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MEDIEVAl LEAtHER FOOtWEAR fROm TAllINN

KRISTA SARV

Abstract

Finds of footwear in the excavations in Town Hall Square and Vene, Vaimu, Sauna and Roosikrantsi streets reþect the me-
dieval footwear fashion of Tallinn as well as of the whole of northern and Central Europe. Strap shoes, low laced shoes and 
high laced shoes might be considered as fashion footwear. The respective chronologies of northern Europe demonstrate the 
existence of thong, strap and low laced shoes and high laced shoes through many centuries, but the peaks of use – the period 
of the fashion – of these types do not exceed 70 to 80 years. Since Tallinn belonged to the Hanseatic League, the cultural 
phenomena occurring here were probably the same in Central and northern Europe.

Key words: footwear, shoes, Tallinn, Medieval.

The large number of ýnds from urban excavations and 
the possibilities for different interpretations of written 
sources have induced researchers to use archaeological 
ýnds to explain social and cultural phenomena. Thanks 
to the discussion in archaeological theory about a sin-
gle ýnd group as a possible reþection of society, which 
enables us to seek answers to a constantly widening 
variety of questions, the rather illustrative role of 
leather ýnds in excavation reports has begun to change 
towards exhaustive analysis. In earlier excavation re-
ports, most attention was paid to construction remains 
and the analysis of pottery, the ýrst expressing some 
structural development, the other supporting it chrono-
logically. The Dutch archaeologist Groeneman-van 
Waateringe stresses three criteria which make the ty-
pochronology of footwear vital for archaeology. First, 
footwear is the only category of clothing of which the 
development is known starting from the Neolithic pe-
riod. Second, since footwear is a part of clothing, it 
has a direct connection with human culture, from the 
aspect of fashion. One can express oneself through 
clothing, and distinguish oneself from others, to dem-
onstrate one’s belonging to a group, or to single oneself 
out individually. Third, footwear provides information 
about the health of individuals (Goubitz, Driel-Murray, 
Groeneman-van Waateringe 2001: 393). During the 
past two decades, rich ýnd material has been recovered 
from archaeological excavations in Tallinn. In several 
sites, quantities of leather artefacts and fragments of 
them have been discovered, thanks to the good pre-
serving qualities of the cultural layer. Investigations of 
archaeological leather have been rather modest up to 
now. In local archaeological literature, only a couple 
of universal articles have been published about leather 

ýnds from Tartu and Tallinn (Valk-Falk 1984, 1985), 
but also a more thorough analysis of leather footwear 
from the excavations in Pärnu in 1990 (Rommot 1990). 
In recent years, a review has been published of the me-
dieval leather footwear found in the excavation of Sau-
na Street 10, Tallinn (Sarv 2000), and an analysis of the 
leather ýnds from Roosikrantsi Street, Tallinn, written 
by A. Kurbatov, an archaeologist from St. Petersburg, 
is going to be published.

The present article sets out to give a survey of the 
footwear of medieval townsmen, on the basis of foot-
wear found in various archaeological excavations in 
Tallinn.

Mate r i a l

The leather footwear discussed in the article comes 
from four sites inside the medieval town wall: Town 
Hall Square, Sauna Street, Vaimu Street, Vene Street, 
and Roosikrantsi Street in a medieval suburb outside 
the town wall (Fig. 1).

Single examples of footwear have also been found at 
some other sites in Tallinn, but these ýve excavations 
were selected for their larger area and the better docu-
mentation of the ýnds. Besides, the material from Town 
Hall Square and Vene Street deserves special attention, 
since the location has been suggested as the general 
residence of shoemakers and the footwear trade (Kap-
linski 1995: 23). The excavations in Sauna Street were 
the most extensive, a whole dwelling complex was dis-
covered together with outbuildings and fences. From 
these excavations, the largest and most interesting col-
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Fig. 1. Location plan of the excava-
tion areas

1. Town Hall Square
Excavations: 1952ï1953, 510 sq. m
Leather ýnds: 331 pieces of footwear

2. Viru 1/Vene 2 and 4
Excavations: 1996–1997, 20 sq. m
Leather ýnds: 49 pieces of footwear

3. Roosikrantsi St. 9 and 11
Excavations: 1996, 2,294 sq. m
Leather ýnds: 49 pieces of footwear

4. Sauna St. 8 and 10
Excavations: 1998ï1999, 650 sq. m
Leather ýnds: of nearly 10,000 pieces 
of leather, 5,638 came from footwear

5. Vaimu 2/Pikk 47
Excavations: 2001, 68 sq. m
Leather ýnds: 168 pieces of footwear

lection of leather ýnds was recovered, 59.6 % of which 
is fragments of footwear. Owing to its diversity, this 
collection forms the basis of the typology of medieval 
footwear of Tallinn. The material from Roosikrantsi 
Street is especially interesting for being found in a sub-
urb, thus providing comparative material for the ýnds 
from within the town wall.

