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Abstract
The recent decade has witnessed significant growth in the hand-
bag market due to the changing values and increasing needs of 
handbags globally. Fashionable and innovative materials and 
techniques have become available and inspired designers to 
push the boundaries of handbag design. However, the lack of 
a theoretical foundation in handbag design may hinder the 
practice of handbag designers that needs to keep up with the 
contemporary market. This thesis aims to illuminate how herit-
able knowledge can be gained from the history of handbags and 
applied to contemporary handbag design practice. It provides 
designers with a vision for creating handbags as communicative 
and meaningful products.

The doctoral thesis, entitled Everyday Companions. Meaning- 
Making Process Through Handbag Design, examines handbag de-
sign in Estonia from 1918 to 1940 and uses historical knowl-
edge as input for contemporary handbag designing. The em-
phasis is on the cultural construction of the meanings of bags. 
Meaning-making in this thesis is restricted to the process of 
designing handbags that includes the making and testing of 
handbag prototypes with potential users or audience; the thesis 
excludes the meaning-making involved in product marketing. 
The study asks: How is it possible for a handbag to communi-
cate meaning and how can the designer generate meanings in 
the handbag he/she designs? Vihma’s (1995) semiotic study of 
design products is taken as a basis for this thesis. The semiotic 
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approach makes it possible to concentrate on meaning-mak-
ing through handbag design. It provides explanations of the 
interaction between individuals and handbags and illuminates 
the perception of meanings through signifiers – the physical 
features of bags. 

The thesis consists of three creative cases preceded by qual-
itative research on handbags represented in Estonian periodicals 
and conserved in museum collections. The historical period from 
1918 to 1940 is chosen as the beginning of handbag fashion. 
Although handbags were also worn before these years, they 
became ordinary everyday necessities around the end of the 
First World War and their styles started to change in parallel 
with clothing fashion. This twenty-two-year period between the 
world wars was the first period of the independence of Estonia 
in which rapid developments in handbag design both locally 
and internationally were evident. Estonia was integrated into 
the European cultural context, and fashion trends from cen-
tral Europe reached Estonia and were adopted and adjusted for 
the local market. Through the analysis of historical data, three 
themes reflecting novel, classic and local characteristics of bags 
emerge and lead the research inquiry.

The creative outcome of the cases includes three collec-
tions of bags whose design processes are informed by the most 
outstanding features from each thematic characteristic. The 
objective of the collections is to test the meaning-making po-
tential of bags. The focus is on the perception of the physical 
characteristics of bags. I examine the creative collections of bags 
interpreting and representing novel, classic and local characteris-
tics from the practitioner’s perspective through my reflections on 
the making of the bags and the audience’s perspective through 
qualitative analyses of their feedback.

The research contributes new insights into handbag history, 
as well as the designing and making of meaningful contempo-
rary handbags informed by history. A suggested semiotic model 
enhances the understanding of the communicative potential and 
meanings of handbags through linkages between the physical 
characteristics of bags and their perception past and present. 
The findings of this research are expected to be beneficial for 



 

handbag designers and students alike in understanding the value 
and potential role of the handbag as a trustworthy everyday 
companion for many.



 



1.

Introduction
The first chapter introduces handbags as a research topic, elaborating 

on their cultural and historical significance in the period between 

the two world wars as well as their educational and professional 

significance in contemporary handbag design. The chapter reveals 

the motivations and aims of the thesis and articulates the research 

questions from a practitioner-researcher’s viewpoint. Estonian 

handbag design production and education are introduced to reason 

the need for in-depth research and the opportunity for original 

research. Finally, the chapter presents the structure of the thesis.
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1.1

Defining the 
Research Problem 

The subject of this thesis is handbag design. There exist a great 
variety of portable containers – purses, bundles and pouches – 
that can all be called bags and have been used for over a thou-
sand years to carry personal belongings. Different versions of 
bags have been worn cross-body, on the back or hanging from 
the waist; they can be hidden under garments or, in contrast, 
exposed as decorative luxury items. The first hand-held bag, 
called a reticule,1 was introduced only in the nineteenth century 
(Wilcox, 1999, pp. 49–58; Saillard, 2005, p. 35). Handbags, de-
fined as bags with a handle for holding and carried by women,2 
emerged at the end of the nineteenth century and became uni-
versal in the early twentieth century. These durable and mois-
tureproof little leather bags first inspired by leather travelling 
luggage gradually replaced more fragile fabric bags, and their 
status became guaranteed as a necessity in the context of the 

1
In France, these were known as ‘ridicules’ and in England at first as 
‘indispensables’, later ‘reticules’.  The fashion of handheld purses 
came along with the neoclassic style which made it impossible to 
wear pockets under a skirt, to use belt bags, shoulder bags, etc. The 
first reticules were drawstring fine fabric bags with colourful deco-
ration on flat sides. 

2  
It is a definition by De La Haye (2012, p. 261), otherwise, the term 
‘handbag’ first appeared in the nineteenth century and referred to 
the hand-held leather travelling bags usually carried by men. It was 
adopted to describe women bags what echoed luggage bags in the 
last third of the nineteenth century and started to signify a large 
variety of bag styles in the twentieth century (Wilcox, 1999, p. 73).
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continuous growth of urbanisation. Handbags started to sym-
bolise autonomy, mobility, independence and public presence for 
modern women. A new discipline of fine leatherwork emerged 
among saddlers to cope with the demand for handbags. By the 
beginning of the twentieth century, leather goods manufacturers 
with saddlery skills created mass-produced bags. These bags 
were practical daywear with attention paid to construction and 
functionality (Fogg, 2009, p. 20). Ornamentation was adjusted 
to the technical possibilities of mass production. The number 
of forms and styles of handbags started to increase rapidly after 
the First World War (i.e. Saillard, 2005, p. 36). Bag design 
in the 1920s and 1930s appeared to be highly innovative in 
terms of materials, technologies and construction. For example, 
plastics, such as casein, celluloid or cellulose acetate, but also 
new leather types, such as fish skin and beaver, were turned into 
modern clutches. Watches, compasses and little lamps were 
integrated into the handbags and new closing systems, such as 
zips, enabled more complicated bag shapes never seen before 
(i.e. Wilcox, 1999, pp. 82-94; Ettinger, 2003, pp. 119-134; 
Ivo, 2011, pp. 194, 298, 314). New needs and corresponding 
novel conceptual approaches developed and changed bag designs 
more than ever. The first social rules towards carrying handbags 
also emerged. This period bursting with original designing is 
the most intriguing in handbag history from the viewpoint 
of a designer and a practitioner and is therefore chosen as the 
starting point and inspiration for this thesis.

Several overviews of handbag history exist – some concentrate 
on the styles of the twentieth century and provide information 
about the bags of the 1920s and 1930s among other decades 
(i.e. Ettinger, 2003, pp. 61–134; Fogg, 2009, pp. 11–69; Cox, 
2007, pp. 43–65; Etherington-Smith and Clifton-Mogg, 2014, 
pp. 57–100). These overviews explain bag design in general 
or follow developments in a chronological order; they focus on 
background information, explaining changing social habits, new 
leisure activities, and the rise of celebrity and clothing fashion. 
However, the handbags have not yet been closely studied from 
a designer-maker’s perspective and treated as material-sensitive 
multi-layered constructions for practical use. Moreover, handbag 
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design and making in Estonia from these two decades is an en-
tirely unwritten history. 

The handbag thrives in contemporary fashion as a luxury 
product and fashion accessory. Bags occupy a prominent position 
in all the major department stores and high-end boutiques as 
uncontested status objects of feminine fashion (i.e. Hiner, 2010, 
p. 248; Singer, 2013), and bags as highly profitable products are 
the most relevant retail objects of the couture houses (i.e. Hin-
er, 2010, p. 180; Cox, 2007, p. 160; Svendsen, 2006, p. 124). 
The need and desire for the right bag, designer bags, even sec-
ond-hand, has been discussed, criticised and admired, realising 
that a bag is a reflection of its owner, a portable manifestation 
of a woman’s sense of self, a personal statement (i.e. Ephron, 
2002; Singer, 2013; Merkin, 2014). Handbags have become a 
familiar but significant everyday accessory that initially evoked 
mobility and independence, although today the absence of a bag 
has become synonymous with freedom (Saillard, 2005, p. 49). 

While the term ‘accessory may connote ‘marginal’ or ‘pe-
ripheral’, the fashion accessory is laden with meanings relevant 
to the cultural thinking of the time (Hiner, 2010, p. 2). There 
are several cultural-historical overviews of handbags (i.e. Cox, 
2007; Wilcox, 1999) presenting how the evolving functionality 
of bags reveals the history of the changing role of women. The 
size, shape, capacity, interior solutions, materials and decorative 
techniques of bags form a reflection of everyday needs. Bags are 
like tiny time capsules that provide valuable insights into past 
tastes and essential needs of women (Wilcox, 1999, pp. 8–9). 

Bags reveal and conceal simultaneously. The exterior of 
bags is a public and visible presentation of the owner, con-
versely its interior is invisible to the public eye and contains 
private possessions. As handbags simultaneously hide and reveal 
women’s secrets, they are compared to the myth of Pandora 
(Hiner, 2010, p. 210) and considered to be magical because the 
contents have the potential to satisfy everyday needs, or as Bari 
(2019, p. 257) puts it ‘the contents of a bag have the power to 
alter the course of our lives’. Bags are intimate extensions of 
the body (Johnson, 2002, p. xii) and windows into a woman’s 
soul (Bari, 2019, p. 252). They are compared to a little house 



for a mobile life or a machine for a living (Johnson, 2002, pp. 
450, 177); in psychoanalysis the bag is a symbol of the mother, 
a portable womb (Phillips, 2012). The ideal handbag is about 
dreams, desires and deliverance from the banal, the opposite 
of the trivial. 

Interestingly, the communicative abilities of handbags have 
rarely been discussed among handbag designers and practition-
ers. The prevailing approach considers the physical properties 
of both the exteriors and interiors of bags as referring primarily 
to functionality and ergonomics and understands decoration 
and ornament including colour, patterns or graphic elements 
on bags as meaning carriers (i.e. Mito Design, 2007). From 
my experience as a handbag designer and lecturer, I speculate 
that the physical characteristics beyond ornament and graphic 
elements on bags can also be meaningful, and are therefore 
worth investigating.

The handbag is a female accessory although bags for men, 
called man-bags or murses, were introduced in 2006 as sophis-
ticated alternatives to briefcases and backpacks (Cox, 2007, p. 
168). Despite the efforts of famous luxury brands and celebrity 
examples carrying messenger-bags, clutches or leather totes and 
increasing sales, man-bags are not yet widely accepted. This the-
sis concentrates on handbags as vital elements of female culture 
and acknowledges that in the twenty-first century handbags 
are still the territory of women. The study is not interested 
in gender issues or defining womanhood through handbags, 
although it is impossible to avoid the subject entirely. For ex-
ample, the term ‘feminine’ appears several times as an adjective 
to describe bags and must be understood as connected with 
women or having the qualities or appearance considered to be 
typical of women. If possible, descriptions or images are added 
to connect the term to specific physical characteristics of bags.

Handbags are the focus of this thesis and are taken as inde-
pendent sculptural and functional objects that are close to but 
separate from the human body; they are not assembled with 
clothing items or other accessories. It provides an opportunity 
to design unique prototypes available for interpretation and 
flexible meanings dependent on the person and context.
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1.2

Research Questions 
and Aims 
of the Thesis

This thesis contributes to the theory and practice of handbag de-
sign, examining the cultural production of meanings through ex-
ploring and testing the materiality of handbags for meaning-mak-
ing potential. The relationship between meaning-making and 
handbag design gives rise to the main research question: How is 
it possible for a handbag to communicate meaning and how can 
the designer generate meanings in a handbag he/she designs?

Barthes (1994, p. 182) notes that every object in a society 
has meaning, and this meaning overflows the object’s use. Sev-
eral other pieces of research have also reached the point where 
they understand meaning besides functionality providing value 
to products (e.g. Norman, 2004; Verganti, 2016). Svendsen 
(2006, pp. 130–134) realises that new experiences and new 
emotional stimuli constitute value, but market analyses cannot 
predict the intangible future. Verganti (2016, pp. 6–15, 26, 
73–126) sees a solution in innovation driven by meaning as a 
way of creating value in the current world, where ideas are abun-
dant but novel visions are rare. There are too many products 
offering new solutions for functionality or style and far fewer 
products following design-driven innovation and offering new 
meanings for consumers. According to design-driven innova-
tion, product meaning addresses both utilitarian and intangible 
values, such as experiential, emotional and socio-cultural values. 
Norman (2004) accordingly emphasises the intervention of pos-
itive emotions and cognition in the selection and consumption 
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of products. This thesis aims to explore existing meanings of 
handbags to be able to pinpoint and suggest potential meaning 
innovation in handbag design and to develop knowledge that 
may support designers in manipulating the emotional impact of 
their designs. Therefore, more specific but fundamental subques-
tions arise to support the research: What is meaning? Which 
characteristics of bags can communicate meanings? What are 
these meanings? How is meaning produced, perceived and un-
derstood? These questions lead to an investigation of handbag 
design and production through experimental practice, which 
relies on historical input and focuses on the communicative 
potential of handbags.

Meaning-making was selected as the core of this thesis to 
understand the non-verbal reflective and communicative role of 
the handbag past and present. Houze (2016, pp. 1–5) explains 
that there are multiple layers of signification, and interpretations 
change over time from one historical period to another and 
from one cultural context to the next. Nevertheless, signs and 
symbols are central to our imaginative lives and the construction 
of our identities. We continue to be influenced by the world 
of signs around us, often in ways that may be invisible on the 
surface. Houze (2016) claims that it is urgent to continue to 
peel away the layers of signification to locate myth in historical 
context. This idea is followed in this thesis in which historical 
bags from 1918 to 1940 are analysed to find physical character-
istics perceived as meaningful for application in contemporary 
bag designs with the intent to uncover underlying connections.

Several process-related research questions subsequently 
arise. First, research questions for historical analysis that are 
expected to provide an overview of the period’s handbag de-
sign and its perception among the audience. Second, research 
questions to understand how contemporary audiences perceive 
the resulting bag collections. As all three cases have different 
focuses, the questions change accordingly.

The first case focuses on the novel characteristics of bag 
design; in particular, those considered innovations and their 
meanings. In contrast to the novel, the second creative case 
aims to define a classic bag. As the chosen historical period is 
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the epoch when handbags became an everyday commodity, the 
case concentrates on the most enduring features of handbags. 
The third creative case focuses on the chosen research materials, 
which are Estonian-origin periodicals from 1918 to 1940 that 
include news about local and international handbag design. 
As often seen in these periodicals, the origin of designs is not 
specified. The case therefore aims to find specific features of 
handbag design, which can be identified as Estonian design, 
or that defines handbags as ‘local’. 

Three themes – novel, classic and local – emerge during 
the examination of historical data on bags but conjointly be-
come the centre of meaning construction. The research question 
emerging from the creative cases asks: What are the physical 
characteristics of handbags that communicate novel, classic and 
local (i.e. Estonian) meanings according to Estonian periodicals 
and historical bags between 1918 and 1940 and how are these 
characteristics understood in contemporary designs?

This thesis aims to connect the past and the present in 
order to explain the cultural production of meaning through 
handbag design. As Bramston (2010, pp. 13, 52) puts it, the 
connotations of an object are usually the consequence of nu-
merous minor characteristics and details managing to blend 
and work in harmony to form a statement to a particular target 
audience. In this regard, a product is not simply a form with a 
function, but rather a collection of considered messages that can 
be investigated by the product’s individual features or through 
the composition of its different elements. As this study focuses 
on examining the design of handbags, a practitioner’s knowledge 
and expertise are needed. The practitioner has the advantage of 
practical experience, know-how in regard to technology, mate-
rials and constructions that lead to an awareness and intimate 
understanding of the product through hand-on engagement 
that may reveal the broader context and implications of prod-
ucts (Pinski, Kane and Evans, 2018). The knowledge collected 
during the research aims to support designers in the creation of 
the desired meanings of handbags. On a broader scale, the aim is 
to make designers realise the versatile character of the meanings 
of design products, encourage them to detect meaning-evoking 



characteristics for different contexts and help them understand 
the primary variables in the meaning-making process.

Combining historical and contemporary design practices can 
create new kinds of innovations to enhance reflections on the past, 
present and future and clarify our understanding of the world.
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1.3

Researcher’s Position 
and Motivation

I am a handbag designer, having been educated at the Leath-
er Art Department of the Estonian Academy of Arts. While 
my BA studies concentrated on material-driven thinking and 
connected leather-based fields of bookbinding and handbag 
design, the MA thesis focused on bag design. My interest in the 
changing meanings of black leather clothing and accessories in 
the twentieth century resulted in a collection of novelty bags in 
2001. These bags fitted tight to the female body and exagger-
ated its forms aiming to communicate power and domination 
through gender specifics. The focus of the collection was on form 
(the bags mimicked and exaggerated female breasts, hips and 
waistlines). In addition to shapes, materials (primary materials 
were different leathers) and material properties (i.e. black and 
red colour, shiny or textured surfaces) communicated the desire 
of power and domination. Besides an interest in a conceptual 
approach, this collection presented my technical skills in bag 
making. Since then, both the conceptual and construction chal-
lenges have characterised my creative work. 

My professional career has been connected closely to teach-
ing in higher education; I have taught both the practice and 
history of handbag design.  For over 20 years, I have made 
bespoke handbags. The personal relationship with a client 
resulting in a handbag created according to his or her needs, 
values, and beliefs teaches an empathetic approach and re-
veals bags as carriers of meaning. Professional experiences have 
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taught me to analyse, explain and deliver both my explicit and 
tacit knowledge of handbag design and continuously grasp 
new knowledge myself. Teaching is simultaneously learning.

This research developed out of my interest and a need to 
present Estonian handbag history. While preparing lectures 
about bags based on existing literature and supplementing data 
with archaeological research materials (i.e. Goubitz, 2007), a 
question arose about missing publications regarding Estonian 
handbag design, production and consumption in the twentieth 
century. I started reading periodicals and memoirs of the period, 
looked for saddlers, fine leatherworkers and firms producing 
handbags from the Rahvusarhiiv [National Archives], visited 
MUIS, the visual database of Estonian museums, and finally the 
bag collections in the museums to convince myself that handbag 
production existed, developed quickly during the 1920s and 
1930s and is worth investigating. Consequently, I started to 
consider a doctoral project. Thereby, this PhD thesis was first 
motivated by the lack of teaching and learning materials and 
by my curiosity about why. The starting motivation was to un-
derstand the history of the field to be able to reflect this to the 
students. I think that it is relevant to position handbag design 
and to recognise its value and importance on the design scene.

Starting a doctoral project was also motivated by the need 
for personal development, to leave the comfort zone of a prac-
tising lecturer and to test myself as a researcher. The research 
lens and methodological framework help me to understand 
and analyse the field’s past and present, as well as to absorb 
and articulate new knowledge. I aimed to find continuity in 
handbag practice and the design principles behind this. To 
closely examine handbag practice makes it possible to research 
through one’s practice and to use creations as a reflective part 
of the study. I started artistic research that makes creating new 
insights possible through an original approach, in my case, to 
integrate historical research with creative work, which permits 
me to use my practitioner knowledge and methods to identify 
a new level both in handbag practice and theory. 

According to Somerson (2013, p. 29), disciplinary bound-
aries between artists and designers are more like placeholders 



for definitions than parameters in contemporary culture. My 
practice and knowledge have changed over the years, increas-
ingly valuing design approaches instead of exhibition-oriented 
applied arts. In this doctoral project, I define my practice as 
bag designing and this thesis as artistic design research. Design 
in this thesis is understood as a meaning and form making 
activity that derives not only logical and material, but also aes-
thetic, symbolic and communicational constructs. The process 
of designing handbags includes several stages, from concept 
development, sketching and technical experiments to pattern 
cutting and construction to complete prototypes.
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1.4

Estonian Handbag 
Design as a Research 
Context

Estonian handbag design is chosen as the research context be-
cause it provides original viewpoints influenced by the country’s 
political, economic, cultural and educational history. Above all, 
the history of Estonian handbag design has not been researched 
until now.

Before the First World War, Estonia was part of the Rus-
sian Empire subsequently gaining its independence in 1918, 
and at that time handbags were produced only according to 
special orders. The field of handbag design started to develop 
fast from the beginning of the 1920s (H, 1935, pp. 19–21). 
By 1940, three large-scale enterprises employed 73 employ-
ees,3 twelve medium-scale enterprises of 85 employees (Kau-
bandus-Tööstuskoda, 1940) and numerous smaller workshops 
with up to five employees each served the population of one 
million.4 Saddlery followed the same scheme as in the rest of 

3 
These three were Mehaaniline Reisitarvete ja sadulsepa tööstus  ADOLF 
PÄTS [Adolf Päts’s Mechanical Factory of Travel Goods and Saddlery], 
Oskar Sõmermaa (Zimmermanni) sadulsepa, peennaha- ja kohvritööstus 
[Oskar Sõmermaa’s (Zimmermann’s) Saddlery, Handbags and Lug-
gage Factory] and Eduard Taska ateljee [The Atelier of Eduard Taska]. 
The last one was concentrating on ornamentation using leather dec-
orative techniques and is famous for its bookbindings, although, in 
greater amount small leather goods, including handbags, clutches, 
etc. were produced (Valk-Falk, 1994, p. 68).

4  
According to the statistics of 1934, the population of Estonia was 
1 126 413. (Rahvaarv 1881- 2000. http:// www.stat.ee)
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Europe, exchanging the production of horse equipment for car 
and furniture upholstery and developing new areas such as the 
production of travel equipment and fine leatherwork. The latter 
contained the production of everyday items, such as handbags, 
clutches, wallets, etc. (H, 1935, pp. 19–21). The use of deco-
rative leather techniques to embellish these items was popular. 
In the 1930s, the elaborated craft of fine leatherwork reached 
the international market, and handbags, among other similar 
products, were exported to, for example, Finland, Latvia and the 
Netherlands (Tartu Töösturite Keskühing, 1937, p. 155; Taska, 
1938). The bags were in demand in London, Paris and New 
York (Smith, 1939; Varma, 1937, p. 11; Valk-Falk, 1994, pp. 
65-76), even Africa (i.e. Belgian Congo) and South America 
(i.e. Panama) were mentioned as destination markets (Tartu 
Töösturite Keskühing, 1937, p. 156; Taska, 1938). Occupied 
by the Soviet Union after the Second World War, the whole 
economic system of the Estonian Republic changed when con-
tacts with West were prohibited. In the context of shortages 
and isolation, Estonian bag design was halted for decades. The 
years of rapid progress enabled by national independence from 
1918 to 1940 provide an opportunity for original research on 
the development of handbag design from a necessary item to 
a fashion accessory through changing international styles and 
the specific local features of bags. 

The Estonian context provides another original viewpoint. 
Handbags have simultaneously been part of the fashion industry 
and belong to the world of product design. They have been, 
for example, treated in comparison with products, such as cars 
and watches (Juggessur, 2011; Han, Nunes and Drèze, 2010). 
In Estonia, handbags at the intersection of product and fashion 
design are traditionally taught in a curriculum based on the 
leather art tradition, which incorporates leather art techniques, 
design and the making of book bindings and fashion accesso-
ries, such as handbags and shoes. The curriculum is delivered 
by the Department of Accessory Design and Bookbinding at 
the Estonian Academy of Arts that celebrated its centenary in 
2017 (Päeva et al., 2017). In the early 1960s, the heads of the 
Fashion and Leather Art departments decided that the need 
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for fabric bags had vanished and the training of bag designers 
should be leather-based (Lehis, 1975, pp. 16–17)5. The Leather 
Art Department continued teaching bag design but as a minor 
course concentrating instead on decorative leather techniques 
and two-dimensional compositions to decorate the flat surfaces 
of book bindings, boxes, caskets, etc. Changes in the Leather Art 
curriculum started when Estonian independence was restored 
in the 1990s. By the early 2000s, the preference for leather 
decoration was replaced by form- and construction-based stud-
ies and handbag design stood out as a modern direction in the 
curriculum. Bag design has now become the most popular field 
among graduates of the department, but handbag production 
among Estonian leathercrafters and saddlers has until now not 
been studied.

The most in-depth overview of leather art in Estonia Eesti 
nahkehistöö [Estonian Leather Art] by Kirme in 1973 contains 
an overview of the 1920s and 1930s but excludes handbags 
entirely. The author explains in the introduction of the book 
that bag and shoe design is left aside because form and colour 
are more important there than leather art techniques, although 
both involve leather (Kirme, 1973, p. 6). His earlier research 
(Kirme, 1965) explains that leather art is a part of the applied 
arts, which uses different techniques to decorate leather objects. 
In his opinion, bookbinding is a branch of leather art, but ac-
cessories, such as totes or handbags without decoration are not. 
He declares that handbags have a closer connection with fashion 
than with leather art (Kirme, 1965, p. 3). Kirme follows that 
principle throughout his career focusing on composition and 
creative leather art techniques applied on bookbinding, includ-
ing albums, boxes and desk pads (Kirme, 2012, pp. 53-101). 

5  
Handbags had been part of both Fashion and Leather Art curricula 
nearly since their establishment between 1914 and 1917. For example, 
the 1937/38 curriculum synopsis of the popular women’s handicraft 
department (called originally as the Needlework Department and lat-
er the Embroidery Speciality, now divided into the Departments of 
Fashion and Textile Design at the Estonian Academy of Arts) showed 
fabric handbag as a useful item for practising embroidery tech-
niques from the first up to the last school year (Riigi kunstikoolide te-
gevus [Activities of State’s Art Schools], 1938, p. 22). The curriculum 
of garment sewing of Tallinn Women’s Craft School also contained 
beading techniques on handbags (Varma, 1932, p. 88).
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In 1994, a book about Eduard Taska, the founder of the Leath-
er Art Department at the Estonian Academy of Arts and the 
most famous Estonian leather artist and designer of the 1920s 
and 1930s was published (Valk-Falk, 1994). The monograph 
introduces Eduard Taska as a successful entrepreneur and pro-
vides an overview of Estonian society and cultural status at the 
time through Taska’s creative practice and workshop. Valk-Falk 
(1994, p. 68) focuses on Taska’s bookbinding and only mentions 
his small goods and handbag production in passing, although 
it was in prevalence compared to unique leather bindings as 
he himself mentions in the book. Kirme and Valk-Falk, both 
graduates of the Leather Art Department6, preferred leather 
decoration as a research matter and similar principles have pre-
vailed among historians over the years and left those involved in 
handbag production overshadowed. For example, Teder (2004, 
pp. 216–222) and Alber (2008) present leather caskets, hab-
erdashery, photo albums and bookbindings from studios and 
artists but exclude handbags. Only five commented images 
of bags from 1918 to 1940 can be found in the leathercraft 
collection catalogue of the Tallinn City Museum (Heimvell, 
2008). It is apparent that handbags are the least mentioned or 
represented form of leather production unless they contain some 
decoration whose techniques are worth describing. 

Besides leather, bags of the 1920s and 1930s were made 
of different fabrics and beaded and embroidered evening bags 
were popular. Research on embroidery in the Estonian context 
are foremost associated with the national folk costume; this 
includes numerous overviews of colourful floral and geometric 
motifs used on different items of folk costumes (e.g. Linnus, 
1955; Linnus, 1973; Kabur, 2012) and on interior textiles and 
other utilities (e.g. Pedak, 2007; Vunder, 1992). Although the 
information about embroidery on urban dresses from the 1920s 

6  
Kirme graduated in 1954 and Valk-Falk in 1958 (Päeva et al., 2017, 
p. 152). 
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and 1930s has accumulated in recent years,7 no formal in-depth 
research exists either on Estonian urban fashion history or on 
handbags from the 1920s to 1930s.8 

In the economic history of Estonia, the most extensive stud-
ies were by Pihlamägi (1999; 2004) containing an overview of 
Estonian economy from 1870 to 1940. Her research concentrates 
on the largest and most valuable branches of Estonian industry, 
including the textile industry, leather industry and shoe man-
ufacture. However, these studies exclude handbag production, 
probably because handbag design as a new area at the time was 
vaguely defined and situated between saddlery, travel equipment 
industry, fine leatherwork and clothing fashion. All these areas 
could contain handbags. Another publication, concentrating on 
the Estonian light industry, contains a much broader historical 
overview from the thirteenth century to modern times. The fo-
cal point is on large textile and leather manufacturers of fabric, 
clothing and shoes (Kello and Laos 2011). The reason for leaving 
handbag production aside again is not apparent, although the 
Estonian Linda NGK was highly valued and one of the most 
modern handbag manufacturers in the USSR. It was formed 
in 1963 by assembling smaller factories from Estonia that pro-
duced small leather goods, handbags, gloves and suitcases.9 

7  
For example interesting MA theses from Teras (2015), whose inter-
est lies in constructing Estonian national handicraft style based on 
folk art through the representations of folk costumes and usage of 
folk costume motifs in fashion in Estonian women’s and handicraft 
magazines from 1887 until 1940 and Bristol (2016), who provides an 
overview of Estonian gold work tradition focusing on both sacral tex-
tiles and embroidery on military uniforms. 

8  
There is an interesting MA thesis on the recede of the local folk cos-
tume in favour of international urban dress from the earlier period 
by Muru (2005), an overview of the period’s clothing culture (Ojavee 
and Puppart, 2019, pp. 18-76) and a very brief overview of Estonian 
urban dress in Berg Encyclopedia of World Dress & Fashion, volume 9 by 
Piiri (2010), all excluding handbags.

9  
There is a MA thesis that provides an overview of industrial handbag 
production in NGK Linda by Floren (2010). The thesis is based on 
archival materials and interviews with former industrial artists (bag 
designers in big industries were called industrial artists until 1990s).



The only available research on Estonian-origin bags origi-
nating before the 1940s is probably an overview of folk costume 
bags from the collection of the Estonian National Museum 
(Astel, 2006). This was meant for craft people and modern 
folk costume wearers to choose the right type of accessory to 
accompany the otherwise pocketless outfit. Although Astel 
(2006) introduces folk bags, she demonstrates the variability of 
bags in shape, material, colour and function. Original research 
on handbags is therefore needed to understand the specificities 
of local bag design and acknowledge and support awareness of 
the field and supplement general overviews based mainly on 
former publications.
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1.5 

Structure 
of the Thesis 

The thesis consists of five chapters. The first chapter (i.e. the 
present chapter) introduces handbags and why their commu-
nicative and meaning-making abilities are worth investigating. 
It presents the reasons and motivations for starting the study 
and articulates the aims and research questions from the view-
point of a practitioner, presenting the need for creative cases 
in response to the research questions of the thesis. The chapter 
explains the Estonian context that has left the local history of 
handbag design unwritten and introduces the selected histor-
ical period between the world wars as the starting point for 
original research. 

The second chapter reveals the framework of the research 
and offers an overview of existing studies on handbags to point 
out research gaps and unexplored themes this thesis hopes to 
fulfil. It continues with explanations of historical bags as a con-
textual framework for the unsearched subject and emphasises 
object-centredness, which means concentrating on the physical 
attributes as well as the emotional and psychological dimensions 
of handbags. The final section introduces the themes of the cre-
ative cases – novel, classic and local – and provides reasons for 
selecting them in order to answer the research questions about 
meaning generation and perception of handbags.

The third chapter is about the methodological framework, 
explaining the research methods, the research process, and the 
conceptual framing of the thesis. The selected research methods 



are driven by the main research question that involves both the 
communicative abilities of handbags and the designer’s role in 
creating meanings. The chapter introduces the idea of serial-ness 
in research through design and emphasises the reflective role 
of a practitioner. The conceptual framing supports the research 
aims to understand the meaning and its production. Mean-
ing-making from the perspective of cognitive semiotics and 
product semantics is suggested, and Vihma’s (1995) approach 
of product semiotics is selected and explained to conceptually 
frame the analyses of both historical research and creative cas-
es. Finally, data collection methods for historical research and 
audience feedback are presented.

The fourth chapter describes the creative cases in four sec-
tions. The first section explains the principles of the design pro-
cess applied throughout the research incorporating (1) methods 
of collecting and analysing historical data, (2) the process of 
making handbag prototypes and (3) methods of collecting and 
analysing audience feedback. Descriptions of the creative cases 
follow. Then the second, third and fourth sections are about 
the novel, the classic and the local characteristics of handbags 
respectively. Every section explains the theme, provides a histor-
ical overview and analysis of the bags of the 1920s and 1930s, 
introduces input data and inspiration for a creative collection, 
describes prototypes in detail and analyses contemporary feed-
back from respondents on the created handbags. Finally, the 
result of every theme is concluded answering what physical 
characteristics of handbags communicated novel, classic and 
local meanings in 1918–1940 and how these characteristics 
were understood on contemporary designs. 

The fifth chapter presents the research findings that address 
the research questions and illuminate the research themes. It 
concludes the thesis commenting on relevant research methods 
and theoretical framing and analysing research contributions and 
applications. The chapter ends with a discussion of the limita-
tions of the research and potential directions for future studies.





2.

Literature Review and 
Research Framework
Chapter 2 reviews existing research on handbags and detects 

knowledge gaps, such as missing viewpoints on conceptual 

and experiential handbag design and production and meaning 

generation. The chapter explains the reason for utilising historical 

analysis of handbags as an approach to examining contemporary 

bag design. It elucidates the relevance of historical research to 

our understanding of the context of subject field, and explains 

how retrospective and national references to everyday products 

help answer the research question about meaning generation and 

perception of handbags. The introduction to the rationale behind the 

selected research themes unfolds novel, classic and local bag design 

topics. 
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2.1 

Existing Research 
on Handbags and 
Handbag Design

There are only a few academic studies examining handbags (e.g. 
Camerlengo, 2010; Juggessur, 2011; Lin, Wang and Liu, 2013). 
While small in number, these studies shed light on a variety 
of viewpoints that can be applied to research on handbags. 
Simultaneously, research gaps are revealed in terms of original 
bag design and production.

Historical research is perhaps the most acknowledged and 
most traditional mode of enquiry. It aims to gain knowledge on 
past societal and cultural practices through the examination of 
historical objects supported by written and visual documenta-
tion, and theorise about the societal, cultural, psychological and 
aesthetic values of the objects. For example, Camerlengo (2010) 
creates a social framework for the miser’s purse,10 studying wom-
en’s magazines, etiquette and fancywork guides, and artistic 
and literary interpretations (i.e. novels and paintings) from the 
Victorian era. The aim was to distinguish types of miser’s purse, 
to clarify their distinction from other contemporary purses and 
bags and most importantly to explore its specific personal and 

10
Miser’s purse is also known as a ring, stocking or a long purse. It has 
knitted, crocheted or netted tubular shape that is closed at each end 
and has a slit in the middle for closure. It was carried by holding the 
gathered middle, and the contents sealed by the use of two silver, 
cut-steel or mother-of-pearl rings that were pushed down on each of 
the sides once one inserts the coins. These purses were fashionable 
between 1775-1880 but in use up to 1920s (De La Haye, 2012, p. 263; 
Camerlengo, 2010, pp. 22-26). 
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social functions in the nineteenth century. Additionally, the 
resulting knowledge was applied to attributing miser’s purs-
es from the collections of six museums11 to particular periods 
and classifying them by size, style and material. In addition, 
Burman and Fennetaux’s (2019) book on tie-on portable pock-
ets12 from 1660 to 1900 meticulously researches one specific 
historical bag type in order to gain an insight into the social 
history of women’s everyday lives in the period. Therefore, data 
from written sources (such as letters, diaries, inventories, novels, 
advertisements and criminal trial documents), visual material 
(such as paintings, prints and photographs) and surviving pockets 
from several museums and private collections were analysed. The 
written and visual sources made it possible to describe the use 
of the pockets, and the remaining pockets themselves revealed 
the choice of materials, techniques, construction and decoration. 
The research focuses on the function, use and appearance of tie-on 
pockets and consequently explores the consumption practices, 
work, sociability, mobility, privacy and identity of women of all 
social classes.

Student research on bags also exists at a regional level. For 
example, Luutonen (2002) explores crocheted bags in Finland 
and Vihur (2015) examines workbags13 for knitting tools in 
Estonia. Both date the research material between the end of 
the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth 
century. The former concentrates on bags selected by technique 
and divides these into types. According to Luutonen (2002, p. 

11
Selected purses belong to Cooper-Hewitt, the Smithsonian Design 
Museum (New York), the Museum at the Fashion Institute of Tech-
nology (New York), the Metropolitan Museum of Art (New York), the 
Museum of Fine Arts (Boston), the Los Angeles County Museum of 
Art and the Victoria and Albert Museum (London).

12
Tie-on pocket(s) is a single or pair of roomy fabric pockets with a 
pear-like silhouette with rounded corners at the bottom. They were 
attached to a strip of fabric, then tied around the waist and worn 
beneath the skirt. Pockets had vertical slits for access, which women 
obtained via a slit or open seam in their dress. Tie-on pockets were 
meant for holding sewings and valuables (De La Haye, 2012, p. 265).

13
Workbag is a bag type that holds tools or implements (De La Haye, 
2012, p. 265).
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52), crocheted bags from Finland can be divided into reticules 
(described as pouch-like bags with a drawstring and round bags 
with metal clasps) and miser’s purses (described as long money 
bags fastened with metal rings). Vihur (2015, pp. 16-41) focuses 
on bags selected by the same function and use, and compares 
regional differences concentrating on western Estonia and the 
islands. Both Luutonen (2002) and Vihur (2015) provide an 
ethnographic viewpoint.

Buse and Twigg (2014) adopted a completely different 
viewpoint. Their study focuses on handbags, but uses this as a 
lens to understand how women with dementia negotiate iden-
tity, memories, security and privacy through material culture. 
According to the research, handbags and their contents evoke 
powerful memories of people or events and help to maintain 
connections to past roles or aspects of the self. Women’s bags 
change throughout the life-course in size and style, concerning 
changing roles and responsibilities. When preserved, these un-
used handbags and their contents act as triggers for memories. 
In general, bags belong to the public space and women do not 
carry bags with them when at home but in the conditions of a 
care home, the habitual practice of keeping a handbag provides 
women security. In the absence of a private or secure locked 
space in the care home, bags were seen by the residents as the 
only truly safe place to keep treasured possessions and therefore 
handbags provided reassurance in creating, maintaining and 
negotiating the boundaries of private space.

Handbag research has recently developed within the dis-
ciplines of business and economics, such as fashion business, 
marketing and branding to gain knowledge and develop theories 
of the manufacture and consumption of society. Handbags have 
been studied from the business and branding point of view to 
focus on consumer purchasing decisions. Recent research focuses 
on bags as luxury products. For example, Han, Nunes and Drèze 
(2010) investigate consumer preferences for luxury handbags 
and status signalling using brand prominence – the extent to 
which a product has visible markings that help ensure observers 
recognise the brand. The study aims to classify consumers and 
to identify how this classification is indicative of social mo-
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tives, thus showing preferences between quiet and loud luxury 
goods. According to the results, consumers are divided into 
four groups by their luxury signalling motives based on their 
desire to associate and/or dissociate from their own and the other 
three groups. Categories are labelled as patricians, parvenus, 
poseurs and proletarians. Patricians are high in financial means 
and low in their need to consume for prestige’s sake. They do 
not require prominent brand markings to judge the value of a 
bag. Parvenus possess significant wealth but do not have the 
connoisseurship necessary to interpret subtle signals. Therefore, 
to separate themselves from those who do not own luxury goods 
while simultaneously associating with those who possess, they 
prefer the brand prominently displayed to recognise a bag as an 
expensive luxury brand. Poseurs do not own the financial means 
to readily afford authentic luxury goods but want to associate 
themselves with brand status; hence, they are especially prone 
to buying counterfeit luxury goods. Finally, the fourth catego-
ry is labelled proletarians who are less affluent consumers and 
also less status-conscious compared to others. Han, Nunes and 
Drèze (2010) also reveal that luxury brands, such as Gucci and 
Louis Vuitton, charge more on average for quieter handbags and 
shoes—those that display the brand less prominently. Counter-
feit goods will tend to be copies of lower-priced, louder luxury 
goods. The louder an original handbag, the more likely it is 
to be knocked off by counterfeiters. Juggessur (2011) studied 
the purchasing behaviour of women living in London in regard 
to luxury designer and counterfeit handbag brands. The focus 
was on consumption and incorporated an investigation into the 
brand meaning and social meaning, attitudinal factors, individ-
ual factors, and finally post-consumption emotions as part of the 
evaluative criteria of luxury designer handbags and counterfeit 
handbags. The research is quantitative using multiple methods 
for credibility and one of the very few investigations focusing 
on exploring identical antecedents in both luxury designer and 
counterfeit handbags. Juggessur (2011, pp. 217–220) finds 
quality as the most relevant characteristic of luxury designer 
handbags. Her respondents construed quality in various di-
mensions such as durability, prestige, reliability, aesthetics, 
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image, conformance and serviceability, but mentioned also a 
brand name, product attributes and price. A luxury handbag 
was perceived as desirable, stylish, trendy, well-known, even 
common among some but foremost a statement of success and 
style. The results of the research revealed materialism as one 
of the key constructs affecting the consumption of counterfeit 
handbag versions. In purchasing those more attention was paid 
to the need to possess branded products. The results highlight 
that both luxury designer handbags and counterfeit handbags 
generate similar post-consumption experiences. Both Han, 
Nunes and Drèze (2010) and Juggessur (2011) offer managerial 
implications and marketing tips to brand owners. For example, 
Juggessur (2011, p. 218) suggests that the credibility of luxury 
designer handbags should be ensured in numerous dimensions of 
quality and it should be emphasised as a point of differentiation 
between luxury designer handbags and counterfeit handbags. 
Han, Nunes and Drèze (2010) indicate how a luxury goods man-
ufacturer can target a wider audience simultaneously by making 
their brand more or less prominent and vary price accordingly 
across products within a single line. The manufacturer needs to 
develop obvious cues that identify products even in the absence 
of an explicit logo or brand name.

Relations between handbags and their purchasers reach 
the most extraordinary and surprising level, as seen in financial 
research, where luxury handbags are studied as an alternative to 
investment products (Piiroinen, 2014). The research provides 
an overview of the vintage handbag market and pricing prin-
ciples defining an investment bag as an iconic or classic bag by 
well-known luxury brands. Several celebrities are collectors and 
at the same time investors in handbags. For example, Victoria 
Beckham has more than 100 Hermès Birkin bags worth £1.5 
million (Abraham, 2009). Hermès Birkin is considered to be 
the most valued bag in the world, and therefore a worthy in-
vestment even when purchased from a secondary market (John, 
2016). The most expensive item until 2017 was the white 
Himalaya Birkin, made from Nilotic crocodile and decorated 
with more than 240 diamonds on its 18-karat-gold hardware, 
sold at Christie’s in Hong Kong for $379,261 (Ginsberg, 2017). 
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Piiroinen (2014, pp. 54–56) concludes that besides three main 
traditional asset types, which are stock, bonds and cash, lux-
ury handbags can be classified as an alternative and profitable 
investment. In 2016, Louis Vuitton luggage and Hermès bags 
were already called high-ticket pieces in the world of finance 
and investment and compared to oil paintings, 18th century 
French Bordeaux wines, Faberge eggs and coin collections (Ka-
suma et al., 2016).

Handbag research incorporates handbag design and con-
struction to gain knowledge and to theorise the practice of 
designing and making handbags. It is relevant to explore the 
potential of design and bag making concerning the social and 
environmental issues facing contemporary society. This kind of 
practitioner research usually contains design practice as a means 
for achieving new knowledge. 

