as well 
a  single- and two-piece ones, while each one is only 
one element of the bottom consisting of a few layers, 
including a wooden or cork gusset. particularly char-
acteristic are soles of very thick and very hard leath-
er, which were fastened to the inner part of wooden 
heels; the heel itself was in such cases nailed to quite 
a thick inner leather padding placed between the in-
ner and outer sole and which reached approximately 
half of the length of the shoe. 

the shape of the sole, mainly the ending of the 
tread, is very different from the one known from the 

Middle Ages. firstly, there are no pointed soles and 
most of them are characterised by slightly rounded 
front parts, while some of the inner soles have pointed 
toes. Some of them, only the remains of which have 
survived, display very vivid imprints left by shoe strap 
twine. One tread of an inner sole cut from thick leath-
er shows traces of an outsole. 

Soles and their parts correspond well to finds ex-
cavated in Warsaw (blusiewicz 2009a; 2009b). Shapes 
noted in the excavation material from Szczecin are 
easy to find. bottoms with gentle lines date to the 
16th and the first half of the 17th centuries; occasion-
ally, there were also soles with pointed toes. the au-
thor is quite right to note that they are just remains of 
the gothic style which was passing away (blusiewicz 
2009b, 36). Soles presented by Olaf goubitz (goubitz 
et al 2001, fig. 1–2, 82) as well as Dmitrij Osipov and 
Valentina Sobol are categorised in precisely the same 
way (Osipov and Sobol 2013, pl. 4–5).

Among finds uncovered in latrine 1 there were no 
soles with widening toes which were so characteris-
tic of the Renaissance fashion (Możdżyńska-nawotka 
2005, 38–39). All of the soles discussed here have 
approximately the same proportions i.e. the biggest 
protuberance is the tread. Differentiating between 
men’s  and women’s  shoes by the shapes of the bot-
toms is simply impossible. Only finds of small sizes 
can be safely associated with children. It seems that 
in the transition period between gothic and Renais-
sance fashion, a period when new construction solu-
tions were introduced into shoemaking, the forms of 
shoes did not change much. Low, ankle and high shoes 
were still used, although it seems that the dominating 
form was the ankle shoe. 

Mules, also called leather pattens, were protective 
shoes replaced wooden and leather pattens during the 
Renaissance period. In contrast to pattens, mules had 
vamps which covered the whole instep or reached the 
halfway point of the instep. they quite quickly gained 
the status of home footwear which were worn inde-
pendently inside or placed over more refined leather 
shoes. the construction of mules was special. the 
bottom was always a multi-layer one, which consisted 
of an outer sole cut from thick leather, wooden, or 
cork pad, as well as an outer sole and inner sole on 
which the foot rested directly. All of these layers were 
wrapped in the so-called rand which was also called 
a shoe strap. A wooden or cork padding, either flat or 
in a form of a gusset, consisted of a few elements con-
nected with wooden pegs. 

finds from Szczecin represent an early type of 
mule, one that preceded the elegant, heeled wom-
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en’s shoes worn inside in the 18th century. the small 
sizes of the Szczecin mules allow us to conclude that 
they were also worn by children, while the species of 
wood used for the insoles support the conclusion that 
at least some of them were made in local shoemaking 
workshops. It is possible that the cork oak which was 
used to make the insoles was brought from southern 
Europe, but xylological analyses are inconclusive due 
to a lack of comparative data. 

Women’s  shoes, very low and shallow, on 
a wooden, profiled heel seem to be the youngest ones 
in this collection. their outer sole is placed under 
the tread and waist creating in the back part the in-
ner wall of the heel. both the way in which the parts 
of the shoes were assembled and the heel was cut al-
low us to conclude this is an example of 18th century  
shoemaking. 

two slip-on, small size shoes were uncovered in 
the backfill of the latrine: children’s, made of a multi-
piece, wooden and leather bottom and a single-piece 
vamp covering the whole tread up to the talocalcaneo-
navicular joint. the heel counter is open. this type of 
a shoe, of various sizes, was known under a popular 
name of french origin: mule (ceynowa 2007, 437f.; 
blusiewicz 2009b, 70–72). In polish literature on the 
subject, at least three other names were used, namely 
trep (Eberle 1985, 200), pantofel (turnau 1991, 27) or 
mulet (Możdżyńska-nawotka 2005, 155) or muł (gut-
kowska-Rychlewska 1968, 870). this type of shoe is 
considered a protective one, just like medieval wood-
en and leather pattens. 

the oldest shoes uncovered during archaeologi-
cal excavations discussed here come from the period 
when there were guilds: associations of craftsmen 
from specific trades. the shoemakers’ guild, one of 
the oldest in Szczecin, existed as early as at the end 
of the 13th century. In comparison to objects made of 
other raw materials, objects made of leather are rela-
tively scarce. It seems that the overwhelming majority 
are craftsmen’s products copying foreign forms and el-
ements of decoration. It is best discerned in ceramics 
and products made of glass as well as some shoemak-
ing objects, especially mules which were produced 
following West European fashion, but made of local 
wood. In the case of Szczecin, the series of late medi-
eval and early modern objects which were uncovered 
during archaeological excavations are too limited to 
undertake a detailed analysis of the products of local 
craftsmen. this gap will undoubtedly be bridged by 
the results of archaeological excavations carried out in 
other parts of the town.
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