Te rmino logy

Among the parts of archaeological leather footwear, 
soles and uppers prevailed. Whole shoes were few, and 
no pairs of shoes were found. Other smaller details of 
footwear were also numerous: connecting pieces of up-
pers, edgings, heel-stiffeners, seam margins of soles, 
fastening parts and lace-hole reinforcements.

In the article, the terms “shoe”, “boot” and “soft peas-
ant shoes” are used to specify footwear more accu-
rately. Shoes are footwear with soles and uppers cut 
separately from a piece of leather. Shoes are either 
with or without fastenings. Shoes can be divided into 
three categories by the length of the leg: low, with the 
leg ending at the ankle; medium-high, the leg end-
ing above/on the ankle; high, the leg reaching at least 
halfway up the ýbula. A boot is footwear without fas-
tening, with a separately cut upper, leg and sole, and 
with the leg covering the ýbula. A soft peasant shoe is 
slipper-like footwear made of a single piece of leather, 
fastened with a cord or thong(s) running through slits 
cut in the edges of the piece. Considering the above, 
archaeological leather footwear can be divided into the 
following types: thong shoes, strap shoes, laced shoes, 
pumps, laced boots and soft peasant shoes.
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Fig. 2. Some examples of shoes from Tallinn. (Drawn by Soýa Pantelejeva)

Medieva l  foo twear  in 
Ta l l inn

Thong shoes are low, medium or 
high shoes, fastened with leather 
straps over pairs of slits in the 
front and rear parts of the shoe. 
By the length of the leg and the 
type of fastening, thong shoes 
are divided into several groups. 
1. Low shoes fastened with one 
leather strap: footwear with the 
upper consisting of a single piece 
of leather, or sometimes also hav-
ing one or two connecting pieces 
(Fig. 2: 1). Characteristic were the 
pairs of slits, up to six in number, 
immediately below the upper 
edge, for the fastening straps. 
This type had two versions: a) 
thong shoes with a V-shaped inci-
sion on the instep; b) thong shoes 
cut very low on the sides, and the 
uppers rising sharply from the 
middle of the side towards the 
toe. The seams on the top edges 
of the uppers of both suggest an 
edging of a leather strap, or per-
haps a fastening of the lining. Numerous ýnds of edg-
ing straps seem to support the ýrst. 2. Medium-high 
shoes fastened with a single leather strap (Fig. 2: 1.1). 
Besides the height, this type is discernible by the up-
per consisting of two parts, the toe and the heel cut to-
gether, and a separate connecting piece for the (inner) 
side. An exceptional specimen of this type (AI 6332: 
122) was found at Sauna Street: its toe and heel parts 
are cut separately. The two pairs of slits for a leather 
strap were usually located at the ankle and by the lower 
edge of the upper. An important characteristic is the 
Y-shaped incision on the instep. 3. High shoe fastened 
with a single leather strap. This is distinguished from 
the thong shoe fastened with a single strap only by the 
length of the leg and the fact that the top edge of the 
upper lacked traces of sewing. The rest of the technical 
details are the same. Uppers with a Y-shape incision on 
the instep prevailed.

By the length of leg and the mode of fastening (4) (me-
dium-)high shoes fastened with two leather straps and 
(5) high thong shoes fastened with three leather straps 
could also be distinguished (Fig. 2: 1.2 - 1.2.1).

The thong shoes found in Tallinn were simple in their 
construction, and relatively modest. Decoration on 
footwear was observed only on a couple of low shoes 
from Sauna Street. The toe part of the upper of one 

thong shoe (AI 6332: 511) was decorated with three 
oval incisions, made in an openwork technique, with a 
leaf-shaped middle part. Two of the uppers found (AI 
6332: 181, 263) had incisions in the shape of a willow 
leaf in the toe part, evidently meant as decoration. The 
irregular perforation on the toe part of one upper (AI 
6332: 208) might also be a decoration.

The parts of strap shoes found (Fig. 2: 3) belonged to 
the low and light type, fastened with two straps cut to-
gether with the upper. On the uppers found, two differ-
ent fastening constructions could be observed: one type 
had the straps cut together with the heel part, the other’s 
strap on the inner side of the footwear was cut together 
with the connecting piece. Two different modes were 
also used for fastening strap shoes. The most common 
was a fastening where the straps were connected by a 
thong pulled through the holes at the ends of the straps 
and tied. Among the strap shoes found in Town Hall 
Square, a fastening where the straps were held together 
by a knotted thong, which was fastened to the middle 
of the instep, prevailed. Some of the uppers had heel-
stiffeners, or seam traces suggesting such details. The 
heel-stiffeners found in Sauna Street were either trap-
ezoid or triangular. Among the archaeological ýnds in 
Tallinn, there is an upper of a strap shoe (AI 6332: 49), 
probably dating from a later period, the heel part of 