For example, handbag prototypes are presented in research 
into customised handbags as a form of customer service for the 
Taiwanese market (Lin, Wang and Liu, 2013). The research 
hypothesises that consumers have transformed from a need to 
worth in product demands; therefore, their focus is shifting from 
mass production to quality products with a unique appearance, 
excellent manufacturing quality and intricate handwork. The 
research first uses market surveys to understand the needs and 
expectations of consumers regarding customised handmade 
handbags. Then applies the TRIZ systematic innovation14 
method to distinguish consumer market opportunities and to 
construct the procedures for designing adjusted handbags. The 
study also suggests a collection of customised handmade bags 
created according to analysed and tested information to com-
plete the developmental stage of the research but the focus of 
the research lies in the systematisation of design procedures 
that could be applied to monitor the customisation process.

14
TRIZ is the acronym of Russian Teoriya Resheniya Izobreatatelskikh 
Zadatch, which means ’the theory of inventive problem solving,‘ and 
was invented in 1946 by Genrich Altshuller. TRIZ stresses that inven-
tion or innovation can follow certain procedures and steps, rather 
than just random ideas or disconnected brain stimulation. 
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Kongprasert, Brissaud, Bouchard, Aoussat and Butdee (2008) 
concentrate on customer perception of handbag forms, aiming to 
connect semantic adjectives with design elements, and therefore 
better understand the brand identity of a luxurious brand from 
the customer’s or user’s point of view. The research is based on 
a questionnaire interpreting 15 images of bags from a unique 
French luxury brand and a scale that divides semantic adjectives 
into traditional (i.e. simple and functional) and original (i.e. at-
tractive and fashionable). The research results aim to visualise the 
semantic position of bags dividing design elements into present-
ing brand identity (e.g. handle, handle tab), adding function (e.g. 
pocket, zip) and adding luxury, elegance and attraction (e.g. added 
detail, more decoration). Kongprasert et al. (2009) continue the 
research to create a practical customer-oriented design method to 
help designers meet customers’ preferences. Their method is based 
on the quality function deployment (QFD)15 concept that they 
used to evaluate the relationships between semantic adjectives 
and design attributes. The selection of 10 semantic adjectives 
related to activity, lifestyle and taste of the target customers was 
collected from magazines and the websites of a luxury brand by 
fashion experts and chief designers. This phase was similar to 
the first research, but designers, engineers and pattern makers 
classified the design attributes of bags this time. They compiled 
an in-depth list including shape attributes (the type of shape, 
size, structure and complexity), material attributes (the type of 
material, surface finish, colour and flexibility), accessory and detail 
features (i.e. fittings, type of closure, type of handle(s) or strap(s), 
decoration etc.) and manufacturing attributes (types of stitching 
and binding). The designed matrix was tested by a selected bag 
company to propose guidance for designing new products. Finally, 
the research proposes similarity and combination principles for 
companies. The similarity principle suggests modifying design 
attributes of existing products, and the combination principle 

15  
Quality function deployment (QFD) method is developed in Japan 
in 1966 to help transform the voice of the customer into engineer-
ing characteristics for a product. The method transforms qualitative 
user demands into quantitative parameters to effectively achieve 
the design quality.
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proposes combining the design attributes with maximum values 
according to the customer-oriented matrix.

Another direction for handbag innovation is in HCI (hu-
man-computer interaction) and wearable technology. There are 
some examples of handbag prototype testing. For example, Chen 
and Yan (2012) designed a bag with an LED light panel16 and a 
bag with an integrated screen17 was tested in the University of 
Lapland (Colley, Pakanen, Koskinen, Mikkonen and Häkkilä, 
2016). Both prototypes were meant as wearable public displays 
and offered possibilities for self-expression, communication 
and identification, such as changing the bag’s appearance to 
match clothing or displaying slogans, images or texts on the 
bags. This research focused on user perceptions towards inter-
action with screens and left the actual design of the bags as an 
irrelevant aside. Pakanen, Lappalainen, Roinesalo and Häkkilä 
(2016) continued with smart handbag design on a concept lev-
el, without being limited by the available technology. They 
applied the co-design process, whereby the research consisted 
of individual drawing and writing based brainstorming for 20 
respondents and two co-design workshops for ten non-profes-
sional participants to create low-fi smart handbag concepts. The 
results of the research do not provide new knowledge about 
designing and making handbags at a professional level but 
highlight general design preferences related to handbags. For 
example, smart handbags were considered to look classic and 

16
The low fidelity prototype was called the Gemini bag and it had an 
LED light panel on the front panel. Each light had two states: on 
or off. When all lights were out, the LED panel served as a natural 
decoration on the bag. When a certain signal was sent to the LED 
panel, the array could display meaningful information on the bag, 
serving as a blinking, shining and unique component of the bag. For 
activation, the bag needed the Gemini App, a mobile application 
that worked as a private sketch board for the user to plan what was 
shown on the bag.

17
Two existing handbags that were simple in design were selected and 
modified (a cut-out window was made in the handbag’s outer skin) 
to include a commercially available Android tablet (Samsung Gal-
axy Tab 10.1”) as an integrated display. Wizard-of-Oz approach was 
applied for testing, meaning that participants were unaware of the 
fictionality of the prototype and believed the handbag to be auton-
omously functional and using RFID tagging technology instead of a 
hidden operator controlling the situation from a distance.



durable against weather and age, yet easy to transform into a 
trendy or different shape. The bag was preferred to be made 
of smart materials that imitate the look and feel of authentic 
materials and the material was expected to be as durable and 
long-lasting as genuine leather. The participants also noted that 
a smart handbag should not look interactive or smart on the 
outside for protection and privacy – the technology should be 
hidden. The most highlighted suggestion was modifiability – 
adapting the size and shape as well as texture and colour of a 
bag for different events, seasons and clothing.

In conclusion, available research on handbag design ex-
plores methods for an efficient process of designing for in-
dustry and examines concept-level possibilities for turning 
handbags into wearable displays, but it does not incorporate 
the original designing of bags, which includes concept devel-
opment, sketching, technical experiments, pattern cutting and 
construction. Existing research concentrates on the customer’s 
perception of and preferences for the external appearance of 
bags but lacks conceptual and empirical knowledge on de-
signing and making bags. Although available research on the 
history of bags is extremely focused, and therefore meticulous, 
contemporary potential inspired by the analysis of historical 
bags is not discussed. This literature review identified that 
research that investigates bag design from a designer’s and/
or a practitioner’s viewpoint is missing; a detailed account 
of a multi-layered creative process that translates ideas and 
aims into new prototypes are not available. Existing research 
examines neither the physical characteristics of bags that form 
meanings and serve as non-verbal communication nor does it 
focus on meaning-making possibilities that incorporate the 
exterior and interior of bags. There are no studies that apply 
research through design and incorporate information gathered 
from creative practice into accumulated new expert knowledge 
on handbags and handbag design. This thesis sets out to fill 
the aforementioned gaps and uses a still unapplied method 
of product semiotics to better understand the meanings and 
values mediated by handbags in everyday contexts. 
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2.2

Historical Bags 
as a Starting Point 
for Design Analyses 
and Inspiration

To start conduting research, one needs a context. The context 
provides a framework; it explains what else is happening at the 
same time and also what happened before. Thompson (1972, 
p. 45) considers history as the discipline of context. Historical 
context is a larger set of circumstances and forces, and places and 
things in everyday lives that suggest broader patterns. Accord-
ing to Blythe (2013, pp. 118, 136), curiosity and thoughtful 
reflection about what exists leads to the production of the new. 
Otto (2016) suggests that all processes of design include a vision 
not only of the future but also of the past. Designing and plan-
ning for change involve the simultaneous conceptualisation of 
a past. The past conditions and the present, makes the desired 
future possible. Consequently, to ‘open up’ the future for new 
opportunities, one needs to ‘open up’ the past as well, searching 
it for yet undiscovered formations, assemblages and possibilities 
that will energise and sustain the wished-for transformation. 
As this thesis aims to contribute propositional knowledge on 
bag design due to the lack of academic research into bag design 
and Estonian bag history, it is obvious to start with a historical 
overview to construct a framework for the thesis. Research into 
historical bags facilitates our understanding of contemporary 
bags and the recognition of changes and similarities of values 
and meaning-making through handbags. History helps grasp 
our relationship with the past and protect and preserve tradi-
tional and cultural values. 
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In this thesis, the historical research contains written and 
material sources. Both written documents (i.e. periodicals, ar-
chival documents) and material objects (i.e. bags from museum 
and private collections) are collected and analysed following the 
object-centred approach (Finn, 2014; Prown, 1982). Harvey 
(2018, pp. 2–3) explains that object-centredness concentrates 
on physical attributes as well as the emotional and psychological 
dimensions of an object. According to Dant (1999, pp. 1–16), 
material culture provides a means of sharing values, activities 
and styles of life in a more concrete and enduring way than 
the use of language or direct interaction but, at the same time, 
material culture is never distinct from language or interaction. 
Things are often the topic of talk or the focus of action. Ma-
terial objects are meaningful and make up a substantial part 
of the context of people’s social lives. Appadurai (1986, p. 41) 
adds that each commodity expresses both the technological, 
aesthetic and social knowledge of production that is read into 
a commodity and consumption knowledge, which is read from 
the commodity. 

Digitalisation and open access to databases of museums18 
have popularised the retrospective approach worldwide. Be-
sides virtual museums, the number of publications of historical 
overviews concentrating on small mundane items has also in-
creased in recent years. Every little thing has become a part of 
cultural history, emphasising an obsession with detail, novelty 
and exoticism of the everyday (Roelstraete, 2009). For example, 
Clark (2012) introduces the collection of the Simone Handbag 
Museum in Seoul, Ivo (2004; 2011) examines the collection of 
the Hendrikje Bag Museum in Amsterdam and Wilcox (1999) 
introduces bag history based on the collections of the Victoria 
and Albert Museum in London. Materials published by private 

18
According to Riello (2011, p. 9), the British Museum and the Victoria 
and Albert Museum in London have two of the largest image banks in 
the world. Many other museums follow the path of digitalisation. In 
Estonia, there is a still supplemented database of all museums called 
MUIS (https://www.muis.ee/); for example, Rijksmuseum in the Neth-
erlands popularises the usage of online collections through interna-
tional design competition series based on their image banks (https://
www.rijksmuseum.nl/en/rijksstudio-award (last visited 2.07.2019).
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collectors or archaeologists provide additional information about 
materials, firms and labelling, which help to identify the possi-
ble period, designers and styles (e.g. Berkson, 2009; Ettinger, 
2003; Goubitz, 2007; Miller, 2006). Access to historical objects 
has increased and popularised the mode of interpretations, ref-
erences, reconstructions and revivals because the twenty-first 
century has changed the practice from copying and learning 
techniques through precise replicas to analysing and inter-
preting techniques and constructions. According to Somerson 
(2013, p. 24), learning from objects by looking, analysing and 
contextualising helps to form a language for communicating 
responses to art and design. It fosters the creation of new objects 
of art and design with their own communicative language. 

Design objects, from cars and furniture to household appli-
ances, clothes, and handbags, often carry signs of history through 
their visual forms, and design history presents plenty of comments 
concerning influences and comparisons of visual characteristics in 
various objects. According to Mick, Burroughs, Hetzel and Bran-
nen (2004, pp. 13-14) and Vihma (2012, p. 9), visual references 
(i.e. form references) have not been studied in the context of design 
research and there are gaps in our knowledge about the historical 
continuities and changes of imminent meanings that designs us-
ing historically meaningful characteristics set up for contemporary 
consumers. Also, little is known about how particular material 
choices (e.g. leather) can influence consumer perception. Vih-
ma (1995, pp. 91–97) suggests that resemblances of designs help 
to generate and learn meanings about new products. For example, 
products have similarities based on tradition (e.g. almost all scissors 
have a scissor-like form), on similar material qualities (e.g. glassy look 
refers to fragility) or similarities that assemble products in a specific 
environment (e.g. kitchen appliances).

In addition, there is a renewed interest in national histories 
because the nation is still widely identified as the most powerful 
community of memory (Lees-Maffei and Fallan, 2016, p. 7). 
The historical research on bags of the 1920s and 1930s in this 
thesis provides an opportunity to fill a gap in knowledge about 
Estonian bags and the local cultural context related to handbags. 
As bags are part of a phenomenon of international fashion, this 



research adds new knowledge to the handbag scene and styles 
at the international level. A semiotic study of contemporary 
bags that uses historical characteristics as input reveals histori-
cal continuities and changes in meaning suggesting a kind of guide 
for practitioners to orientate and understand meaning-making 
through handbag design.   

In conclusion, research containing creative practice is a 
relatively recent phenomenon, while the field of handbags, in 
contrast, is long-lived but still unexplored. Therefore, this ac-
ademic thesis expects to be the first research of its kind that 
applies a multi-methodological approach to connect knowledge 
of design practice with traditional historical research on bags to 
overcome the separation between practice and theory.
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2.3

Research Themes: 
Novel, Classic, Local

Each of the three cases explored and discussed in the thesis 
has its own theme. The research starts with the topic of novel 
handbags, then turns to that of classic examples and finally, 
the third case concentrates on local handbags. This section ex-
plains the background to these research themes and provides 
reasons for selecting them. The retrospective view of historical 
handbags and their meanings commented at the time acti-
vates the creative part of the research and helps to shed light 
on the research questions that explore the characteristics of 
bags that can communicate meanings and are interested in the 
generation, perception and understanding of these meanings. 
An implementation of the serial method and the evolution of 
the research themes during the process is explained in Chapter 
3, Subsection 3.1.1. The Serial Method and the themes that 
emerged are elaborated in detail in Chapter 4.

Novel 
The novel is about newness. In this thesis, novel is understood 
to mean recently made or introduced, something that is dif-
ferent from the previous and not yet familiar. Innovation is the 
introduction or usage of novel things, ideas or ways of doing 
something. As the dissertation aims to find ways to innovate 
handbag design informed by historical input, it is relevant to 
start the research focusing on newness in the handbag sector 
of the selected period between the First and the Second World 
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War. Fashion news as the primary source of bag design infor-
mation in magazines and newspapers is used as the most con-
tinuous and representative source of written historical data in 
this thesis to support the focus on novel qualities of handbags. 
Steffen (2010, pp. 86–87) argues that not only do different 
concepts of innovation provide technological progress, but aes-
thetics and expressions of culturally and socially relevant new 
meanings of the product are also accepted as possible bases for 
novel solutions. According to Rampino (2011), a design-driven 
innovation process results in aesthetic innovation, an innovation 
of use, meaning innovation and typological innovation. Aesthet-
ic innovation deals with the product’s external appearance in 
terms of shape, size, proportions and colour. This can be judged 
at first sight without the need to interact with the product or 
understand it. The innovation of use adds new functions com-
pared to products already on the market. This is about the way 
people interact with a product. Meaning innovation concerns 
the emotional and symbolic aspects of a product. It is about 
the product’s communicative abilities. Finally, typological in-
novation relates to the deviation of a product from its formal 
archetype. News from periodicals of the time provides an op-
portunity to collate the development of handbags, including 
changes in function, shape and silhouette, materials, as well as 
colour and pattern choices. These exterior characteristics reflect 
the perception of cultural and societal changes in everyday life 
and simultaneously reveal novel conceptions of the period. 

Another reason for considering the novel as the first case 
study was the rise of so-called ‘novelty bags’ during the selected 
historical period. The novelty marks the quality of being new, 
different and attractive, and as such is intended to be amusing 
and to catch people’s attention. Foisil-Penther and Chamot (2011) 
have differentiated novelties of product design into five categories: 
(1) reproducing natural world and creating things that are similar 
or identical to a model, (2) inspired by recycling materials or 
using traditional techniques, (3) inventing a new reality through 
conceptual but functional constructions, (4) transforming objects, 
modifying or changing the meaning or function of an object, and 
(5) dreaming and creating objects between design and works of 
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art. All of these aspects have been used to design novelty bags in 
both the historical period and the contemporary scene. According 
to Johnson (2002, p. 412), the physical characteristics of novelty 
bags include unusual shapes, components or materials, and they 
must be produced using novel constructions, technologies or 
technical fittings. The 1930s are considered the golden age of 
novelty bags because of the development of new materials (e.g. 
rubber, plastics, synthetic fabrics), new technical fittings (e.g. 
zips, bizarre clasps and unusual frames) and ideas about fulfilling 
the novel needs of the users (e.g. multi-functionality). Although 
this wealth of new opportunities invited design experimentation, 
the influence of Surrealism probably caused the most relevant 
development of the appearance of handbags. Unusual and ex-
traordinary shapes became the most outstanding characteristic 
of a novelty bag (e.g. inspiration sources were such things as 
cars, planes, umbrellas, phones but also flowers and dogs). Be-
sides other influential contemporary modern art styles, such as 
Art Deco and Cubism, the surrealist approach particularly made 
novelty bags provocative, witty and even radical. Such bags were 
designed for a modernist socialite (Johnson, 2002, pp. 415–416; 
Saillard, 2005, p. 44; Ivo, 2011, p. 314; Paul, 2010, pp. 45–95; 
Cox, 2007, pp. 43–65).

The newness of bag design from 1918 to 1940 must be 
contextualised because products that are innovative with regard 
to technology are devaluated by the very next technical inno-
vation. In the future, they can become ordinary, mainstream or 
even non-functional. For example, a zip was first used on a bag 
in 1923. It became popular because it enabled a new solution 
for closure beside flaps and frames (e.g. Johnson, 2002, p. 4; 
Cox, 2007, p. 55). Besides, the secure closing system allowed 
a greater variety through new shapes, soft forms and a wider 
selection of materials for handbags. The zip as a novel fitting, 
caused more innovation in bag design than ever before, but has 
become so ordinary that it is no longer seen as novel or innova-
tive in the present. We now need the context of the period to 
notice its value. Similarly, the newness of the appearance of a 
handbag is evident compared to former physical characteristics 
of similar bags. According to North (2015, pp. 17, 59), it is not 
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possible to establish novelty without reference to a past that did 
not contain it. He acknowledges that in the twenty-first century 
‘producing revolution from routine’ – deriving fundamental 
novelties from incremental repetition – has become the basis 
for a model of novelty.

Innovative design objects often combine technological 
progress and expressions that form relevant new meanings 
culturally and socially. They are symbols of their time as the 
embodiment of sociocultural notions and preserve their value in 
cultural memory (Steffen, 2010, pp. 97–98). Novel conceptions 
of historical bags enable this research to recognise, compare and 
analyse different types of novelties and their innovative value 
and to consider the meanings and communication potential of 
the novel characteristics of historical bags. 

Classic
The second theme of the thesis is in contrast to the novel. As 
the 1920s and 1930s is the time of the birth of the handbag as 
an essential everyday commodity, the focus of the research is 
shifted to encompass the other extreme: when there are novel 
bags, there should also exist typical, ordinary and widely accept-
ed bags. According to Leeds-Hurwitz (2012, p. xxiii), usual, 
regular, ordinary, expected norms, convention and custom are 
synonyms for tradition. Tradition defines the present in terms 
of continuity with the past and towards the future. The 1920s 
and 1930s witnessed the first traditions in terms of handbags 
when a set of beliefs and customs towards carrying bags and the 
appearance of socially acceptable handbags appeared. Traditions 
in design or style are commonly understood as referring to clas-
sics, thereby, the second creative case is about the characteristics 
of bags perceived as classics.

Fogg (2009, p. 202) defines a classic handbag as ‘a bag that 
has an enduring appeal and stands the test of time, reappearing 
season after season and immune to the transitory whims of 
fashion’. Johnson (2002, pp. 3–5) describes the most applied 
forms of classic bags, such as an elongated triangle, an elliptical 
square, a soft little box and a hobo. She considers features such as 
saddle stitch, gold hardware and monogram print the distinctive 
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characteristics of a classic handbag. On the contrary, Miller’s 
(2006, pp. 207, 217) indicator of classic bags includes materi-
al, such as alligator skin or Lucite. Fogg (2009, pp. 202–209) 
signifies not only simple style, shape, form and function but 
also specific materials, specific colour combinations and pat-
terns as the main characteristics of classic bags. Interestingly, 
timeless or classical elegance is mentioned several times but not 
explained or described in written accounts (e.g. Fogg, 2009, 
p. 206). This can imply that becoming a classic handbag takes 
time but nobody knows exactly the formula or characteristics 
needed to fulfil the requirements except that the design has to 
be conservative and escapist (e.g. Johnson, 2002, pp. 2–11).

The stable use of the same characteristics in designing 
and making bags refer to timelessness and cultural relevance. 
When novelty is recognised because of its uniqueness or novel 
characteristics at the given moment, a longer period is needed 
before timelessness can be recognised. This research attempts 
to find characteristics that stand the test of time and define the 
appearance of a classic handbag.

As in the constant flow of information, tradition gradual-
ly turns into a classic. It is challenging to present the classic 
characteristics of bags that can be remembered and perceived 
as meaningful. Similar to the novel, the classic needs reference 
to the past. Texts and images from the periodicals of the period 
that are used as the most continuous and representative source 
of historical data in this thesis enable this research to follow 
changes but also continuities in bag design developments; there-
fore, the second case focuses on the characteristics of bags that 
have been maintained unchanged over these twenty-two years 
of rapid change.

Local
Research on the novel and classic characteristics of handbags 
raises the question of the origin of designs. Design culture in 
the modern world is shaped by the intersection of the national 
and the global. It is currently more global than ever before but 
designers still operate from within regional, national and local 
contexts (Lees-Maffei and Fallan, 2016). 
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The historical period under research is the time of the birth 
of Estonia as a nation state. Independence was gained in 1918 
but interrupted after World War II by occupation and incorpo-
ration into the USSR. The 1920s and 1930s is the period when 
Estonia identified its national culture to demonstrate differences 
from other nations and construct unity and solidarity among 
Estonians. According to Nepia (2013, p. 8), the most common 
national identity markers include ethnic identity, culture, na-
tional heritage and tradition, as well as natural surroundings, 
regional nature and landscapes. In Estonia, nationality and con-
tinuity with the past turned out to be the bases for the heritage 
discourse legitimising the Republic of Estonia as a nation state 
and to present it as distinct from the rest of the world – as op-
posed to local and global. For example, wearing festive folk-art 
costumes and using folk motifs in handicrafts are among the 
most popular identity markers known in Estonia (Vunder, 2010; 
Teras, 2015, pp. 43–46, 94). Simultaneously, connections and 
relations with other European countries influenced everyday 
life, and the latest developments were adopted quickly. A turn 
towards urbanisation, urban culture and modernisation took 
place. Applied art and design followed international fashion and 
styles like Art Deco and synthesised contemporary fashion (i.e. 
universal) with ethnographic features (i.e. national) in designs 
(e.g. Levin, 2010, pp. 321, 672; Vunder, 2010, pp. 152–154, 
653). The period’s design production in Estonia was mostly 
unexplored but relevant in understanding the roots of local 
identity (Kalm, 2010, pp. 602, 700). The increased mobility of 
people, products and information have changed the conceptual 
grid of nationality so it is now more complex than ever. Glo-
balisation and national identity are interlinked and influence 
each other (Lees-Maffei and Fallan, 2016).

Estonian periodicals from 1918 to 1940 consist of news 
about both local and international handbag design, but in most 
cases, the origin of a design is not specified. The emphasis is on 
stylistic changes, not on the introduction of brands or design-
ers. Their names appear only at the end of the 1930s or can be 
noticed on advertisements beside the news. The handbags from 
the collections of three Estonian museums are examined and 



analysed to complement the research and add a practitioner’s 
viewpoint to handbag shape, construction and detail to help 
recognise local styles and masters. The theme aims to explore 
specific characteristics, which can be identified as local to enrich 
the knowledge of local handbag design and styles. 

The local, regional, national and global exist in dynam-
ic simultaneity. Researching the local is about exploring the 
interactions and influences between the global and the local, 
regional and national.

These three themes of the thesis are driven from a desire for 
new knowledge. The novel is motivated by the idea of a bag as a 
unique item different from mainstream fashion, the classic values 
timeless elegance and sophistication, and the local searches for 
characteristics to enrich the field of handbags through valuing 
local know-how and tradition.

According to Harvey (2018, p. 13), the essence of an ob-
ject is dependent on materials and design, but also time and 
geography. This thesis attempts to embrace them all. Novel 
and classic are about duration and sustainability, local is about 
regional, and all of the themes contain analyses of materials and 
designs. Both the overview of historical bags and collections of 
creative cases are explained and described in Chapter 4. Section 
4.2 concentrates on the novel, 4.3 on the classic and 4.4 focuses 
on local handbags. 







3.

Methodological 
Framework
This chapter explains the research design and methods and provides 

an overview of the conceptual framing of the thesis. Derived from 

the main research question – How is it possible for a handbag 

to communicate meaning and how can the designer generate 

meanings in a handbag he/she designs? – and the need for practical 

know-how, the chapter describes the implementation of the serial 

method in research through design and emphasises the reflective 

role of a practitioner. The core of this thesis is a series of design 

experiments to test and deepen the understanding of the meaning-

making of products from a cognitive perspective. The chosen semiotic 

approach explains questions preceding the experiments; that is, what 

is meaning and how is it produced. Vihma’s (1995) design semiotic 

theory is brought into the research as a way to discover and evaluate 

different aspects in the experimental process. This product semiotics 

approach is adopted and adapted to the thesis for historical research, 

creative practice and the analysis of the feedback of the respondents 

of the cases. The chapter concludes with an overview of the methods 

applied for data collection and organising.
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3.1

Research through 
Design

In the past three decades, a new approach to academic research has 
developed with the inclusion of creative practice. Parallel labels 
have emerged over the years of which practice-based, practice-led 
and artistic research are probably the most known. All these terms 
are slightly different, elaborating on the role of creative practice 
or the research focus but are simultaneously used, debated and 
developed (Nimkulrat, 2009, pp. 17–22). In 2020, at the time of 
writing this thesis, the Estonian Academy of Arts used the term 
‘artistic (practice-based)’ to introduce the research principles of 
PhD programmes. The term is explained as:

At the Academy artistic research can connote different means of knowl-
edge production, depending on the specific field of study: artistic research 
in contemporary art, design research, design practice research in archi-
tecture and urban design, practice-based research in conservation and 
cultural heritage. Artistic research is experimental, cross-disciplinary 
and process-oriented. Its criteria are applicability, innovation, level 
to which the creative activity communicates with and/or engages the 
public.19

Based on the statement above, my thesis emerging from the 
Art and Design Curriculum is definable as artistic design re-

19
Text from EAA homepage: https://www.artun.ee/en/research-and-
development/ (last visited 12.05.2020)
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search. Frayling (1993) was the first to outline the role of art 
and design in relation to research practices. He proposes that 
creative research can be undertaken for, into and through art 
and design. Accordingly, research for design is defined as gath-
ering reference material for experiments; research into design 
is a study of historical or theoretical perspectives of design; 
and research through design is developmental work where ex-
periments are contextualised and communicated explicitly. 
These three distinct models of research in creative practice are 
still often used to differentiate design practice, design history 
and academic design research involving practice. For example, 
Vaughan (2017) elaborates the definitions of these terms, ex-
plaining that research for design is used in an application for 
practice, research into design is a historical or theoretical study 
and research through design uses the results of practice to ar-
ticulate the intentions and outcomes of the study. This thesis 
concerns all three forms of research. It incorporates an analysis 
of a historical period (research into design) and the outcome of 
these analyses as inspiration (research for design) but, I consider 
the thesis as research through design because the focus of the 
project is on deepening understanding and providing tangible 
applications for the contemporary field of handbag design us-
ing practical experiments. Research through design is defined 
additionally as a research approach that employs methods and 
processes from design practice. This kind of research focuses 
on the production of knowledge instead of producing a com-
mercial product. In research through design, researchers make 
prototypes, products and models to understand and analyse the 
research problem (Zimmerman and Forlizzi, 2008). In other 
words, research through design is doing design as part of doing 
research (Stappers and Giaccardi, 2013). 

Research through design includes theory building through 
design practice but there are no strict rules about the relations 
and proportions between theory and practice or how to inte-
grate design and research. For example, Koskinen et al. (2011) 
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propose that there are three types of research,20 experimental, 
contextual and artistic research, each of which methodologically 
incorporate lab, field or showroom – contexts which have dif-
ferent research cultures and traditions.21 Experimental research 
studies things in a lab, which means that something is moved 
into a controlled environment for focused experimentation. 
Contextual research is about studying things in the field – in 
their natural setting. This approach follows how people and 
communities understand things around designs, how they use, 
sense, talk about and live with designs. Artistic research is about 
studying things in the showroom. It aims at questioning how 
people see and experience the material world. This approach is 
often critical to existing commercial aspects of designing and 
seeks alternative possibilities. 

The relevance of the position between the artistic and the 
analytical aspects of design research is unregulated and depends 
on the research aims. For example, Redström (2017, pp. 13–25) 
offers three possible approaches to addressing theory versus 
practice for design research. These are parallels, intermediaries 
and sequencing. Parallels adds a reflective layer of theorisation 
on existing design practice, often in retrospect. Intermediar-
ies attempt to move theory closer to practice by articulating 
theories at different levels of abstraction, somewhere between 
the particular and the general. Sequencing aims to influence 
designing through a theoretical framework, both conceptual 
and practical, usually from areas such as psychology, sociology 
or philosophy. According to Redström (2017), the sequencing 
tactic applies theory with little chance of developing a radical-
ly new theory; despite that, they are the most relevant tactics 
which have produced significant results in design research. 

20  
Koskinen et al. (2011) prefer the term ’constructive design research‘ 
instead of research through design. It is due to their term emphati-
cally refers to design research in which construction (be it a product, 
system, space or media) is central and the most relevant part in con-
structing knowledge, the inspiration of which comes from engineer-
ing, social sciences and design traditions.

21
Shortly: research values lab in natural sciences, field in social scienc-
es and showroom in art.
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This thesis uses the showroom context and sequencing 
tactics. These examples of the theorisation of the field empha-
sise the importance of the researcher being familiar with the 
terminology and theoretical foundation of research through 
design.22 Foremost to be able to build up a structured and 
coherent research but equally important is to find an original 
viewpoint regardless of multiple approaches and former studies 
existing as examples. Therefore, this thesis does not go deeper in 
theory, but rather it unfolds the process of knowledge building 
through design as the core of the research.

3.1.1. 

Serial Method

Experimentation in design research is intimately linked to the 
evaluation and evolution of knowledge production. Drifting is 
acknowledged as part of the process of research through design 
(Redström, 2011). According to Redström (2011), ‘drift’ in 
scientific literature is regarded as random, uncontrollable and 
illogical, but in design practice and research, it is considered an 
alternative option, the development of the idea, and therefore 
results in relevant work. Krogh, Markussen and Bang (2015) 
add that drifting in design is a quality measure; it represents 
a designer’s ability to learn continuously from findings and 
adjust future actions accordingly. As design experiments and 
design work is a part of research through design, they realise 
that design research results in a drift of research focus and con-
tinual adjustment of experiments to stabilise the research effort. 
Experiments should be linked and therefore gain a methodo-
logical role in research through design presenting the way the 
study happens. 

Krogh, Markussen and Bang (2015) offer a typology of 
design experiments to envision the process of research. There are 

22
See, for example, Vaughan (2017), Gentes (2017), Gaver (2012).
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methodologies labelled as accumulative, comparative, probing, 
expansive and serial. The accumulative method aims to improve 
the cognitive qualities of something, and therefore focuses on 
testing parts and wholes in closed lab settings. The comparative 
method compares one central design case in different contexts or 
a set of design cases on both identical and different contexts. The 
probing is an artistic and impact-oriented approach dependent 
mainly on personal motivation. The expansive method explores, 
broadens and extends the field. The serial method carries out ex-
periments chronologically, where each case generates insights or 
raises questions that lead the work onward. A key characteristic 
of the serial method is the systematisation of local knowledge. 

This thesis, consisting of three chronologically presented 
creative cases that implement different focus points, resembles 
the serial method (Figure 1). It has a focus on meaning-making 
through handbag design, and all the experiments expect to 
generate new knowledge that affects the next cases (Figure 2).

Figure 1. Diagram of the serial 
method (Krogh, Markussen, 
and Bang, 2015)

Figure 2. Diagram of the serial 
method adapted to the thesis

x     y    z

novel              classic                  local

handbag design
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The aim of the serial approach to produce knowledge through 
the systematisation of local knowledge is readily comprehensi-
ble and easy to follow (Figure 3). The approach can be extended 
to the serial-ness of the whole thesis but there are more layers 
involved in knowledge production causing drifting through 
reflection.

Every themed case consists of serial phases. There are three 
main phases in every case. The first being research on histor-
ical bags, conducted three times focusing on one theme at a 
time. Qualitative content and object analysis (e.g. Hsieh and 
Shannon, 2005; Prown, 1982) and Vihma’s (1995) semiotic ap-
proach reveal the main characteristics of novel, classic and local 
bags. Conclusions from the historical research on the themes 
inspire creative work and are a direct input for the collections 
of bags. The second phase is about creative work, the process 
of designing from inspiration to the presentation of prototypes. 
Creative work helps to determine new themes, influences the 
subsequent cases and forms input for the audience to generate 
feedback. The third phase is about collecting feedback data 
and analysing the findings. The semiotic viewpoint is applied 
again but the methods for collecting and analysing audience 
feedback are developed throughout the thesis. The context for 
feedback collection is different every time and dependent on 
the developments of the creative cases and former feedback 
analyses. The feedback itself helps to articulate new themes, 
influence the design decisions in the next cases and develop 
skills and knowledge for collecting and analysing feedback data 
(Figure 4). Although serial, the approach also involves drifting 
and reflective practice.

1      
2

     3

Figure 3. Diagram of 
knowledge production in 
the thesis through the serial 
method of experiments
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Figure 4. Extended diagram 
of the thesis

h - historical research
c - creative work
f - feedback

 timeline

3.1.2. 

Reflective Practice

Drifting as accepting new knowledge and adjusting subsequent 
research accordingly is a natural approach to research through 
design (e.g. Redström, 2011; Krogh, Markussen and Bang, 2015). 
Drifting includes both reflection-in-action and reflection-on-ac-
tion – terms first used by Schön (1983). Reflection-in-action relies 
on previous experiences and treats every new situation as unique. 
Practitioner’s knowledge enables us to understand, define, frame 
and reframe the situation in-process and resolve it accordingly 
to result in the best solution. As knowing is in action, often in 
a tacit form, it appears in patterns of action. Therefore, reflec-
tion-in-action necessarily involves experiment (Schön, 1983, pp. 
137–141). Reflection-on-action is, however, about the articulation 
of the process; it is not just a description of action but includes 
an analysis of a complex set of thinking, performance and even 
sensations during the action (Schön, 1983, pp. 275-283). Re-
flective practice is therefore defined as ‘the process of reflecting 
on the action from multiple perspectives, through disciplinary 
practice and experience, which can generate theories in action to 
support continuous learning’ (Johnson, 2016, p. VI). 
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Me reflecting on reading literature, theorising, collecting 
thematic historical data, selecting the core inspiration for the 
creative work, designing and making the bags, articulating 
the process, preparing and implementing public displays, col-
lecting and analysing audience feedback and integrating new 
knowledge into the next cases are all part of knowledge build-
ing, which was the aim from the beginning of the process (i.e. 
constant learning – learning by doing). 

‘Learning by doing’ is a term first coined by Dewey (1938) 
to explain that ideal learning occurs through experience. Learn-
ing by doing is active learning combining concrete experiences, 
abstract concepts and reflections (Figure 5). The idea was further 
developed by Kolb (1984) who realised that knowledge creation 
is a continual cycle with increasing complexity (Figure 6). 

Figure 5. Dewey’s model of 
experiential learning (Kolb, 
1984)

Figure 6. Kolb’s Experiential 
Learning Cycle (Kolb, Kolb, 
2005)
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Figure 7. Visual model of the 
thesis

rq - research question
h - historical research
c - creative work
f - feedback

Based on Dewey’s and Kolb’s models of learning by doing, this 
research is composed of a circular process and a three-layer spiral 
movement (Figure 7). Every layer starts with a research ques-
tion, includes an analysis of bags from 1918 to 1940, a creative 
experiment, a collection and analysis of audience feedback and 
reaches a phase where the research question is reformulated and 
the next layer starts with the same activities being influenced 
by the results of the former layers. The serial method in this 
context is not in a linear but a spiral movement. 

I documented the research process; documentation of the 
process works as a research tool for capturing, analysing, under-
standing and articulating reflections in action. Through doc-
umentation, the experiences and knowledge generated within 
the practice can be shared between other practitioners in the 
field and beyond. There are two modes of documentation: doc-
umentation for experiments, which means reflection on action, 
and documents of experiments, which means reflection in ac-
tion (Mäkelä and Nimkulrat, 2018). In this thesis, both types of 
self-created documentation are repeatedly produced to document 
the process. I used notes, diagrams, descriptions and images of 
bags from museum collections, a diary of observations, feedback 
comments, transcriptions of interviews, photos of created bags and 
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presentations of bags as documenting for experiments, and notes, 
diagrams, schemes, sketches, a diary of visual inspiration, mock-
up images, constructional and technical data, descriptions and 
images of the making process for documenting of experiments. 
These documented visuals and texts are organised, reflected and 
articulated for the thesis and presented in Chapter 4.    

3.1.3. 

Practitioner’s 
Viewpoint

In this thesis, the process of recognising specific physical charac-
teristics, constructions and technologies of historical handbags 
and the incorporation of historical knowledge about bag making 
into the experiments of contemporary bag design are dependent 
on the practitioner’s personal experiences, skills and attitudes. 
Research through design incorporates creative production and 
theory. According to Schön (1983, p. 323), it is not enough 
when a practitioner uses a researcher’s product or a researcher 
analyses the experience of practice from a distance. The insider’s 
view of the experience of practice is essential. It means that a 
practitioner is a researcher, or a researcher needs the skills and 
experience of a practitioner. A practitioner-researcher as one 
person has a dual role (Jarvis, 1999, p. 131). Friedman (2003, 
p. 521) adds that to reach from knowing to doing requires prac-
tice, to reach from doing to knowing requires articulation and 
a critical inquiry that leads a practitioner to a reflective insight. 
According to Vaughan (2017), research through design needs a 
‘designer-practitioner-researcher’ because practice is the centre 
of the foundation of design expertise.

According to Schön (1983, pp. 128–140), a practitioner 
approaches every practice problem as a unique case and never 
applies standard theories or techniques. Instead, he/she recog-
nises relevant similarities and differences in problems according 
to his/her previous experiences and solves the problem using 



procedures both similar to and different from those he/she has 
used before. Previous experiences (i.e. the variety of repertoire) 
form the most relevant component in noticing unfamiliar sit-
uations as consisting of familiar elements. Expertise makes it 
possible to recognise the problem as unique and to treat it 
beyond standard categories. Each new experience enriches the 
repertoire. Furthermore, Dewey (1938) and Jarvis (1999, pp. 
44–47) emphasise that the results of hands-on activities vary 
due to different experiences, and therefore are unique.

My hybrid practice of handbags consisting of research, de-
sign, making and teaching has provided me with a broad spec-
trum of topics connected with bags. My expertise inside the field 
allows me to approach both historical and contemporary bags 
using both theoretical and hands-on knowledge, and therefore 
unite the physical side of the bags with the acknowledgement 
of them as cultural phenomena. My practical experience helps 
to report aspects of practice in-depth that is not reachable oth-
erwise, and therefore gain new knowledge on handbag design 
which is framed by the semiotic approach and hypothesis that 
bags are more about information, meaning and emotion rather 
than purely shape and materiality.
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3.2

Meaning Making

There has been several different and even confronting approach-
es to apprehending the meaning-making and communication 
abilities of products. For example, linguistics has dominated 
design theory and discourse since the 1970s (Bürdek, 2009, p. 
44). The ‘theory of product language’ takes design as language 
and analyses it as if the design would be a language-like system. 
Offenbach’s Theory of Product Language, for example, divides 
product functions into practical functions (i.e. functionality) and 
communicative aspects (i.e. product language). Product language 
consists of formal-aesthetic and semiotic functions. The aesthetic 
shape of the product is taken as the grammar of the product 
language and the product’s primary and symbolic functions (i.e. 
semiotic functions) stand for the content of the product’s lan-
guage (Gotzsch, 2006, p. 18). In addition, Möno (1992) follows 
language concepts and suggests that the appearance of a product 
is structured like a language. According to Möno (1992), ‘good 
design’ contains four semantic functions that can be conveyed 
with visual signs, although kinaesthetic, haptic, tactile, olfactory 
and acoustic signs also convey informative messages. These four 
functions are describing (e.g. purpose, function and method), 
expressing (e.g. quality and ambition), signalling (e.g. reaction) 
and identifying (e.g. origin and identity).

Dominant orientations in product design have preferred the 
idea that the ‘meaning’ of design is fundamentally provided by 
its usefulness (Johansson, 2007). Krippendorff’s (2006) Product 
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Semantics is a theory that fits here; it claims that the meaning 
of a product based on functionality and meanings are guided 
by actions. Both functionality and thereby meaning depend on 
the context of the product and are restricted by it. Artefacts 
(i.e. products in Krippendorff’s term) mean their affordances, 
the set of their imaginable use, with which the meanings of 
the artefacts change. In Krippendorff’s (2006, p. 56) opinion, 
the meanings of a product are personal and unexplainable; not 
even communication enables the sharing of meanings. This is 
why communication is conceptual coordination, a conversa-
tional affirmation of the sense of being understood. Norman 
(2004), on the other hand, expands his earlier usability concept 
by including emotions – likes and dislikes. He understands 
how thoroughly emotion and cognition are intertwined, and 
therefore recognises the attractiveness, beauty and pleasura-
bleness of products as essential parts of the design (Norman, 
2004, pp. 8-13). In his opinion, both affect and cognition are 
information-processing systems. The affective system makes 
quick judgements to determine dangerous or safe, good or bad 
things. The cognitive system interprets and makes sense of the 
world. Emotion is the conscious experience of affect, complete 
with attribution of its cause and identification of its object. It is 
an approach of emotional design based on cognitive semiotics. 

In recent years, a method called ‘design-driven innovation’ 
has emerged to explain the importance of meaning-making in 
design (Verganti, 2003; 2008). Verganti (2016, pp. 34-35, 80-95) 
considers that the symbolic and emotional purposes of meaning 
prevail, despite several attempts to interpret utilitarian purposes 
(i.e. the functionality of a product as meaning-making) (e.g. Goey, 
Hilletofth and Eriksson, 2017; Thurgood and Lulham, 2016). 
The design-driven approach is not pulled by the market (i.e. 
user-centeredness) or pushed by technology. Instead, it is based 
on the idea that each product has a particular meaning. Meaning 
– the product’s emotional and symbolic value – is achieved by 
using a specific design language that consists of a combination 
of signs (e.g. forms, colours, materials). Dell`Era and Verganti 
(2007) explain the essence of product language as an interpre-
tation of tacit and distributed knowledge about sociocultural 
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trends, patterns of consumption, behaviours, and values of the 
society. Therefore, product language communicates identity (i.e. 
meanings and values) and can be defined as a semantic innovation. 
When design is approached as a semiotic phenomenon, it is de-
pendent on cognitive and developmental processes and controlled 
by collective and individual cultural codifications. 

There are numerous meanings of ‘meaning’. Whilst its 
exact definition depends on connotations in different contexts, 
most definitions associate it with a reference or a sense (Ogden 
and Richards, 1923, pp. 186–187). Meaning in this thesis is 
considered the product of the signification process performed by 
the recipient. Meanings evolve through experiences and cogni-
tion, or as Peirce (1934, p. 02) puts it, “[m]eaning is embedded 
in the praxis of experience”. 

Kazmierczak (2003, pp. 47–48) asserts that the meanings 
of designs can be studied, focusing on interpretations to provide 
insights into the effectiveness of designs. According to her ap-
proach, meaning undergoes three stages of development. First, 
the designer defines an intended meaning that is encoded into the 
design. Second, the meaning is an interpretation of a perceiver, or 
what she calls ‘a received meaning’. This turns into ‘reconstructed 
meaning’ or the content of the design in the perceiver’s mind. 
Cognitive semiotics also calls it a mental construct. There are as 
many reconstructed meanings as there are perceivers. Meanings 
vary from one to another, but the more similar interpretations 
the design provides, the more strategically successful the design 
is (Kazmierczak, 2003, pp. 48–49). To design is not to produce 
meanings, but to construct material situations that are potentially 
meaningful and necessary for the communication and production 
of identity. Signification precedes communication and makes it 
possible (Volonte, 2010, pp. 124–127; Kazmierczak, 2003, p. 54).

In this thesis, handbag design is considered a meaning and 
form making activity simultaneously concentrating on sensible 
material and emotional communicational constructs. Handbags 
are everyday practical objects that participate in shaping the 
identity and status of their owners. They are used for commu-
nication, which is why non-verbal communication is considered 
a relevant term in this thesis.



73Methodological framework

3.2.1 

Non-verbal 
Communication

All three-dimensional objects that are in some way used by 
human beings inevitably act as media for social communica-
tion in everyday life; they are signifiers – active instruments 
of non-verbal communication (Volonte, 2010, pp. 118–120). 

The physical and visible characteristics of a product form a 
relevant part of how it communicates. For example, in market-
ing Kotler’s (2018) model The Three Product Levels demonstrates 
that the features and design of a product form the actual product 
and are far more important than the core benefit of fulfilling 
the basic customer needs. Product communication is part of a 
promotion in marketing, although communication also takes 
place through the use of the products in everyday life. This 
communication can be studied by analysing the process and the 
participants. Fiske (1990) asserts that there are two approaches 
to understanding communication. The first treats communi-
cation as analogous to spoken or written language.23 In this 
approach, communication is considered a process of sending 
and receiving messages, where the sender’s intention is a mes-
sage that is received by the receiver. In this model, meanings 
exist before the process of communication. This is referred to 
as the ‘process’ school. The second school, called ‘semiotic’ or 
‘structuralist’, considers communication as social interaction 
using messages. In this model, the process of communication 
generates meanings, the leading method of which is semiotics.24

In the conditions of the twenty-first century, when multi-
ple parallel and confronting narratives in society simultaneous-
ly achieve globalisation and fragmentation, it is impossible to 
communicate universal messages using handbags or clothes as 

23
See, for example, Lurie, A. (1981). The Language of Clothes. London: 
Heinemann

24
See, for example, Barnard, M. (2002). Fashion as Communication. Sec-
ond edition. London and New York: Routledge.
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non-verbal media. Communication becomes polysemy because of 
the multiple possible meanings of messages what are dependent 
on different beliefs, values, ideas and experiences. Barthes (1994, 
pp. 186–188) reached the same conclusion already in 1964 and 
advised against comparing objects to words in linguistics because 
an object is polysemous, meaning that the object has several 
meanings even for a single person. According to Orth, Thurgood 
and van den Hoven (2018), those layers of meaning are first and 
foremost connected to significant aspects of a person’s self-iden-
tity. This thesis follows the idea of perceiving meanings instead 
of receiving messages. The emphasis is on communication as the 
generation of meaning, rather than as a process.

There are two types or levels of meaning in semiotics. First, 
denotation is literal meaning; it is usually factual and refers to 
the obvious function of an object. Second, connotation is the 
feelings, associations and impressions that words or images cause 
to come to mind (e.g. Barnard, 2002, pp. 84–87, 95). In every-
day life, both are understood simultaneously and inseparably, 
but when carrying out an analysis of objects these concepts must 
be separated to explain the experiences of perception (Hjelm, 
2002, pp. 5–6; Fiske, 1990, pp. 85–86). In this thesis, the 
concepts of denotation and connotation are applied to handbags 
in an attempt to explain the cultural production of meanings 
in them. The study of bags is a starting point for investigating 
the construction of the social world, as material manifestations 
of social realities are relevant and powerful (Leeds-Hurwitz, 
1993, pp. 78, 148). 

3.2.2. 

Product Semiotics

The thesis is concentrated on the basis of design semiotics, more 
precisely product semiotics. Semiotics is the study of signs, 
signification and signifying processes and practices. Thereby, 
product semiotics focuses on signs and signification in the field 
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of designed products and artefacts. It is about meaning forma-
tion and communication (Vihma, 2010, p. 11).

Product semiotics have two dominant paradigms. One 
starts with the Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure (e.g. Sau-
ssure, 1974) and is based in language, and the other with 
Charles S. Peirce’s (e.g. Peirce, 1991) framework based on phi-
losophy and physical sciences. For Saussure and his followers, 
meaning is mainly about sense and semantics, and the focus is 
on dominant and immanent symbolic meanings. The Saussuri-
an paradigm has been mostly used in structural and interpretive 
analyses of the meaning of texts, while the Peircian has also 
been used in analysing real objects. For Peirce and his followers, 
meaning is both reference and sense, and the focus is rather on 
actual meanings. For example, Kawama (1990) merges Peirce’s 
semantic categories into differentiate aspects of designs and 
their possible meanings to classify characteristics of product 
forms; Vihma’s (1995) theory applies the semiotic approach of 
Peirce to examine the representative function of design prod-
ucts. Their starting point is Peirce’s concept of the sign that 
consists of three different modes of reference – the iconic, the 
indexical and the symbolic – all aspects of forms. According 
to Vihma (2003), Peirce’s approach is a dynamic process where 
signs do not have fixed and stable meanings. There is always 
more than one interpretation in perceiving meanings framed 
by cultural background and common knowledge. It can be 
said that signs function differently. For example, interpreta-
tions of symbols are more stable than interpretations of iconic 
signs which are more subjective perceptions. Comparing and 
discussing arguments for the various preferences should reveal 
the characteristics that can be supported and those that can be 
dismissed in the designing process. Kawama’s (1990) research 
is Japan-oriented and is therefore less used later, but Vihma’s 
(1995) approach to exploring the structure of products in se-
miotic terms is acknowledged and applied in neighbouring 
design fields; for example, HCI (human-computer interaction) 
(e.g. O’Neill, 2008) and studies of marketing and consumer 
behaviour (e.g. Mick, Burroughs, Hetzel and Brannen, 2004) 
as original and practical.
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My hypothesis here is that contemporary bags, similar to 
other products, communicate meanings and emotions. It is more 
about those involved in the experience with the product. Accord-
ing to Norman (2004, pp. 5–6, 36–39), every design has three 
dimensions: First, visceral design is about appearances. Second, 
behavioural design has to do with the pleasure and effectiveness 
of use. Last, reflective design considers self-image, personal 
satisfaction and memories to achieve the rationalisation and in-
tellectualisation of a product. All three components interweave 
both emotions and cognition, but within the reflective level, 
the interaction between the product and a person’s self-identity 
takes place. It involves the dimension of remembering the past 
and considering the future through comparing and analysing 
past, present and future experiences. It is the most vulnerable 
dimension to variability through culture, experience, education, 
and individual differences. Interpretation, understanding, and 
reasoning come from the reflective level, although all three 
dimensions form the entire product experience. 

From a perceiver’s view, there are three types of perceptions 
of design (Warell, 2015, pp. 2119-2120). First, ‘categorisation’ 
understands the product category and its origin. Second, ‘charac-
terisation’ describes properties, characteristics and performance. 
Last, ‘valuation’ is related to experiences and is about memories, 
heritage, narrative, impact, etc. The meaning of a product is 
formed by comparing differences and similarities with other 
products; the unique or shared features will lead to the creation 
of relational meaning. 

In this thesis, novel, classic and local characteristics of the 
handbags of the 1920s and 1930s are studied and then the most 
distinctive characteristics are applied to contemporary designs. 
The aim is to explore people’s interpretations of the bags and 
their specific features. The thesis follows Vihma’s (1995) semiotic 
study of design products, which is selected as a model for four 
reasons. First, it is useful for a practitioner due to the study’s 
emphasis on design and designing. Second, its focus is on the 
form, and therefore on the interpretation of sensory qualities 
in design (e.g. touch, taste, hearing, smell and sight). Third, 
it combines semiotics and aesthetics as non-separable parts of 



a designed product. In Vihma’s opinion aesthetic feeling is a 
relevant ingredient in design, but it cannot be described or 
analysed, because it presents but does not represent anything 
(Vihma, 2003). Instead, it is possible to concentrate on the cir-
cumstances surrounding the feeling and the things that caused 
it or participated in it, and thenceforth the shift from feeling to 
analysis is potential. According to Vihma, a designer can recon-
struct or redesign settings and combine and vary the elements to 
enable the aesthetic feeling to reappear. It means that semantic 
qualities function as part of aesthetic feeling (Vihma, 2003). 

The fourth reason to prefer Vihma’s (1995, pp. 92-93, 142-
150) approach is the aspect of continuity in design. In her 
opinion, every product has historical continuity, which means 
that some characteristics of form, material, colour and so forth 
stay the same over the years and form a tradition. According to 
Vihma, it is impossible to implement a semiotic analysis with-
out any historical background information about the subject of 
research. In my thesis, the historical research reveals meanings 
of certain characteristics of bags, and the contemporary creative 
cases test the constancies and changes in perceptions and mean-
ings. Therefore, the implementation of Vihma’s theory enables 
me to determine traditional and specific features of bags and 
to analyse how they are perceived resulting in new valuable 
knowledge on bag design.

The application of Vihma’s theory in my research is ex-
plained in detail in subsection 4.1.1 in Chapter 4.
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3.3

Data Collection 
Methods

This thesis contains three chronologically presented cases, each 
of which consists of three main phases, including (1) research on 
historical bags, (2) creative work and (3) collecting and analys-
ing audience feedback. This section explains and reasons several 
qualitative research methods for data collection and analysis that 
I applied throughout the thesis to explicate the historical input 
and the contemporary outcome of the creative work to answer 
the research question about the perception of bags and their 
connotations and to define the meaning-making possibilities. 

All three cases apply summative content analysis (e.g. Hsieh 
and Shannon, 2005) to collect and compare both textual and 
pictorial data of representations of historical handbags from 
1918 to 1940 in periodicals of the period. Qualitative content 
analysis is defined as a research method for the subjective inter-
pretation of data through the systematic classification process 
of coding and identifying themes or patterns. It allows the 
analysis to manifest themes as primary content and contextual 
information of the data as latent content (Hsieh and Shannon, 
2005, p. 1278; Mayring, 2000). The method is mainly ap-
plied for analysing text data although, according to Laherand 
(2008, p. 235), the procedures for analysing images are similar 
to analysing verbal texts. Like texts, visual data are capable of 
telling stories. Concerning writing about the content analysis 
of visual images, Bell (2001, p. 15) states that he defines both 
visual and verbal units of meaning as ‘texts’ whether they are 
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verbal or not. Therefore, I consider images of historical handbags 
in the selected periodicals, both drawings and photographs, 
as equal to texts. Summative content analysis is selected for 
the thesis because it focuses on keywords in the content and 
contextual meanings of the written data (Hsieh and Shannon, 
2005, p. 1286). Keywords, in this case including both verbal 
and pictorial, provide insight into patterns in the data to study 
the phenomenon of handbags. The aim of applying the method 
is to detect frequent and unique topics as well as correlation 
patterns in the way the bags produce meaning.

The third case of the thesis applies object analysis (e.g. 
Prown, 1982; Steele, 1998) to compare and analyse histori-
cal handbags from 1918 to 1940. Object analysis is a method 
from material culture studies that use objects (e.g. historical) as 
the main material for data collection. The three-stage method 
involves: (1) description – examination of an object’s physical 
dimensions and visual character; (2) deduction – interpretation 
of data in relation to the design, materials, construction and 
manufacture based on expert knowledge; and (3) speculation 
– the analysis and evaluation of the facts and deductions that 
can be made about the object (Prown, 1982). Object analysis 
is chosen for this thesis because it reveals practitioner knowl-
edge encapsulated within the objects. Explicit knowledge (i.e. 
identification of facts) gained from the descriptive phase of 
the method allows the researcher to place the object within a 
context of similar objects and to develop a theory of common 
characteristics of style and construction from the period. It is 
possible to identify similar but also different and unique ap-
proaches. Finn (2014, pp. 139–148) states that the comparison 
of individual objects to a collection of other objects is a core 
component of the object-based approach and needs detailed 
expert technical knowledge on the objects for deduction and 
speculation. The range of experience of a ‘designer-practition-
er-researcher’ (Vaughan 2017) makes it possible via object anal-
ysis to identify the most diverse data on design aesthetic and 
production methods about a museum object. 

When historical research applies summative content anal-
ysis and object analysis to collect data on historical bags and 
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their representations in periodicals, observing and interviewing 
are the selected activities for collecting audience feedback on 
the creative work. 

The second creative case applies observation to monitor 
people’s tactile experiences and interaction with the bags. Ac-
cording to Patton (1980, p. 130), covert observations, where 
the people are not aware of being observed, are more likely to 
capture what is really happening than are overt observations, 
where the people are aware of being studied. Therefore, the 
principle of covert observations to monitor public displays and 
the audience’s reactions from a distance is followed. Non-ver-
bal ways of perceiving the designs of the bags are recorded to 
identify people’s behaviour patterns when examining handbags. 

All three creative cases apply interviews, while the methods 
drift in the process (see sub-section 3.1.2 on the drift of research 
through design). The first case uses written comments from vis-
itors in an exhibition guestbook. Collecting field texts is chosen 
to record all thoughts, opinions and suggestions of the voluntary 
audience without the intervention of the researcher (Creswell, 
2007, pp. 129–132). Comments are written down by the vol-
untary respondents themselves, and there are no restrictions 
on content, length and language of their opinions. The second 
and third creative cases apply semi-structured interviews. The 
semi-structured interview requires prepared questions, which 
all participants are asked in the same order with the same words 
but have the option of responding to the question as they choose 
(e.g. Morse, 2012; Patton, 1980). The type of interview is also 
called an open-ended interview (e.g. Patton, 1980, p. 198) be-
cause of the subjective responses; topical or focused interview 
(e.g. Patton, 1980, p. 203; McIntosh and Morse, 2015) because 
of concentrating on a specific topic or problem. Morse (2012, 
p. 199) additionally explains semi-structured interview as a 
qualitative method that is applied when the researcher knows a 
reasonable amount about the topic but not enough to anticipate 
the participant’s responses. The qualitative content analysis is 
used throughout the thesis to process transcribed interview data. 
It simplifies the complexity of the participants’ responses into 
codes and categories for conceptualisation and further analyses 



(Morse, 2012, p. 197; Patton, 1980, p. 300). The approach 
of summative content analysis is preferred, as the purpose is 
to understand the contextual use of the keywords that are de-
rived from the research questions and dependent on research 
interest. Context is formed by the words that came before and 
after a keyword, phrase or statement, and help to understand 
its meaning. Categories are taken as patterns of themes (Hsieh 
and Shannon, 2005, pp. 1283–1286). 

The application of qualitative data collection methods in 
my research is explained in detail in subsection 4.1.3 in Chap-
ter 4.





4.

Creative Cases
This chapter focuses on three creative cases and presents the 

meaning-making process through handbag design. The three 

themes – novel, classic and local – emerging during the historical 

research are taken as bases for the creative work respectively 

by applying the most meaningful and widely spread historical 

characteristics to the process of creating new designs to test their 

meaning-making potential for contemporary women. All three cases 

are described on the basis of historical findings to designing and 

making as well as feedback analyses. The presentation of the cases 

is preceded by an explanation of the methods applied to the process 

to explain how the research is put into practice. Adjustments and 

changes in the methods during the process are commented on and 

the reasons are elucidated. 
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4.1

Design Process

Multiple descriptions have attempted to explain the process of 
design. The best-known design process model probably is ‘Dou-
ble Diamond’ developed by the British Design Council (2004); 
it divides the process into the phases of discovering, defining, 
developing and delivering. It is clear that design processes vary 
depending on design fields, projects, designers and variables, 
such as schedule, budget and production opportunities. The 
available descriptions of the handbag design process tend to be 
extremely detailed. According to Schaffer and Saunders (2012, 
pp. 11–71), the design process for handbags is a step-by-step 
process from the brief to presenting a prototype. It involves 
multiple stages, where a response to a project brief is followed 
by research information and inspiration, initial design ideas (i.e. 
compiling a sketchbook), analysis of sketches, 2D and 3D de-
sign development (i.e. synthesising ideas and developing them 
into design solutions), analysis of design ideas, design selection, 
2D presentation and communication, prototype production 
and finally prototype presentation. Lau (2012, pp. 7, 54–71, 
100–101) describes the handbag design process as uniting the 
design and construction process from concept to consumer. 
The process begins with defining the problem and setting a 
brief, then research (i.e. gathering ideas and inspiration), design 
development (sketching, design specification and range of a 
collection), prototyping (pattern making, cutting, assembling, 
stitching), manufacturing, marketing and selling. The process 
concludes with a sales review.
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My design process in this thesis starts with research ques-
tions equal to a brief and follows three main phases: (1) research 
into historical bags; (2) creative phase of designing and making 
bags; and (3) presentation and feedback analysis. The aim is to be 
able to answer research questions: Which characteristics of bags 
can communicate meanings? What are these meanings? How is 
meaning produced, perceived and understood? Answers to these 
lead to answer the key research question: How is it possible for 
a handbag to communicate meaning and how can the designer 
generate meanings in the handbag he/she designs? Every stage of 
this design process requires the application of various methods. 
The following subsections introduce the process in detail, explain 
how the research is executed and reveal the methods implemented.

Before starting, it is necessary to clarify terms specific to 
handbag designing and making that are used throughout Chapter 
4. The glossary follows the steps of the handbag design devel-
opment process and the terminology is based on descriptions by 
Schaffer and Saunders (2012, pp. 14–119; 138) and those applied 
in the Department of Accessory Design and Bookbinding at EAA.

Basic bag types:
1. Briefcase – flat case used for carrying papers and documents.
2. Clutch – small handle-less bag carried in the hand or under the arm.
3. Handbag – soft or rigid bag carried in the hand or on the arm.
4. Shoulder bag – bag with a long strap or straps worn over one shoulder.
5. Tote – large open bag with twin handles.

2D and 3D design development:
1. Sketch – a drawing of a bag.
2. Pattern – paper or cardboard pieces with instructions to guide the 
making of the bag; making pattern – first patterns without allowances; 
cutting pattern – all seam and turning allowances are added to the 
making pattern. Allowances are additional material for completing 
and sewing the bag.
3. Mock-up – a 3D representation of the design, usually made of a 
cheaper material to clarify shape, proportions, size and test the design.



4. Prototype – a test-product, a precursor to a mass-produced product, 
which shares its material qualities but undergoes testing and devel-
opment during implementation.

Anatomy of a bag 
(Figure 8):

1. Front panel or front body – the front-facing side of the bag.
2. Back panel or back body – the back part of the bag.
3. Sides of the bag or side gussets or gussets – a component of a bag con-
necting the front and back body pieces and adding volume to the bag.
4. Base – the bottom of the bag.
5. Flap – a piece of material attached along the back body edge or 
elongated back body piece to cover the opening of the bag.
6. Handle – a hand-held means of carrying the bag.

handles

zip closure

fittings

collar

back panel

front panel

pocket

flap closure of a pocket

side gusset of 
a pocket

W (width)
L (length)

H (height)

side (gusset)
base

Figure 8. Anatomy of a two-
handled handbag that has a zip 
closure and flapped pocket on 
the front panel
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7. Strap – a means carrying the bag over the shoulder or cross-body.
8. Closure – the method used for closing and opening the bag (e.g. 
zip, frame, flap etc.).
9. Fittings or hardware – metal or plastic components of the bag. 
For example, D-ring – fitting in the shape of the letter ‘D’, used for 
attaching a strap or handle on to the bag; Dog clip – a trigger clip 
for detachable straps or handles etc.
10. Collar – a strip of leather that is stitched onto the inside top edge 
of the body of the bag. 
11. Lining – an interior layer of the bag; a drop-in-lining – a type of 
lining that is stitched into the bag after the main body of the bag is 
constructed; a fixed lining – a type of lining that is stitched in and 
secured to the inside of the bag during construction.
12. Reinforcement – materials with different thickness and stiffness 
used to provide exterior material more structure or support fittings.

The most common seam types: 
1. Open seam – two pieces of material are stitched together back-
to-back and close to the edge. Seam allowances and stitches remain 
visible.
2. Closed seam – two pieces of material are stitched together face to 
face, then turned the right side out. Seam allowances and stitches 
remain hidden.
3. Lap seam – one layer of upper material is placed on top of another 
and when stitched together the stitch line and edge of the upper 
material remain visible.

Construction types:
1. Raw edge construction – the bag is made by sewing the pieces 
together on the right side and left with raw edges.
2. Turned construction – the bag is sewn together inside out and then 
turned the right way around.
3. Butted construction – the bag is made by turning material over 
on the edge and then stitching the pieces together on the right side.



Figure 9. The most common 
construction methods of 
handbags

T-base construction W-base construction

Cross-construction

Base construction All-round gusset construction

Side-inset gusset construction Inset gusset construction

Raised-base construction Horseshoe construction



90Creative Cases 

The most common 
construction methods 
(Figure 9):

1. Cross-construction – a one-piece construction style, which is shaped 
like a cross with arms of equal length. 
2. T-base construction – a one-piece pattern construction, taking its 
name from the inverted T-shape on the side gussets when constructed.
3. W-base construction – a one-piece construction style, taking its 
name from the W-shape on the side gussets when constructed.
4. Base construction – the body of the bag is one component stitched 
together with a separately cut base.
5. All-round gusset construction – the front and back panels are cut 
separately and the gusset is one component formed of both sides and 
the base.
6. Side-inset gusset construction – the base, front and back panels form 
one component stitched together with separately cut sides (gussets).
7. Inset gusset construction – a construction where the sides are first 
stitched to a collar using a closed seam, then collars are stitched to 
the body of the bag using an open seam.
8. Raised-base construction – a construction where two side gussets 
have a rectangular cut out of the bottom line leaving the edges of 
the gusset longer than the central area. When stitched to the front 
and back panels, the base is raised higher than the body of the bag.
9. Horseshoe construction – a construction where the outlines of the 
front and back panels are identical to the outlines of the gussets. 
First, the inside edges of the gussets are stitched together, then the 
front and back panels are attached to the outside edge of the gussets 
forming a bag with flat gussets.

Lining types:
1. Drop-in lining – a lining that is stitched into the bag after the main 
body of the bag is constructed.
2. Fixed lining – a lining that is stitched in and secured to the inside 
of the bag during construction.
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4.1.1 

Collecting and 
Analysing Historical 
Data

The historical research of the thesis aims to gain an overview of 
the development of handbag design in the period between the 
World Wars. While Section 2.2 (Historical Bags as Starting 
Point for Design Analyses and Inspiration) provides a rationale 
for conducting historical research into bag design, this sub-
section explains how and with which methods the historical 
research is conducted.

Handbag design from the first two decades of the Estonian 
Republic, from 1918 to 1940, has been an unwritten history. 
The only published material that provided a regular overview 
of the developments in handbag design over these years were 
local magazines and newspapers. Fashion news and DIY25 in-
structions provided the most compact information. Therefore, 
I selected periodicals of the period as the most continuous and 
representative source of written historical data for this thesis. 
According to Hall (1997, pp. 2–6), the representation of things 
is a relevant part of meaning creation. Words, stories and images 
present emotions associated with things, the values placed on 
them, their classification and conceptualisation. Representation 
is accepted as entering into the constitution of things and being 
as essential as the material world. In this research, representa-
tion is a description of bags or suggestions why, what, where 
and when to wear them. Both texts and images are considered 
documented reflections of the period. Probably it is not possible 
to separate the culture of everyday life from practices of textual 
or visual representation (Lister and Wells, 2001, p. 61), thereby 
the term ‘society’ in the historical research refers to the context 
and background for the development of handbag design.

All three cases included in the thesis rely on information 
gained from the periodicals, but the third case additionally 

25  
Abbreviation for ’Do It Yourself‘ provides free handicraft tutorials for 
non-professionals.
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examines historical bags from three Estonian museums26 and 
a private collection, because the research into local character-
istics of Estonian handbag design between the World Wars 
using periodicals revealed that images and descriptions of bags 
contained rich information about shape, form, proportion, or-
nament, materials and colours, but rather little and random 
information about construction and technologies and no infor-
mation about the interiors of bags. Finn (2014) states that an 
art or design object can encapsulate practitioner knowledge. It 
has the potential to embody and transfer knowledge for prac-
titioner research, thereby the experience of interacting with 
design objects affects the level of understanding that is possi-
ble through the examination of these objects. Finn (2014, p. 
131) adds that object analysis offers practitioner-researchers an 
opportunity to adopt a multi-method approach that considers 
the knowledge encapsulated in an object alongside tacit knowl-
edge existing in practice. Additionally, Riello (2011) states 
that objects should be used to propose interpretive hypotheses 
that documents or other written and visual sources are unable 
to provide. Accordingly, I deepened my research into historical 
handbags by extending my research site to the physical bags of 
the period, and through meticulous analysis of constructional 
and technological information, recognised local styles of both 
exterior and interior solutions of historical handbags otherwise 
not discussed in the periodicals.

Research site – 
written media 
(1918–1940)

Estonian origin periodicals published between 1918 and 1940 
allow editors, reporters and designers to present original and 
different viewpoints of the handbags available during these 
years. In addition to chronological selection, publications with 
different focuses were chosen to provide the broadest overview of 

26 
The Museum of Estonian History [Eesti Ajaloomuuseum], Tallinn City 
Museum [Tallinna Linnamuuseum] and the Estonian Museum of Ap-
plied Arts and Design [Eesti Tarbekunsti ja Disainimuuseum].
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handbag information, and therefore grasp the broadest possible 
spectrum of society. 

At the beginning of the period, only one magazine was 
published to demonstrate new fashions and provide patterns 
for clothing and accessories. Indeed, they printed original orna-
ment designs for decorating handbags. At the end of the 1930s, 
more than ten magazines and newspapers shared fashion reports 
from Paris, Vienna, London, New York and Berlin, lectured on 
handicraft techniques and presented new ideas, patterns and 
DIY projects for bags.

The selected written media from the period include:
Four major national newspapers, which reported fashion news once a 
week.
1. Politically neutral Päevaleht [Daily Newspaper] (1905–1940). It 
had the largest circulation of the dailies by the end of the 1930s and 
featured regular fashion news from 29 November 1926.
2. Uudisleht [Paper of News] (1927–1940) was popular for presenting 
sensational news stories. The periodical started fashion news in 1927, 
did not publish fashion related themes from 1931 to 1934, and from 
1934 made it available once a week. 
3. Postimees [Postman] (1886–1940) is one of the oldest still working 
newspapers. It started regular fashion news from 9 September 1934. 
Already the first report contained information about handbags.
4. Uus Eesti [New Estonia] had the third-largest circulation of the 
dailies by the end of the 1930s. Fashion news was published once a 
week during the whole publication period (1935–1940). 

While two of the newspapers (i.e. Päevaleht and Uudisleht) were 
politically neutral and started fashion news from the second half 
of the 1920s, the other two (i.e. Postimees and Uus Eesti) were 
party newspapers, which started fashion news in the second 
half of the 1930s. 
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Eleven magazines that contain sections for fashion or fashionable 
handicraft projects. 
5. Eesti Naine [Estonian Woman] 1924–1940. 
6. Taluperenaine [The Rural Woman] 1927–1940. 
7.  Naisterahva Elu [Woman’s Life] 1923–1937.

These three (above) were domestic science magazines offering 
fashion news and clothing suggestions together with tracing 
patterns.

8. Käsitööleht [Handicraft Magazine], later renamed Naisterahva Töö ja 
Elu ja Käsitööleht [Woman’s Work and Life and Handicraft Magazine], 
published from 1906–1911 and 1911–1927.
9. Käsitööleht: naiste käsitöö ja kodukaunistamise ajakiri [Handicraft Mag-
azine: The Magazine of Women’s Handicraft and Home Decoration], 
published from 1931–1935. 

These two handicraft magazines concentrated on detailed tutori-
als for homemade handicrafts, including fashionable accessories.

10. Fashion magazine Moeilm [Fashion World] from 1933.
11. The societal and political magazine Naiste Hääl [Women’s Voice] 
1926–1932. 
12. The family magazine Maret [Maret] (1935–1940). 
13. The family magazine Ajakiri Kõigile [Magazine for Everybody] 
(1936–1940). 
14. Huvitav Žurnaal [Interesting Magazine] (1933–1940).
15. Vallatu Magasin [Playful Magazine] (1936–1940).

The last four were popular entertaining family magazines, which 
sold several thousands of copies. While two of them (Maret, 
Ajakiri Kõigile) still focused on women, the other two (Huvitav 
Žurnaal, Vallatu Magasin) had a wider readership (Annus and 
Loogväli, 2002).

The chronological representation of publications and availa-
ble data on handbags in publications is unbalanced and depend-
ent on social changes. In 1918, fashion themes were excluded 
as not relevant in light of drastic changes in society. Only one 
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handicraft-oriented women’s magazine Naisterahva Töö ja Elu 
ja Käsitööleht continued its traditions from the beginning of the 
century and provided fashion and home decoration suggestions. 
The Estonian Independence Manifesto was declared on the 24 
February 1918. It was followed by the War of Independence, 
and only the beginning of the 1920s saw renewed growth in 
the number of publications. For example, publications catering 
to particular consumer groups, such as women, were launched 
(including Eesti Naine, Taluperenaine, Naisterahva Elu and Naiste 
Hääl). Even though some newspapers and magazines were closed 
mainly for economic reasons, steady growth continued, even in 
the period of economic crisis (1929–1931), reaching nearly 300 
periodicals in 1933. Because of the social-political changes in 
the country, the party-aligned press was banned in 1935, and 
political newspapers, such as Postimees, turned into ordinary 
dailies inserting more entertaining sections for different interest 
groups. During the second half of the 1930s, the number of 
newspapers decreased but the number of magazines increased. 
The magazines catered to all tastes and interests, including 
specialist publications (e.g. Käsitööleht: Naiste Käsitöö ja Kodukau-
nistamise Ajakiri) and entertaining magazines expressing ideas 
and news about fashion, handicrafts, cooking, movies, sections 
for children and popular fiction (Maret, Huvitav Žurnaal, Vallatu 
Magasin, Ajakiri Kõigile) (Aru, 2002, pp. 115–122).

The process 
of collecting data 
from periodicals

First, I systematically scanned all fifteen periodicals from 1918 
to 1940 using summative content analysis (Hsieh and Shannon, 
2005, pp. 1283–1286). The method focuses on looking for 
keywords in verbal and pictorial content and the contextual 
meanings of the data. I selected all the paragraphs and sen-
tences referring to ‘handbag’27 and images of handbags from 
the chosen periodicals for analysis. As the research emphasis is 
on women’s bags, it excluded other forms, such as backpacks 

27 
’käekott‘ and ’käsitasku‘ were the most used terms.
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for hiking, school bags and children’s pocket-style bags. It is 
worth noting that as I skimmed all the magazines manually and 
used the webpage Digiteeritud Eesti Ajalehed [Digital Estonian 
Newspapers]28 to scrutinise newspapers, some minor details 
may have been overlooked because of human error. 

Looking for keywords and images in the fashion and hand-
icraft sections is a multi-layered process. In the case of news-
papers, the first step was finding the regular fashion news and 
concentrating on these texts and images leaving the rest of the 
newspaper out. In the case of magazines with a column for DIY, 
home decoration, fashion, et cetera, I used the same system. 
Otherwise, I skimmed through the whole magazine looking 
for fashion reports and the like. The second step was to look 
for images and keywords from headings, subheadings and par-
agraphs in the selected articles to find handbag related themes.

A more obvious location or a different graphic design solu-
tion of the keyword did not always refer to richness of content. 
The location of a keyword turned out to be a useless indicator 
for coding; therefore, I considered all the units of data at the 
same level of importance.

During the selected period, several different Estonian terms 
were used to mean handbag. The two most popular were käekott 
[handbag] and käetasku [hand pocket]. The latter appears for 
the first time in Päevaleht in 1927 for an envelope style, slim 
bag without handles, whose translation into English could be 
‘clutch bag’ (Moeilmast 1927, 2 May). Also, shorter versions of 
both terms were used – kott [bag] and tasku [pocket] – especially 
when describing special features about the item (Table 1).

28  
Available at http://dea.nlib.ee/
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Keywords: käekott [handbag] käetasku [hand pocket] vani-
ty-case
[vani-
ty-case]

ridikül 
[reti-
cule]

Shorter versions of 
keywords:

kott 
[bag]

tasku 
[pocket]

Keywords referring to 
the material 

seemiskäekott [suede 
handbag]
sametkäsikott 
[velvet handbag]

lakk-tasku [patent pocket]
samettasku  [velvet pocket] 
krokodillitasku 
[crocodile leather pocket]
antiloobitasku 
[antelope leather pocket] 
brokaatkäsitasku [hand 
pocket made of brocade]

Keywords referring to 
the function, suitable 
place or time of the 
day

õhtukott 
[evening bag]
turukott 
[shopping bag]
rannakott 
[beach bag]

õhtutasku [evening pocket]
pealelõunakäsitasku [after-
noon hand pocket]
tantsutasku 
[pocket for dancing]
reisitasku 
[travelling pocket]
supeltasku [beach pocket]
rannatasku [beach pocket]

Keywords referring to 
the shape

liblik-käekott [a 
butterfly-shaped 
handbag]

laternkäsitasku 
[a lantern-shaped pocket]
mapp-käsitasku 
[briefcase-shaped pocket]

Keywords referring to 
the ways of carrying 
the bag 

käevõrukott 
[bag with a brace-
let-shaped handle]

vöötasku 
[pocket hanging 
from a belt] 

Keywords referring to 
the soft and volumi-
nous construction

kompskott 
[bundle-bag]

kott-tasku [bag- pocket]
kott-käsitasku 
[bag-hand pocket]
pauntasku 
[pouch-like pocket]

Note. The most popular are ‘käekott’ and ‘käetasku’. In addition 
to the many descriptive variations, ‘vanity-case’29 (mentioned 
once) and ‘ridikül’30 (mentioned three times) are considered 
keywords for analysis as types of bags for women.

29  
A container with a top opening for carrying cosmetics and toiletries 
(De La Haye, 2012, p. 265).

30  
A small soft drawstring bag, usually beaded or embroidered (De La 
Haye, 2012, p. 264).

Table 1. List of keywords 
referring to handbags
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When analysing keywords that referred to the visual appearance 
of the bags, it turned out that it is impossible to divide the two 
terms handbags and clutches. The word ‘käekott’ [handbag] was 
older, slightly more conservative and regularly used by domestic 
science and handicraft magazines. The term ‘käsitasku’ [hand 
pocket] was more modern and used by fashion columns in news-
papers. It is mentioned that the handbag was a folksy name for 
the clutch (Kas teate, et, 1936, 26 July). When soft, voluminous 
bags and goffered surfaces entered Estonian fashion in 1936, 
mixed versions indicating constructions appeared – kott-tasku 
[bag-pocket] in 1936, pauntasku [pouch-like pocket] in 1938 
and kompskott [bundle-bag] in 1940. The presence or absence 
of handles seems irrelevant in naming items.

Handbag images from the period provide basic informa-
tion about the visual appearance of handbags without context. 
Drawings are mainly on a light background, presenting the 
front panel of the bag. Multiple bags being depicted in one 
picture is common. A composition of matching accessories or 
a pictorial overview containing other fashion items is also fre-
quent. I excluded all other items on the images than handbags 
for the analysis. New seasonal looks depicted handbags also in 
the hands of ladies. These images are mainly simple black line 
drawings on a white background demonstrating new outfits 
without a particular context. There are also images depicting a 
hand holding a bag. Fashion illustrations with a female figure 
or a hand demonstrate the dimensions and proportions of the 
bags and provide additional information about the wearable and 
social qualities of handbags. The first black and white photo-
graph of a bag appeared in June 1928 in the magazine Talu-
perenaine (Heegeldatud käekott, 1928, 6), since then the number 
of photographs increased over the years among all the selected 
periodicals. Handbags were photographed in studios with ar-
tificial light and minimal background. The style and aesthetics 
of the photographs were similar to the drawings. Sometimes 
multiple handbags or other accompanying accessories formed 
an asymmetrical composition on an image. In 1936, the first 
outdoor photograph appeared presenting new beachwear and 
beach bags (Suured rannataskud, 1936, 28 June). 
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Data units in the research are based on the content (i.e. bag-
based information). This means that different textual keywords 
describing the same bag were taken as one unit of data, but a 
text communicating information on several bags was divided 
into several units. The same principle was used with images, 
including tracing patterns and DIY instruction schemes (Figure 
10). In total, the research considers 268 texts and 334 images of 
different handbags from the selected periodicals. Some pictures 
and texts complemented each other; the images illustrated the 
texts and the texts described the visual data or explained how 
the design visible on the image was achieved. 

Figure 10. An image in 
the magazine Eesti Naine is 
considered as two units of data 
because the picture depicts 
two different clutches despite 
there being four bags in the 
image. This is due to one of 
them presenting the front 
panel and two more views on 
the making in progress (interior 
with open flap and lining 
attachment) (Kleidi juurde sobiv 
käsitasku, 1930, 1)
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Research site – 
bags from historical 
collections

My visits to three museums in Tallinn between December 2016 
and October 2017 provided the broadest overview of hand-
bag information. First, the Museum of Estonian History [Eesti 
Ajaloomuuseum]31 hosts the biggest collection of handbags from 
the period. In this museum fashion accessories, including bags, 
belong to the department of clothes. The visit aimed to gain an 
overview of the state of preserved handbags and clutches. The 
second was to Tallinn City Museum [Tallinna Linnamuuseum],32 
where bags of the period belong to the collections of textile, 
artistic leather and cultural history. Both museums have con-
centrated on collecting everyday items. The third museum was 
the Estonian Museum of Applied Arts and Design [Eesti Tar-
bekunsti ja Disainimuuseum];33 its leather art collection contains 
examples of hand-tooled leather items and several handbags and 
clutches from the 1920s and 1930s attributed to local firms and 
artists.34 In addition to the museums’ handbags that showed 
random and arbitrary collections due to containing multiple 
donations, my private collection of historical bags was added to 
the analysis to grasp as extensive as possible a spectrum of the 
handbags made and carried between 1918 and 1940. The focus 
of the examination of local bags in museum collections was for 
the period of the 1920s and 1930s. However, I extended the 
period from the beginning of the 20th century to the 1950s. 
The reason for this was to compare and contrast the bags made 

31  
Abbreviation in later texts AM

32  
Abbreviation in later texts TLM

33  
Abbreviation in later texts ETDM

34  
An original plan included visits to the Estonian National Museum 
[Eesti Rahva Muuseum] which collections concentrate on ethnograph-
ic artefacts and incorporate everyday items to broaden the overview 
and possibly add some different information. However, the plan 
turned impossible as these collections were closed due to their tran-
sits to the new premises. 
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between the World Wars and those made before and after the 
wars. Finally, I examined more than 200 handbags from the 
aforementioned museums and 50 handbags from my private 
collection, including bags originating from the beginning of 
the 20th century and several from the 1940s and 1950s. 

The process of 
collecting data from 
historical bags

Bags are three-dimensional objects that can be examined from 
inside out. To manage the amount of information, I followed 
the three sequential stages of Prown’s (1982) object analysis. 
The first stage proceeds from description to recording internal 
evidence; that is, the visual character of the object itself that 
includes physical dimensions, form, materials, material proper-
ties, fabrication methods, decorative elements, etc. The second 
stage is deduction – the analysis moves from the object itself to 
the relationship between the object and the perceiver. In other 
words, this stage concerns the interpretation of the interaction 
between the object and the perceiver physically handling the 
item that involves sensory experience, an understanding of the 
object and their emotional response. Prown (1982, p. 9) con-
siders subjective reaction significant because it points to specific 
insights when the analyst identifies the elements noted in the 
descriptive stage that have precipitated them. Finn (2014, pp. 
135–136) adds the importance of expert practitioner knowl-
edge and knowledge on history placing the object within the 
context of other similar items. The last stage of object analysis 
is speculation. This is about framing hypotheses and questions 
which arise from the object and external evidence for testing 
and resolution. 

Each bag was taken from the museum’s archive to a study 
table. I sketched, measured and then examined in detail, inside 
and outside, to gain an overview of key identifying features. As 
most of the handbags of the period have no marks indicating the 
country of origin, designer names or labels, I intended to detect 
local producers by examining similarities between constructions, 
technologies and the materials of the bags. Exceptions are dec-
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orated leather clutches recognisable as having been made in 
Estonia because of the stylised folk-art motifs on front panels 
or flaps and hand-tooling styles and techniques typical of Es-
tonian leather art firms of the period (Kirme, 1973; Valk-Falk, 
1994). Some of these clutches have stamped signatures hidden 
somewhere inside the bag. I wrote descriptive comments on 
the exterior and interior materials, colours, ornaments, type 
of openings, labels or other signs of possible authorship in 
my notebook. I also sketched or photographed and described 
unusual or unique as well as typical and repetitive aspects of 
constructions, components (i.e. handles, pockets, zips, lin-
ings) and technical solutions (i.e. machine-stitched, braided). 
The descriptive phase included information from supporting 
documentation and catalogue records. The deduction phase 
concentrated on the comparison of similar characteristics of 
different bags aiming to identify the most typical knacks of 
the time. Expert practitioner knowledge in bag making was 
applied to detect combinations of repeating constructional 
and technical details and recognise bags originating from the 
same local workshop. 

Analysis and 
interpretation 
principles: application 
and adaptation of 
Vihma’s (1995) theory

The historical research on the handbags of the 1920s and 1930s 
applies content and object analysis dependent on the medium 
when collecting and processing the data. The interpretation 
applies Vihma’s (1995) approach to product semiotics to the 
bags, images and texts on the handbags alike. 

Vihma (2010, p. 13) distinguishes four interrelated di-
mensions of a design product: material, syntax, pragmatics 
and semantics. The material dimension includes the product’s 
material aspects. In this thesis, sensorial properties describ-
ing the interaction between materials and users through visual 
and tactile senses are highlighted, instead of the chemical and 
physical properties of materials. This is because the sensorial 
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properties of materials are recognised as one of the most im-
portant aspects of materials when determining the affective 
responses of users (Karana 2009, p. 108). Also, Vihma (1995, 
p. 51) excludes the chemical construction of products, such 
as durability, and concentrates on material aspects only when 
they are connected with the other dimensions. Vihma’s (2010) 
syntactic dimension covers the product’s structure, visual ap-
pearance and technical construction. The pragmatic dimension 
is about usefulness from an ergonomic and sociological point 
of view and includes the whole life cycle of a product. This 
means that besides the practical use of the product, knowledge 
about the designer, manufacturer, consumption and history is 
involved. Finally, the semantic dimension focuses on the ex-
pressive and representational qualities of products, which are 
adjusted according to social situations and can have symbolic 
meaning based on conventional habits and patterns of habits. 
A semantic quality is a relationship between the product, its 
representation, and its user.

Vihma’s (1995, pp. 61–90) semiotic approach concentrates 
on examining the semantic dimension of products and consid-
ers a design object as a multi-layered sign. Vihma (1998, p. 9) 
treats design products as iconic, indexical and symbolic signs, 
and divides the signs into twenty different modes of functioning 
relevant from a design point of view. 

Iconic signs are form tradition, colour, material, metaphor, 
environment and style. The form tradition, also called an ideal 
type, indicates that every product has a characteristic form with 
specific features shaped early in its history and these features of 
form connect it to a broader group of similar types of products. 
The form tradition is always more general than one product; 
it represents characteristic features of a product group. Typical 
colour and material can characterise and categorise products; for 
example, they can refer to quality or state of affairs. However, 
colour and material are often taken as subordinated to form and 
supporting interpretations of forms. Metaphor lies in referenc-
ing design. Metaphorical interpretation connects two similar 
forms which are different in other aspects. The environment 
is an iconic sign when a product is interpreted as referring to 
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a specific function, ergonomic or social point of view based 
on a similar physical context. Style is related to other iconic 
signs and defined as a whole. Stylistic features may refer to a 
certain period, a sub-culture, a local tradition, a social event or 
a lifestyle (Vihma 1995, pp. 92–97). Iconic references function 
based on resemblance as visual metaphors.

According to Vihma (1995, pp. 97-99), an indexical sign 
may indicate a tool, direction, use, trace, signal, noise, smell, 
touch or marking. A trace of a tool on a form can refer to a 
manufacturing process or a production method. Other traces and 
marks of use, like stains, wear and tear on the form or colour, 
can refer to material quality and usage or external circumstances. 
Light and sound signals usually refer to a technical function. 
A sound of use and the noise of a product can have a variety of 
interpretations concerning function and usage. The smell of a 
product can refer to a product’s material and function. Tactile 
experience, such as touching the material, can refer to the qual-
ity and condition of a product. Graphic figures on the product 
form, or the dynamics of the form or its detail, can indicate its 
technical or use function. For indexical references, one needs 
to connect form and its cause.

Symbolic signs are included in graphics, colour, form, po-
sition and material. Graphic symbols, such as the name and 
logotype, refer to a manufacturer or a brand. Letters and num-
bers refer to a specific model or range of products while mark-
ings, such as conventional abbreviations or graphic figures, 
refer to use or function. Symbols can be seen in forms, colours, 
materials, positions and postures, earlier listed as iconic signs. 
Also, the environment and social aspects influence the design 
of a product and its perception. Especially in social situations, 
people are expected to have specific attitudes or feelings and 
to behave accordingly. Meanings are evoked on the basis of 
cultural habits and conventions. Symbolic references must be 
known and learned to enable understanding and use (Vihma 
1995, pp. 99–101). 

Vihma’s theory makes it possible to analyse handbags, im-
ages of handbags and design descriptions as multi-layered signs. 
The historical handbags and images of handbags in the period-
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icals, as well as the catalogue records of the museums, provide 
information about the visual appearances of bags, their styles, 
forms, colours and materials. Texts in periodicals add informa-
tion about social status and norms concerning handbag usage 
and provide a broader cultural context for understanding the 
handbag designs of the period. The symbolic value of handbags 
can be detected when analysing the texts in the periodicals. 
Indexical sign functions (e.g. a trace of a tool and the touch 
of material) add practitioner information on the quality of the 
historical handbags. 

Figure 11 visualises a model of the semiotic analysis of the 
research data. The model is based on Vihma’s (1995) seman-
tic dimension of products, which includes visual composition, 
technical construction, material aspects and pragmatics – all 
interrelated dimensions of a product. I adjusted this for the 
handbag research incorporating most of the twenty sign func-
tioning modes. The model presents style as a summarised result 
of a three-layered analysis of the characteristics of bags from 
tangible to abstract: (1) form-related characteristics (e.g. shape, 
proportion, silhouette) that focus on the three-dimensional ap-
pearance of bags, including metaphors and form tradition; (2) 
surface-related characteristics (e.g. colour, pattern, ornament 
and graphic figures) that focus on material qualities and product 
identification; and (3) context related characteristics that define 
social and other modes of use connected to the sociocultural con-
text and environmental aspects. The model illustrates Vihma’s 
theory of iconic signs, where surface related characteristics of 
a product are separated as subordinate to form related charac-
teristics and contextual characteristics reflect environmental 
aspects of products (Vihma, 1995, pp. 93–97). I left some in-
dexical signs out of the focus as irrelevant to the objective of 
the research (i.e. marks of use, such as degradation, rust, stains 
and smell of historical bags that indicate to the state of the bags 
and the conditions of storage) and as commonly not existing 
on the bags (i.e. light and sound signals). 
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Figure 11. The model for 
conducting a semiotic analysis 
of handbags has three focus 
points to manage the data 
on bag characteristics: 
form, surface and social- 
and practical-use related 
characteristics, which are all 
included and related in style 
descriptions

I
Form related characteristics
II
Surface related characteristics
III
Social- and practical-use 
realated caharacteristics

4.1.2 

Making Process

The thesis contains three collections of bag prototypes: Bags for 
Dreamers Only; Bags for Collectors Only; and Bags for Me. Naming 
the collections started with the first case as a public exhibition 
and continued as an opportunity to promote and communicate 
the creative work.  Each name hints at a theme in the research. 
‘Dreamers’ is associated with uniqueness and originality (i.e. 
novel thinking). Collectors are interested in classic items, and 
the first-person pronoun signifies the most private and personal 
desires (i.e. thinking locally).

According to Verganti (2016, pp. 10–13), all the choices a 
designer makes during a design-driven innovation process are 
personal interpretations. Therefore, the target of this subsection 
is to enlighten my work process of designing and making bags. 
I documented the process as ‘reflection in action’ (Mäkelä & 
Nimkulrat 2018) but chose not to add detailed information of 
the making process to the final thesis, because of its specificity 
and technological complexity, where the solutions are in direct 
reliance on the characteristics of every single material and de-
tail. Instead, generalised observations, principles and analysis 
are produced following the phases of the making process of all 
three cases that include inspiration source, collection range, 

Form

Colour Style

Context

Material



107Creative Cases 

and 2D and 3D design development. The focus shifting from 
reflecting on the design process to an in-depth analysis of the 
input and output of the creative cases is the most significant 
drift of this thesis.

Inspiration and 
collection range

My bag design process usually starts with defining and setting a 
brief and is followed by collecting ideas and inspiration. In this 
thesis, the research question and the thematic focus of each case 
replace the brief and determine the focus and aim. Historical 
research is an essential input for creative work, although all 
visual material, both images of bags and physical bags from 
the 1920s and 1930s, influenced my creativity even before the 
analyses revealed the specific characteristics. Therefore, besides 
the results of the most characteristic features, according to the 
research data, aesthetical preferences of the period, such as ele-
gance and delicacy, also the prevalent silhouettes, proportions 
and shapes constituted an input and inspiration for the creative 
work. This is detectible even on silhouette drawings of the 
first case aiming to create a novel bag (Figure 12). Another 
inspiration source was a contemporary bag design. I followed 
specialist magazines and websites to detect the latest trends, 
bag types and constructions.

Figure 12. Variety of 
silhouettes for the body of the 
Twirling-the-child-bag from 
Creative Case 1 influenced by 
framed evening and afternoon 
bags
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The collection concept and range started simultaneously 
with the historical research according to the aims of the cases 
and influenced bag designing from the start.

Case 1: Novel
The first case tested the novel characteristics of bags. Novel as 
something new and unique initiated reading on the topic of 
‘ordinary’ versus ‘novel’ and ‘familiar’ versus ‘strange’. Women 
carry bags daily; brand-new or statement bags are noticed, but 
most of the bags are taken as functional objects containing indis-
pensable belongings for daily management and are coordinated 
with outfits. Extending the idea shows that everyday practices and 
objects are similar – they are meant to lighten everyday life but 
are unnoticed aesthetically. My collection concept commenced 
with the ideas of Saito (2007, pp. 244–251), who believes that 
the everyday mode of experiencing things is primarily practical, 
appreciating functionality; yet, displacing objects from typical 
daily interaction and concerns detracts them from their every-
dayness or ordinariness, and as a result, a concealed aesthetic can 
be discovered. Haapala (2005) supplements this with a state-
ment that ordinary everyday objects lack the surprise element 
or freshness of the strange; they are part of normal routines in 
a ‘safe’ setting. Aesthetic strangeness creates a suitable set for 
aesthetic considerations, which is possible in the context of art 
– everydayness becomes something extraordinary. To dissociate 
handbags from their everyday context and locate them in an 
unfamiliar environment (i.e. from the streets and shops to an art 
gallery) I decided to present the first case, which was the collec-
tion of novelty bags, as an art installation. Certeau’s (1988, p. 
93) statement ‘[e]scaping the imaginary totalisations produced 
by the eye, the everyday has a certain strangeness that does not 
surface, or whose surface is only its upper limit, outlining itself 
against the visible’ inspired me to represent everyday practices 
as silhouettes and draw a parallel between objects in hands and 
bags that are usually held by the hand. 

The next phase of the creative process concentrated on the 
selection of silhouettes of women’s most common everyday ac-
tivities that are recognisable without background and operating 
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with a tool, an instrument or something similar. Besides the 
activities themselves, a selection of poses was relevant to distin-
guish hands and objects in hands. I tested positions and angles 
of both objects and silhouettes using the visual examination of 
multiple images and sketching for variety. Finally, I selected 
seven situations to inform the shape of the bags:

1. Enjoying the moment of drinking hot coffee before a workday starts.
2. Using a laptop on a hectic office day with no time for a break.
3. Carrying a pile of plates to set the table before the arrival of im-
portant guests.
4. A private, pure yet erotic moment, having a shower. 
5. Playing with a child while twirling him, a moment full of joy, fun 
and devotion.
6. Shaking a dust cloth while turning the face away to avoid blowing 
dust.
7. Calmly reading a book.  

The seven activities guided the collection towards seven bags. 
That was enough for the capacity of the gallery space and con-
ceptually referred to a week consisting of seven days, allowing 
various activities in private and in public, at home and work, 
emphasising different roles of women in everyday life. All the 
activities were captured in a standing position as a pause from 
the multitasking life of a woman. The selection challenged my 
professional skills because the characteristics necessary to capture 
the silhouette and the essence of the object involved different 
levels of difficulty. There are static objects (a laptop, a pile of 
plates and a book), static objects with moving parts (a mug with 
steam and a shower-head with water), moving figures captured 
in motion (a twirling child and a dust cloth being shaken). 

Case 2: Classic
The second case tested characteristics of bags that stand the test 
of time. To do so, a more commercial project than an exhibition 
was selected to allow for the tactile experience of an audience 
intimately interacting with the bags. At the time of finishing 
the analysis of the corresponding historical data, the Leather Art 
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Department of the Estonian Academy of Arts was preparing its 
centenary celebrations. As the period of historical research for 
the thesis from 1918 to 1940 corresponds with the foundation 
of the department in 1917, the second creative case became a 
commission work to celebrate the centenary. The collection had 
to be contemporary with traditional features bringing together 
handbag classics and the characteristics of traditional leather 
craft in Estonia.

The collection of bags as mementoes for supporters of the 
Department of Leather Art stipulated a small range with easy 
and quick production, thereby consultations resulted in three 
bags that would become a small sales collection.

 
Case 3: Local

To vary from the unique evening bags of the first case and the 
simple liningless bags of the second, the third case presented 
everyday functional bags for different needs. Both exterior and 
interior were inspired from the local characteristics of handbags. 
The concept focused on the controversy between the exterior 
and interior of bags, which was distinctive to the design of 
historical clutches. Special attention was paid to the interiors as 
the most examined part of the bags according to the feedback 
from the previous case. The visual inspiration for the third case 
was based more on real bags from museums than images; the 
construction of these bags, their technical design solutions and 
the variety of ornament inspired and influenced the outcome 
of the third case. 

Contemporary bag design informed the range and func-
tion of the collection. The collection consists of seven practical 
everyday bags of different sizes and ways of carrying. The style 
of the bags varies from casual to formal to ensure distinct dif-
ferentiation between them.



2D design 
development 

The most common two-dimensional design method is sketch-
ing. In my case, I sketch manually to document visual inspi-
ration and corresponding bag ideas mixed with images of in-
spiration.

Case 1: Novel
Input and inspiration for the first creative case were photo-
graphs. Silhouettes of novel bags for the first case were depend-
ent on images of everyday activities and actions. For this reason, 
all the preselected situations were staged before the sketching 
of the bags to gain original visual material. I cooperated with 
photographer Oliver Moosus for the black and white photogra-
phy, which was expected to produce recognisable and minimal 
results with pale shadows and gleams. Using black silhouettes 
on a white background minimised the visual information of 
the images but presented these as a collection for emphasising 
the role of the bags. The sketching phase detected the most 
inspirational silhouettes on the photographs, the simplest and 
the most bag-like contours and proportions of objects held in 
the hand of the person in action. Then the first sketches were 
developed further to examine the shape and possible construc-
tion of bags (Figure 13). 

Figure 13. Case 1 sketches: 
Twirling-the-child-bag in 
progress
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Case 2: Classic
The task of the second case was to interpret Estonian leath-
er craft traditions emanating from the Estonian Academy of 
Arts. I tested several directions for both construction and or-
nament. For example, I experimented with the techniques of 
a cross-structure method of bookbinding, origami, furoshiki, 
package, and purse design from the 1920s to simplify the shape 
and assemblage of the bags. Paper marbling patterns and cro-
cheted and beaded purses of the 1920s and 1930s were taken 
as inspiration for the ornament. Finally, I selected the simplest 
possible shapes – completely flat pieces sewn together for bag 
construction, and preferred the concept of using a volume of a 
bag as ornament – ornament mimics the form to emphasise the 
flatness and slimness of a classic bag (Figure 14). 

Figure 14. Case 2 sketches: 
historical inspiration and 
drawings of both construction 
and ornament
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Case 3: Local
The third case concentrated on local historical bags as input. I 
documented the visual inspiration, developed the most charac-
teristic features in bags and combined these with my practice 
and knowledge of contemporary bag design (Figure 15).

Figure 15. Case 3 sketches: 
combining historical and 
contemporary inspiration
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3D design 
development

When designing bags, it is required to explore ideas through 3D 
mock-ups, which are usually made of relatively cheap material 
such as paper. Mock-ups are created to serve two purposes: first, 
to clarify the size, proportion, shape and details of a bag, and 
second, to test construction types and technology from visual 
and functional perspectives (Figure 16). 

Mock-ups are essential for testing the real size and shape of 
the future bags, although they also form the basis for patterns. 

As the initial creative work consisted of bags of different 
complexity, I made patterns both by hand and via a comput-
er-aided design program. When it was possible to challenge 
the patterns pieces into geometric shapes, I used the AutoCAD 
program, but when the form of the bag consisted of different 
asymmetrical curves and lines, I drew by hand. As the aim was 
to make prototypes for the exhibition and not to prepare the 
patterns for production, I exploited the approach which was 
more effective and timesaving in the situation. Cases 2 and 3 
applied only computer-aided pattern pieces making it possible 
to add ornament and details to patterns to visualise as precisely 
as possible the outcome on the mock-ups (Figure 17).

Figure 16. Mock-up making and 
different versions of the first 
mock-ups for the Shower-head-
bag in Case 1
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I printed out the patterns and assembled the mock-ups to 
check how the designs related to the body in terms of the scale 
of the bags, proportions, handle positions and lengths, func-
tionality and sizes of closures. I also tested various construction 
methods and order of assembly on the mock-ups. Finally, the 
collection was evaluated and visualised as a whole to make 
the last changes in materials and construction. For example, I 
created altogether about twenty different mock-ups, although 
selecting only seven for Case 3 (Figure 18). 

Figure 17. Versions of 
silhouette, details and 
ornament of a handbag from 
Case 2.

Figure 18. Selected mock-ups 
for Case 3
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Materials play a relevant role in the developmental process 
of bag design and construction. First, bag constructions are 
very material-sensitive because the desired form and shape are 
dependent on the physical characteristics and qualities of the 
materials. Second, it is claimed that the sensory qualities of ma-
terials influence the perception of products (e.g. Karana, 2009). 

I selected leather as the primary material for the bags 
throughout this thesis because it is considered the basic tradi-
tional material for high-quality handbags. Besides the variety 

Figure 19. Examples of 
collection sheets for Case 3



of its visual appearance and physical characteristics, it is still 
perceived and valued as a natural, durable and long-lasting 
material. Leather can also be taken as a physical link from the 
past and present to the future of handbag design.

The selection of leather was simultaneous with mock-up 
development. I created several handbag sketches, notes and 
material swatches to provide a more in-depth overview of the 
collections (Figure 19).
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Besides leather as the primary material, several other materials 
and components were necessary to assembly a bag. Usually, a 
handbag consists of at least of two layers, the exterior and the 
lining, and reinforcements between these if necessary. Differ-
ent patterns are made for the various materials. The cutting 
patterns, the lining patterns and the reinforcement patterns 
for the same bag can be different because of the design neces-
sities, seam allowances et cetera (Figure 20). This complexity 
is shown in the number of patterns and materials needed for 
assembling the bags. 

A new mock-up is assembled to check the patterns. If nec-
essary, the most complicated technical challenges are tested 
in actual material to understand the details, such as the final 
thickness or overlapping of pieces. If needed, patterns are ad-
justed before prototyping. After the selection of the suitable 
construction and seam types, selection of the components and 
fittings follow. Specification sheets with material samples and 
technical drawings are prepared before prototyping. In this 
thesis, these were for personal use to document the selected 
preferences of the technical details.

Figure 20. Example of Case 3: 
The tote consists of 18 different 
pattern pieces and needs 31 
details for assembly. Exterior 
leather patterns are in white, 
lining leather patterns are in 
blue, printed interior leather 
patterns are in magenta, lining 
fabric patterns are in cyan and 
reinforcement patterns are in 
green
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Prototyping is the final stage of design development; it 
consists of cutting, preparing the pieces, assembling and sew-
ing the bags.

Cutting is usually done manually. I used scissors for cutting 
fabrics, but a knife for cutting stronger and stiffer materials, 
such as leather and reinforcement materials (e.g. cardboard, 
bonded leather). As the second collection needed duplication, 
I preferred laser cutting. Besides pattern cutting with compli-
cated silhouettes, laser processing makes it possible to engrave 
the surface decoration, which in the case of leather, resembles 
traditional pyrography (i.e. a technique of burning the leather 
surface for ornament) that can be extremely dense due to the 
available precision. 

Preparation of the pieces is always dependent on the de-
sired outcome. When assembling a bag, it is common to attach 
smaller details to the bigger ones first (e.g. D-rings and D-ring 
tabs to the side gussets, pockets to the main pieces, and flaps 
to the back panel) and then material layers to each other (e.g. 
reinforcement materials glued to leather). Glue is used to secure 
both details and layers before sewing (rubber glue for temporary, 
contact glue for permanent and stable attachments; Figure 21).

Figure 21. Preparing to glue 
the pieces of the Pile-of-plates-
bag from Case 1
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All the bags in the three collections were assembled by a 
cylinder-bed sewing machine and finished by hand to add a 
high-quality luxurious feel. 

4.1.3 

Collecting and 
Analysing Audience 
Feedback

The aim of the audience feedback on the creative work is to 
apprehend how contemporary respondents perceive the novel, 
classic and local (Estonian) characteristics of the historical bags 
used in the contemporary bag designs. Their judgement; that 
is, critical reflections according to the method of the innovation 
of meaning (Verganti, 2016, pp. 13–15, 18), is appreciated as 
challenging the framework of interpretations and the chosen 
direction of the research.

The practical outcome of every case in the thesis is a col-
lection of bags presented in different environments. The first 
collection Bags for Dreamers Only was presented in a non-profit 
applied art and design gallery, Hop Gallery, in the Old Town of 
Tallinn in 2016. The exhibition was open for 17 days, from 15 
January to 2 February 2016, and visited by 382 guests.35 The 
second collection Bags for Collectors Only was displayed for sale 
at two different locations: (1) from 2 March to 15 April 2017 at 
the Estonian Museum of Applied Art and Design shop and (2) 
from 1 February to 19 April 2017 at Kaubamaja, the oldest and 
most prestigious department store in Tallinn. In the museum, 
the exhibition ‘EKA nahk 100’ [EAA leather 100] was open 
at the same time, presenting a historical overview of student 
works from the archive of the Department of Leather Art at the 
Estonian Academy of Arts (EAA). The display in Kaubamaja’s 
Shoe World and e-shop was concurrent with the exhibition 

35
According to the Hop Gallery’s system of counting visitors.
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‘#ekanahakunst100’ [# EAA leather art 100] in Kaubamaja’s 
window display presenting shoes and bags created by students 
of the Department of Leather Art in recent years.  Both exhibi-
tions celebrated the centenary of the Department of Leather Art 
at the Estonian Academy of Arts36. The third collection Bags 
for Me was presented publicly for three hours at the same time 
with the pre-evaluation process of the case on 19 September 
2018 in the Bookbinding workshop at the Estonian Academy of 
Arts. The location was selected to emphasise the importance of 
bookbinding knowledge in bag making and because it was the 
only place that continued to hold the know-how related to the 
techniques of the Estonian origin bags of the 1920s and 1930s.

Case 1: Novel 
The feedback for the first creative case was collected at the gal-
lery. It consists of 51 voluntary written comments by the audi-
ence in the exhibition guestbook. The guestbook format of field 
texts (e.g. Creswell, 2007) was chosen to record the responses 
of the visitors, who were willing to share their thoughts, opin-
ions and suggestions. The idea was to collect as much feedback 
as possible from volunteer commentators, without applying 
any criteria such as gender, age and nationality. The exhibition 
was open to the public like any event at Hop Gallery, and the 
gallery has a tradition of offering the possibility to comment 
on the displays in their guestbook. The collected comments 
were mainly in Estonian, but also some visitors commented in 
Russian, English and German. Finland and Vietnam were also 
mentioned as countries of origin. The comments were expected 
to reveal reflections of the respondents on both the bags and the 
exhibition installation that might be comparable to the initial 
conception of the first creative case. Despite the audience being 
rather heterogenous, the comment-type field texts turned out 
to be too general and did not provide enough specific informa-
tion. As touching the exhibits was prohibited in the exhibition 

36
The name of the Department of Leather Art was changed into the 
Department of Accessory Design and Bookbinding in 2018.
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environment, and the fixed the position of the bags on display 
left the feel and movement of bags to the viewers’ imagination, 
it was too complicated and almost impossible for the audience 
to imagine carrying and interacting with the bags. The lack 
of this tactile experience resulted in features such as usability, 
construction or material qualities not being commented on. The 
audience experienced the bags as non-functional craft objects 
composed into an installation rather than bag prototypes ready 
for use. The exhibition environment revealed the importance 
and need for touch when interacting with the bags. As Nefs 
(2007) puts it, there are inherent ambiguities in visual object 
perception. For example, the colour of an object is not only de-
termined by its reflectance function but also by its illumination; 
and the physical parameters of shape are dependent on materials 
and contrast with the environment. Sonneveld and Schifferstein 
(2007) note that only through touch do people learn about the 
materiality of their surroundings and physical contact is a strong 
basis for the development of feelings, affection and intimacy. 
The physical environment for presenting the collection and 
collecting feedback was changed for the second case to provide 
tactile experience and thereby more detailed information on the 
perception of the bags and their characteristics. 

Case 2: Local
Feedback for the second creative case was collected at two dif-
ferent public displays, including eleven observations and seven 
interviews. The bag collection was presented as commercial 
goods among other commodities. 

The public displays enabled me to observe the audience 
and to focus on the audience’s interaction with the bags. Covert 
observations (Patton, 1980, p. 130), where the people are not 
aware of being under observation, were selected to monitor 
people’s reactions from a distance. I implemented observations 
in both Kaubamaja and the museum shop, once a week in both 
locations, each lasting an hour. They took place on different 
weekdays and times to gain a variety of customer profiles. Al-
together I held seven observations in Kaubamaja and four in the 
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museum shop. Field notes, used later as additional information 
alongside the interviews, were documented in the form of a 
diary to identify patterns of people’s behaviour when examining 
the handbags. 

The observations confirmed that the two locations were 
very different in nature. The museum shop was a quiet place 
offering local design and applied art products and books on 
the applied arts. Every visitor had a chance to step closer to the 
bags, as the ticket seller and the museum shopkeeper were the 
same, located beside the display. Making a sale did not seem 
to be the aim but the main task of the shopkeeper was to sell 
the museum tickets. By contrast, the display of the collection 
in Kaubamaja was focused on sales. The bags were on display at 
the main entrance for promotion and presented in their e-shop 
as well as their quarterly magazine Hooaeg [Season] (Kohalikud 
naudingud, 2017, p. 28). The department store changed the 
display and surroundings multiple times during the period 
to better fit different products and to make the products more 
visible to increase sales.  

Seven short semi-structured interviews (Morse, 2012, pp. 
197–199) were also conducted to provide more focused in-
formation on how the bags were perceived. The second case 
determined that the interviewed women were selected from 
among my acquaintances, who are ordinary handbag users and 
are generally interested in bags as everyday objects. Their differ-
ence in style, education and financial background was expected 
to generate as diverse answers as possible. I guided them to the 
collection and invited them to examine the bags. After about 
five minutes I asked them the following questions:

1. Nimeta kolm omadussõna, mis neid kotte iseloomustab! 
[Name three words to characterise the bags!]
2. Kirjelda vabalt, mida neist kottidest arvad! 
[Describe your opinions of these bags freely!]
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The interviews were held in Estonian, and I translated them 
into English for the thesis as precisely as possible.37 These in-
terviews were implemented spontaneously in commercial spaces 
in public; therefore, filming for documentation was impossible. 
Answers were recorded in written form in my research diary as 
exactly as possible as direct quotations. As I intended to record 
also how the respondents examined the bags, what they noticed 
and what interested them most, I wrote down all the answers 
and besides that notes from my observations of interviewees 
exploring the bags. This method slowed down the speed of 
the interviews to an extent that the interviewees started sup-
plementing their memories and feelings, which emerged when 
touching and looking at the bags. This led to additional ques-
tions and the interviews turned out to be guided conversations 
rather than questions strictly asked and answered. In one case, 
our conversation continued even after several days via Facebook 
messages. I continued the interviews until the answers start-
ed to repeat; that is, until theoretical saturation was reached. 
According to Beitin (2012), theoretical saturation is defined 
as the point in data collection when new material produces 
minimal or no change to the topic. The saturation point, which 
is considered the most common justification for sample size 
(Beitin 2012, p. 244), was reached after seven interviews. The 
preference for the direct transcription of the interviews added 
valuable information about personal choices and requirements 
for purchasing or choosing a handbag, and that is why I con-
tinued with the method of interviewing but improved it for 
the next case. 

Case 3: Local
Feedback on the third creative case was collected during private 
displays; it relied on eight semi-structured interviews. The 
third case was composed to allow respondents to carry the bags 
and to examine them outside and inside. I presented the bag 
collection in a location where the interviewees could take the 

37
Original transcriptions are in the author’s possession.
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time to surpass their first emotions and thoughts and to explain 
their perception and perspective.

According to Herzog (2012, pp. 207–217), people associ-
ate meaning and value with a place, and therefore it is relevant 
to define the physical boundaries of an interview location and 
consider its content (i.e. things and objects in the room). I con-
ducted all the interviews in small, minimally-furnished lecture 
rooms in the Estonian Academy of Arts. It was meant to help 
the interviewees concentrate on the collection of bags and to 
emphasise their role as experts (Warren, 2001, pp. 84–88). The 
bags were always displayed in the same order on a table in the 
middle of the room.     

The third case specified the range of interviewees. The re-
spondents were selected for their different personal and profes-
sional backgrounds and their knowledge of bag making and 
design or lack thereof. Women representatives from ordinary 
handbag users to a professional handbag designer were chosen 
to reach maximum variation of interviewees. This sampling 
strategy was selected to identify both diverse variations and 
relevant common patterns of perception in regard to the creative 
collections (Creswell, 2007, pp. 125–129). The strategy needed 
some knowledge at least on the participants’ professional careers, 
and therefore I chose interviewees from among my acquaint-
ances and colleagues. I conducted face-to-face, semi-structured 
interviews in Estonian38 and asked all the interviewees the same 
questions in the same order. As with semi-structured inter-
views, extra questions were asked to clarify the answers. The 
interviewees could add comments and complete their responses 
with additional impressions during the whole interview (Morse, 
2012, pp. 197–199). Face-to-face interviews were preferred to 
let the interviewees personally examine and perceive the bag 
collection, and therefore better communicate their perspectives. 
Interview duration varied from 17 to 59 minutes. The length 
of the interview depended on the interviewee.

38
Interviews were later translated into English as precisely as possible. 
The original transcriptions are in the author’s possession.
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Interviews started with three sequential questions about the bags:

1. Vali lemmikkott välimuse põhjal ja põhjenda! 
[Choose the most intriguing/pleasant bag you want to start with!]
2. Uuri kotte ja kommenteeri vabalt! [Study the bags and comment freely!]
3. Vali oma lemmik pärast uurimist ja põhjenda! 
[Choose your favourite bag and explain the choice!]

After examining the bags and commenting on them, two ques-
tions about the collection were asked:

4. Millised on, sinu kogemuse kohaselt, sarnasused ja erinevused nende ja 
teiste sarnaste kottide vahel? [What are the similarities and differences 
between these and other similar bags according to your experience?]
5. Kas sinu kogemusele toetudes võiks mõni nendele kottidele iseloomulikust 
tähistada eestilikkust või Eesti disaini? [If and what are the characteristics 
of these bags that could communicate the meaning of Estonianness/
Estonian design, according to your experience?]

The first three questions had two purposes. First, I asked these 
to stimulate analyses of the bags, their details and the perception 
of the bags. Second, the aim of asking them to identify favour-
ites before and after examining bags was to study the influence 
of interior and tactile experiences on their perception of the 
bags. The last two questions were more general and asked the 
respondents to verbalise potential features that could be seen 
as original locally.

A voice recorder was the primary device for documenting 
the interviews, which I transcribed later. Video recording and 
photographing were tested but discarded, as the voice recorder 
turned out to be the most intimate choice allowing immediate 
communication but not interrupting the interviews. I comple-
mented the recordings with written field notes to document 
the order of the examinations during the interviews and to 
contextualise the process of each interview. The saturation point 
was achieved with eight interviews, responses and perspectives 
started to recur then, regardless of the different backgrounds of 
respondents (Beitin, 2012, p. 244). 



131Creative Cases 

Principles of collecting 
and analysing 
feedback

This thesis collected audience feedback on new and unused bags 
to maximise the comparison between the historical and the con-
temporary designs. The historical data from the periodicals of 
the 1920s and 1930s consisted of news about the latest handbag 
trends and developments; that is, journalists’ comments and 
fashion suggestions on new and unused bags based on fashion 
shows and merchandise. The historical texts exclude character-
istics, such as comfortableness, functionality and practicality 
revealed when carrying the bags on a daily bases, from the focus 
of interest. Similar conditions were implemented in this thesis 
when allowing the respondents a short-time to examine the 
bags. Both the historical and contemporary perceptions had to 
rely on former experiences and knowledge of bags, instead of 
the possibility to carry the bags in everyday conditions.

The changes in the methods and locations for collecting au-
dience feedback throughout the process were expected to better 
assist me in answering the research questions, but respondents’ 
awareness of the thesis remained the same to guarantee the 
comparability of the feedback. I always informed them that 
they were participating in the process of doctoral research but 
did not reveal the research questions or the focus of the research, 
except that its topic is concerned with handbags. No visual 
material on historical bags was involved to gain unaffected feed-
back. Every respondent participated once and was not familiar 
with the process and the evaluations of the former cases. Oral 
confidentiality agreements were made with all interviewees to 
protect their identities. Sensitive personal data, specified by 
Kaiser (2012) as names and in-depth descriptions of the research 
participants, were excluded to protect their privacy and main-
tain confidentiality. All the participants in the three creative 
cases were treated as equal everyday experts on handbags and 
remain anonymous in the thesis. 

The summative content analysis (Hsieh and Shannon 
2005) was selected to process the feedback data. It simplifies 
the complexity of the participant responses into keywords for 



conceptualisation and further analysis (Morse, 2012; Patton, 
1980). Keywords were derived from the research questions and 
aimed to help understand the perception and meaning of the 
handbags. I analysed the data after every case. All descriptive 
adjectives in this thesis are treated as everyday phrases not as 
philosophical or other kinds of concepts. For example, ‘feminine’ 
is understood as having the qualities or appearance considered 
to be typical of women, ‘ladylike’ as refined and ‘beautiful’ as 
pleasing to the senses or the mind. A more profound knowledge 
of the meanings of the adjectives is not relevant, because the 
emphasis in the research is on the bags and the impressions they 
provoke, not on understanding the perceiver’s choice of words.

I took Vihma’s (1995) study of design products again as 
a lead for structuring the analysis (see sub-section 4.1.1 for 
details). According to Vihma (1995, pp. 93–101), relevant 
functions; that is, modes of signs in a designed product from 
a design point of view include form tradition, colour, mate-
rial, metaphor, style, environment, tool, direction, use, trace, 
signals, noise, smell, touch and graphics. I followed Vihma’s 
list of modes above to analyse the bags and subsequently con-
centrated on form, surface and context related characteristics. 
Vihma (1995, pp. 144–145) explains that iconic, indexical and 
symbolic signs often merge because of several different ways 
of interpreting functions. I used all the modes as keywords 
except marks of use and other traces, as the bags were new and 
not used, and light and sound signals, as there were none on 
the bags. 

The subsequent sections present the three creative cases of 
the thesis following the stages of the design process introduced 
in this section from collecting and analysing historical data, 
describing and reflecting on designing and making the proto-
types, and analysing audience feedback on how the prototypes 
were perceived.
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4.2

Case 1: Novel

The first case aims to examine the characteristics of handbags 
perceived as novel. It starts with research on the innovations in 
bag design from 1918 to 1940 and focuses on what meanings 
these innovations impart. This is followed by the design and 
production of a collection of bags called Bags for Dreamers Only 
to test the same characteristics and their meanings in the con-
temporary context. The analysis of the audience feedback on the 
creative work shows similarities and differences of perception 
between historical and contemporary novel handbags and reveals 
both continuations and changes in the topic. 

4.2.1 
Novel Bags 
of the 1920s 
and 1930s

News on the novel qualities of handbag design from the selected 
Estonian periodicals between 1918 and 1940 form the basis 
of this overview. According to North (2015, p. 155), constant 
change in the fashion scene and expectations of ‘new’ can be 
so familiar that it becomes complicated to distinguish it from 
the routine. Therefore, this research concentrates on emerging 
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unusual shapes, materials and novel constructions of bags during 
the period in Estonia in comparison with common knowledge 
of Western European handbag history (e.g. Ivo, 2011; John-
son, 2002; Wilcox, 1999; Ettinger, 2003; Chenoune, 2005) to 
differentiate novelties from constant fashion changes. Whilst 
Vihma’s (1995) study on design products is adopted to analyse 
both handbag images and design descriptions as multi-lay-
ered signs, texts containing information about social status and 
norms concerning novel handbag usage provide values that were 
attributed to novel handbags. 

Methods for collecting and analysing historical research 
materials are explained in detail in Subsection 4.1.1 Collecting 
and Analysing Historical Data. 

Novel shapes 
of bags

This section provides an overview of the form-related char-
acteristics of novel bags. Based on Vihma (1995, pp. 95–96), 
products with novel shapes are defined as referring foremost 
through the resemblance of forms to another object, not to a 
tradition of form. This is called a metaphorical reference that 
is close to styling and equally applied to handbags. 

The first appearance of extraordinarily shaped bags in pe-
riodicals was detected at the end of the 1920s. The next wave 
was seen in evening bags, starting in 1935 and disappearing in 
1939. Mimicry of everyday commodities was a distinguishing 
feature of both periods. The first description of a novelty bag 
with a bizarre shape was found in Estonian periodicals from 
1928. This was a car-shaped bag, called ‘taskuauto’ [pocket 
car] from a Paris fashion house (brand unknown). The bag was 
made of coloured leather. Metal rings marked the wheels; the 
doors and windows concealed mirrors and pockets for cigarettes 
behind flap coverings (Ringi ümber talvemoe, 1928, 31 Dec).39 

39 
There are several published notes on car-shaped bags in the 1920s. 
For example, one bag originates from Germany in 1928 (Paul, 2010, p. 
49) and is attributed to George Ruff (Johnson, 2002, p. 181); another 
is introduced without any hint to the country of origin or authorship 
in the US (Automobile Vanity Case is the Latest Novelty, 1929).
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Less descriptive is the news from 1929 featuring bags with 
original geometrical shapes, such as triangular or fan-shaped 
bags, that were popular as evening bags. These bags were made 
of brocade40 decorated with gold or silver leather. The idea of 
inventive shapes was said to originate from the structural qual-
ities of brocade (Moodsa naise käsitasku ja selle sisestu, 1929, 25 
Nov). In 1935, news about blossom-shaped evening bags were 
mentioned (Ja käsitasku, 1935, 3 Nov). A fan-shaped bag was 
presented again in 1936 in London, one of the great fashion 
centres beside Paris and Vienna. This time the bag was black 
in colour, narrow at the top and divided into five sections at the 
base (Milliseid moeuudiseid toob London, 1936, 22 Mar).41 

The year 1937 presented different novelty bags – lan-
tern-shaped handbags from the collection of Elsa Schiaparelli 
in Paris (Mida käsevad moemajad, 1937, 12 Sept). The most pop-
ular bags were a butterfly-shaped bag from pleated pig skin and 
silk and with a closure resembling the antennae of a butterfly 
(Jälle on sügis, 1937, 26 Sept; Kas teate, et, 1937, 24 Oct ) and an 
evening bag made of two shades of leather or fabric resembling 
a rectangular shawl gathered together from the corners with a 
braided leather handle and space for a powder case, wallet and 
keys (Jälle on sügis, 1937, 26 Sept; Kas teate, et, 1937, 24 Oct; 
Detsembris kantakse, 1937, 12 Dec).

The highlight of novelty bags was in 1938, when newspa-
pers increasingly followed novelty fashions, starting from Paris 
with the description and comparison of Robert Piguet’s and 
Maggy Rouff’s new bag collections. Piguet’s bags looked like 
balloons wrapped in leather mesh and double mussels made 
of yellow box calf. Rouff’s collection comprised soft leather 
bags similar to messenger briefcases used by French banks, but 
hanging from the waistline with chains (Kevadmoel näib olevat 

40  
It is heavy, jacquard type fabric with an all-over raised pattern or 
floral design.

41  
Images of similar bags but divided into eight sections (Johnson. 
2002, p. 209) or with five sections, but turned upside down and de-
scribed as ’leather handbag in the shape of an umbrella with brass 
frame and originating from England‘ (Ivo, 2011, p. 317), can be found.



tuhat palet, 1938, 20 Feb; Figure 22). There was said to be a 
countless number of bizarre bags with unusual shape, such as 
a flower bouquet, a football, a crescent moon, a cone, a skull 
and a globe (Moetelegrammid teatavad, et, 1938, 3 Apr; Sajusel 
päeval, 1938, 24 Apr; Mood teeb uperpalle, 1938, spring; Moekevad 
saabub värvikontrastidega, 1938, 30 Jan; Figure 23). Heart-shaped 
and conical bags continued to appear in 1939 (Moejumala uus 
garderoob, 1939, 2, p. 9; Pariis dikteerib, 1939, 5 Apr). The last 
message about bags with bizarre and fun shapes introduced 
Elsa Schiaparelli’s 1939 collection of bags shaped like musical 
instruments, some of which had musical boxes integrated inside 
(Kirevat moemaailmast, 1939, 11 June: 6).

Figure 22. A ball-shaped bag 
wrapped in a leather mesh 
(Sajusel päeval, 1938, 24 Apr)

      
Figure 23. From left: a bag 
with the shape of a flower 
bouquet (Moetelegrammid 
teatavad, et, 1938, 3 Apr); two 
versions of a globe-shaped 
bag: the dark handbag (Sajusel 
päeval, 1938, 24 Apr) and a 
light shoulder bag (Mood teeb 
uperpalle, 1938, spring, p. 69); 
a bag with the shape of a 
flowerpot (Sajusel päeval, 1938, 
24 Apr)
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Novel materials 
applied to bags

This section provides an overview of the surface-related char-
acteristics of novel bags. There were constant changes and de-
velopments in bag materials. Numerous new types of leather, 
fabric, surface designs and colours were applied during these 
years. Both natural and artificial materials were developed. For 
example, it was announced in 1931 that for Paris and Lon-
don leather made of salmon was a new eccentric choice for 
bags and shoes. It was predicted to be as popular a material 
as whale or frog skin (Nipet-näpet käesolevast ja saabuvast moest, 
1931, 16 Feb). In 1935, peccary was mentioned beside other 
exotic leathers (Ja käsitasku, 1935, 3 Nov). Bast42 fibre became 
fashionable for summer bags in 1933 and felt became widely 
used as a durable and elegant bag material in 1938 (Pisiesemed 
teevad moe, 1933, 22 May; Moe pisiasju, 1938, 15 May). Also, 
numerous artificial materials were developed as modern and 
affordable solutions. Some are forgotten for now – washable 
‘fobroleen’ [fobrolene?] (Varsti algab talvesport, 1938, 27 Nov) or 
‘tsekasiit’ [cekasete?] also known as ‘klaasnahk’ [glass-leather] 
(King õhtuks ja pealelõunaks, 1938, 30 Jan).  

Among increasing developments and experiments, some 
unexpected materials were tested for bags. Most of these new 
materials developed to produce handbags were at first exploited 
on handles, frames or as decoration. For example, wooden han-
dles and frames for reinforcing open-top bags appeared in 1926, 
although both details were covered with an exterior material 
(Nr. 2 ja 3. Kaks käekotti, 1926, 5). In 1928, polished wood-
en handles were already accepted without disguise. In 1934, 
wooden frames were stated an elegant choice for tweed43 day 
bags and bamboo handles for leather bags (Ringi ümber talvemoe, 
1928, 31 Dec; Moedaami uperpalle, 1934, 11 Nov; Mood liigub 

42 
It is a natural fibre with high tensile strength collected from the inner 
bark surrounding the stem of plants.

43  
It is a medium to heavyweight, fluffy, woollen, twill weave fabric con-
taining coloured slub yarns.



138Creative Cases 

hea ja paha piirides, 1934, 9 Sept). As a trendy material, wooden 
handbags first appeared in 1934. These were made of Caucasian 
walnut that was reprocessed to achieve the characteristics of soft 
and flexible leather (Mood liigub hea ja paha piirides, 1934 9 Sept). 
In the same year, news from Vienna announced handbags from 
both cork and rubber resembling leather bags of modern col-
our palette (Ringi ümber moe, 1934 14 Oct). In 1935, cellophane 
evening bags were launched (Ja käsitasku, 1935, 3 Nov). In the 
case of inflexible materials, systems of integrated details appeared 
instead of complete surfaces. For example, bags were covered 
with an armour-like net made of metal (Figure 24) or with double 
S-shape pieces made of Galalith44 (Kas teate, et, 1936, 19 Apr). 
It can be noticed that when the whole bag was made of novel 
material, the attention was directed foremost to the technolog-
ical innovation and aesthetic values of the material and the bag 
design was of secondary importance. 

Novel functions 
applied to bags

This section provides an overview of the practical characteristics 
of novel bags. According to Vihma (1995, p. 97), products refer 
to a specific context and are adaptable to their environmental 
context.

44  
Galalith is a synthetic plastic material manufactured by the interac-
tion of casein and formaldehyde.

Figure 24. An afternoon bag 
with a triangular ornamental 
motif has been covered with 
armour-like metal plates 
(Moodsa naise käsitasku ja selle 
sisestu, 1929, 25 Nov)
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Besides the possibility to carry necessary personal belong-
ings in the handbags, the idea of multi-functionality appeared 
during the second half of the 1920s. Any additional function 
of a bag was dependent on everyday needs and as such multi-
functional handbags could reflect their surroundings through 
these additional functions. For example, spending time away 
from home and knowing time limits had become a relevant 
characteristic of ‘modern’ women’s lives in the 1920s and 1930s 
(Cox, 2007, p. 42; Ettinger, 2003, pp. 119–120); therefore, one 
of the most widely mentioned novelties was the combination 
of handbag and watch. The idea for such bags was said to have 
originated from Paris and patented under the name ‘Ermeto’.45 
Ermeto was a portable watch hidden inside an elegant sliding 
case and attached with a chain or a slim cord to a bag. An alter-
native idea was to embed a highly decorated flat watch in the 
handles or fix these inside or outside the front panels of bags 
(Uusimat kõige uuemast, 1929, 8 Apr; Moodsa naise käsitasku ja 
selle sisestu, 1929, 25 Nov; Figure 25). The need for a permanent 
awareness of time and place led to the idea of applying compass-
es as closing devices for handbags in 1937 (Moenädalaringvaadet, 
1937, 23 May).

Time limits and the mobile lifestyle of modern women of 
the 1920s and 1930s necessitated solutions against bad weather 
conditions, and so bags with integrated umbrellas appeared. 

45
The producer of the Ermeto watch was Movado from Switzerland.

Figure 25. A handbag with 
a watch integrated into the 
handle (Uusimat kõige uuemast, 
1929, 8 Apr)



Estonian periodicals introduced these handle-less rectangular 
clutch bags with a flap closure as practical and functional neces-
sities. At the base of the clutch, there was a separate holder for a 
collapsible umbrella. Collapsible umbrellas were novel products 
at the time and annotations reassured that these features would 
function effectively. The clutches had a regular size and the 
umbrellas were almost invisible, hidden inside the container 
of the bag, except for the decorative tassel of the handle (Daam 
kannab nüüdsest peale vihmavarju käsitaskus, 1928, 4 June; Ringi 
ümber talvemoe, 1928, 31 Dec; Uusimat kõige uuemast, 1929, 8 
Apr; Figure 26). 

A popular accessory for winter was the combination of a 
muff and a bag. The muff made of fur or woollen coat fabric 
was meant for warming hands. A slim bag was integrated in-
side and closed with a zip for security. It was advertised as a 
multifunctional two-in-one product hanging from the neck. 
The necklaces were either made of amber or tortoise (Meie uus 
mantel, 1929, 16 Sept; Moodsa naise käsitasku ja selle sisestu, 1929, 
25 Nov; Moed, 1929, 12; Figure 27). 

Figure 26. Three clutches 
with integrated collapsible 
umbrellas (From left: Ringi 
ümber talvemoe, 1928, 31 Dec: 
9; Uusimat kõige uuemast, 1929, 
8 Apr; Daam kannab nüüdsest 
peale vihmavarju käsitaskus, 
1928, 4 June)



Five years later, the combination of a muff-bag appeared 
again; it looked like a soft flapped bag with several interior 
pockets, but the function of warming hands remained (Lihtne, 
aga elegantne, 1934, 16 Sept; Figure 27). This multifunctional 
product appeared again in 1937 with a different appearance. 
This time a bag looking like a pair of pockets decorated the 
front panel of the muff. A shawl with a zipped pocket accompa-
nied the muff-bag (Tujukaid moekapriise, 1937, 26 Sept). A final 
version of the muff-bag of the period demonstrated a traditional 
carrying method and hidden compartments again (Moodsaid 
pisiasju, 1940, 10 Mar; Figure 28).

Figure 27. From left: a 
muff-bag from 1929 (Meie uus 
mantel, 1929, 16 Sept) and 1934 
with an accompanying shawl 
(Karusnahagarnituur talveks, 
1934, 11)

Figure 28. From left: a muff-
bag from 1940 accompanying a 
pair of gloves; the same muff-
bag with hidden compartments 
and a long strap to carry the 
bag hanging from the neck 
(Moodsaid pisiasju, 1940, 10 
Mar); a muff-bag from 1937 
with decorative compartments 
(Tujukaid moekapriise, 1937, 26 
Sept)
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In 1937, the combination of a clutch bag and a hat designed by 
Blanche et Simon appeared. It was a trimmed felt hat combined 
with a flapped pocket, which was meant to contain lipstick, 
rouge and a small mirror. Either wearing as a hat or carrying 
under the arm as a clutch was possible (Moenädalaringvaadet, 
1937, 11 July; Figure 29). The same type of functional innova-
tion was a handbag that contained a thin and collapsible plastic 
coat and a small folded plastic bag. When it rained, the owner 
unfolded and put on the coat and used the collapsible bag for 
hiding her hat and handbag to protect these from getting wet 
(Sajusel päeval, 1938, 24 Apr; Figure 29). 

The last combination of the period was a war-time handbag 
introducing a way to elegantly fit both a compulsory gas mask 
and portable cosmetics in one bag (Gaasimask ja iluravivahendid 
külg-külje kõrval, 1940, 28 Jan; Figure 30).

Figure 29. From left: a 
combination of a hat and a 
bag by Blanche et Simon: with 
an open flap, worn as a hat 
and under the arm as a clutch 
(Moenädalaringvaadet, 1937, 
11 July); a collapsible raincoat 
from a handbag which contains 
the coat and a special plastic 
bag for protecting hat and 
the bag from the rain (Sajusel 
päeval, 1938, 24 Apr)



143Creative Cases 

Figure 30. A bag holding a gas 
mask besides other necessities 
(Gaasimask ja iluravivahendid 
külg-külje kõrval, 1940, 28 Jan)

Over the years, several interesting ideas of how to compart-
mentalise things for convenience emerged. One of the novelties 
introduced in 1929 was a bag with a side opening. The bag 
opened like a book, instead of top closures in the majority of 
bags. It needed flapped pockets and slim closable compartments 
to secure necessities (Moodsa naise käsitasku ja selle sisestu 1929, 
25 Nov; Figure 31).

Another idea of compartmentalising appeared in 1937; it 
was attributed to designer Maggie Rouff, who introduced an 
ensemble of three small bags connected to one handle. The bags 
used different colours – silver was said to be for cosmetics, the 
golden bag was for money and the cherry red for love letters 
(Tujukaid moekapriise, 1937, 26 Sept; Kostüüm sügismoe A ja O, 
1937, 5 Sept). The following year, ensembles of two or three 
leather bags appeared again. The bags were meant for carrying 
money, cosmetics and other necessities (Peegliga kindad ja mit-
mekordsed käsitaskud, 1938, 11 Dec; Figure 32). 

Figure 31. A handbag, open 
and closed, with a side-opening 
resembling a book or a wallet 
(Moodsa naise käsitasku ja selle 
sisestu 1929, 25 Nov)
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Figure 32. A bag from the 
collection of Henry a la 
Pensee. Three leather bags are 
connected to a bracelet-shaped 
handle: the first bag was meant 
for keys, another for lipstick 
and the third for documents 
(Moenädalaringvaadet, 1938, 
31 July)

An idea for a set of two handbags, one capacious but flat brief-
case and another small rosette-shaped bag, made for containing 
gloves, appeared in 1940 (Mida kannab pariisitar, 1940, 26 May; 
Hümnisõnad kleidil, 1940, 26 May). Also, the idea of a collapsible 
shopping bag carried inside a handbag when not used appeared 
in 1940. It was a DIY idea, which suggested readers crochet 
a double base bag. The rest of the netted bag was possible to 
fold between the base layers down to the size of a powder box 
(Praktiline turukott, 1940, 3).

Social viewpoint 
of novelties

This section provides an overview of the social characteristics of 
novel bags from the 1920s and 1930s. The style of a bag refers 
to a trend or a certain lifestyle. Therefore, comments on novel 
styles can reflect the perception of novelties. 

Novel shaped bags were first noticed in 1928. The first 
article described the car-shaped bag in detail but hardly com-
mented on it, except for its highly original appearance (Ringi 
ümber talvemoe, 1928, 31 Dec). The attitude to describing nov-
elty bags without in-depth comment continued throughout the 
period. The bags were considered rather bizarre-shaped, but the 
continuing growth of unusual and unconventional styles was ac-
knowledged (Kas teate, et, 1937, 24 Oct; Jälle on sügis, 1937, 26 
Sept; Detsembris kantakse, 1937, 12 Dec). The highlight of novel 
shapes was reached in 1938 when daily newspapers admired 
extremes: novelty bags with gloves, hats and other accessories 
were the centre of attention, a craze in fashion. Novelty bags 
were considered fantastic and multifarious (e.g. Kevadmoel näib 
olevat tuhat palet, 1938, 20 Feb; Sajusel päeval, 1938, 24 Apr). 
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At the same time, with the wittiest and avant-garde handbags, 
more moderate versions were declared to be more used. For 
example, flowers, animals and dolls painted on accessories with 
more formal shapes were introduced (Sajusel päeval, 1938, 24 
Apr). The magazine Huvitav Žurnaal suggested decorating an 
opening of a soft voluminous bag with a flower bouquet instead 
of commissioning a bag with the shape of a flower bouquet. 
The editor believed that the fashion craze was only a passing 
mood and the suggested customisation of a novelty bag was 
enough to communicate the fashionable extravagance (Mood 
teeb uperpalle, 1938, spring).

From the end of the 1920s, women were ready for new 
ideas, especially those practical ones that helped organise per-
sonal items. Multi-functionality was introduced. For example, 
in 1928, the first article mentioning novelty bags described a 
handbag with an integrated collapsible umbrella that was sug-
gested as the most practical of new designs (Ringi ümber talvemoe, 
1928, 31 Dec). In 1934, the mixture of a muff and a clutch was 
considered not only original and amusing among thousands of 
other haberdasheries, but also more practical than a clutch bag 
alone. It was said to have the advantage of containing multiple 
hidden compartments between the layers and therefore offering 
the opportunity to carry more necessities (Lihtne, aga elegantne, 
1934, 16 Sept). In 1940, a muff-bag was valued for its ability to 
warm hands besides containing all necessities (Moodsaid pisiasju, 
1940, 10 March). Even the practicality of the combination of 
a hat and handbag by Blanche et Simon was considered smart 
because it made the hat, which was unfavourable at the time, 
more desirable and practical (Moenädalaringvaadet, 1937, 11 
July). Together with functionality, the elegance of those novelty 
bags was emphasised (e.g. Uusimat kõige uuemast, 1929, 8 Apr).

It can be deduced that novelty bags with a bizarre shape 
were considered avant-garde and extravagant, they were ad-
mired as high fashion. Simultaneously, these were suspected of 
being expensive and a passing mood in fashion; therefore, more 
modest versions were suggested for local ladies. However, the 
bags with additional functions were acknowledged as practical 
and recommended despite their appearance. 
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Maybe the clearest opinion of Estonian fashion editors after 
some years of admiring the novelties was hidden in the selection 
of words to describe an elegant Parisian lady and the importance 
of accessories in an overview of spring fashions of 1938: ‘See, kes 
sümboliseerib meie aega tulevikus riiete ajaloos, see jutustab kõigepealt 
– pisisasjust. Meie jääme ehete, käsitaskute, kõigi tühiasjade ‘ilusaks 
ajastuks” [The one who describes our era in fashion history in the 
future will talk about small additions first. We will be foremost a 
beautiful era of jewellery, handbags and other trivial commodities] 
(Kevadmoel näib olevat tuhat palet, 1938, 20 Feb). Two words were 
chosen to translate ‘accessories’. First, the neutral term ‘pisiasi’ 
[small additions] was used to name all the accessories that were 
smaller than clothing. Second, ‘tühiasi’ [trivia] presents an attitude 
towards jewellery, handbags and other accessories, which were 
considered a trivial matter despite their beauty. 

Conclusion
Historical research into handbags from 1918 to 1940 demon-
strated bag design experiments involving surreal shapes (e.g. 
bags in the shape of a car, a flower bouquet and a crescent 
moon), unexpected materials (e.g. bamboo, wood and cel-
lophane) and unique concepts (e.g. multi-functionality and 
non-traditional compartmentalisation). Experimentation focused 
on the bag’s appearance or applied additional functions reach-
ing new communicative aspects. Novel unseen ideas differed 
from the previous concepts and thus deviated the bag from its 
formal archetype. 

The bold experiments of the period started at the end of 
the 1920s. When chronologically comparing the novel ideas, 
it turned out that at the beginning of the 1930s new materials 
were experimented with more than shapes. Leather bags were 
preferred at the time, but considered to be rather expensive 
(e.g. Palju maksab teie abikaasa, 1930, 21 June); therefore, fabric 
bags, also homemade ones, became acceptable alternatives (e.g. 
Riidest käekotte, 1934, 10). The wider problem lies perhaps in 
the economic crisis of the period when new and cheaper ma-
terials were under investigation in many fields. The outburst 
of novelty bags in the middle of the 1930s was in turn caused 
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by surrealism and its influences on the fashion industry. New, 
witty and playful accessories were in fashion.  

Estonian periodicals from 1918 to 1940 presented an interest 
in everything new about bags. Novel shapes and now forgotten 
combinations of different functions were noticed and represented 
in the media to inform people. If bags solved practical problems 
in everyday life outside the home, they were admired because of 
their practicality. When times and preferences changed, these 
ideas were left behind or developed further. Most novelties were 
considered useful, elegant and attractive; some of the most ex-
treme ones were considered extravagant and still represented 
the mood of the time. Novelty handbags were a ‘talking point’ 
rather than a handbag (Fogg, 2009, pp. 65–66). Carrying a nov-
elty generated a statement of resistance to conventionality and 
existing social rules. A novelty bag owner was a brave seeker for 
better products and a tester of more practical items. Carrying a 
novelty bag indicated the wearer’s love for art and fashion, sense 
of humour, possible sense of irony, and bravery to be different, 
not counting only practicality when choosing an outfit.

The analysis of the findings demonstrated newness as a 
relative quality determined entirely by the context. Saito (2007, 
p. 109) adds that newness lies in the relationship between the 
object and the knowledge of the person. The historical research 
revealed novel ideas that were considered necessary, practical 
and having a statement value in the 1920s and 1930s but are 
mostly forgotten, left behind or have lost their novel character 
by now. For example, materials, such as felt, have become com-
mon in contemporary bags. Impractical ones, such as cellophane, 
have been forgotten. Also, additional functions of bags (e.g. 
integrated watches or compasses) have been developed further 
and integrated into phones instead of bags. Nevertheless, the 
research revealed some principles for achieving new and novel 
solutions in bag design. The feature of a bag that gained the 
most attention was its extraordinary appearance resembling 
something familiar or popular. The bold and surrealistic ap-
proach to transform a bag into a statement or a communicative 
metaphorical reference. Therefore, bags that avoid the tradi-
tion of form have the greatest potential of being perceived as 
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novel. The second principle of novelty in the 1920s and 1930s 
was the elegant and sophisticated style achieved by the use of 
high-quality and/or unusual materials and constructions. The 
sophisticated style of bags was understood as making the owner 
spectacular and the bag as a part of her identity. The elegance 
of a novelty bag emphasised high social status; therefore, the 
bags were not childish although playful and unconventional. 

4.2.2 

Design Source

The research on novel bags from the 1920s and 1930s revealed 
several features and qualities which characterise the bags described 
as novelties. The most intriguing and inspirational finding of the 
study was the ability of novelty bags to attract attention and to 
communicate values, ideas and courage through deviations from 
an ordinary exterior. Therefore, the first creative collection of my 
thesis focuses on the emotional and metaphorical aspects of bags.

The historical bags inspired the following exterior design 
principles:

1. Unique and extraordinary exterior inspired by something ordinary 
and familiar
2. High-quality and/or unusual materials
3. Elegant and sophisticated style

The first creative case was presented as an installation in an art 
gallery. It consisted of black and white photographs on the walls 
depicting seven women in different actions and the bags hung in 
front of the images. The originally designed bags corresponded 
to the silhouettes of common everyday objects in the hands of 
active women in the photographs. The bags were made and dis-
played based on Edmund Husserl’s concept of the ‘kinaesthetic 
horizon’ explained by Viik (2009, pp. 221–222). Spatial syn-
thesis is an essential ability in the sensory perception of visual 
objects because it links the visible with invisible perspectives of 
the same object and results in sensing the object as a three-di-
mensional whole. Kinaesthetic synthesis occurs in movement, 
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connects different perspectives of the same object and evokes 
an anticipation horizon, which is explained as the expectations 
towards the unseen perspectives of the object. This means that 
the anticipation horizon links the visible side of the object to 
the not visible in advance. In the context of the exhibition, I 
distinguished the kinaesthetic horizon in the movements of the 
audience towards objects installed in the gallery. The dimensions 
of the gallery, the entrance to the gallery and the possibility to 
look at the installation through the window set limitations on 
the movements of the spectator around the bags. The objects in 
the hands of the female silhouettes on the gallery walls and the 
three-dimensional bags displayed in the gallery were aimed to 
allow retrograde surprising variation – a viewpoint where the 
silhouettes on the walls and those of the bags in the gallery were 
similar. Reality and illusion commingled in the bags. This con-
cept inspired the use of the following principles:

1. The silhouette and proportions of the novelty bags mimic the objects 
held in the hand of the person in action in the corresponding image.
2. The shape of a bag is adjusted to gain comfortable handling and 
sufficient space to contain and protect indispensables.

Every bag material in the creative collection had different tac-
tile and visual qualities dependent on the object of inspiration. 

4.2.3 

Description of 
Prototypes

The first collection of the thesis called Bags for Dreamers Only 
consists of seven novelty bags following the same concept but 
applying different shapes, sizes and ways of carrying. All the 
bags in the collection were named to remember the source of 
inspiration and facilitate analysis: Coffee-mug-bag, Laptop-bag, 
Pile-of-plates-bag, Shower-head-bag, Twirling-the-child-bag, Dust-
cloth-bag and Book-bag. 
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Figure 33. A woman holding 
a mug with steaming coffee 
(Photo by Oliver Moosus)
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Coffee-mug-bag
Measurements: 9 cm (H) x 14 cm (L) x 7 cm (W)46 
Materials: full-grain goat leather, moiré fabric, ribbon, feathers, mag-
nets, and fibreboard and re-processed leather as reinforcement. 

Coffee-mug-bag is a truncated cone with elliptic base and top 
(Figure 34). The bag has stiffened construction to hold the form 
and overlapping double flap closure. Both base and top (i.e. sides 
in the horizontal position) apply inset gusset construction, but 
instead of fixed gussets there are two stiffened but separate piec-
es overlapping each other. This original construction allows for 
opening the bag wide while still preserving things inside safely 
and the clutch has the highest possible capacity (Figure 35). Two 
flexible ribbon handles can be used as the handles of the bag 
or as straps for supporting holding. The bag has a fixed lining.

1. The silhouette and proportion were inspired by a mug, which is 
depicted on the image of a woman holding the mug and blowing on 
coffee to cool it down (Figure 33).
2. A large mug with simple shape and silhouette was selected as the 
most recognisable form of cups and mugs. 
3. The bag is as big as the mug and can be held both vertically and 
horizontally.
4. The handles of the bag are reminiscent of the mug’s handle but are 
soft and flexible. 
5. Blowing the steam off a hot coffee was emphasised using feathers 
inserted in the larger side gusset of the bag to imitate the steam rising 
from a mug of coffee. 

46
The main bag measurements consist of height (H), i.e. the measure 
from the base up to the top edge, length (L), i.e. the measure from 
one side to another, and width (W), i.e. the measure from the front to 
the back panel (see Section 4.1, fig. 8).
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Figure 34. Coffee-mug-bag
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Figure 35. Coffee-mug-bag 
when opened
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Figure 36. A woman using 
a lap-top (Photo by Oliver 
Moosus)
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Laptop-bag 
Measurements: 14 cm (H) x (19) 23 cm (L) x 4 cm (W) and 9 cm (H) 
x (18) 23 cm (L) x 2 cm (W). 
Materials: leather, patent leather, fabric, necklace, zips, a magnet, and 
fibreboard and bonded leather as reinforcement.

Laptop-bag is a handbag consisting of two trapezoid-shaped 
zipped pockets (Figure 37). The handle is a ready-made necklace 
attached to the bag. A combination of inset gusset construction 
and inset folds were applied to add volume to the pockets. Both 
pockets have drop-in linings.

1. A laptop that is depicted on the image of a standing woman using a 
laptop, inspired the silhouette and proportions of the bag (Figure 36). 
2. I selected the open position as the most common and recognisable 
position of a portable computer in use.
3. The open laptop inspired me to design a bag consisting of two 
asymmetrical pockets which are connected along one side. Pocket 
silhouettes follow trapezoid silhouettes of the laptop screen and key-
board and can be folded together leaving only one balancing point 
for the handle (Figure 38).
4. Zips are vertical and visible when the bag is hanging from the 
handle, when open and imitating the laptop, the zips hide away on 
the other side of the bag.
5. One small magnetic snap was used to imitate the on-off button of 
the computer and its function is to hold the two asymmetrical pockets 
connected when carrying the bag from the handle.
6. The shininess of the laptop inspired the choice of material. Dark 
purple patent leather was selected for light reflections on the keyboard 
side, and shiny high textured black leather for the rest of the bag.
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Figure 37. Lap-top-bag
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Figure 38. Lap-top-bag 
hanging
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Figure 39. A woman carrying 
a pile of plates (Photo by Oliver 
Moosus)
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Pile-of-plates-bag
Measurements: 9 cm (H) x 27 cm (L) x 9 cm (W) 
Materials: leather, patent leather, suede-like fabric, magnets and fi-
breboard as reinforcement.

Pile-of-plates-bag is a cylindrical bag with an elliptical top and 
base (Figure 40). It is a mixture of horseshoe construction, ac-
cordion-style47 and a box-shaped bag. The exterior looks like 
a horizontal concertina but the interior is like a stiff fixed box. 
The bag opens with a hinged lid, magnets are hidden inside, 
and the bag has two residual handles: one strap under the base 
and another on top of the lid. 

1. The silhouette and proportion were inspired by a pile of plates, 
which is depicted on the image in a woman’s hands (Figure 39)
2. The pile is 9 cm high showing a side view of six 27-cm round 
dinner plates. These were optimal measurements to carry the clutch 
in comfort and the simplest silhouette to succeed in designing a 
functional bag.
3. The silhouette mimicking the pile of dinner plates led to an innova-
tive two-layered construction, where the fixation of the folded exterior 
and the flat stiff interior was crucial for its success. The fixation is 
invisible from outside because of the hidden seams but produces a 
stable silhouette for the bag (Figure 41).
4. The protruding base of the lowest plate inspired a functional strap. 
The strap has three extra layers of leather at external angles to imitate 
the base of the lowest plate and to raise the strap to provide room for 
the fingers.
5. The lid also has a strap that is meant for a thumb. The position 
of the straps makes it possible to hold the bag similar to the pile of 
plates in the silhouette. 
6. The exterior was made of different types of leather to emphasise 
the shine of the porcelain plates in the pile: the horizontal folds were 
made of dark purple patent leather for the reflections and their coun-
terweight was matt black textured leather. 

47
The accordion bag is a term to describe a construction method where 
the side panels or gussets consist of multiple folds (like a concertina).
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Figure 40. Pile-of-plates-bag
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Figure 41. An open and interior 
view of Pile-of-plates-bag
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Figure 42. A woman taking 
a shower (Photo by Oliver 
Moosus)
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Shower-head-bag 
Measurements: 31 cm (H) x 16 cm (L) x 7 cm (W) 
Materials: leather, fabric, magnets, corset wires, glass beads for fringes 
and fibreboard as reinforcement.

Shower-head-bag is a pear-shaped evening bag, which has a leath-
er frame with a structured body and folded gussets. The bag has 
a rigid pair of handles attached to the gussets and decorative 
fringes on the front panel to mimic running water (Figure 43). 
The bag has a combined lining – folded gussets have a fixed 
leather lining and the rest of the bag has a fabric drop-in lining 
with leather collars. There are two magnetic dots for the closure 
of the bag: one for closing the bag and one for attaching the 
handles to each other.
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Figure 43. Shower-head-bag 
(Photo by Jaana Süld).
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Figure 44. Shower-head-bag 
(Photo by Jaana Süld).
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1. The silhouette and proportions were inspired by a shower-head, 
which is depicted on the image of a woman taking a shower (Figure 
42).
2. The side view of the silhouette of the shower-head was selected 
because it presented a smooth transformation from the handle to the 
head, which makes it possible to expand the size and capacity of the 
bag to the size of a small evening bag. 
3. The shower-head shape suggested a stiff and rigid form including 
handles. My solution was to have double flat handles elongated to 
the lowest point of the folded side gussets. Therefore, the handles 
consisted of two curved but flat stiff straps branching off the bag 
and overlapping in the front centreline to close and secure the bag. 
Thin metal corset wires were inserted into narrow stitched channels 
between the layers of the handles to add strength. This was the only 
flat material suitable for additional stiffness and being bendable to 
the sides to follow the curves of the bag concurrently. The connecting 
area of the handles has magnets as the closure and wider circular ends 
to stop the bag from slipping off the palm when carrying (Figure 44).
4. The exaggerated shape of an elongated shower-head was influenced 
by the pear-shaped afternoon bags of the 1920s and the first half of 
the 1930s (Figure 45). The vintage look was emphasised using the 
23 cm-long shiny beaded fringes that were commonly seen on the 
evening bags of the 1920s and 1930s, but in this case, also resembled 
running water from the shower-head. 
5. An embossed two-tone patterned leather was used for the bag to 
resemble the wet silver shower-head. White asymmetrical circular 
shapes on a black background transmuted the surface into moving 
water drops. The motion of the fringes made the otherwise rigid bag 
more vivid.
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Figure 45. Framed bags from 
the 1920s and 1930s. From 
left: Tikandiga kaunistatud 
garnituur, 1934, 3; Mõnda uutest 
modellidest, 1934, 30 Dec; An 
image, 1924, 7
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Figure 46. A woman playing 
with a child (Photo by Oliver 
Moosus).
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Twirling-the-child-bag 
Measurements: 21 cm (H) x 20 cm (L) x 8 cm (W) and 17 cm (H) x 
18 cm (L) x 3 cm (W) 
Materials: fur, leather, fabric, zip, magnet, press studs, cable ties and 
bonded leather as reinforcement.

Twirling-the-child-bag consists of two bags, which can be carried 
separately or together by attaching the press studs on the clutch 
to those on the larger bag. The positions of the press studs on 
the clutch were designed to allow for two possible silhouettes 
from the combined bag. The first silhouette resembling the back 
view of a motionless child was created when attaching the single 
press stud on the back panel of the clutch to the front panel of 
the larger bag. The second silhouette imitates the side view of 
a twirling child. The two press studs on tab pieces in between 
the folded gusset of the clutch were attached to the front panel 
of the larger bag to achieve the look (Figure 47).

The larger bag with long fringes under the base is a rec-
tangular shaped zipped bag with a shoulder strap. The bag has 
a turned base construction (Figure 48). The smaller bag is a 
leather framed clutch without a handle, decorated with fringes 
and using a magnet closure. The closure is asymmetrical as the 
frame is divided in two; half of it, on one side, is an opening 
for the bag, the other half conceals a folded gusset for expand-
ing the closure of the clutch. The smaller bag has an original 
construction that combines an all-round gusset with separate 
gusset construction (Figure 49). Both bags have drop-in linings.
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Figure 47. Twirling-the-child-
bag showing the two different 
ways of attaching the bags
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Figure 48. The larger bag of 
Twirling-the-child-bag
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Figure 49. The smaller bag of 
Twirling-the-child-bag (Photo 
above by Jaana Süld)
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1. The silhouette and proportion were inspired by a child twirled by 
the woman depicted in the image. I selected the side view of the child 
holding both hands as it was a simple but still recognisable silhouette 
allowing for a minimum of tiny details (Figure 46).
2. Calculations and comparisons of the scale and volume of the sil-
houette of the child and those of a functional bag brought about the 
decision to divide the bag into two: the torso with hands and legs as 
a handbag, and the head as a clutch. I solved the handbag arms as a 
handle and substituted the hips and legs for long fringes at the base 
of the bag.
3. Soft voluminous fabric handles that characterise the bags at the 
end of the 1930s inspired the connection of the handle to the body 
of the larger bag (Figure 50). Two arms were joined together to form 
one soft round handle which was then integrated on both sides of the 
bag to resemble the sleeves and arms of the child. The middle point 
of the handle is double-layer flat black leather, instead of fur, to make 
it more convenient to hold the bag.
4. The material for the fringes needed to be lightweight but rigid and 
available in different lengths and widths as well as easily attachable 
to the bags and black in colour. After testing several alternatives such 
as leather straps and rubber pipes, plastic cable ties were selected 
for use in both bags. Cable ties 4.5 mm wide and 360 mm and 140 
mm long were chosen to resemble the trousers worn by the child. To 
attach these, slits in the leather base of the bag were necessary. The 
slits were made in the direction of the front and back panels. From 
the front, the cable ties resemble more classical fringes but from the 
side view, the cable ties form an opaque assemblage and resemble the 
legs of the child. The same type of cable ties were also used in the 
base of a clutch, these were smaller – 100mm long and 2.5 mm wide 
resembling the hair of the child. These cable ties were attached again 
through slits in the leather base (Figure 48, 49).
5. The ornamental and functional tabs of the bags from the 1930s in-
spired several technical solutions for Twirling-the-child-bag (Figure 51). 
First, the handbag has a tab containing three press studs for attaching 
the clutch on the upper edge of the front panel. This is both decorative 
and functional (Figure 48). Second, the clutch has an asymmetrical 
frame which closes with an invisible reciprocal magnet. One part of 
the magnet hides between the layers of leather of the frame, the other 



hides between the layers of leather in the small tab attached to the 
frame of the back panel and folded to the front resembling the nose 
of the child (Figure 49). 
6. In both bags, polka dot black and white fur were combined with 
shiny black leather. The selected fur was smooth, soft and playful 
but still elegant. I chose the type of leather to support the functional 
elements of both bags and the shininess was considered to emphasise 
the silhouette of the small important details (e.g. the closing tab of 
the clutch that resembled the nose of a child).

Figure 50. Bags with round 
and voluminous handles from 
the end of the 1930s. From left: 
Pariis dikteerib, 1939, 5 April; 
Petrooliumilambid, aedvili ja 
raamatud kleitidel, 1939, 19 Nov; 

Figure 51. Bags with 
decorative and functional tabs 
from the 1930s. From left: Siim, 
1935, 6; Käsitasku salliga, 1935, 9
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Figure 52. A woman shaking 
a dust cloth (Photo by Oliver 
Moosus)
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Dust-cloth-bag 
Measurements: 25 cm (H) x 12 cm (L) x 23 cm (W)
Materials: patterned leathers, fabric, zip, ribbon and bonded leather 
as reinforcement.

Dust-cloth-bag is an asymmetrical bag with a conical shape and 
one handle (Figure 53). The bag has an original construction 
with vertical zip closure and a drop-in lining. The base is at-
tached to the body of the bag using inset gusset construction. 
The handle is a wrist handle made of ribbon. 

1. The silhouette and proportion were inspired by a dust cloth, which 
is depicted in the image of a woman actively shaking it (Figure 52).
2. The results of the photo session presented the most different silhou-
ettes of the dust cloth. The shaking of the dust cloth appeared to be 
a challenging complexity caught in motion. Finally, an image with a 
dust cloth resembling a lily was selected because the imaginary shape 
of the flower helped to imagine the three-dimensional form behind 
the flat piece of the dust cloth.
3. Following the lighter shades and the complicated silhouette of the 
pictured dust cloth in the hands of the woman, a place for the bag 
handle was evident. It canalised the position of the bag, base upwards. 
4. Black ostrich patterned leather was selected for the exterior of the 
bag; little relief dots on the leather surface resemble dust to be shaken 
off. 
5. The base and insets were made of a black and white snake patterned 
leather. The base has a teardrop silhouette and asymmetrical insets 
that form the shape of a heart. This is to create a parallel between 
shaking off the dust to clean a room and crying to heal a wounded 
heart – both help to relieve stress. The selected snake-skin pattern 
emphasises the metaphorical comment that reminds us of poisonous 
bites and the feeling of a threat (Figure 54). 
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Figure 53. Dust-cloth-bag
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Figure 54. Dust-cloth-bag lying 
on its side
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Figure 55. A woman reading a 
book (Photo by Oliver Moosus)
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Book-bag 
Measurements: 12 cm (H) x 28 cm (L) x 5 cm (W)
Materials: perch leather, fabric, a zip and fibreboard as reinforcement.

Book-bag is an asymmetrical trapezoid-shaped bag without han-
dles (Figure 56). The bag has an original stiffened construction 
with drop-in lining and zip closure, which needed an extra 
folded gusset to create a more expandable opening. The bag 
can be placed on a horizontal surface using the balanced back 
panel (Figure 57). 

1. The silhouette and proportions were inspired by a book, which is 
depicted in the image of a woman reading it (Figure 55).
2. A side view of an open book was selected to emphasise the paused 
activity and to be different from popular evening clutches that are 
shaped like a closed book. The title of these book-shaped clutches is 
used as an expression of the owner’s taste.
3. The title of the open book remains invisible on the selected image, 
similar to the interior of a woman’s purse. 
4. Perch leather is used for the bag. Its rough surface is covered with 
transparent but smooth high gloss varnish; the closed scales are still 
visible. This perch was fished from Lake Victoria, Africa and tanned in 
Iceland.48 The travels of the fish skin and its exotic look characterises 
an adventurous and original fiction and the boldness of a novelty bag. 

48  
http://www.atlanticleather.is/perch-leather/
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Figure 56. Book-bag
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Figure 57. Book-bag in a 
horizontal position on the table
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4.2.4 

Reflections on 
Bag Making

The novelty bags from the 1920s and 1930s inspired me to 
test, invent and develop new solutions for contemporary bag 
design and bag making that achieve better results in uniting 
functionality and ergonomics with novel shaped bags. This 
subsection provides my reflections on the making and designing 
of the contemporary ‘novel’ bags.

Construction 
development

I developed constructions according to the aims of each novel 
bag design. There are different levels of originality, which can 
be achieved by modifying known constructions into a new state, 
combining various existing constructions or developing the 
order of a routine assembly in some new way. The right selec-
tion of materials and evaluation of the need for reinforcement 
is crucial. Besides ordinary adhesive foam, fibreboard, bonded 
leather or adhesive fabric, which are suitable for providing the 
exterior with additional stiffness, it is possible to apply alterna-
tive solutions. For example, flat metal corset wires add structure 
but are also flexible and bendable on the sides.

A suitable construction method needs to follow several cri-
teria besides the conceptual aims. Despite a silhouette, the bag 
needs a form that has sufficient space to contain indispensables 
and a safe closure to protect the contents and that is stable and 
comfortable when holding. The bag opening has to be safe but 
at the same time large enough for comfortable use. It needs to 
be a minimum of 12 cm in length to provide room for the hand 
and even more to place things through the opening. The safest 
closure for bags is the zip fastener, which allows complicated 
shapes and both horizontal and vertical openings. Magnets are 
suitable fasteners in the case of overlapping details. 
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Material properties
As bag constructions are very material-sensitive, the prima-

ry materials are usually selected before or in the very beginning 
of the design process. However, in this case, I decided not to 
limit myself to the qualities of materials before sketching the 
initial design and making the first mock-ups. The construction 
of the bags and the suitable materials with functional charac-
teristics were selected simultaneously during the process. This 
method of working enabled me to concentrate on the silhou-
ettes, and the novel qualities of shape and form.

Th aesthetic characteristics of the materials are relevant 
to intensify the statement. Thickness and softness, surface and 
texture, colour and pattern of leather, different fittings and dec-
orations express the essence of everyday practice. For example, 
shiny patent leather reflects light and colour; an asymmetri-
cal black and white pattern on a matte finish resembles water 
drops. Readymade details can support both functionality and 
the aesthetics of the designs. For example, the handle on the 
Lap-top-bag made of a beaded necklace balances the bag and 
concurrently emphasises the festive quality of the bag, while the 
feathers imitating the steam from a mug of coffee is foremost 
a decoration. Fringes made of cable ties imitating the hips and 
legs of a child are a conceptual replacement of the form of the 
bag.

The first case challenged my knowledge, creativity and skill 
to select suitable materials and modify and develop construction 
methods for these conceptual novelty bags. The process was 
playful and amusing following the mood of historical novelty 
bags, which was about innovation through playfulness. 
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4.2.5 

Feedback Analysis

The installation of the first creative case in the gallery space 
emphasised the role of everyday actions, transforming otherwise 
invisible commodities and actions into visible ones. Everyday 
routines were turned into evening bags. During the exhibition 
Bags for Dreamers Only (Figure 58), feedback was collected on-site 
as written comments and was expected to reveal the reflections 
of the respondents on both the bags and the exhibition installa-
tion. The methods for collecting and analysing the feedback are 
explained thoroughly in Section 3.3 (Data Collection Methods) 
and earlier in this chapter, Subsection 4.1.3 (Collecting and 
Analysing Audience Feedback).

Figure 58. An exhibition view 
of ’Bags for Dreamers Only‘



187Creative Cases 

Perception of the 
exhibition 

The collected feedback can be divided into three categories: (1) 
comments on the bags; (2) comments on the concept, which 
treat the bags and the images (i.e. the exhibition) as a whole; 
and (3) comments with an unknown or unclear focus.

Respondents considered the exhibition to be original, re-
freshing, intriguing, impressive and creative but the most pop-
ular words (i.e. adjectives) to describe it was ‘spirited’ [vahva, 
väga lahe] (three times) and ‘beautiful’ [ilus, kaunis] (six times). 
Comments without focus supplemented descriptions such as 
‘witty’ [vaimukas], ‘inventive’ [nutikas, leidlik], ‘something 
new’ [midagi uut], ‘accomplished’ [meisterlik] and ‘splendid’ 
[suurepärane] as well as ‘spirited’ [vahva, lahe] and ‘beautiful’ 
[väga ilus]. 

My written statement at the scene explaining the concept 
of the installation turned out to be a relevant component that 
influenced people’s perception. One of the commentators stated 
that the exhibition was equally intriguing to read and look at, 
while others considered the concept mesmerisingly philosoph-
ical and meticulous. The theme of ‘kinaesthetic horizon’ was 
considered inspiring and inventive.

The silhouette images on the background had to be recog-
nisable and understandable for the viewer to form a context for 
perceiving the way the bags resemble the objects in the wom-
an’s hands. One of the commentators considered the exhibition 
original because it depicted different roles of women through a 
single commodity (i.e. bags); another related the exhibition to 
respected women, who successfully cope with multiple roles in 
everyday life. A handbag was taken as a metaphor for the life 
of a multitasking woman.

The reaction of the mother whose child I used as the model 
and inspiration for the Twirling-the-child-bag was more emo-
tional. She commented on being curious and proud of having 
her child as a model but seeing the outcome in the gallery was 
quite appalling. After the first positive emotions, she realised 
that to open the smaller bag she had to bend the nose of the 
child and then his head would be opened, or to open the larger 
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bag she had to slide open the zip that looked like a saw and the 
child’s chest would be opened. Her response was completely 
different to mine; as the designer and maker of the bag, I forgot 
everything about the real child and just concentrated on the 
silhouette appearing on the image. 

The seven bags as the core of the installation were described 
as fascinatingly playful, noticeable when attending theatre and 
considered a replacement for jewellery. One commentator hoped 
that these bags could be saleable items one day as they were 
entertaining and intriguing. Only one respondent mentioned 
her preference – The-shower-head-bag but did not explain her 
reason for the preferred choice. 

In conclusion, the voluntary comments were short, descrip-
tive but not arguementative; they demonstrated recognition and 
acceptance of the complexity of the everyday lives of women and 
how bags were taken to position oneself through a commodity 
in a complex world. The bags were understood as making the 
owner spectacular and forming a part of her identity. The bag 
was said to demonstrate the social status of its owner.

4.2.6 

Conclusion

The first case of the thesis focused on the novel characteris-
tics of bag design. Historical research revealed innovations in 
handbag design from 1918 to 1940 according to the selected 
Estonian periodicals. The most outstanding principles from 
the analysis were applied as input for the first creative case.  
A collection of seven bags was completed, displayed and then 
commented on by fifty-one exhibition visitors. This section 
concludes the findings and compares the meanings that the 
innovations communicated.

According to the selected Estonian periodicals between 
1918 and 1940, there were several ways to achieve a novel 
looking handbag. First, novelty bags concentrated on shape 
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and form mimicking items seen in the surroundings. Auto-
mobile-, moon- and globe-shaped bags alongside heart-, flow-
er bouquet- and butterfly-shaped bags reflected the modern 
ideas of the time. These bags were extraordinarily creative and 
surrealistic in terms of shape and detail, although maintain-
ing their functionality. Second, unexpected materials, such as 
wood, rubber, cork or Galalith, were tested to find alternatives 
to the otherwise basic leather or fabric. While the qualities of 
the materials suitable for handbag making became the primary 
focus, the designs themselves were of secondary importance and 
followed mainstream fashion. Third, new functions in addition 
to carrying the necessary items inside were also applied to the 
bags. For example, watches and collapsible umbrellas were in-
tegrated into bags to better manage outside the home environ-
ment and combinations of two useful items (e.g. handbags and 
hand-warming muffs combined into muff bags) were preferred. 
These problem-solving solutions were a peculiarity of the time, 
dependent on the changing needs of women. According to the 
research data, the feature of the bags that gained the most at-
tention was an extraordinary appearance resembling something 
familiar or popular. Two principles, (1) the bags that avoid the 
tradition of form and (2) an elegant and sophisticated style 
achieved with the help of high-quality and/or unusual materials 
and constructions, appeared to have the greatest potential for 
being perceived as novel.

The first creative collection of the thesis Bags for Dreamers 
Only followed both principles of historical novelty, although it 
focused on references to everyday surroundings in designing 
bags. The shapes of the bags had to be unique but also familiar; 
therefore, I applied the principle of mimicking. The collection 
emphasising the different roles of women gained inspiration 
from the everyday activities of active women, leading to seven 
particular private and public situations at home and at work 
that inspired the design process. The bags, which are usually 
held by a hand, mimicked objects in the hands of women. The 
resulting bags referred to static objects (i.e. a laptop, a pile of 
plates and a book), static objects with moving parts (i.e. a mug 
with steam and a shower-head with running water) and moving 
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figures captured in motion (i.e. a twirling child and a shaken 
dust-cloth). In addition to the original shapes that demanded 
novel constructions, I tested new materials for making and 
decorating the bags. I followed the found patterns of historical 
novelties and applied new materials for various purposes, such 
as, to construct handles (i.e. the beaded necklace on the Lap-
top-bag), to support a structure (i.e. the flat metal corset wires in 
the Shower-head-bag) and to decorate the bags with mimicking 
details from the original objects (i.e. feathers to imitate the 
steam on the  Coffee-mug-bag, cable tie fringes imitating hips 
and legs of a child on the Twirling-the-child-bag). 

Bags for Dreamers Only was presented as an installation in 
an art gallery consisting of black and white photographs on the 
walls depicting women performing different actions and bags 
hanging in front of the images. The bags corresponded to the 
silhouettes of common everyday objects in the hands of active 
women in the images. The concept of the case followed Husserl’s 
method of kinaesthetic synthesis (Viik, 2009, pp. 221–222), 
which links visible and invisible perspectives of the same object 
and results in sensing an object as a three dimensional whole. 
The installation offered a viewpoint where the silhouettes on 
the walls and the silhouettes of the bags in the gallery were 
similar to allow the real and illusion to commingle in the bags. 
The feedback on the first creative case consisted of voluntary 
comments that were collected on-site. The method of collecting 
open field texts highlighted the need for physical interaction 
and tactile experiences in the perception of bags.

The comparison of the historical and contemporary per-
ception of novelty bags demonstrated similarities in meanings. 
The historical research revealed that novelty bags were socially 
accepted at the end of the 1920s. By that time, handbags had 
become an ordinary and necessary accessory; therefore, women 
were ready for new ideas, especially practical solutions that 
helped to organise personal items. Multifunctional bags were 
considered original, amusing and more practical than bags with 
a single function. The novel shapes of bags were admired and 
considered fantastic, unconventional, witty and humorous, but 
at the same time a passing fashion craze. The novelty bags of 



the era were perceived as elegant and extraordinary, yet provoc-
ative and conceptual; therefore, they were carried by courageous 
women resisting the existing social rules. Moderate alternatives 
were offered to those who wanted to follow the surreal ideas of 
the fashion centres but not at an extreme level.

The feedback from the exhibition visitors revealed the first 
creative case as creative, new, original and inventive. It was 
perceived as novel, but at the same time spirited, witty and 
beautiful. The bags were understood as metaphors for the con-
temporary roles of multitasking women and carrying the bags 
was seen as an acknowledgement of that and as a statement. 
The bags were considered suitable for special occasions. While 
playful, they were understood as being dominant instead of 
accompanying the outfit. Novelty bags were perceived as mak-
ing the owner spectacular and the bag as a statement about her 
identity. The bag was said to demonstrate the social status of 
its owner.
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4.3

Case 2: Classic

The second case aims to define a classic bag and starts with re-
search into the emergence of a tradition of bag design between 
1918 and 1940 and asks what meanings the classic character-
istics of bags found in this period communicated. Based on 
this the collection Bags for Collectors Only is developed to exam-
ine the historical meanings of the classic characteristics in the 
contemporary context. The analysis of the feedback collected 
from participants reveals the perceptions of handbags that are 
designed following the classical characteristics of handbags in 
the second and third decades of the twentieth century and as 
such offers new knowledge on classic handbag design. 

4.3.1 

Classic Bags of the 
1920s and 1930s

The historical research followed texts and images chronologi-
cally from Estonian periodicals from 1918 to 1940 to focus on 
the characteristics of bags that remained the same over twen-
ty-two years of change and development. The continual use of 
the same characteristics in designing and making bags refers 
to their timelessness and cultural relevance and defines the or-
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dinary appearance of a classic handbag. Vihma’s (1995) theory 
of design products is applied to analyse handbag images and 
design descriptions, and also suggestions and comments on 
seasonal trends. 

The methods for collecting and analysing historical ma-
terials are explained in detail in subsection 4.1.1 (Methods of 
Collecting and Analysing Historical Data).

The tradition of form
This section provides an overview of the form-related char-
acteristics of classic bags. First, I focused on identifying and 
describing the recurrent features of form, shape and the con-
struction of bags. According to Vihma (1995, p. 93), form refers 
to tradition as an iconic sign. The tradition of form reflects type 
and typicality and, it can be said, that the classic bag embodies 
the tradition of form. 

At the beginning of the period, from 1918 to 1924, popular 
bags had frames or a drawstring closure and had a short thin 
handle. These handbags in ruffled shape had a simple one- or 
two-piece pattern and were made of soft materials (Nr. 33. 
Käekott, 1919, 26 Nov; Nr. 41. Käekott, 1920, 26 May; Nr. 43. 
Käekott, 1920, 25 Aug; Nr. 40 Käekoti muster, 1921, 6 Apr; Nr. 
37. Käekott, 1921, 5 Oct; Image, 1924, 2; Figure 59).

Figure 59. From left: sketches 
of a drawstring and a framed 
silk bag decorated with folk 
ornament embroidery by 
Auguste Pärn (Pärn, 1924, 3 
Sept)
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Flat handbags first appeared in publications in 1923 and 1924. 
These had both flapped or framed constructions and triangular 
folded gussets for a broader opening. The material was stiffened 
for the front and back panels. Usually, the selected material 
was leather. These bags had a handle and were held by hand or 
over the wrist. The wrist bags had a buckle or moving stopper 
to fix the handle around the wrist. These were probably meant 
for active movement, for example for dancing (Nr. 13. Plika 
mantel, 1923, 7 Feb; An image, 1924, 2; Moodi ilmast 1924, 
11; Figure 60).

 Some of the depicted envelope-shaped bags were flat and 
thin but without any visible handle (Image, 1924, 2; Figure 62); 
it was not explained how these could be carried, but a new way 
of carrying a handbag can be noticed in some fashion images 
from 1923 and 1924. In these images pouched framed bags 
had a handle, but were held from the body of the bag instead 
of using the handle (Nr. 3, 1923, 6 June; Nr. 19. Kleit, 1924, 
1; Figure 61). 

Figure 60. From left: flat 
framed (Moodi ilmast, 1924, 11; 
Image, 1924, 6) and flapped 
(Nr. 13. Plika mantel, 1923, 7 
Feb) leather bags from 1923 
and 1924
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Figure 61. Framed soft bags 
held from the body of the bag 
instead of using the handle 
(from left: Nr. 3, 1923, 6 June; 
Nr. 19. Kleit, 1924, 1)

Figure 62. An envelope-
shaped flat and thin bags (from 
left: Nr. 19. Kleit, 1924, 1; Nr. 3, 
1923, 6 June)

From 1925 to 1933, fashion illustrations were dominated by 
flat small-scale clutch bags without handles (Image, 1925, 9; 
Image 4, 7 and 9, 1925, 2 July; Figure 63).      

Most of the clutch bags had a strap (residual handle) on 
the back panel. These are visible in some images. A flat strap 
on a back of the bag supported the fingers when carrying the 
clutch (Image 5, 1926, 6 Oct; Figure 64).
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Multiple ways of holding a handle-less bag, such as held in the 
hand or tucked under the arm, were depicted in images (Image, 
1927, 7; Image, 1927, 5; Vest I, 1928, 7; Image 5, 1928, 2; Meie 
uus mantel, 1929, 16 Sept; Figure 65).

Summer clutches and other fabric bags were often sewn or 
knitted at home. Patterns for these were very simple, consisting 
of one to three details. The one-piece pattern was rectangular, 
folded in two and zipped, or folded in three and flapped. Side 
seams were necessary for constructing this type of clutch bag. 
In the case of a three-piece pattern, front and back panels were 

Figure 63. Handle-less 
clutches (from left: Images 9, 4, 
7, 1925, 2 July)

Figure 64. An envelope-style 
clutch with a residual handle 
on the back panel (Image 5, 
1926, 6 Oct)
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separate because of a strap of fabric which provided volume and 
capacity for the clutch bag. This type of construction is called 
all-round gusset construction, and the bag has a rectangular 
silhouette with round lower corners (Rõõmusoks, 1931, 6; Hee-
geldatud vöö ja käekott, 1933, 8; Läbipõimitud heegeltöö, 1933, 4; 
Figure 66). Fabric bags had two options – stiff when reinforced 
and much softer when not. In the latter cases, a zip closure 
was suggested to make the bag safe. A lining was used inside 
(Käekotid, 1930, 3; Eeloleva suve moe pisiasju, 1930, 5; Käekotte, 
1930, 10; Kleidi juurde sobiv käsitasku, 1930, 1; Läbipõimitud 
heegeltöö, 1933, 4).  

Figure 65. Ways of holding 
a handle-less bag (from left: 
Image, 1927, 5; Meie uus mantel, 
1929, 16 Sept; Image 6, 1928, 2; 
Image, 1927, 7)
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Figure 66. From left: zipped 
bags with round lower corners 
and all-round gussets (Käekotid, 
1930, 3); a flapped (Moodne 
käekott, 1935, 5) and a zipped 
rectangular bag (Käekotte, 
1930, 10)

Leather bags needed more skill and were ordered or bought from 
professionals. These were flapped or framed and used gussets to 
make it possible to open them wider (Moodsaid käekotte aplikat-
sioon ja madalpiste tehnikas, 1932, 3; Kanvaale õmmeldud käekott, 
1932, 11; Kaunistus käekotile, 1933, 2). The most common shape 
for leather clutch bags was rectangular (Figure 67).

Between 1925 and 1933, the size of clutch bags was rather 
small. However, the measurements of an elegant bag increased 
from 12cm x 20cm in 1930 (Kleidi juurde sobiv käsitasku, 1930, 
1) to 17cm x 25cm in 1933 (Heegeldatud müts ja käekott, 1933, 8).

Alongside mainstream clutch bags, handbags with one 
or two handles were also available. These bags were larger, 
more capacious and considered rather practical and advertised 
as suitable for travelling (Kui puhuvad maituuled, 1927, 9 May; 

Figure 67. Flapped leather 
bags with gussets. From left: 
Kaunistus käekotile, 1933, 2; 
Kanvaale õmmeldud käekott, 
1932, 11
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Mis kingin ma jõuluks, 1929, 23 Dec; Figure 68). As the size of 
bags increased, wide gussets and side panels appeared in images 
around 1929. These bags had two short handles for carrying 
the bag and a zip or flap as the closure (Moodsa naise käsitasku 
ja selle sisestu, 1929, 25 Nov; Mis kingin ma jõuluks, 1929, 23 
Dec; Figure 69). 

Homemade fabric shopping bags, meant for carrying gro-
ceries, had handles and enough capacity for everything useful 
(Nr. 2 ja 3. Kaks käekotti, 1926, 5 May). These otherwise soft 
bags were reinforced for practicality with wooden upper edges 
or wooden handles (Figure 70).

In 1932, handbags were seen as unfavourable so that they 
were worn as clutch bags, despite the more convenient possi-
bility handles offered (Image 32, 1932, 4; Figure 71).

Figure 68. Handbags with 
one or two handles. From left: 
Image 6, 1927, 2; Image 5, 
1928, 2

Figure 69. Handbags with 
side panels. From left: light 
travelling bag made of leather 
and with a zip closure (Mis 
kingin ma jõuluks, 1929, 23 Dec) 
and a leather handbag with flap 
closure (Moodsa naise käsitasku 
ja selle sisestu, 1929, 25 Nov)
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Figure 70. Shopping bags from 
1926. The left one, made of 
linen, has a reinforced upper 
edge and the right one has 
handles made of wood and 
covered with fabric (Nr. 2 ja 3. 
Kaks käekotti, 1926, 5 May) 

Figure 71. A handbag, held 
from the body of the bag 
instead of using handles (Image 
32, 1932, 4)

Creative Cases 
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A changing point for bag design took place in 1934. At that 
time, many clutches were made at home because fashion de-
manded coordinated accessories and wardrobes, and the style 
and construction of clutches were simple and much cheaper 
than purchasing new bags. The number of techniques increased; 
crocheting and string braiding appeared beside knitted and 
embroidered clutch bags. These techniques dominated the new 
patterns and shapes for bags. Rectangular bags competed with 
round and oval shapes (Nöörist vöö ja käekott, 1933, 8; Heegel-
datud kübar, sall ja käekott, 1934, 3; Pisiesemed teevad moe, 1933, 
22 May; Heegeldatud müts, shall ja käekott, 1934, 1; Heegeldatud 
käetaskud, 1934, 6; Figure 72). 

  
Figure 72. Crocheted bags. 
From left: Heegeldatud 
müts, shall ja käekott, 1934, 1; 
Heegeldatud käetaskud, 1934, 6; 
Pisiesemed teevad moe, 1933, 22 
May; Heegeldatud kübar, sall ja 
käekott, 1934, 3; Nöörist vöö ja 
käekott, 1933, 8
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Made of rather thick yarn and string, the surfaces of these cro-
cheted and braided bags were uneven and therefore it was im-
possible for the main panels of the bags to be stiffened. Handles 
were added to these soft bags so that holding them was easier 
and the bags became more functional. Rectangular clutch bags 
also started to have handles that were a bit longer than the for-
mer straps but attached at the top of a flap (Käekotte, 1934, 4; 
Riidest käekotte, 1934, 10; Riidest käekott, 1934, 12; Figure 73). 

In 1935, handles were announced to be back in fashion 
(1935. a. kevadine moejoon, 1935, 5) and different solutions for 
attaching handles appeared (Käekott, 1935, 1; Moodne sall ja 
käetasku, 1935, 10; Figure 74). 

Besides leather handles, rigid materials, such as metal, 
wood and synthetic glass, were also used for bag handles and 
frames. Stiff shaped handles were the most distinctive and often 
the only decoration on these handbags (Käsitasku salliga, 1935, 
9; Ja käsitasku, 1935, 3 Nov; Figure 75).

  

Figure 73. Rather short strap-
like handles were attached at 
the top of a flap. From left: 
Riidest käekotte, 1934, 10; Riidest 
käekott, 1934, 12; Käekotte, 
1934, 4
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Figure 74. Handbags from 
1935. From left: a crocheted 
bag with stiffened upper 
edge and a handle attached 
to the ends of the upper 
edge (Moodne sall ja käetasku, 
1935, 10); leather bags with 
asymmetrically attached 
handle (Moodsaid nahast 
käekotte, 1935, 5); a fabric bag, 
which has one handle attached 
to the front, but which passes 
through slits in the slightly 
higher back panel, therefore 
forming a closure for the bag 
(Käekott, 1935, 1)

    
Figure 75. Handbags with 
decorative geometric-shaped 
handles. From left: a blue suede 
handbag with stiff rectangular 
handle (Pilk daami garderoobi 
i-punktidele, 1935, 14 Apr); 
leather bags from Vienna with 
crystal or chrome handles. The 
lowest bag on the right has a 
mobile handle, which functions 
as a closure (Ja käsitasku, 1935, 
3 Nov)



204

Wrist- and bracelet-shaped handles became popular in 1938 
(Image 3, 1937, 3; Image 2, 1938, 12; Image 13, 1938, 5; 
Moenädalaringvaadet 1938, 31 July; 1938, 6 Nov; Moeuudiseid 
alanud talvehooajal, 1938, 27 Nov; Figure 76).

There was no strict fashion style for bags from 1937. Hand-
bags had handles but otherwise, the silhouette, shape and size 
varied widely (Madame ei tea, mida selga panna, 1937, autumn; 
Moejumala uus garderoob, 1939, 2; Pariis dikteerib, 1939, 5 Apr). 
Silhouettes became longer and leaner with smooth contours and 
round corners. Square- and trapezoid-shaped bags also appeared. 

    
Figure 76. From left: a bag 
with bracelet-shaped handle 
(Image 13, 1938, 5); a bag 
with loop-shaped handles 
attached with a decorative 
knob (Image 3, 1937, 3); a 
soft voluminous wrist-bag 
(Moenädalaringvaadet, 1938, 
6 Nov) and a flat slim leather 
wrist-bag (Image 2, 1938, 12)
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A stiff base was added to a framed or flapped reinforced 
handbag, so the bag stood when placed on a table or floor (Figure 
77). The base and sides added extra space for necessities inside 
(Moenädalaringvaadet, 1937, 23 May). The optimal measures for 
handbags in 1938 were 22cm x 31cm; the triangular shaped 
side panels were 7cm wide at the base (Tikitud käekott, 1938, 
12). Summer bags in 1939 were even larger – measures were 
26cm x 35cm and gussets were added (Käekotid suveks, 1939, 
7). A capacious handbag from 1940 measured 28 x 34 x 9 cm 
(Moodsad käsitaskud, 1940, 5).  

In 1937, capacious everyday bags were mocked in a news-
paper cartoon. The cartoon compared an enormous modern 
handbag containing a lipstick and a handkerchief and a tiny 
basket for food for a whole family (Moodsa daami käekott, 1937, 
17 Jan; Figure 78). 

The largest handbags between 1934 and 1940 were beach 
bags, which appeared in Estonian periodicals in 1930. These 
were waterproof, zipped and said to be chic and practical; not 

Figure 77. Handbags with 
side panels and bases 
standing when placed on flat 
surfaces. From left: a bag with 
embroidery of contrasting 
shades of the same colour 
(Kodus ootavad kingitused, 
1938, 12); a summer bag made 
of raffia (Kaks huvitavat raffiast 
käekotti, 1939, 5); a zipped 
bag with braiding instead of 
connection seams (Moodsad 
käsitaskud, 1940, 5)
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too small, not too big and still containing space for a bathing 
suit, shoes, a cap and a pocketbook (Praktilisi moeuudiseid, 1930, 
14 June). Later examples fitted bath towel, bathrobe, swimsuit 
and necessary cosmetics. In 1934, homemade beach bags were 
coordinated with woollen bathing suits. These crocheted bags 
were soft but with stiffened upper edge and two short handles. 
The measurements of the pattern piece were 49cm x 61cm 
and the size of the bag therefore approximately 45cm x 30 cm 
(Ranna kott, 1934, 5; Figure 79).

  Drawstring fashion was widespread in the second half of 
the 1930s. Drawstring bags were capacious pouches with a flat 
base made of frilled, folded or ruffled soft leathers (Kas teate, 
et, 1936, 19 Apr; 26 July; Daam Berliinis, 1936, 26 Apr). A 
drawstring pouched bag first appeared in Päevaleht in 1935 and 
was said to have originated from Vienna (Pilk daami garderoobi 
i-punktidele, 1935, 14 Apr). It next appeared in 1936 in Päev-
aleht as a drawstring beach bag held like a backpack with a stiff 
round bottom (Rannamood on hetkel tähtsaim, 1936, 28 June; 
Figure 80). Soft folded bags were considered to be athletic (ja 
kõik, mis kuulub sinna juurde, 1937, 31 Oct).

Frilled bags started to resemble old-fashioned bags for 
holding craft tools (Moodsaid pisiesemeid, 1938, 30 Oct). They 
were made of velvet and meant to hang from the wrist (Figure 
81). These bags were considered capacious, and therefore prac-
tical eneough to even replace a weekend suitcase (Mida kannab 
pariisitar, 1940, 26 May; Hümnisõnad kleidil, 1940, 26 May). 

Figure 78. A cartoon mocking 
capacious handbags (Moodsa 
daami käekott, 1937, 17 Jan)



Figure 80. Drawstring bags 
of the 1930s. From left: a 
pouched bag with a handle (Pilk 
daami garderoobi i-punktidele, 
1935, 14 Apr); a beach bag, 
combining linen fabric and 
leather, is gathered together 
with the help of a Galalith 
ring and is carried over the 
shoulder or even as a backpack 
(Rannamood on hetkel tähtsaim, 
1936, 28 June)

Figure 79. Beach bags. From 
left: a dotted beach bag made 
of oilcloth and coordinated with 
hat, cuffs and collar (Suured 
rannataskud, 1936, 28 June); a 
crocheted beach bag in white, 
lemon, light-blue and pink 
squares (Ranna kott, 1934, 5)
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Casual sporty bags had long shoulder straps to afford hands-
free movement. The first one was represented in Eesti Naine in 
1935 and several more in 1936 without many critiques (Jumper, 
1935, 11; Moes on kõik lubatud, 1936, 22 Nov; Mitmesuguseid 
kootud käsitaskuid bastist, 1936, 7; Figure 82). Shoulder straps 
were already ordinary in 1938 and were used for large size capa-
cious bags (Uued moed sügiseks ja talveks, 1938, 7 Aug; Figure 83). 

  

Figure 81. Drawstring bags of the 
1930s. From left: frilled drawstring 
bag resembling former workbag 
(Moodsaid pisiesemeid, 1938, 30 
Oct); a soft frilled handbag (Image 
39, 1940, 4)

Figure 82. Shoulder bags of the 
1930s. From left: an image of a 
woman carrying a flat shoulder 
bag, while introducing a new 
jumper (Jumper, 1935, 11); four 
shoulder bags made of bass-fibre 
for summer wear (Mitmesuguseid 
kootud käsitaskuid bastist, 1936, 7)
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Figure 83. Shoulder bags. 
From left: a flapped bag 
made of linen and decorated 
with embroidery on the flap 
(Moodsaid käsitaskuid suveks, 
1938, 6); a shoulder bag for a 
hiking costume (Kübaramood 
tujukam kõigist 1938, 24 July).

Figure 84. Bags hanging from 
a belt. From left: a white leather 
bag attached to the belt with 
red Galalith chain (Rannamood 
on hetkel tähtsaim, 1936, 28 
June); a pocket attached to 
the belt and worn as a belt-bag 
(Moenädalaringvaadet, 1938, 
6 Nov); a sequined belt with a 
drawstring pouch (Moodsaid 
pisiesemeid, 1938, 30 Oct: 
6); two versions of pockets 
attached to the belts (Mantlid 
iga kleidi juurde, 14 Apr: 7)

The hands-free concept was also seen with beachwear in 
1936 – bags hung from a belt, and at the end of the decade, 
when fashion preferred oversized pockets or pocket-like bags 
(Rannamood on hetkel tähtsaim, 1936, 28 June; Moenädalaring-
vaadet, 1938, 6 Nov; Mantlid iga kleidi juurde, 1940, 14 Apr; 
Figure 84).
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At the very end of the period, clutch bags were back in 
fashion. This time simple undecorated and flapped versions 
made of high-quality leather (Elegantsed käsitaskud, 1939, 11; 
Moodne käekott, 1940, 7; Figure 85).

Evening bags of the period followed roughly the shapes and 
styles of day bags, but some differences could be seen. First, 
evening bags had more freedom of form than day bags. Ruffled 
and soft feminine pouches were noticed across the whole period 
(Image, 1924, 3; Mis kingin ma jõuluks, 1929, 23 Dec; Mõnda 
uutest modellidest, 1934, 30 Dec; Kingad, kindad, lehvik ja käsitas-
ku, 1938, late autumn; Figure 86). Second, handles were much 
more in favour also at the time when these were out of fashion 
for day bags. All the handles were thin and delicate, made of 
the fabric of the bag, cord or metal chains (Image, 1924, 8; Mis 
kingin ma jõuluks, 1929, 23 Dec; Figure 87). Third, evening 
bags were smaller than afternoon or day bags. For example, 
an evening bag in 1934 needed space for a silk handkerchief, 
a compact and a key (Moedaami uperpalle, 1934, 11 Nov) and 
the size of an evening bag in 1939 was 11cm x15cm maximum 
(Õhtutasku, 1939, 4).

Figure 85. Flapped leather clutch bags 
in 1939 and 1940. From left: Moodne 
käekott, 1940, 7; Image B, 1939, 12; 
Moodsad käsitaskud, 1940, 5
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Figure 86. Ruffled evening 
bags. From left: a framed frilled 
clutch made of black silk (Kaks 
nägusat õhtukäsitaskut, 1940, 
1); a ruffled handbag with 
decorative tassels (Image, 
1924, 3); a soft frilled bag with 
bracelet shape crystal handle 
(Pisiasjad on tähtsad, 1935, 24 
Nov)

Figure 87. Evenings bags 
with thin handles. From left: a 
framed evening bag (Moodsa 
naise käsitasku ja selle sisestu, 
1929, 25 Nov); a flat slim clutch 
with tasselled handle (Image, 
1924, 8

In terms of the form and shape of bags, the external appearance 
of handbags was predominantly introduced, but some informa-
tion on the internal construction of bags was also found. DIY 
introductions revealed linings as ordinary components in fabric 
bags. Linings were made of white or silk fabric in a matching 
colour (e.g. Pärn, 1924, 3 Sept; Kleidi juurde sobiv käsitasku, 
1930, 1; Käekotte, 1930, 10; Käekotte, 1934, 4). In 1933, gussets 
were added to the bags for additional capacity, and therefore 
suggestions of compartmentalised interiors and lining pockets 
appeared among the DIY instructions. In the case of compli-
cated interiors, it was suggested to prepare and decorate the 
pattern pieces and to use the help of professionals to assemble 
the bag (Heegeldatud müts ja käekott, 1933, 8; Käekotte, 1934, 4; 
Riidest käekott, 1934, 12). 

Information about the interiors of leather bags was ran-
dom. In 1936, good quality lining, such as durable elk leather 
inside a crocodile leather handbag, was emphasised as adding 
durability and respect to the bags. Also, compartmentalised 
interiors, matching wallets and compact mirrors were said to 
add practicality to the bags (1936. a. käetasku, 1936, 8 Mar). 
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The design of interiors became a relevant characteristic of the 
functionality of bags (Käetasku, 1936, 24 Mar).

Shopping and beach bags were sometimes without a lin-
ing (e.g. Nr. 2, 3. Käekotid, 1924, 6 Feb; Ranna kott 1934, 5; 
Ostuvõrk, 1937, 1).

Colours and materials 
This section provides an overview of the surface-related char-
acteristics of classic bags. Whilst Vihma (1995, pp. 93–95) 
considers the colours and materials of products as supporting 
the form, this research adds decoration, ornament and pattern 
to describe the bags of the 1920s and 1930s.

At the beginning of the period, from 1918 to 1924, the 
most popular bags were drawstring or framed and made of linen 
or wool covered with multicolour embroidery. The background 
colour of the embroidered and appliqued bags was light (e.g. 
beige or yellowish).  Also, dark decorated handbags existed; 
these were made of black or rusty red silk and with colourful 
embroidery. The most favoured embroidery motifs were flowers 
(Nr. 33. Käekott, 1919, 26 Nov; Nr. 41. Käekott, 1920, 26 May; 
Nr. 43. Käekott, 1920, 25 Aug; Nr. 40. Käekoti muster, 1921, 
6 Apr; Nr. 37. Käekott, 1921, 5 Oct; Figure 88). When the 
shortage of materials was overcome in 1924, the same type of 
embroidered bags was also made of silk, suede or leather (Nr. 
2, 3. Käekotid, 1924, 6 Feb; Pärn, 1924, 3 Sept). It is deducible 
that most of the embroidered bags from 1918 to 1924 could 
be used as either day or festive evening bags, depending on the 
materials used for the bag’s construction and embroidery. More 
delicate materials were meant for the evening; for example, silk, 
instead of linen or wool, was preferred.

When the flat bag construction appeared in 1923 and 1924, 
decoration on these was minimised to single ornaments or omit-
ted altogether (Image, 1924, 2; Moodi ilmast, 1924, 11; Figure 89).

Between 1925 and 1933, handle-less clutch bags were flat 
and slim to enable even surfaces to present fine luxurious ma-
terials and decoration. Day clutch bags were made of expen-
sive leathers; for example, snakeskin in 1927 (Moodne maailm, 
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1927, 24 Jan; 28 Feb), crocodile and lizard skins; smooth calf 
leather was also popular. Edge braiding was the only decoration 
for the sturdiest of bags. These were made of smooth leathers 
in beige, grey, blue, natural or red shades (Kuis ütlen seda oma 
rätsepale, 1928, 19 Mar; Peensustes peitub kõik, 1928, 23 Apr; 
Moodsa naise käsitasku ja selle sisestu, 1929, 25 Nov; Moe alalt. 
Daamile, 1933, 2/3). 

As clutches were expected to match costumes, a newly 
popular material – tweed49 – appeared in 1929. Also, woollen 
embroidery, tapestry50 and woven, knitted or crocheted fabrics 

49
A medium to heavyweight, fluffy, woollen, twill weave fabric contain-
ing coloured slub yarns.

50
A patterned ribbed fabric depicting a historical or current pictorial 
display.

Figure 88. Embroidered 
handbags. From left: flower 
motif patterns for embroidered 
and appliqued fabric bags 
(Undritz, 1920, 28 Jan; Nr.40 
Käekoti muster, 1921, 5 Jan); 
a drawstring handbag is 
suggested to be made of 
silk, suede or soft leather 
and decorated with floral 
embroidery. Blossoms of 
embroidery were coloured with 
two shades of purple and rusty 
brown and leaves with green 
(Nr. 2, 3. Käekotid, 1924, 6 Feb)

 
Figure 89. Flat bags with 
minimal decoration from the 
first half of the 1920s. From 
left: handle-less flapped 
clutch with a decorative 
button (Image, 1925, 9) and an 
antelope leather bag with a 
single ornament on front panel 
(Image, 1924, 2) 
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in geometric patterns became popular. The same materials were 
used for different accessories to co-ordinate the outfit (Milliseid 
uudisi ja muudatusi on oodata moes, 1929, 26 Aug; Uusimat kõige 
uuemast, 1929, 8 Apr; Moeuudiseid, 1929, 5; Rõõmusoks, 1931, 
6; Mõningaid moe pisiasju, 1933, 2/3; Figure 90, 91, 92).

From 1927 onwards, the tendency of multicoloured or pat-
terned clutches increased. The reason was a simple one-colour 
costume (Varma, 1927, 4). Bright coloured leathers; for exam-
ple, blue, red and combinations of red-black-gold, and applique 
were used for a bright colourful look (Peensustes peitub kõik, 
1928, 23 Apr; Moodsa naise käsitasku ja selle sisestu, 1929, 25 
Nov; Mis kingin ma jõuluks, 1929, 23 Dec). Fabric clutch bags 
were decorated with multicoloured applique and satin stitch 

Figure 90. Embroidered 
clutches in geometric patterns 
(Nr. 4, 5, 6, 1929, 2)

Figure 91. Crocheted clutches. 
From left: Läbipõimitud 
heegeltöö, 1933, 4; Heegeldatud 
müts ja käekott, 1933, 8
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techniques all over the surface (Moodsaid käekotte aplikatsioon 
ja madalpiste tehnikas, 1932, 3; Juse, 1932, 11). In some cases, 
six and more colours were used. For example, an embroidery 
pattern of cross-stitch consisted of six colours: light blue, blue, 
dark blue, salmon, brick red, sand and lavender and embroidery 
of satin stitch consisted of dark brown, brown, light brown, 
champagne, pea-yellow, salmon, light and dark almond greens. 
An applique on black woollen fabric consisted of two shades 
of both green and red, black, grey, yellowish-green and white 
(Käekotimuster nr. 1, 1930, 10; Käsitasku, 1930, 3; Moodsaid käe-
kotte aplikatsioon ja madalpiste tehnikas, 1932, 3). Patterns were 
asymmetrical and geometric mainly, still sometimes depicting 
stylised flowers or parts of plants (Figure 93).

Figure 92. Clutches made 
of fabrics specially woven 
to coordinate with coats 
and costumes. From left: 
three zipped and flapped 
clutches made of woven fabric 
(Rõõmusoks, 1931, 6); woven 
fabric clutch with leather 
gussets (Moed, 1933, 1); a 
combination of a tapestry and 
leather for a clutch (R., 1931, 1)
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Figure 93. Pattern sketches 
for clutches. From left: multi-
coloured (seven colours) 
applique on dark blue woollen 
fabric (Moodsaid käekotte 
aplikatsioon ja madalpiste 
tehnikas, 1932, 3); multi-
coloured raffia51  embroidery 
all over the canvas surface 
(Moodsaid käekotte aplikatsioon 
ja madalpiste tehnikas, 1932, 3); 
multi-coloured leather applique 
(four colours) on grey woollen 
fabric (Juse, 1932, 11)

Figure 94. Evening bags. From 
left: a sketch of either a dark 
red, black or dark blue velvet 
evening bag decorated with 
golden and silver beading 
and fringes (Undritz, 1927, 2 
Feb); a framed evening bag 
made of light beige silk and 
beaded (Mõningaid töid virkadele 
näppudele, 1931, 1)

Afternoon and dance bags from 1925 to 1934 followed day 
bags and were made of leather or silk with leather applique. 
Evening bags were more delicate, embroidered and following 
dress materials; therefore, made of velour52, chiffon53 or silk 
(Kuis ütlen seda oma rätsepale, 1928, 19 Mar). Evening bags were 
also decorated with fringes and beads, from which beading was 
considered more elegant than embroidery (Nr.2. Käekott, 1926, 
7 Apr; Undritz, 1927, 2 Feb; Treilman, 1926, 6 Apr, p. 88; 
Figure 94). 

51 
A fibre that looks like string and is made from the leaves of a type 
of palm tree.

52
A woven fabric resembling velvet but with lower cut pile. 

53
A plain-woven silk fabric, containing highly twisted filament yarns. 
The term “chiffon” implies thinness, diaphanous, or gauze-like struc-
ture and softness; therefore, the fabric is lightweight, sheer, airy and 
soft.
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The favourite frame colour for afternoon bags was silver or 
a mix of gold and silver. Metal fittings and frames for evening 
bags were golden (Jää nooreks, 1929, 21 Jan; Mis kingin ma jõu-
luks, 1929, 23 Dec; Moodsa naise käsitasku ja selle sisestu, 1929, 
25 Nov; Moed, 1930, 4). 

A new style with minimal ornament and black colour start-
ed with the afternoon wardrobe in 1929. Afternoon bags were 
made of black leather or fabric and decorated with a silver, 
marcasite, enamel, tortoise-shell or mother-of-pearl frame and 
if necessary with a thin chain handle. Minor decorations on 
the bags were made using matching material. Both matt (e.g. 
velvet, suede) and shiny (e.g. patent leather) black was favoured 
(Jää nooreks, 1929, 21 Jan; Uusimat kõige uuemast 1929, 8 Apr; 
Moodsa naise käsitasku ja selle sisestu, 1929, 25 Nov; Mis kingin 
ma jõuluks, 1929, 23 Dec; Moe alalt. Daamile, 1933, 2/3; Figure 
96). Leather day bags followed this simple style of black bags 
(Moeuudiseid, 1929, 5, p. 160) having a rectangular or trapezoid 
silhouette, reinforced panels and soft folded gussets. A small 
ornamental plaque became characteristic for the front panel of 
a bag as the only ornament (Eeloleva suve moe pisiasju, 1930, 5; 
Figure 95). The simplicity continued throughout the 1930s; for 
example, in 1935, modest undecorated bags were considered 
the most elegant and chic (Elegantsi non plus ultra, 1935, 6 Jan).

Figure 95. Black leather 
handbags with a small 
ornamental plague on the front 
panel (both: Eeloleva suve moe 
pisiasju, 1930, 5)

Figure 96. Black afternoon 
bags. From left: a framed 
flat clutch decorated with a 
monogram (Milliseks kujuneb 
kevadmood, 1929, 25 Feb); 
a leather bag with silver-
coloured frame (Jää nooreks, 
1929, 21 Jan)
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Contrasting colours entered the fashion scene at the begin-
ning of the 1930s. After that, bags made of two contrasting 
colours, one of which was coordinated with clothing, became 
popular (Mida pajatab Pariis, 1930, 19 May). Two-coloured 
bags, the front panel of one and back panel of another colour, 
were launched in 1931 (Pariisi ja Viini südasuve kollektsioonidest, 
1931, 29 June). Then, contrasting materials became fashion-
able, and bags combining linen and leather appeared (Kunst 
hästi riietuda, 1932, 2 May). Buttons in a contrasting colour 
were used for decoration or closure for both fabric and leather 
handbags. Also, the bags could be decorated with contrasting 
coloured threads, stitches and applique (Villane müts ja käekott, 
1932, 9; Siim, 1935, 6; Figure 97). Finally, bags were made in 
colours that contrasted with the colours of dresses. For example, 
an orange, red, blue, yellow, green or even grey or beige bag 
was seen used with a white dress, and a yellow bag with a blue 
dress (Heegel käetasku, 1935, 4; Siim, 1935, 6).

                                  

Figure 97. Contrasting colours 
in bags. From left: a sketch of 
a flapped bag with contrasting 
brown and white materials 
(Nr. 51. Moodne barett, käekott 
ja vöö, 1935, 6); a crocheted 
brown and beige bag with a 
brown button as a flap fastener 
(Villane müts ja käekott, 1932, 
9); a sketch of a flapped bag 
with the middle section and the 
edge of the flap in contrasting 
colours, for example, black on 
white, red on white or black, 
blue or brown on yellow (Siim, 
1935, 6)
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Gradually, the decoration of bags shifted from ornamentation 
to the textures of materials. Rough and embossed surfaces be-
came popular. Different textured leathers, such as crocodile, 
snake and ostrich skins (Moe sepikojas keeb töö alalõpmata, 1938, 
29 May; Elegantsed käsitaskud, 1939, 11; Figure 98), as well as 
goat, antelope, seal and calf leathers (Mõnda uutest modellidest, 
1934, 30 Dec; 1936. a. käetasku, 1936, 8 March) were used and 
experimented. Relief surfaces were achieved by embossing and 
corrugating leather into folds and patterns. (Käetasku, 1936, 24 
Mar; Kas teate, et, 1936, 27 Sept; Madame ei tea, mida selga panna, 
1937, autumn, p. 80). These folds and patterns did not only 
resemble the grain of leathers but were also striped or checked. 
Different ornaments of flowers, for example, roses, or futuristic 
figures beside abstract solutions were used (Kas teate, et, 1936, 
26 July; Kas teate, et, 1936, 27 Sept). Fabric bags achieved the 
same rough 3D look using padding, backstitch, and ornamental 
braiding. Over the years this turned from straight lines into 
more complicated patterns (Käetasku õpilaste tööna, 1935, 2; 
Image 6, 1940, 4; Käekotte, 1934, 4; Riidest käekotte, 1934, 10; 
Image 43, 1940, 4; Figure 99). 

Figure 98. Simple bags made 
of exotic leathers. From left: 
a snakeskin flapped clutch 
(Elegantsed käsitaskud, 1939, 11); 
lizard skin clutches by Haupt 
(K. Haupt, 1935, 2)
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Besides black, colours such as blue, green, red, purple, grey, 
beige and brown appeared with textured surfaces (1936. a. 
käetasku, 1936, 8 Mar; Käetasku, 1936, 24 Mar; Kas teate, et, 
1936, 26 July; Veidi moest Inglise peeglis, 1936, 31 Oct; Elegantsed 
käsitaskud, 1939, 11). Simultaneously, news about colourful 
leather bags emerged; for example, pink, rusty red and bright 
blue (Kas teate, et, 1937, 29 Aug).

Patent leather was a common choice in the second half of 
the 1930s (Elegantsi non plus ultra, 1935, 6 Jan). Patent leather 
bags appeared in brown, bright red, green, lemon, blue, pink 
and pastel shades of sand and parchment (Moenädalaringvaadet, 
1937, 9 May; Moe sepikojas keeb töö alalõpmata, 1938, 29 May). 
Colourful patent leather appliqué was considered attractive 
(Elegantsi non plus ultra, 1935, 6 Jan; Samm, 1935, 6) but simul-
taneously shiny patent leather was combined with matt suede 
in pastel grey and beige (Kas teate, et, 1935, 2 June; Figure 100).

Figure 99. Padded bags. From 
left: a red shoulder bag with 
blue cord pattern on a flap 
(Image 6, 1940, 4); a flapped 
linen bag with vertical padding 
(Käekotte, 1934, 4); a zipped 
clutch with zigzag padding 
(Käetasku õpilaste tööna, 1935, 
2)
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Figure 100. Patent leather 
bags. From left: a framed wrist-
bag combining patent leather 
and suede (Image 7, 1937, 
10); a round patent leather 
bag and a trapezoid-shaped 
patent leather bag with padded 
handle (both: Käekott, kinnas ja 
king, 1937, 31 Oct)

Figure 101. Summer and beach 
bags. From left: a round bag 
made of raffia (Jänes, 1937, 4); a 
summer bag made of bast fibre 
(Valmistame endale suveks niinest 
käekoti, 1937, 5); a capacious 
beach bag made of bast fibre 
(22. Rannakoti, 1940, 6)

In the 1930s, beach and summer bags included bast fibre,54 
straw and raffia as new materials for bags. These bags were often 
combined with colourful leather (Valmistame endale suveks niinest 
käekoti, 1937, 5; Pisiesemed teevad moe, 1933, 22 May; Moenäda-
laringvaadet, 1937, 23 May; Mitmesuguseid kootud käsitaskuid 
bastist, 1936, 7; Figure 101). Bags for carrying beach gear were 
made of oilcloth55 or rubberised linen to ensure water repellence 
(Praktilisi moeuudiseid, 1930, 14 June; Suured rannataskud, 1936, 
28 June; Supelranna unelmad, 1936, 21 June). For example, a 
beach bag of 1940 was made at home using bast embroidery 

54
Natural fibre with high tensile strength is collected from the inner 
bark surrounding the stem of specific plants. 

55 
A type of cotton cloth that is covered on one side with a layer of oil 
so that water cannot pass through it, used in the past, especially for 
covering tables.



222Creative Cases 

on canvas and lacquered later to make it resistant to moisture 
(Tammark, 1940, 6).

Ornamentation for evening bags was much more important 
than that of day bags in the 1930s. Besides embroidery, bead-
ing, tassels or fringes, several techniques and embellishments 
were applied for decoration; for example, painted fabric, metal 
or embroidered monograms (Kleidi juurde sobiv käsitasku, 1930, 
1; Moenädalaringvaadet, 1937, 23 May; Õhtutasku, 1939, 4), 
artificial flowers (Pisiasjad on tähtsad, 1935, 24 Nov; Veebruar 
dikteerib, 1938, 13th Feb), glass and cellophane (Ja käsitasku, 
1935, 3 Nov).

In the 1930s, evening bag materials were always coordinat-
ed with evening dresses; therefore, made of the dress material, 
such as silk crepe,56 brocade,57 lamé,58 taffeta59 and crepe-satin.60 
Suede and velvet as delicate materials were also considered suit-
able for evening bags (Mõnda uutest modellidest, 1934, 30 Dec; 
Moedaami uperpalle, 1934, 11 Nov; Nipet-näpet kujunevast kevad-
moest, 1934, 5 Mar). Velvet handbags matched dresses made of 
both matt materials such as lace, silk and tulle and shiny ones 
such as lamé and brocade (Villane pits – uusim materjal, 1936, 15 
Nov; Moestart algab pisiasjadega, 1937, 29 Aug). Golden details, 
ornaments and materials, such as bag frames, tinsel embroidery, 
pearls, sequins, leather and brocade, were preferred (Madame 

56  
A fabric characterised by a crinkly surface, obtained either via the 
use of hard twist yarns or some form of embossing or surface treat-
ment.

57  
A heavy, exquisite jacquard type fabric with an all-over raised pat-
tern or floral design.

58
A shiny woven fabric using flat silver or gold metal threads to create 
either the design or the background in the fabric.

59 
A lustrous, plain weave fabric with a slight ribbed appearance in the 
filling (crosswise) direction, and usually with a sheen on its surface. 

60
A satin fabric in which highly twisted yarns are used in the filling 
direction and floating yarns are made with a low twist.
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Figure 102. Evening bags. 
From left: a beaded and 
sequinned black velvet 
handbag with golden chain 
handle and velvet blossoms 
as décor (Moestart algab 
pisiasjadega, 1937, 29 Aug); gold 
beading on black bags (Kuidas 
vanast uut luua, 1938, 30 Oct); a 
fabric evening clutch decorated 
with a single flower, the 
bouquet of which is decorating 
the evening dress (Veebruar 
dikteerib, 1938, 13  Feb)

ei tea, mida selga panna, 1937, autumn; Kuidas vanast uut luua, 
1938, 30 Oct; Figure 102).

In 1934, evening bags were found in contrasting colours al-
though, in general, the colour was in coordination with evening 
dresses (Nipet-näpet kujunevast kevadmoest, 1934, 5 March).

Handbag as a 
symbol – a perfect 
handbag

Vihma (1995, pp. 59–60) notes that the environment and so-
cial aspects influence the design of the product. Especially in 
social situations, people are expected to have specific attitudes 
or feelings and to behave accordingly. Products are in ‘social 
use’; they have symbolic meaning based on conventional habits 
and patterns of habits. This section provides an overview of 
the social use of classic everyday bags by connecting recurrent 
physical characteristics to symbolic values.

When clutch bags resembling envelopes came into fashion in 
the 1920s, flat, stiff, small and handle-less bags were considered 
very elegant. The materials used for making them were expen-
sive and exotic accentuating the elegance of the style (Moodne 
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maailm, 1927, 24 Jan; 1927, 28 Feb). Handbags with handles, 
on the other hand, were considered practical and suitable for 
carrying belongings all day long (Kui puhuvad maituuled, 1927, 9 
May). Fashion news admitted that ‘fluffy pockets’ could be more 
convenient and much more functional, but still these were not 
considered a part of the wardrobe for an elegant lady (Kui moel 
pole püsi, 1930, 27 Oct). In the 1930s, soft folded day bags were 
considered athletic (…ja kõik, mis kuulub sinna juurde, 1937, 31 
Oct) or suitable for the beach in summer (Rannamood on hetkel 
tähtsaim, 1936, 28 June; Londonil on oma suvespordi mood, 1936, 28 
June). The opinion of pouched bags as capacious, and therefore 
practical and not ladylike, and that of flat slim bags as ultimately 
elegant prevailed until 1940 (Mida kannab pariisitar, 1940, 26 
May; Hümnisõnad kleidil, 1940, 26 May). The flat briefcase-shaped 
bags, even when they had gussets or later side panels, were fa-
voured in front of pouched day bags as stylish and acceptable.

In 1929, the newspaper Päevaleht provided an overview of 
the necessary items a bag could contain: pocket mirror, compact, 
comb, lipstick, brow powder, rouge, smoking gear (cigarettes, 
a cigarette holder and a lighter or matches), perfume bottle, 
notebook, pencil, watch and a handkerchief. A modern and 
elegant lady had to use personal and monogrammed covers and 
cases for the necessities in the bag, not the original ones when 
purchasing those (Moodsa naise käsitasku ja selle sisestu, 1929, 25 
Nov). It was important not to overload the bag; both day and 
evening bags had to look slim and not bulging (Mõningaid moe 
pisiasju, 1933, 2/3). It was mentioned in 1935 that a handbag 
is neither a briefcase nor a holdall to be filled up with tomatoes. 
A bag was for powder, lipstick, moisturizer, a key, a notebook 
and a handkerchief only (Lady, 1935, 7/8). An elegant style 
demanded the bag be flat and slim, not an overloaded bag, 
which could ruin the look.

In addition to the style of the handbag, it had to be coor-
dinated with the rest of the outfit. The fashion of the period 
demanded good taste, which was understood as harmony and 
coordination in one’s appearance (Õigesti ostmises peitub kunst 
riietuda, 1928, 10 Dec; Moodsa naise käsitasku ja selle sisestu, 
1929, 25 Nov; Moe alalt. Daamile, 1933, 2/3: 43). A well-



225Creative Cases 

dressed lady needed to have a collection of handbags that 
matched every costume and occasion. Even every dress needed 
a special matching bag (Ringi ümber talvemoe, 1928, 31 Dec; 
Moedaami uperpalle, 1934, 11 Nov). Handbags had to be changed 
as often as gloves, and that means several times a day (Moodsaid 
käekotte aplikatsioon ja madalpiste tehnikas, 1932, 3). This kind 
of coordination was achieved using the same material for both 
clothes and accessories; at least the same colours were expected 
(Moeilmast, 1927, 2 May; Õigesti ostmises peitub kunst riietuda, 
1928, 10 Dec; Uusimat kõige uuemast, 1929, 8 Apr; Milliseid 
uudisi ja muudatusi on oodata moes, 1929, 26 Aug; Eeloleva suve 
moe pisiasju, 1930, 5; Lady, 1935, 7/8). Two-colour bags sug-
gested a coat colour contrasted with black (Mida pajatab Pariis, 
1930, 19 May). Examples of fashionable outfits in the case of 
three-colour combinations included green coat matching a bag 
with a green, grey and orange pattern, and brown coat matching 
a handbag covered with brown, beige and yellow ornament 
(Tütarlapse käekott villasest lõngast, 1932, 5). When contrasting 
colours became fashionable, the idea of economising emerged 
– colours that could match not one, but several dresses, were 
suggested for bags. For example, the golden yellow bag was 
said to match many dresses (Väike matk moe valda, 1935, 15 
Dec; Siim, 1935, 6; Figure 103). 

In 1927, it was emphasised that a clutch needed the same 
material, colour, decoration and style as the other accessories 
– shoes, hats, belts, gloves or even parasol and fan (Treilman, 
1927, 6 Apr; Moenurk, 1927, 1 Aug; Ringi ümber talvemoe, 1928, 
31 Dec). If it was impossible to coordinate a clutch bag and 
shoes (Peensustes peitub kõik, 1928, 23 Apr), the alternative was 
to coordinate a clutch with a hat, gloves or stockings (Moeuud-
iseid, 1929, 5; Edasisi väljavaateid kevadmoele, 1929, 4 March). 
In 1934, while clutch bags were not the only acceptable style 
anymore, it was still emphasised that an ensemble of a bag, 
an umbrella, a belt and gloves was the most relevant indicator 
of good taste (Mood liigub hea ja paha piirides, 1934, 9 Sept). In 
addition to the same material or colour, the same ornamentation 
technique was also expected for ensembles. It was suggested that 
a modern lady could postpone ordering a new winter coat, and 
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instead purchase a new set including handbag, gloves and a shawl 
(Heegeldatud vöö ja käetasku, 1934, 7/8; Mis on – petits riens, 1934, 9 
Dec). The relevance of coordinated fashion accessories, including 
handbags, was repeated over the years 1935–1938 (Viibur, 1935, 
winter; Pariisis ja Ameerikas, 1937, 29 Aug; Moenädalaringvaadet, 
1937, 15 Aug; Heegeldatud käekott ja kindad, 1938, 5; Heegeldatud 
kübar, vöö ja käekott, 1938, 6). Even in 1939, matching gloves and 
bags were suggested. An announcement on cooperating footwear 
and bag makers who produce shoes and bags of the same material 
and ornament was published (Moenädalaringvaadet, 1939, 1 Oct; 
19 Nov; Figure 104).

Figure 103. Coordinated 
clothes and accessories. From 
left: coordinated material and 
ornamentation on a vest, hat 
and clutch (Vest I, 1928, 7); 
coordinated costume, shoulder 
bag and hat (Image 8, 1937, 
7); coordinated material on a 
dress, hat and bag (Image 11, 
1931, 7)
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Figure 104. Coordinated 
accessories. From left: a set 
of a pair of gloves, a fan and a 
clutch made of black leather 
with rhinestone embroidery 
(Õigesti ostmises peitub kunst 
riietuda, 1928, 10 Dec); an 
ensemble of a handbag, a belt, 
a pair of gloves and shoes 
made of two contrasting 
colours (Kas teate, et, 1937, 23 
May); two versions of matching 
leather shoes and fashionable 
bags (Kas teate, et, 1935, 3 Nov); 
appliqued gloves and a clutch 
(Aplikatsiooniga kaunistatud 
käsitasku ja kinnaste kätised, 
1934, 3)

The 1920s had started with fabric bags which were superseded 
by leather ones for day wear. In 1927, clutches made of elegant 
leathers were already in favour (Moodne maailm, 1927, 24 Jan). 
As good-quality or exotic leather bags were relatively expen-
sive, fashionable fabrics, such as tweed, linen and piqué,61 were 
suggested for making bags (Milliseid üllatusi vahepeal valminud, 
1930, 7 Apr; Augustikuu moeseiklusi, 1932, 15 Aug; Riidest käe-
kotte, 1934, 10; Väike moeleksikon, 1933, summer, p. 78; Figure 
105). The high price of leather bags was said to originate from 
the experimenting and innovation in the leather industry (Mõn-
da uutest modellidest, 1934, 30 Dec; Moedaami uperpalle, 1934, 
11 Nov). Fabric bags were considered as fashionable as leather 
ones but cheaper, and as made by order or at home, the coor-
dination with the outfit was said to be easier (Moodsaid käekotte 
aplikatsioon ja madalpiste tehnikas, 1932, 3; Riidest käekotte, 1934, 
10). Still, leather bags were more desired.

61
A type of stiff fabric, either knit or woven, with raised designs includ-
ing cords, wales, waffles, or patterns. 
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In 1936, the price of leather bags was perceived as inex-
pensive, and as a result, the variety of styles, colours and leather 
types increased significantly (1936. a. käetasku, 1936, 8 Mar). 
As the exterior of day bags in the second half of the 1930s 
was rather simple and modest, leather bags had none or only 
a few ornaments. The material, its texture and surface became 
the most relevant décor of an elegant leather handbag. Exotic 
leathers with natural grain, such as snake, crocodile, ostrich and 
fish, were valued more highly and considered an aristocratic and 
elegant choice (Moe sepikojas keeb töö alalõpmata, 1938, 29 May; 
Elegantsed käsitaskud, 1939, 11). Simple exterior, practical size 
and capacity and compartmentalised interior started to signi-
fy a respectable, sophisticated and elegant handbag (1936. a. 
käetasku, 1936, 8 Mar; Käetasku, 24 Mar).

Figure 105. An image 
presenting the cost of an 
outfit of a fashionable lady 
who carries a crocodile leather 
clutch (Palju maksab teie 
abikaasa, 1930, 21 June)
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From 1929 to the end of the period, it was announced that 
accessories are an essential part of an outfit, from which a bag 
was an inevitable accessory for a woman (Uusimat kõige uuemast, 
1929, 8 Apr). In 1935, the elegance of a look was said to be 
dependent on fashion accessories. Handbags were considered 
the most relevant and powerful features of everyday fashion, 
so essential that they were considered ornamental decorations 
of costumes (Pisiasjad on tähtsad, 1935, 24 Nov; Lady, 1935 
7/8; Pilk daami garderoobi i-punktidele, 1935, 14 Apr; Moodne 
käsitasku, 1940, 21 Apr: 7; Moodsaid pisiasju, 1940, 10 March; 
Moejumala uus garderoob, 1939, 2). 

An ensemble of accessories, including a handbag, fulfilled 
the task of enlivening the wardrobe. It was recognised that only 
coordinated accessories refined an outfit to perfection (Uusimat 
kõige uuemast, 1929, 8 Apr; Moodsa naise käsitasku ja selle sises-
tu, 1929, 25 Nov; Heegeldatud vöö ja käetasku, 1934, 7/8; Mis 
on – petits riens, 1934, 9 Dec). Small accessories became even 
more important than clothes; it was suggested that having a 
previous season dress or coat but a new handbag and shoes is 
more desirable than vice versa (Mis on – petits riens 1934, 9 
Dec; Peegliga kindad ja mitmekordsed käsitaskud, 1938, 11 Dec). 
Outfit enlivening accessories presented the wearer’s personality 
and uniqueness, well-chosen accessories made the lady elegant 
(Pilk daami garderoobi i-punktidele, 1935, 14 Apr). 

The importance of handbags grew over time. On the one 
hand, these were practical necessities for carrying everyday 
items. On the other hand, handbags communicated statements 
of wealth, good taste, knowledge of trends and, above all, the 
elegance of the owner. 

Conclusion
The historical research revealed that fashion news placed atten-
tion mostly on the appearance of bags, including their form, 
silhouette, materials and decoration. Practicality was evaluated 
by comparing the capacity of the bag to the necessities carried 
inside.  

The most presented shape of a day bag from the beginning 
to the end of the period was rectangular. It grew in size over 
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time and had different proportions, but the shape was never out 
of fashion. Round or angled cut-off corners were alternatives 
to the simple form now and then. Also, the silhouette of a flap 
was a relevant component livening up the shape of the bag.

The favoured day bag of the period had flat sides, and 
looked slim, whether empty or full. This kind of bag had a 
simple construction, consisting of front and back panels, usu-
ally stiffened and reinforced, soft gussets and a base with a flap, 
frame or zip closure.

Except for the second half of the 1920s, when bags were 
without handles, one or two short handles accompanied most 
of the day bags and were considered the most functional. At the 
same time, many other handle types were tested over 22 years. 
Shoulder straps, bracelet-shaped handles, wrist-handles, also 
bags hanging from a belt appeared fashionable in the 1930s. 
The most popular and consistent type for holding a bag were 
short handles, but as not the only mainstream option during 
the period, it cannot be said that the short handle is a classic 
feature of bags.

Both fabric and leather bags were represented in the pe-
riodicals, and the variety of materials for bags grew over the 
years and was dependent on shifts in fashion. Exotic leathers 
were one of the favourites over the years. Also, good quality 
goat and calf leathers were valued.

Handbag colours and decoration varied over time, also de-
pendent on fashion. When a fashionable costume was simple 
and one colour, the bag was highly decorated to accentuate 
the outfit. When a costume had a complicated cut and smooth 
lines, the bag was simple with a textured surface. Decoration 
techniques also changed over time and were coordinated with 
those used for clothing. It was impossible to detect repeating 
patterns or motifs over the years. 

Some colours, including black, brown, beige and grey, were 
the most used because these were easy to coordinate with most 
outfits.

According to Estonian written media from the 1920s to 
the 1940s, a ‘perfect’ handbag representing this period must 
look elegant, meaning that it needed to be attractive and at the 
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same time present a good sense of style. An elegant lady needed 
a slim flat handbag that matched the whole outfit. A perfect 
bag was key to acceptance in society.

There are three major aspects when describing socially ac-
ceptable classic handbags according to the Estonian periodicals 
from 1918 to 1940:

1. The shape and construction of a classic bag are simple. The bag is 
flat, with stiffened front and back panels and slim, never overloaded.
2. The material of a classic handbag is valuable, high quality and 
expensive.
3. A classic bag is a relevant and attractive part of a lady’s outfit, co-
ordinated with other accessories and the costume.

The other characteristics, for example, the existence of a handle 
or handles or the way the bag is carried, also the colour, pattern 
and decorations on bags changed over the period and were de-
pendent on trends and changing fashion lines.

If we extend the period, it can be noticed that these three 
aspects appear in the history of bags repeatedly. For example, 
handbags of the 1950s looked slim and stiff and were made of 
expensive materials. These handbags were coordinated with 
other accessories and outfits. The 1980s power dressing adored 
flat briefcase-like bags with formal outfits and expensive exotic 
materials added value to the style. The affordance of a leather 
handbag in times of economic crisis in the 1970s and 1980s 
presented the wealth of the wearer. The coordination of bags, 
other accessories and clothing have been the basis of elegant 
style throughout the twentieth century.

The classic bag is a message, an attractive statement that 
presents good taste and communicates elegance and luxury. It 
demonstrates the owner’s style and wealth.
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4.3.2 

Design Source

The research on classic bags of the 1920s and 1930s revealed 
several characteristics typical to the period. According to the 
periodicals, a classic handbag was a relevant and appealing part 
of a lady’s outfit, coordinated with other accessories and the cos-
tume. In brief, a classic bag was an attractive signifier of good 
taste that carried the message of elegance and luxury. The most 
common characteristics were simple shape and construction, a 
classic bag was flat, with stiffened front and back panels and 
slim, never overloaded. The material of a classic handbag was 
valuable and expensive. I applied all the characteristics to the 
creative collection in which every bag draws its explicit inspira-
tion from the images of historical handbags from the periodicals. 

Historical classic bags inspired the following design prin-
ciples:

1. Simple flat construction
2. Expensive high-quality material

As the second collection of bags celebrated the centenary of 
the Leather Art Department, the concept concentrated on the 
characteristics of traditional leather craft in Estonia. The most 
specific features were articulated during a souvenir workshop in 
spring 2016 with MA students in the Department of Leather 
Art. In addition, my own experience and emotions after writing 
an overview of the history of the Department of Leather Art 
for the publication to celebrate the centenary (Päeva, 2017, 
pp. 6–69) influenced the results. Accordingly, the collection 
followed the most relevant and persistent features characterising 
Estonian leather art over one hundred years: 

1. Preferable material is vegetable-tanned leather 
2. Frequent use of leather decorating techniques for ornamentation
3. The most used/associated colour is brown; in the case of bags the 
caramel shade is the most popular
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The selected material for the collection coincided with historical 
characteristics. The vegetable-tanned leather was pre-coloured, 
caramel in colour and with a naturally smooth surface, where 
small imperfections, wrinkles and the veins of the animal skin 
were still visible. A contemporary and novel look was achieved 
by developing construction flatness into an extreme and apply-
ing laser processing for both cutting and ornament. 

4.3.3 

Description 
of the Prototypes

The second collection of the thesis, called Bags for Collectors Only, 
presents three bags in different carrying modes: (1) handbag, (2) 
shoulder bag and (3) clutch. The handbag is the largest, while 
the clutch is the smallest. Altogether 17 bags (six handbags 
and clutches and five shoulder bags) were produced to fulfil 
the orders.
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Figure 106. Front view of the 
handbag (Photo by Jaana Süld)
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Handbag
Measurements: 37 cm (H) x 37 cm (L) x 0 cm (W)62 
Handbag is a square-shaped bag with round corners and cut-out han-
dles (Figure 106). The bag has no lining or closure.

The handbag has similar laser engraved ornament on both front 
and back panels. There are texts on the front panel: on the upper 
left corner, ‘EKA nahakunsti osakond 100’ [The Department of 
Leather Art of EAA 100] and the upper right corner ‘Igavesti 
noor / Forever Young’ (in Estonian and English). The logo of 
EAA (Figure 107) is engraved on the small flag label on the 
bottom left corner of the handbag.

Figure 107. Logo of the 
Estonian Academy of Arts in 
2017

62
The main bag measurements consist of height (H), i.e. a measure 
from a base up to a top edge, length (L), i.e. a measure from one side 
to another and width (W), i.e. a measure from the front to back panel 
(see Section 4.1, fig. 8). 
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1. The round-corner silhouette was inspired by similar bags of the 
1930s, where round corners soften the look of the handbags (Figure 
108).
2. The cut-out handle was inspired by bags with handles that are fixed 
on the panels or integrated into them (Figure 109).

Figure 108. An everyday 
handbag with round base 
corners and triangular flap 
(J. Tallikas, 1938 19 June) and 
a framed silk evening bag 
with round corners and silver 
embroidery (Mõningaid töid 
virkadele näppudele, 1931, 1)

Figure 109. A soft shopping 
bag with round handles (Nr. 2, 3. 
Käekotid, 1924, 6 Feb) and a stiff 
square bag with round handles 
(Viimane mood, 1936, 11) 
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3. The engraved pattern of folds on the front and back panels was in-
spired by decorative folds (Figure 110). These folds on historical bags 
remained more ornamental than functional because of the stiffened 
panels underneath. Striping with a different frequency was used when 
engraving folds on the handbag to mimic shadows and light.
4. The triangular ornamental line on the surface of the panels mimics 
the typical proportions of a square-shaped 1920s bag design (Figure 
111). The cut-out handle follows the triangular line to emphasise the 
drawing on the leather.

 

Figure 110. A leather bag 
with decorative folds and 
round upper corners (Moodne 
käsitasku, 1940, 21 April); a 
cross-stitch covered zipped 
handbag with decorative folds 
on the front panel and round 
lower corners (II Ristpistes 
õmmeldud käekott, 1939, 12)

 
Figure 111. A square bag with 
a triangular line on the surface 
and vertical lines mimicking 
folds (Mida kannab Wiin, 1928, 
3 Sept)
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Figure 112. Front view of the 
shoulder bag (Photo by Jaana 
Süld)
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Shoulder bag
Measurements: 20 cm (H) x 18 cm (L) x 0 cm (W)
The shoulder bag is a frame-mimicking rectangular bag with a 124 
cm long shoulder strap (Figure 112). The bag has no lining and can 
be closed with the help of a small ornamental flap. Four screw-rivets 
are used to fix the flap and the strap. 

The body of the bag is made of a single piece of leather, and the 
pattern of the front and back panels is the same, depicting a 
framed handbag with fringes. The texts ‘EKA nahakunsti osakond 
100’ / ‘EAA Leather Art 100’ and ‘Igavesti noor’ / ‘Forever Young’ 
(both in Estonian and English) and EAA logo are engraved on 
the ornamental flap on the front panel (Figure 113). 
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Figure 113. Two shoulder bags 
in a pile.
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1. The shoulder bag drew inspiration from a handbag found in the 
published media in 1917, the year that the Department of Leather 
Art was established (Figure 114). The original bag is a framed em-
broidered fabric bag with fringes, but this shoulder bag is made of 
leather following the silhouette of the original bag.
2. Instead of the floral pattern on the original bag, a drawing that 
resembles the frame, folds and fringes was preferred.
3. The shape of the closure of the bag was inspired by ornamental tabs 
and simple closures typical to the handbags of the historical period 
(Figure 115).

 

          

Figure 114. Sketch of a 
handbag from 1917 (Nr. 5. 
Käekott, 1917, 20 Dec) 

Figure 115. A tab as a small 
flap to close the bag (Linane 
käekott, 1935, 4) and a bag with 
an ornamental tab (Uusimat 
kõige uuemast, 1929, 8 Ap
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Figure 116. Front view of the 
clutch (Photo by Jaana Süld)
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Clutch
Measurements: 13 cm (H) x 23 cm (L) x 0 cm (W)
Clutch is a small rectangular bag with cut-off corners and no handle 
(Figure 116). The bag has no lining but two mushroom studs as a 
closure.

The clutch is folded from one piece of leather and has different 
ornaments on both sides. There are no texts on the front panel, 
but the text ‘Igavesti noor’ / ‘Forever Young’ (both in Estonian 
and English) is on the back panel on the engraved image of the 
drawstring (Figure 117). As I made six clutches, a version with 
the logo of the celebrations (designed by Kerstin Raidma) on 
the front panel was also prepared (Figure 119).
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Figure 117. Back view of the 
clutch (Photo by Jaana Süld)
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1. The clutch was inspired by flat envelope style bags with gussets for 
better opening (Figure 118).
2. The rectangular silhouette of the bag has cut-off corners typically 
seen in the simple clutches of the period (Figure 120).
3. The ornament was inspired by flat handbags and drawstring closures 
of the 1930s (Figure 121). The engraved drawing achieves the look of 
an open bag: gussets wide open, drawstring closure loose and part of 
the inside of the bag is visible.

Figure 118. A framed clutch 
open (Moepildi pudemeid, 1938, 
6)
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Figure 119. A clutch containing 
the logo of the centenary on 
the front panel
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Figure 120.Bags with cut-off 
corners (Isevalmistatud käekott, 
1939, 5; Käsitasku, 1930, 3)

Figure 121. A drawstring bag 
(Linane südasuve moetrump, 
1936, 12 July)
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4.3.4 

Reflections on Bag 
Making

Designing and making bags informed by classic handbags of 
the 1920s and 1930s inspired me to test the qualities of a 
material which presents the classic characteristics of bags and 
technical solutions instead of artisan skills to gain better results 
in finishing the bags.

Vegetable-tanned 
leather

I selected vegetable-tanned leather for the case to refer to the 
leather tradition and luxury according to the history of the 
Department of Leather Art.

Vegetable-tanned leather is an expensive high-quality 
material. The tanning process of this kind of leather is chro-
mium-free, using natural tannic acids. It is considered to be 
environmentally sustainable compared to the wider used chrome 
tanning, but the production process is longer and therefore 
makes the outcome more expensive. Vegetable-tanned leather 
has high durability and strength and is biodegradable. The 
tanning process provides a unique appearance with shades and 
nuances forming a patina when exposed to the environment and 
the distinct sweet fragrance commonly associated with leather. 

Besides the smell, visual and tactile characteristics, such 
as colour and texture, other physical characteristics of the ma-
terial were relevant to succeed in making simple flat bags. The 
most relevant of these was the rigidity of the material to hold 
the form without reinforcement. This means that the leather 
should stand vertically like a sheet of cardboard, unwrinkled and 
straight. Compared to chrome-tanned leather, which is always 
softer, vegetable-tanned leather can be sturdy and less pliable, 
so it helps to maintain a flatness of the form, integrity of the 
silhouette and avoids stretching out both cut-out handles and 
the interior. In this case, thickness mattered to emphasise the 
effect of flatness and stiffness.
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Finally, a vegetable-tanned caramel-shaded leather with a 
thickness of 2.0–2.2 mm was selected for the collection as the 
most suitable of the available leather types. It was full-grain, 
coloured and processed to be water and stain repellent. 

Laser processing
As I intended to make multiple copies of these ornamented 
bags, I needed an efficient technique for high-quality results 
and selected laser processing. 

There are three possible processing modes: cutting, line 
cutting and engraving. While the cutting mode is used for pat-
tern cutting, the other two are for surface decoration. Engraving 
means that a marked space is automatically covered with paral-
lel lines although the width between these is adjustable. Line 
cutting means covering selected areas with separately engraved 
lines. In the case of line cutting, the unfixed angle of the lines 
enables the design of complicated patterns of lines. The result 
of both modes resembles traditional pyrography because the 
lines are burned into the uppermost layer of the leather leaving 
a two-shade textured surface.

Laser processing makes it possible to cut curved, compli-
cated silhouettes and is precise in cutting small round exterior 
and interior angles. The thickness of the material is not an 
obstacle, unlike with manual approaches. It also allows for en-
graving (line cut) with small scale texts and dense ornament. 
Both actions are impossible to achieve by hand, because of the 
capabilities of manual tools. 

Laser processing is suitable for a smooth surface with no 
texture. All cuts leave dark brown imprints, thereby the vis-
ibility of the ornamentation on the leather can be a problem. 
The darker the leather, the less visible the decoration. A major 
shortcoming of laser cutting leather is the burnt smut leftovers 
on the edges and surfaces, which is why it is necessary to use 
leather that can be cleaned afterwards. Raw edges can be waxed 
after laser processing.

Another shortcoming of laser cutting is the waste of the 
material. In the case of large bags and multiple pattern pieces, 
leather has to be divided into several separate segments to fit 
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the working area of the machine, and the laser machine needs 
extra space around the pattern pieces for safe and successful cuts.

The second creative case tested my ability to select materials 
for the results I was looking for and required advanced skills in 
preparing and applying laser processing on the leather.

4.3.5 

Feedback Analysis

The aim of the audience feedback for the second creative case 
was to find out how the classic characteristics of bags from the 
1920s and 1930s were perceived and understood when applied 
to contemporary designs in 2017. The feedback relies on eleven 
covert observations and seven semi-structured interviews (Pat-
ton, 1980; Morse, 2012). The methods and process for collecting 
and analysing the feedback are explained thoroughly in Section 
3.3 (Data Collection Methods) and earlier in Chapter 4, Section 
4.1.3 (Collecting and Analysing Audience Feedback).

Reflection on the 
displays

The collection was on display for sale at the Estonian Museum 
of Applied Art and Design shop (Figure 122) and the oldest 
and most prestigious department store Kaubamaja in their shoe 
department (Figure 123). Bags for Collectors Only was presented 
among other bags or similar goods as items for everyday life 
without any specific context hinting at the background or the 
ongoing research project. Therefore, the success of the second 
creative case depended on its noticeable design that had to 
capture the attention of the consumers first in order to derive 
any information from and generate the meanings of the bags. 

Covert observations (Patton, 1980, p. 130) revealed that 
museum visitors experienced first the exhibitions and exhibits 
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and were interested in historical overviews63 relating to the 
displays. The Kaubamaja customers were more pragmatic in 
mood, window shopping or searching for new shoes or bags. 
My observation notes indicated that people visiting Kaubama-
ja sighted the collection from a distance, and the bags were 
observed more often than most of the surrounding products.

63
Besides ’EKA nahk 100‘ a new permanent exhibition of Estonian ap-
plied art ’Collected Works‘ and ’European Cultural Lifestyle in Ceram-
ics From Baroque until Today‘ were also exhibited at the museum at 
the same time as the bags were on display.

Figure 122. Display at the 
museum shop of the Estonian 
Museum of Applied Art and 
Design



252Creative Cases 

Figure 123. Display at 
Kaubamaja

The observations aimed to monitor customer behaviour upon 
noticing the bags. People first stopped to look; some stayed 
longer and touched the bags. A common first step for how the 
customers experienced the bags was touching the engraved 
surface and squeezing an upper edge of a bag between index 
finger and thumb. Their initial response to the collection pre-
sented interest in the qualities and the origin of the material 
used. Then, after picking up a bag, twirling it, examining it 
from different angles and opening it to peek inside was the next 
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step for both those who were observed and interviewed. When 
holding the bags, all interviewees, except Interviewee 4, looked 
inside the bag first.  Their aim besides checking out the interior 
was to test how the bags opened. Only then did they explore the 
surface, touched it and perceived the tactile differences between 
areas with and without laser engraved patterns.

Perception 
of the collection

The second creative case allowed both visual examination and 
tactile interaction with the bags, thereby the following analysis 
concentrates on the form, surface and use related characteristics 
of the bags revealed during the conducted interviews. 

The feedback process demonstrated that the most charac-
teristic aspects of form – flatness and slimness – were noticed by 
all the interviewees. The bags were considered simple in their 
shape and construction (interviews 2, 3, 6, 7). Interviewee 3 
believed that the bags were functional but explained the flatness 
as sketchy and mock-up-like. Interviewee 2 explained the flat-
ness as from a cartoon, as an animated drawing; especially in the 
case of the shoulder bag. The stiffness of the forms was pointed 
out by Interviewees 2 and 4. Interviewee 4 considered the bags 
stiff and boxy, hence inconvenient for carrying. Interviewee 1 
declared the handbag surprisingly heavyweight in contrast to 
Interviewee 2 who found the bags light.

The material and its colour support the reference of the 
form. According to Vihma (1995, pp. 93–95), the material 
refers to the quality of the product and a typical colour can 
characterise or help to categorise the product. The tactile ex-
periences of the interviewees and observation results revealed 
a clear interest in the material of the bags. The leather was 
recognised albeit with some hesitation because of the stiffness 
(interview 2). As the edges of the leather were cut by laser, 
resulting in a darker shade of brown, it resembled timber or 
plywood for Interviewee 4. She usually sensed leather as soft, 
textured and voluminous not stiff in itself but reinforced or 
stiffened if necessary. Interviewees 5, 6 and 7 stated that the 
colour brown attracted their attention. Interviewee 6 found 
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the colour outstanding and the shade beautiful. She explained 
that caramel brown seemed a spectacular colour for her because 
most people wear black, and therefore for her brown tended to 
be a ‘colourful’ choice. By contrast, the caramel brown colour 
of the leather was unbearable for Interviewee 5. She described 
the colour as reminding her of caramel candy, Halloween or 
ripened pumpkins, and associated it too much with the leather 
art products from a factory in the small town of Viljandi, where 
she had grown up. The colour reminded her of the 1980s, the 
years of her childhood, when brown notebooks were considered 
a fine gift and could be found in every home. The brown col-
our, referring to traditional Estonian leather art, was repeated 
during the pre-evaluation, where the commentators mentioned 
associations with the leather products of the 1980s, which was 
the heyday of leather art in Estonia. Concurrently, the collection 
was reminiscent of contemporary Estonian design and craft for 
Interviewee 6. 

Laser processing attracted attention several times (inter-
views 1, 3, 7). Interviewees 1 and 3 considered laser engraving 
a novel decorative technique on bags. Interviewee 3 added that 
laser processing was quite popular on leather design products. 
For her, this concept was novel; she loved the idea of a design 
sketched straight on the material instead of a piece of paper. 
For interviewee 7, the first glance at the laser lines on the sur-
face reminded her of flat bags with a net of slits that provide 
volume when the form of the bag is stretched out, but on closer 
inspection the cuts turned out to be just ornamental and bags 
remained flat. She liked the idea; for her, the flatness was a plus, 
not a minus. The engraved texts and logos on the bags drew 
attention in two interviews. Interviewee 1 pointed out that she 
loved the use of the EAA logo, and interviewee 7 saw the texts 
appearing as messages, especially in the case of the shoulder 
bag, where these were in a central position.

Besides the visual and tactile senses, the smell can also 
influence a user’s perception (Karana, 2009). Smell refers to the 
material and the material refers to the quality of a product. The 
bags in the second case were made of vegetable-tanned leath-
er that has a distinct fragrance, often considered ‘the scent of 
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real leather’,64 which provided an opportunity to examine the 
importance of smell in the perception of bags. However, the 
observations in the two different locations and the feedback 
interviews showed no interest in the odour of the bags. In the 
museum shop, although the bags were the only leather prod-
ucts, the fragrance was not intense enough to evoke emotional 
responses. In Kaubamaja’s shoe department, the smell of leather 
was constant, and it was impossible to detect the origin of the 
smell. Also, it is known that continued exposure to the fragrance 
of a product reduces its perceived intensity; typically the rapid 
loss of odour intensity occurs within 5–10 seconds (Cardello 
and Wise, 2007, p. 104). This was the approximate time it took 
to reach the display of the bags from the entrance. None of the 
interviewees mentioned any connection between the material 
of the bags and the smell. 

The interviews revealed perceptions of the modes of use and 
style, which, according to Vihma (1995, pp. 93–101), can refer 
to a certain period of time, a sub-culture, a local tradition, a 
social event or a lifestyle. As the bags were displayed empty and 
no one tried to put anything inside, the problem of overloading 
or stretching the bags out came up only when discussing the 
practicality of the handbags. The bags were considered function-
al (interviews 1, 6) and at the same time impractical (interview 
4). For example, Interviewee 1 justified the functionality of 
the bag as taking minimal space and both Interviewees 1 and 
6 acknowledged the clarity of the bags’ function. Interviewees 
4 and 5 noted that they could not imagine using the bags 
themselves because they need to carry many more things with 
them daily than is possible to fit into any of these bags. The 
two considered volume and easy handling essential qualities 
of handbags. Interviewees 4 and 6 guessed that because of the 
impracticality, the bags were not for everyday use. In contrast, 
interviewee 7 thought that these bags were sufficiently practical. 
The missing volume was not a problem in her case, because she 

64
Historically, the fragrance of leather originated from compounds 
used in the tanning process. At present, the production itself is prac-
tically odour-free, but the leather smell called ’leather essence‘ is 
added chemically to the leather (Dannecker, 2008, p. 75).
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always carries an additional bag with her if she has more things 
with her. The handbag was considered suitable for carrying doc-
uments or a laptop, meant for those who deal with papers and 
documents, such as office clerks and lecturers (interview 1). The 
shoulder bag was perceived as the most ladylike, feminine and 
luxurious, and the clutch was considered proper for visiting the 
theatre, a party or some event but still universal and suitable for 
anyone (interview 1). The collection was appropriate for those 
who know their style and are confident about it (interviews 
2, 6), for those who wear classic costumes and position them-
selves away from fast fashion and famous brands (interview 5). 
These bags were considered original by Interviewees 2, 4 and 
6, and therefore suitable for culture vultures and creative people 
(interviews 2, 4). Interviewee 2 enlarged upon her opinion, 
explaining that there were no similar bags available, and these 
were not bags for mass production. Interviewee 4 perceived the 
bags as different and intriguing, and Interviewee 6 saw them 
as unusual bags as pure art, obviously art creations not just 
shiny handbags. Finally, these bags were considered suitable 
for wealthy Kalamaja-type65 folk, who love vintage and value 
expensive good-quality products (interviews 4, 6). Interviewee 
7 found the bags to combine vintage and modern styles. At 
first sight, they seemed minimalist, but ornament referring 
to volume made them more vintage for her. The shoulder bag 
reminded her of framed bags that she had bought from flea 
markets now and then. Some of the interviewees imagined these 
bags coordinated with their costumes (interviews 3, 7). Some 
were convinced that the bags did not suit their style as being 
too elegant (interviews 2, 4, 5). Finally, two contradictory ideas 
were proposed for carrying the bags: first, to attract attention 
and therefore to be able to answer the questions about the bag 
(interviews 2, 3) and second, to turn attention to oneself, to 
boost one’s confidence and to motivate yourself (interview 3).

In conclusion, the feedback on the second creative collection 
determined that simple and flat bags were considered functional 
but impractical; the collection was perceived as different from 

65
A district in Tallinn often called the local ’hipsterville‘.
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ordinary, physically appealing, original and decorative. The bags 
were associated with creative, wealthy people, who acknowledge 
vintage styles and value good quality design. Leather, as the 
primary material for the bags, was recognised and admired as 
a suitable underlying material for laser engraving but not as an 
expensive high-quality material in itself. The caramel brown 
shade of the leather evoked contradictory emotions that were 
mainly dependent on personal taste, memories and experienc-
es. The laser-engraved ornament was perceived as original and 
intriguing, and the created patterns were said to communicate 
a vintage vibe and sketch-like easiness. 

4.3.6 

Conclusion

The second case of the thesis focused on the classic character-
istics of bag design. Historical research defined the features of 
handbags that stood the test of time and remained unchanged 
from 1918 to 1940 according to the selected Estonian period-
icals of the period. The revealed characteristics were applied as 
input for the second creative case.  A collection of three bags was 
completed, displayed and then commented on by seven inter-
viewees. This section concludes the findings and compares the 
meanings that the applied classic characteristics communicated.

According to the selected Estonian periodicals from 1918 to 
1940, several characteristics of bags emerged and remained the 
same over the period, forming the basis for the classic handbag. 
In short, it is apparent in the periodicals that an elegant lady 
needed an attractive but simple bag that matched the whole 
outfit and was coordinated with other accessories and her cos-
tume. Moreover, a socially acceptable handbag was flat and slim, 
with stiffened front and back panels, and never overloaded. The 
shape and construction of classic bags were simple; the attrac-
tiveness of a handbag was often achieved through high-quality 
material. The research revealed that a stiff and slim form and an 
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expensive, valuable and attractive material connoted elegance 
and luxury, therefore presenting the owners’ style and wealth. 
The continuous use of these characteristics through the period 
refer to timelessness and cultural relevance and hence form the 
basic appearance of a classic handbag.

The second creative collection of the thesis Bags for Collec-
tors Only interpreted the abovementioned characteristics. The 
Leather Art Department of the Estonian Academy of Arts com-
missioned a set of three bags for their centenary celebrations. 
The bags were considered promotional products and had to 
be contemporary with traditional features bringing together 
handbag classics and 100 years of Estonian leather craft. Their 
simple silhouette and flat construction were inspired by the 
bags of the 1920s and 1930s. The material – vegetable-tanned 
caramel brown leather – was selected to be reminiscent of the 
high-quality material of traditional leather craft. Laser engrav-
ing, used on every bag for ornamentation, was selected as a 
contemporary technique reminding of traditional pyrography. 
The decoration was inspired by historical bags from the peri-
odicals of the period; it depicted volume and capacity on the 
flat panels of bags.

The audience feedback showed that the slim, flat and stiff 
shape of the bags of the second creative case was the most no-
ticed and commented characteristic of the bags. The conflict 
between the slim bags and the need to carry more things – to 
overload these bags – was the main issue. The contradiction 
existed already in the 1920s and 1930s when slim bags commu-
nicated elegance because they potentially represented a wealthy 
housewife with a busy social life and possibilities to change 
handbags or things inside them during the day. As the need 
for multiple personal items in bags increased with the growth 
of the different roles women had to fulfil during the day, a 
working lady gaining elegance and acceptance had to sort out 
indispensable things and to be able to carry a bag that did not 
appear to bulge. This conflict exists still; according to most of 
the interviewees, the minimal capacity of the bags required an 
additional bag or reducing the amount and volume of every-
day belongings. As contemporary fashion allows us to choose 
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between many sizes and capacities, the willingness to control 
a person’s need for belongings in a bag is nowadays dependent 
on the wishes of the bag owner only. The feedback revealed the 
relativity of practicality in the contemporary world. 

Both the fabric and leather bags were represented in the 
periodicals of the 1920s and 1930s, but only luxurious and 
high-quality materials were used for the classic daytime bags. 
Exotic leathers were one of the favourites over the years. In 
addition, high-quality goat and calf leathers were also valued 
but ornament and textures were dependent on fashion changes. 
Classic colours included black, brown, beige and grey as the 
most popular for coordinating with an outfit. The material of 
the bags of the second creative case was high-quality leather, but 
on average, people’s ability to identify and sense materials and 
to distinguish expensive from cheap materials using visual and 
tactile senses is lessened compared to people in the past. This 
may be explained by developments in the material sciences, the 
appearance of leather has changed, and alternative substitutes 
have modified our perception. The comparison of similar goods 
during the observations revealed that the surface textures of 
artificial leather looked like traditional classic full-grain cow-
hides and the thickness and softness also resembled genuine 
leather. Therefore, artificial leather looked real even more than 
the real leather itself. The leather industry regularly develops 
new surfaces, textures and colouring possibilities, intending to 
offer a wide variety of differently finished leather for every taste. 
Besides producing high-quality leathers, increasing attention 
goes to upcycling leather waste and low-quality leathers. Even 
from a practitioner’s viewpoint, it is complicated to recognise 
full-grain leathers from less valuable coated splits. In a nutshell, 
visual and tactile investigation of leathers alone does not always 
reveal the quality or even origin of the material.66 Previous 
knowledge and experience are valuable assets nowadays. 

66
For example, materials made of pineapple leaves (Piñatex) or mush-
rooms (MuSkin) look like leather despite declaring they are vegan 
and offer an alternative to animal leathers.



The colour and finishing of the leather for the bags of the 
second creative case was chosen to emphasise the natural origin 
of the material and refer to leather art. The colour and ornament 
on the contemporary bags turned out to be important indica-
tors in the audience feedback. These were compared to basics 
and trends, imagined to be coordinated with the interviewees’ 
costumes or personal styles and evoked memories and caused 
metaphorical comparisons. 

In conclusion, the perception of the bags, their material, 
colour and ornament are dependent on both visual and tactile 
experiences; the sense of smell was not as relevant feature in the 
perception of the bags as I had thought. The tactile quality of a 
material is less important than experiences and emotions from 
previous contacts with similar-looking or feeling material in 
terms of colour or ornament. Connotations emerged through 
memories and resemblances to former experiences and hence 
proved Vihma’s (1995, pp. 9397) theory of the importance of 
similarities as iconic signs.

Bags for Collectors Only was not said to be classic, the word 
was not mentioned. Nevertheless, according to the interviews, 
the potential owner of these simple and extremely slim bags 
is stylish, cares about her appearance, values vintage, quality 
design and products, and is probably quite wealthy. The descrip-
tion is similar to that of an elegant lady, the owner of a classic 
slim handbag of the 1920s and 1930s. It can be concluded that 
the classic characteristics of the bags, such as slimness, flatness 
and strict shape, still evoke similar perceptions as in the 1920s 
and 1930s.

Last, the observations of the bags revealed a relevant point 
in experiencing them. After being visually engaged, the first 
tactile encounter was to look inside. The interior of the bag, 
however predictable it was, interested people the most. 
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4.4

Case 3: Local

The third creative case aims to find specific features of handbag 
design, which can be identified as ‘Estonian design’ and to ex-
amine these local characteristics focusing on the meanings they 
evoke. The case starts with research on Estonian periodicals from 
1918 to 1940 and continues with museum handbags. This is 
followed by the creation of a collection of bags called Bags for 
Me that utilises local characteristics found in the aforementioned 
historical period for the contemporary context. The analysis of 
the audience feedback reveals how the Estonian-specific fea-
tures of the bags are perceived and offers new knowledge on 
understanding the expectations and needs of modern bag users.

4.4.1 

Local Bags of the 
1920s and 1930s

The handbag, as an essential component of a costume, was 
explicitly related to fashion and featured in fashion news. Es-
tonian-origin periodicals consisted of both local and interna-
tional handbag design news. Local articles and advertisements 
published between the 1920s and 1930s were examined. The 
research continued by studying bags from the collections of the 
Museum of Estonian History [Eesti Ajaloomuuseum], Tallinn City 
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Museum [Tallinna Linnamuuseum] and the Estonian Museum of 
Applied Art and Design [Eesti Tarbekunsti ja Disainimuuseum] 
to gain in-depth knowledge on local know-how. In addition 
to the museums’ handbags, my private collection of historical 
bags was added to the analysis to grasp as wide a spectrum of 
the handbags made and carried between 1918 and 1940.

The methods for collecting and analysing the historical 
research materials are explained thoroughly in subsection 4.1.1 
(Methods of Collecting and Analysing Historical Data) in Chap-
ter 4.

Local handbags in 
periodicals

Estonian periodicals communicated both local and international 
handbag design news originating mainly from Vienna, Paris 
and London (e.g. Viini moekiri, 1928, 4 Apr; Pariisi moekiri, 
1928, 15 Oct; Kas teate, et, 1937, 23 May; Milliseid moeuud-
iseid toob London, 1936, 22 Mar). The names of designers or 
brands appeared only at the end of the 1930s. Handbag designs 
were first described and mentioned in the collections of Maggy 
Rouff (Kostüüm sügismoe A ja O, 1937, 5 Sept), Blanche et Simon 
(Moenädalaringvaadet, 1937, 11 July) and Schiaparelli (Mida kä-
sevad moemajad, 1937, 12 Sept). The most frequently mentioned 
designer was Edith from Paris; she focused only on producing 
leather accessories, such as shoes, bags, belts and gloves, under 
the brand name Henry à la Pensee (Kas teate, et, 1938, 30 Jan; 
Moenädalaringvaadet, 1938, 31 July).

Images of handbags supposedly made by Estonian com-
panies as part of the fashion news appeared first in 1924. An 
advertisement belonging to a company A. Berg67 was published 
containing several images of bags (A. Berg, 1924, 1), but the 
same image appeared again in one of the selected magazines as 
anonymous fashion news with commentaries on the bags only 
(Image, 1924, 2; Figure 124). 

67
Peennahatööstus J. Berg [Fine Leatherwork Enterprise J. Berg] was 
established in 1920 and located at 30 Harju Street in Tallinn. The 
workshop concentrated on producing fashionable fine leatherwork 
and travel goods (ERA 891.2.1331; ERA 969.4.991).



Figure 124. An advertisement 
of A. Berg’s workshop (A. Berg, 
1924, 1)

Figure 125. An advertisement 
for the fine leatherwork 
enterprise K. Haupt contained 
the same image with the 
same heading ’Fashionable 
leather handbags‘ that had 
been published in the same 
magazine Maret three months 
earlier without comments 
(Moodsaid nahast käekotte, 
1935, 8)
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A similar situation occured when an image of fashionable leather 
handbags was first published without any information about 
the designer or manufacturer (Moodsaid nahast käekotte, 1935, 
5), and then an advertisement for the company of K. Haupt68 
containing the same image (Moodsaid nahast käekotte, 1935, 8) 
appeared three months later (Figure 125).

A third article using images of local companies appeared 
in 1936 and featured three handbags from Adolf Päts’ produc-
tion69 (Käetasku, 1936, 24 March). All three examples presented 
modern handbags that followed international fashion trends and 
had no visual features differentiating them from bags of foreign 
origin. Several articles from the time noted that customer de-
mand for the latest fashion was strong and local entrepreneurs 
struggled to follow the ever-changing new trends. Contacts and 
visits to fashion centres were obligatory, and new products were 
completed before the new season started (Mida pakuvad Tartu 
ärid inventuur-väljamüügil, 1935, 15 Jan; Revolutsioon sadulsepa- 
ja peennahatööstuses, 1936, 3 Feb; Moodsate nahatööde sünnikohas, 
1939, 31 March). Konstantin Essenson, the master of handbags 
at Adolf Päts’ factory, explained that it was not reasonable to copy 
foreign models, but, for successful sales, it was necessary to adjust 
these new trends to suit the local conditions. A small number of 
identical handbags was explained as being one of these conditions. 
To guarantee an original exterior minimal adjustments to the 
basic designs in terms of materials and decoration were applied 
(Moodsate nahatööde sünnikohas, 1939, 31 March).

68
K. Haupt’i sadulsepa-peennaha õppetöökoda [K. Haupt’s Training Work-
shop of Saddlery and Fine Leatherwork] was established in 1924 in 
Tartu (ERA.R-66.1.851). Karl Haupt started with leather production 
and introduced the training workshop in 1934 (ERA.4414.2.8244). He 
focused on producing wallets, briefcases and handbags. Bags were 
made of silk, leather, artificial leather and oilcloth; day, beach and 
evening bags were presented (ERA.4414.2.8243; ERA.R-66.1.851). 

69
Adolf Pätsi Mehhaaniline Reisitarvete ja sadulsepa tööstus ’Reisitarve‘ 
[A. Päts’ Mechanical Factory of Travel Goods and Saddlery ’Travel 
goods‘] was established in 1926 in Tartu. He focused on produc-
ing suitcases, briefcases, handbags and wallets (ERA.2180.2.222; 
ERA.R-9.1.78). 

International styles prevailed in every local handbag adver-
tisement published during the period (Figure 126). Sometimes 
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Figure 126. J. Tallikas70 
offering fashionable handbags, 
briefcases and hand luggage 
(J. Tallikas, 1938, 25 May);  
O.Zimmermann71 offering 
a great variety of the most 
elegant handbags, wallets, 
briefcases and suitcases 
(O. Zimmermann, 1926); 
J. Tallikas advertising 
fashionable handbags for ladies 
(J. Tallikas, 1935, winter)

70
Johannes Tallikas started his saddlery workshop in 1921 in Tallinn 
(ERA 891.2.2620). Besides harnesses, he focused on producing leath-
er handbags, wallets, hand luggage and briefcases (ERA 1569.3.189; 
ERA 16.2.4886).

71
Oskar Zimmermanni (Sõmermaa) sadulsepa, peennaha- ja kohvritööstus 
[Oskar Zimmermann’s (Sõmermaa’s) Saddlery, Handbag and Lug-
gage Factory] was established in 1908 in Tartu (ERA. 981.2.3509). 
There were several divisions producing handbags, wallets, briefcases 
and suitcases but also harnesses and fine leatherwork items, such as 
bookbinding and photo albums (ERA. 969.4.996).
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accompanying texts promoted products with folk patterns and 
images of interesting local sites. For example, an advertisement 
for K. Haupt’s company offered fine leatherwork items decorated 
with images of local sites and folk patterns but presented envelope 
style framed clutches made of lizard leather (K. Haupt, 1935, 2). 

Folk patterns, such as floral and geometric motifs, which 
were considered the most obvious identification of national 
culture, were suggested for decorating DIY bag projects in the 
selected periodicals.

The first Estonian-style floral ornament, meant to decorate 
a handbag, was published as a tracing pattern with an accom-
panying text about materials and colour choices for the bag. 
Its Estonian designer M. Undritz did not mention anything 
about the construction or making of the bag (Nr. 41. Käekott, 
1920, 26 May; Undritz, 1920, 28 Jan). Images of two handbags 
with floral folk art motifs, as well as their tracing patterns and 
written explanations about materials, colours and constructions, 
were published in 1924. One of the images was of a drawstring 
bag made of rusty red silk, decorated with black and silver 
embroidery. The bag has a silver cord as a handle. The other 
image featured a black silk framed bag with colourful embroi-
dery and orange or purple lining. Both bags were designed by 
the Estonian Auguste Pärn (Pärn, 1924, 9 Jan; Pärn, 1924, 3 

Sept; Figure 59). 
Undritz’s bag designs were not always described as using 

Estonian style ornaments, but several floral patterns are rec-
ognisable as inspired by folk art motifs. She suggested several 
colour combinations for the embroidery and the bag material 
to better coordinate with clothes, in addition to decorated bags 
with silk fringes (Nr.2. Käekott, 1926, 7 Apr; Undritz, 1926, 1 
Dec; Undritz, 1927, 2 Feb; Figure 127). 

Geometric folk patterns in handbag designs emerged in 
1935; these originated from belts and mittens. Single motifs 
or border patterns were applied (Käsitasku, 1935, 8; Moodsaid 
käsitaskuid suveks, 1938, 6; Käekotid suveks, 1939, 7; Figure 128). 
A clutch covered with a geometric folk pattern appeared in 
1940. These patterns were considered suitable for both bags 
and pillowcases (Tammark, 1940, 6; Figure 129). 
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Figure 129. A beach bag 
embroidered with bast 
fibre and its tracing pattern 
(Tammark, 1940, 6)

Figure 127. From left: a bag 
sketch and its floral pattern. 
Two colour options suggested 
light fabric with colourful 
embroidery or black textile 
with green and copper brown 
embroidery (Nr.2. Käekott, 1926, 
7 Apr; Undritz, 1926, 1 Dec) 

Figure 128. From left: a 
flapped clutch with cross-
stitch belt-pattern decoration 
(Käsitasku, 1935, 8); a geometric 
cross-stitch border pattern 
on a fabric summer handbag 
(Käekotid suveks, 1939, 7); a 
linen summer handbag with 
belt-pattern decoration, where 
colours were suggested to 
coordinate with summer 
dresses or stylised folk 
costumes (Moodsaid käsitaskuid 
suveks, 1938, 6)
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In conclusion, folk patterns were used to introduce nation-
al characteristics to otherwise international handbag fashion. 
Combining tradition with a modern style was considered a way 
to differentiate Estonian designs from others. 

Local handbags in 
historical collections

The analysis of the selected periodicals from 1918 to 1940 
showed rich information about the novel and classic charac-
teristics of bags –  shape, proportion, ornament, material and 
colour, but there is little and random information about the 
origin and creators of the bags. I deepened the historical re-
search into the local characteristics of handbags by extending 
the research site to include physical bags of the period and reach 
the constructional and technological information to recognise 
local styles in both exterior and interior solutions of historical 
handbags otherwise not discussed in the periodicals. Object 
analysis (Prown, 1982) was applied to examining the bags in 
the collections of the Museum of Estonian History72, Tallinn 
City Museum73 and the Estonian Museum of Applied Art and 
Design74 to gain in-depth knowledge on local know-how. Some 
bags from my private collection were added to the analysis to 
support the findings. 

The bags in the museum collections originating from the 
1920s and 1930s revealed significant developments and a large 
variety of designs of the period. Generally, the creators of these 
bags can be identified based on their background as saddlers, 
leather crafters and dressmakers. Dressmakers used fabrics for 
simple bags, whereas saddlers and leather crafters preferred 
leather and leather-like materials. Saddlers paid more attention 

72
References to the bags of the museum Eesti Ajaloomuuseum will start 
with an abbreviation AM

73
References to the bags of the museum Tallinna Linnamuuseum will 
start with an abbreviation TLM

74
References to the bags of the museum Eesti Tarbekunsti ja Disainimuu-
seum will start with an abbreviation ETDM
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to construction and shape, while leather crafters emphasised the 
ornament and otherwise kept the bags simple. The analysis of 
the collected data from the museum collections concentrates 
mostly on leather or leather-like day bags from the 1920s and 
1930s, which include a great variety of shapes, constructions 
and decoration, and therefore constitute the most in-depth 
knowledge on bag designing and making from a contemporary 
practitioner’s viewpoint.

Bags before and after 
the 1920s and 1930s 

The focus of the examination of local bags in museum col-
lections was on the period between 1918 and 1940, but the 
research interest extended to include the beginning of the twen-
tieth century through to the 1950s to compare and contrast the 
bags made between the World Wars and those made before or 
after the wars. Their similarities and differences were expected 
to help pinpoint the recognisable features of the bags in the 
period. This section provides an overview of the characteristics 
of bags made before and after the selected period.

According to my observations, leather day bags originating 
from the beginning of the century were framed using soft con-
struction and were small in size. The size varies from 11 x 11 cm 
to 13 x 21 cm. Besides figurative and decorated frames, travel-bag 
style frames were widespread. A thin metal chain was a rather 
usual choice for the handle and usually matching with metal 
frames. When other materials, for example, leather, covered the 
metal frame, the same material was used to make the handle 
(TLM75 11806, 10774; AM76 TE 2650, TE 7243; Figure 130).

75
The abbreviation TLM refers to the Tallinn City Museum [Tallinna Lin-
namuuseum] and the number to the catalogue record for the bag.

76
The abbreviation AM refers to the Museum of Estonian History [Eesti 
Ajaloomuuseum]; TE and the number refer to the catalogue record 
for a bag from the Textile Collection.
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Figure 130. Bags from the 
beginning of the twentieth 
century. From left: TLM 11806 
is an 11 x 11 cm leather bag with 
decorated frame and chain 
handle; TLM 10774 is a 13 x 16 
cm black leather bag with 
leather-covered frame and 
handle; AM TE 7243 is a 13 x 21 
cm leather bag with a frame 
stylised as frames of travel 
bags

Linings of leather bags were made of leather or delicate satin;77 
interiors were simple. For example, AM TE 7243 is a brown bag 
with a yellowish leather lining, TLM 11806 is a dark brown 
bag with a brown lining, but TLM 10774 is a black leather 
bag with an orange satin lining. 

One exception among leather bags from the beginning of 
the twentieth century is a small, 14 x 16 cm, bespoke flapped 
leather bag (TLM 21684). The flap covers the whole front panel. 
The edges of both the flap and the back panel are covered with 

77
A fabric characterised by long floats of yarn on the face of the textile 
reaching the smooth shiny surface but matt backside.
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cliché 78 print, in the middle of the flap is a metal monogram 
‘AU’ – the initials of the owner Adele Uus. The ornament itself 
and the layout is similar to bookbindings and albums of the 
same period. The interior of the bag is highly structured and 
extraordinary, mixing details of male wallets (e.g. flat compart-
ments for bank notes and flapped pockets for coins) and ladies’ 
handbags (e.g. framed compartments). The edges of the pockets 

78
Cliché print is a decorative technique for leather; a heated metal 
plate, i.e. cliché with a raised design on it, is pressed against leather 
to print the pattern which leaves a three-dimensional ornament on 
the leather. The technique resembles embossing, in which case the 
pattern is sculpted manually into the leather.

Figure 131. TLM 21 684 
is a leather bag with a 
compartmentalised interior
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inside the bag are decorated with fillet79 referring to the maker 
who is a bookbinder or leather craftsman (Figure 131).

Fabric bags from the beginning of the century were soft, 
with drawstring closures (AM TE 979, TE 3472). Different 
handicraft techniques, such as macramé, beading and crochet, 
were even more popular than the usage of industrial fabrics. For 
example, the crocheted pattern that was introduced in 1912 as 
a DIY project (Nr. 6. Heegeldatud käekott, 1912, 29 Aug) can 
be found in a black bag with purple lining (AM TE 1256), a 
rusty red bag with red lining (AM TE 3991) and two natural 
white ones in different museums (AM TE 1561, TLM 11386; 
Figure 132). The last ones were suggested to match light sum-
mer costumes (Nr. 6. Heegeldatud käekott, 1912, 29 Aug, p. 58). 

It can be said that the transition of bag designs from the 
beginning of the century to the 1920s is smooth, neglecting 

79
A fillet is a decorative technique applied with a brass wheel attached 
to a handle; the tool has a raised design on a narrow working surface 
that presses repetitive patterns on the leather when rolled.

Figure 132. From left: AM TE 
1561 is a light summer bag 
made of linen with the same 
colour lining; AM TE 3991 is a 
red cotton drawstring bag with 
the same colour lining
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drawstring closures for framed and flapped bags and preferring 
stiffer constructions, larger formats and more durable materials. 
The tendency for the handbag to be seen as an everyday item 
is evident. 

The same smooth transition revealed itself when compar-
ing bags from the end of the 1930s with those dated from the 
1940s. The outcome here is a bit different. One apparent reason 
was World War II with the resulting shortage of materials. 
Instead of continuous developments of the field, it suffered 
regression that continued several years after the war in Estonia. 
Estonia was occupied for the first time by the Soviet Union in 
1940. All enterprises were collectivised; in 1941 prominent 
Estonian politicians as well as economic and cultural elites were 
deported to Siberia. For example, the owners of three large-scale 
companies80 producing leather products, Adolf Päts, Oskar 
Sõmermaa and Eduard Taska, were imprisoned in 1941 accused 
of subversive activities and died in prison and labour camps in 
Siberia before the end of the war (Õispuu, 2001, pp. 585, 642, 
659). The same fate happened to hundreds of Estonians, for one 
thing, leaving former enterprises without leaders.

During WWII, from 1941 to 1944, Estonia was occupied 
by Germany. The occupation suspended the collectivisation, but 
the Soviet Union reoccupied Estonia from 1944 onwards with a 
harsh terror. This change in political regime and transition to a 
planned economy instead of a market economy influenced every 
aspect of life in Estonia. In the context of producing bags, it 
meant reorganisations, merging former private companies into 
large factories, shortages of materials, a preference for quantity 
over quality, etc. For example, in 1940, company O. Sõmermaa 
sadulsepa, peennaha- ja kohvritööstus [O. Sõmermaa’s Saddlery, 
Handbag and Luggage Factory] was collectivised and renamed 
Ühisvara [Community property]; some months later the former 
Mehhaaniline reisitarvete ja sadulsepa tööstus Adolf Päts [Mechanical 
Factory of Travel Goods and Saddlery of Adolf Päts] was united 

80
In Estonian Republic enterprises employing more than 20 persons 
were considered large-scale enterprises, employing 5-19 workers 
medium and 1-4 workers as small enterprises (Pihlamägi, 1999, p. 
149).
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with Ühisvara (ERA.R-4.1.885). The production of the com-
pany lasted until 1942 (ERA.4414.3.5202). A leather clutch, 
signed ‘‘Ühisvara’ Tartu’, under the flap, on the upper edge of 
the front panel, reveals identical style with pre-war handbags 
(TLM 23 332). The clutch is made of black leather, flapped and 
with a residual handle on the back panel. Its lining is black silk 
faille.81 It has three pockets inside, also a small purse for coins 
and a mirror. In 1945, Ühisvara was united with a saddlery 
workshop, leather tannery, fur tannery and footwear production. 
The new factory was called at first Tartu Naha- ja Nahasaaduste 
kombinaat (TNK) [Tartu Leather and Leather Goods Factory] and 
from 1954 NJK – Tartu Naha- ja Jalatsikombinaat [Tartu Leather 
and Footwear Factory]. In 1963, the division of bag production 
was separated from NJK and united with Linda, the largest bag 
producer in Soviet Estonia (Kutsar, 1965, pp. 22–23, 27). A 
bag labelled TNK (AM TE 2336) at first glance looks like a 
typical clutch of the 1930s with a short flap and residual handle 
on the back panel but was produced between 1945 and 1949.82 
Compared with the earlier otherwise similar bag by the same 
producer from the beginning of the 1940s (TLM 23 332), the 
TNK bag consists of two different types of leather with smaller 
pieces, causing more connecting seams. The earlier bag labelled 
Ühisvara has eight folds on the front panel which needs a larger 
pattern of leather, the later TNK has a flat panel. The interior 
of the TNK bag is made of an arbitrary fabric instead of silk 
faille and has one interior pocket. The earlier Ühisvara bag has 
a flapped compartment on the front panel, the later TNK bag 
has a similar pocket in the same position, but without a flap. 
The earlier bag by Ühisvara has a metal press stud to close the 
bag and a smaller one for the interior compartment, the later 
TNK bag has a stiffened leather tab on the flap and a thin strap 

81
A glossy, soft and transversely corded or ribbed fabric; in Estonian 
’rips’, ‘siidrips‘.

82
The legend of item AM TE2336 informs us that the bag belonged to 
Aime Muldmaa, who took it with her when deported from Estonia to 
Russia in 1949 and she brought it back when returning to Estonia 
in 1956. 
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on the front panel to close the bag. The usage of small pieces of 
leather, occasionally available fabrics and the absence of metal 
fittings present the overwhelming shortage of the materials. 
The skill of combining became more evident when I noticed 
an identical TNK bag in the collection of the regional Viljandi 
Museum (VM11356:2E). Both bags are the same by construc-
tion but the types and textures of leathers and fabric linings are 
different. One black bag has a blue, another black a red interior.

The number of post-war leather bags in the museum col-
lections that are decorated with leather art techniques is im-
pressive. The same principles of combining different leathers, 
minimising leather usage in interiors and using random linings 
and only a few occasional metal fittings are also characteristic 
of these bags (Figure 133). The rationalisation is also evident 
in the chosen decorative techniques; for example, cliché print 
replaced the more time-consuming embossing, line cut, colour-
ing, fillet and roll ornaments over the years. Time-consuming 
techniques and demanding mouldable vegetable-tanned leather 
were used only on the flaps and/or front panels (e.g. AM TE 
4065, TE 3432, TLM 24 407); the back panels were chrome-
tanned textured leathers (e.g. AM TE 4065, TLM 25 557). In 
the cases of side-inset gusset construction, when the base, front 
and back panels form one component, the back panels were cli-
ché printed or stamped to hide leather defects, and ornaments 
were only on the front panel or flap (e.g. AM TE 3484, TLM 
27 420).  Cliché prints were selected to cover the whole bag 
with a pattern (e.g. AM TE 3127, TLM 22 707, ETDM83 NA 
2016). Sometimes a combination of several clichés was used on 
one bag (Figure 134). 

Sometimes clichés of the 1930s, and even 1920s, were re-
used (Kirme, 1973, p. 59), but this time on chrome-tanned 
leather resulting in a monochrome pattern. For example, a 
flapped black leather clutch AM TE 2142 has two vertical blind 
prints of the same cliché which decorated a case cover from 

83
The abbreviation ETDM refers to the Estonian Museum of Applied 
Arts and Design [Eesti Tarbekunsti ja Disainimuuseum]; NA and the add-
ed number refer to the catalogue record of a bag from the Leather 
Collection.
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1927–1932 (Heimvell, 2008, p. 21). Its leather is black and has 
a patterned relief surface while the pattern on the earlier case is 
coloured after printing. The use of absorbent vegetable-tanned 
leather made the colouring possible.

Preferred ornamental motives were folk art patterns, both 
floral and geometric patterns, such as from mittens and belts. 
Variation was forbidden, only copying was accepted at the be-
ginning of the Soviet era (Lobjakas, 2008, p. 12). The other 
specific feature of leather crafted bags of the 1940s seems to be 
braiding for connecting and decorating the edges of materials 
and making handles (Figure 135).

The most used construction for bags in the 1940s and 
1950s was a simple side-inset gusset construction. The majority 
of bags were flat flapped or zipped clutches with straps on the 
back panel and folded side gussets, only some exceptions of 

Figure 133. TLM 25 555 is a 
1950s handbag made of two 
different types of leathers. The 
yellowish flap has a manually 
decorated stamped pattern 
and edge braiding, the rest 
of the bag is made of brown 
cliché printed leather. The 
handle is decorated with a 
single braided leather ball but 
attached to the bag with the 
help of two minimalist metal 
tubes. The bag closes with a 
briefcase lock
 

Figure 134. A clutch bag 
from a private collection 
demonstrates the use of 
different clichés on one bag 
aiming to cover the whole 
surface of otherwise low-
quality leather
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handbags can be found. Handbags are zipped with two short 
handles (e.g. ETDM 16653), with an open top (e.g. AM TE 
2074, ETDM NA 2034) or framed (e.g. AM TE 3124, ETDM 
NA 1926). Rectangular form and square corners seem to be 
the most preferred. Only some bags have a round or a more 
complicated silhouette; these have symmetrical all-round gusset 
construction (e.g. AM TE 2074, TLM 29 318). 

In conclusion, the key difference between the bags of the 
1940s and 1950s and the republic-era bags is concerned with 
material. Bags from this period used several different types of 
leather in one bag, often of low-quality. Fabric linings of the 
1940s were random leftovers, while those of the 1950s were 
of shiny cotton satin in specific colours, such as grey or brown, 
not dependent on the bag colours. Interiors of the bags were 
simple in construction and cheap in materials, made of fabrics, 
not leather. Envelop-style flat bags looked rather heavyweight. 
Both clutches and handbags continued the pre-war side-inset 
gusset constructions and simple silhouettes until the beginning 
of the 1960s. 

Figure 135. From left: a 
braided leather bag from 
different types of leather, and 
ornament on the flap only 
(private collection); the back 
panel of a braided bag with a 
braided strap (TLM 27 420)



278Creative Cases 

Bags of the 1920s 
and 1930s 

This section provides an overview of the distinct physical char-
acteristics of local bags that belong to the period under inves-
tigation and can be found in the museum collections. First, it 
explains an intriguing finding that refers to the local origin of 
bags. Second, it provides a short description of the most com-
mon fabric bags of the period. Finally, it focuses on the form 
and surface related characteristics of leather and leather-like 
bags that form the largest part of the 1920s and 1930s museum 
collections and reveal different styles. Handbags, clutches and 
wrist bags can be found. The majority of these bags are framed 
or flapped, made of black or brown leather, but there is also a 
selection of highly decorated luxurious leather bags. 

Bags of local origin from the 1920s and 1930s
Most of the period’s bags in the museum collections have no 
label, meaning that the designer, firm or country of origin is 
unknown. The most literal proof of Estonian origin turned out 
to be the usage of Estonian language newspapers as reinforce-
ment between the layers of the bag. First, I found a layer of 
newspaper inside the bag when I studied the interior of a bag 
I bought from a flea-market in 2012. It was a bag with a short 
handle and a frame. The frame divided the interior into two 
compartments: one with an integrated framed coin purse and 
one with a trimmed inside pocket. The bag was rather worn 
out; the black colour of the leather had faded to dark brown 
and was abraded on the upper parts and corners. The silk faille 
lining had ripped because of friction from the coin purse frame 
against the lining. The bag was mended, but poorly, revealing a 
fraction of newspaper presenting the Estonian word ‘rahuaegseid’ 
[peacetime] in Gothic letters, which prevailed in periodicals 
up to 1940. The newspaper was the innermost layer of the re-
inforcement material. It was glued to cardboard, the other side 
of which was covered with a soft wadding. Besides detecting 
that the bag was made using Estonian language newspaper, the 
analysis revealed an assortment of materials used for the side 
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inset gusset construction of the frame bag. Besides the leather 
exterior and silk faille lining, the bag contained three layers 
of reinforcements consisting of wadding, cardboard and paper. 
The next two handbags, also worn out and broken, found in flea 
markets in 2015 and 2017, confirmed the use of newspapers 
instead of plain paper. The newspaper was used as a reinforce-
ment material in the front and back panels of bags only. These 
bags reveal the reason for this use – cardboard starts to crack 
into layers and crumbles over the time and newspaper glued 
over its surface on one and wadding on the other side prevents 
the cardboard from falling into pieces (Figure 136). 

Figure 136. Newspapers used 
inside the bag can reveal hints 
about the context of making 
the bag. From above: the first 
bag in the private collection 
with Estonian language 
newspaper containing Gothic 
letters inside as part of the 
reinforcement; a novel frame 
leather handbag from a private 
collection. Frame closures 
for both compartments 
are elegant half silver, half 
black coloured bolts, an old 
newspaper fragment from 6 
July 1935 is revealed near the 
frame hinting at the time of the 
production of the bag
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Searching for newspaper as reinforcement in museum items 
was complicated because the bags are in better condition. Nev-
ertheless, I could find two handbags in the collections of AM 
and ETDM that contain newspaper, although not framed, but 
with flaps. As the mirrors are missing from the interior side of 
the flap or have become detached from their original position, 
the newspaper fragments reveal themselves (e.g. AM TE 4754; 
Figure 137). However, using newspapers was not a common 
practice; other bags in the collections with missing mirrors in 
their flaps reveal plain-weave cotton fabric (e.g. AM TE 2335, 
ETDM R8283). 

In conclusion, determining bags of Estonian origin through 
the existence of Estonian language newspapers can be achieved 
because of the worn-out linings, ruptured stitches or deformed 
details. Time and usage of the bags make the invisible visible. 

Fabric evening and 
afternoon bags

Fabric bags of the 1920s and 1930s are delicate, small and 
coordinated with outfits. For example, the AM TE 3413 bag 
is a 10.5 x 17 cm slim flapped clutch made of the same pink 
fabric as its matching evening dress. Construction styles used 
in evening and afternoon fabric bags are simple. Silhouettes can 

Figure 137. The place of a 
mirror under the flap of an 
unregistered bag at ETDM 
revealing Gothic letters in 
Estonian
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vary even though most are one-piece rectangular folded into 
two or applying side-inset or all-round gusset constructions. 
A fabric bag can be monochrome with minimal details refer-
ring to a festive occasion or have one eye-catching decorative 
element (Figure 138); it can be made of noticeably textured 
material or covered with a multicoloured pattern all over the 
surface (Figure 139). The patterned bags are flat for showing 
their ornamentation. Interiors of fabric bags always have a silk 
faille lining that is commonly light, often white or cream in 
colour, even when the bag itself is of black fabric (e.g. AM TE 
1422, TE 4631, TE 4896 and TE 2234). Despite being small, 
the bags always contain lining pockets, flat or trimmed with 
an elastic band. Sometimes small mirrors (e.g. AM TE 4631, 
TE 4631) or framed coin purses (e.g. AM TE 3471, TE 4631) 
are attached to the bag frames. 

Figure 138. From left: AM TE 
3439 is a black velvet handbag 
with brownish Bakelite frame 
and ruffled body; AM TE 
1422 is a 11x14.5 cm small flat 
framed black silk handbag with 
an asymmetrical figurative 
closure; AM TE 2234 is a black 
framed silk bag with wrist 
handle, Bakelite closure and 
decorative tassel under the 
base; AM TE 4896 is a black 
silk clutch with a figurative 
frame and rhinestone 
decorated closure
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Figure 139. From above: AM 
TE 3471 is a simple 14x22 cm 
framed purse made of salmon 
pink pleated silk; AM TE 4280 
is a flapped evening clutch with 
round corners and covered 
with embroidery and beading 
all over; TLM 28 953 is a flat 
round framed silk handbag 
covered with a beaded black-
and-white net; AM TE 1944 is a 
15x18.5 cm rectangular framed 
clutch with an oval floral 
pattern with bow and arrows in 
the central position

Form-related 
characteristics of local 
handbags 

This section focuses on form-related characteristics of day bags 
made of leather and leather-like materials as the best represent-
ed and the most intriguing part of the bag collections for the 
practitioner.

When comparing the exteriors and interiors of the bags, I 
started noticing similar styles, details and construction meth-
ods. It is impossible to detect the origin of the ideas although 
it may indicate the producer. Considering that most of the 
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local entrepreneurs owned shops and retailers across the entire 
country,84 it is probable that similar bags were made locally. 

The most distinctive style among these bags is a version of 
the W-base construction. According to Schaffer and Saunders 
(2012, pp. 102–104), the W-base is a type of one-piece con-
struction, where triangles are added to the length of the base and 
the same size half triangles are simultaneously removed from 
the base side corners of the front and back panels. This kind of 
turned construction, with the connection seams moved from 
the edges, looks soft and does not emphasise the shape of the 
bag. The version found in examples from both AM and TLM is 
not a one-piece construction; the base is a separate piece with 
triangular ends. The front and back panels are elongated to the 
sides to form gussets, and the connection seams are in the centre 
line of the sides. Piping is used between the connection seams 
of the base and body pieces. The bags are made inside out and 
then turned the right way around (Figure 140). 

84
E.g. Sõmermaa, Päts, Taska, Sulg, Haupt, Tallikas etc.

Figure 140. A specific version 
of W-base construction on 
multiple bags. From above: 
TLM 23 332 and TLM 23 333
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Some of the bags with this construction are framed (e.g. 
AM TE 1911, TLM 23 333), some zipped (e.g. AM TE 2058), 
and some flapped (e.g. AM TE 4591, TE 2369, TLM 29 516, 
26 653). A separate base allows the baseline to change from a 
straight to a curved one (e.g. AM TE 2058, TE 2369). There 
are also some advanced adjustments to the construction. For 
example, a version where the ordinary side seams are missing 
because the connection is hidden on the front panel and substi-
tuted for the base seam (TLM 17 322), or a construction where 
the body of the bag is developed into a one-piece construction 
but then divided vertically into two using the centreline of the 
bag; the flap is a separate piece (AM TE 2073). There is also a 
version where the front panel consists of three pattern pieces 
forming two vertical folds in the centre of the front panel (AM 
TE 4632). One of these bags is made by saddler Ernst Mets, 
in 1938 or 1939 in Tartu (AM TE 2058), another with the 
same construction is labelled by Ühisvara (TLM 23 332) around 
1940 to 194285. It is impossible to detect the origin of the type 
of construction, as I found no written information about the 
history of it outside Estonia, and it is unclear whether it was 
applied solely in Estonia.

I noticed similar designs or fittings that repeat on various 
bags. For example, three framed bags from AM and one from 
the private collection have the same construction, silhouette 
and handle. Two of the bags have a similar composition of 
radial lines on the front panel and the same style of frame (AM 
TE 1715, private collection). Two others have identical frames 
but one is made of black leather with a radial pattern while the 
other is covered with a hand-tooled floral folk pattern (private 
collection, AM TE 1530). The latter has braided seams instead 
of machine ones as seen in others. The fourth bag has the same 
type of frame as the second and third but made of the same 
materials as the first one; it has the combination of metal and 
leather instead of carved plastic (AM TE 258). Missing parts of 
leather on both the first and the fourth bags reveal wood as one 

85  
Ühisvara was formed in Tartu when Sõmermaa’s and Päts’ enterpris-
es were nationalised and united.
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of the materials of the frame (Figure 141). It could be implied 
that these handbags were made in the same workshop. The 
ability to produce time-consuming hand-tooled bags requires 
specific skills, and only two firms, Sõmermaa’s and Haupt’s, had 
such competence because they had both leather craft products 
and handbag production departments. Sõmermaa established his 
firm in 1908 (ERA.891.2.3509) and Haupt his in 1923 (Alber, 
2008, p. 98); the accompanying text with AM TE 258 tells that 
the bag was used around 1914–1918. Therefore, according to 
the information known, Sõmermaa’s workshop seems to be a 
potential producer of this kind of bag.

      
Figure 141. Related bags from 
left: private collection, AM TE 
1530, TE 258 and TE 1715
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Folding was popular and used as a three-dimensional decora-
tive composition (e.g. AM TE 3001, TE 2240, TE 2369, TLM 
29 516, 26 653) or as a gusset to facilitate opening the bag (e.g. 
AM TE 4020/2). Most of the folds have the shape of a trian-
gle (e.g. AM TE 4591, TE 4020/2, TE 2240, TE 2369, TLM 
29 516, 26 653). Inside seams mimicking folds are common 
(e.g. AM TE 1715, TE 2058, TE 4632); it makes it possible to 
diversify compositions and fold even curves (e.g. TLM 17322). 
As a practitioner, I was fascinated by the ingenious folding 
method which changes the whole look of the bag with the help 
of two incisions in the front panel. The incisions add a short 
seam but allow for changes in the direction and starting point 
of the folds. I found three framed bags with the same W-base 
type of construction, using the same folding idea, the most 

Figure 142. Folded bags with 
two incisions in the front 
panels. From left: TLM 23 333 
and two bags from the private 
collection
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relevant distinction of which lies in the different direction of 
the folds (Figure 142).

Both handbags and clutches demonstrate intriguing solu-
tions for adjusting the length of the handles. Residual handles 
placed on the back panel of the bag remain flat but stretchable 
to accommodate the fingers or the palm of the hand. The most 
ordinary solution is a braided handle. It stretches under ten-
sion, otherwise remaining flat (e.g. ETDM NA 2016). Braided 
handles could also be attached on the flap of a bag (e.g. AM TE 
1403, TLM 11 119, ETDM R 8074; Figure 143).

Versions of cross-structured handles were popular (e.g. TLM 
18 794). This type of handle can be shortened when not in use 
and stretched out when needed to carry the bag (Figure 144).

Figure 143. Braided handles 
from left: ETDM NA 2016 has 
a braided residual handle on 
the back panel; TLM 11 119 has a 
braided handle on the top of its 
flap; closer view of the handle 
of TLM 11 119
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Figure 144. Cross-structured 
handles of TLM 25 536, a bag 
from a private collection and 
TLM 18 794

Figure 145. A figurative 
handle and tabs on the back 
panel of AM TE 3396 and on a 
bag from a private collection

Figure 146. The handle of 
TLM 24476 is asymmetrical. 
From left: stretched out and in 
normal position 



A version of using a slightly longer figurative handle and 
two tabs to adjust the length is also in use (e.g. AM TE 3396, 
TE 2335; Figure 145).

The idea of using metal slide buckles or squares for adjusting 
the length of the handle is most interesting. These residual han-
dles are divided in two and fixed to a slide. The handle lengthens 
when the fixed sides are pulled apart, revealing an otherwise 
hidden slide buckle. There are symmetrical and asymmetrical 
versions (e.g. AM TE 1943, TE 3239, TLM 24 476; Figure 146). 

This type of frame with a convertible handle appeared sev-
eral times. These leather bags are small, approximately 14 x 20 
cm or 16 x 24 cm and have a metal frame with a thin metal 
handle. When the handle is inside, the bag can be carried as a 
handle-less clutch, or the bag becomes a handbag when the han-
dle is flipped outside (e.g. AM TE 2239, TE 1943; Figure 147). 

Figure 147. Framed bags with 
convertible handles. From 
left: a private collection bag 
with handle visible; the same 
bag open with the handle 
flipped inside demonstrating 
the interior coin purse, whose 
frame is working as a hinge 
for the bag frame; an opened 
bag AM TE 1943 with the 
handle in the outside position, 
revealing multiple interior 
compartments. The private 
collection bag frame extends 
to half of the bag’s height, 
while the frame of AM TE 1943 
extends to the base allowing 
a more compartmentalised 
interior
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The interiors of day bags from the 1920s and 1930s are 
quite similar and remained the same during the period. The 
typical interior is highly structured, usually with several com-
partments, at least two or three lining pockets, integrated mir-
rors and coin purses (Figure 147, 148). 

Surface-related characteristics of local handbags
Most of the day bags in the three museum collections are of 
black and brown leather or leather-like materials, although blue, 
yellow and red (e.g. AM TE 3395, TLM 16 469, ETDM unreg-
istered bag), and exotic snake, lizard and ostrich leather bags 
exist (e.g. AM TE 4902, TE 1943, TLM 29 516). Usually, the 
colours of the interiors and exteriors of everyday bags are similar. 
The most common version is black leather or artificial-leather 
handbag with a black silk faille lining (e.g. AM TE 1911, TE 
978, TE 4020/2 and TE 1715). Other colour combinations 
are brown leather bags with brown silk faille linings (e.g. AM 
TE 4125) and a blue leather bag with a blue faille lining (e.g. 
AM TE 3395, TE 2443). When comparing the interiors of the 
handbags made between the 1920s and 1930s to those made 
in the 1940s or 1950s, the most marked difference besides the 
complexity of the compartmentalised interior lies in the chosen 

Figure 148. The interior 
details of leather day bags. 
From left: an integrated coin 
purse in a flapped bag (AM 
TE 1942); two interior pockets 
in a framed handbag with 
three compartments (private 
collection) 
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materials and standard of the finishing. The most used lining 
material for both evening and day bags before the Soviet era 
was silk faille. Natural white or cream lining was preferred 
in evening and afternoon bags regardless of the colour of the 
exterior (e.g. AM TE 4896, TE 4631, TE 1422, TE 2234) but 
black and brown leather bags with white linings also existed 
(e.g. AM TE 1942, ETDM: R 8283). Silk faille was often com-
bined with leather when durability or rigidity was necessary 
for supporting the shape of the bag (Figure 149). 

Multiple leather day clutches from the 1920s and 1930s 
are minimally decorated. Textured leathers, asymmetrical relief 
ornament, diagonals and triangles are characteristic of the bags 
of this period. Similarities in asymmetric flaps and fastenings 
in otherwise identical bags appeared multiple times (e.g. AM 
TE 3396, TE 1942, TE 2335; Figure 150). 

Figure 149. AM TE 4125 has 
a typical interior for framed 
handbags; the brown leather 
handbag has a brown silk faille 
lining combined with beige 
leather for the coin purse 
interior. The coin purse is 
framed and divided into two 
compartments by a folded 
leather gusset



The most popular hand-tooling technique for finishing bags 
of the period was fillet ornament. It was used for decorating 
both exteriors and interiors. For example, AM TE 3396 is a 
flapped black leather clutch with a residual handle. As the flap 
covers the whole front panel, the bag looks completely black 
although the front panel, base, gussets and flap lining are of 
beige leather and black leather is used only on the back panel 
and flap. Every exterior and interior detail has simple straight 

Figure 150.  Clutches with 
asymmetrical flaps. From left: 
AM TE 3396, private collection 
bag, AM TE 2335

Figure 151. AM TE 3396 
interior fillet samples
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fillet lines one millimetre from the edges. The flap interior has 
fillet lines both on the edges of the beige leather lining and 
the black exterior leather that is turned inside over the beige 
and also has a seam partially covering the roll ornament (Figure 
151). There exist also framed bags with fillet tooling (e.g. AM 
TE 2240, TE 2237), but in this case, tooling is limited to the 
exterior only.   

Besides simple straight lines bolder fillet and roll ornaments 
have also been used, especially when finishing hand-tooled leath-
er bags. Both floral and geometric motifs finishing the edges 
have been used (Figure 152, 153).    

All three museum collections contained several hand-tooled 
leather clutches and handbags. These were extensively produced 
and consumed in the 1920s and 1930s due to their populari-
ty together with multicoloured patterned leather items, such 
as photo album covers, notepads, notebooks, jewellery boxes, 
book bindings, bookmarks, cases and wallets. Hand-tooled 
leather bags were made of high-quality leathers and decorated 
applying decorative leather techniques; the delicate handmade 

Figure 152. From left: Interior 
of AM TE 1625 is decorated 
with floral motif fillet 
ornament; both exterior (upper 
edge of a compartment on the 
back panel) and interior edges 
of AM TE 1403 have the same 
floral motif fillet ornament
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Figure 153. From left: the 
interior of TLM 12 663 
demonstrates geometric fillet 
motifs decorating the edges 
of details; an unregistered 
bag from ETDM demonstrates 
geometric fillet ornament both 
inside and outside the bag; 
the interior of ETDM R 1584 
has a radial geometric fillet 
on the edges of the flap of the 
interior pocket

Figure 154. An embossed 
and stamped leather bag with 
a marbled interior, private 
collection
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finishes and leather linings made these bags distinguishable and 
luxurious (Figure 154).

 The most internationally known and remarkable leather 
artist and entrepreneur of the period was Eduard Taska.86 He 
received prizes from several exhibitions nationally (e.g. IV Es-
tonian Fair and Exhibition in 1925) and internationally (e.g. 
Spring Fair of Vienna in 1927, International craft exhibitions in 
Antwerp and Liege in 1930, Paris World Fair in 1937 and many 
others) (Valk-Falk, 1994, pp. 65–75). He was also successful in 
exporting his leather goods to the following countries: France, 
England, Belgium, Sweden, Finland, the USA, Switzerland, 
Poland, Latvia, Norway and the Netherlands (Kirme, 1973, 
p. 49; E. Taska kaunis-nahatööde levik Euroopa turgudel, 1933). 
Many others followed Taska’s success: Eesti Noorte Punase Risti 
töökoda [The Workshop of the Red Cross of Estonian Youth]87 
exported leather goods to the Netherlands; Karl Haupt to Fin-
land and Latvia, Oskar Tamjärv88 to the Netherlands, Latvia, 
Finland, Sweden, England, France, Hungary, Austria, Denmark, 
etc. The top export destinations for Estonian leather craft were 
the Netherlands, Finland and Sweden (Kirme 1973, p. 50). In 
1931, it was suggested to sign and label all exported Estonian 
leather goods to guarantee good quality handwork (Ed. Taska 
laiendab turgu oma õppetöökoja nahatöödele, 1931). Eduard Taska 
initiated and followed the labelling to protect his production 
from copyists and competitors and to be easily recognised. In 

86  
Taska established his Training Workshop and Atelier in 1923, and the 
number of employees was around 50 in 1933 (Kirme, 1973, p. 17; E. 
Taska kaunis-nahatööde levik Euroopa turgudel, 1933). He focused on 
producing handmade and decorative leather items ranging from ex-
clusive book bindings to small leather goods, clutches and handbags. 
So far, only Taska’s bookbinding production has been studied in de-
tail (Kirme, 1973; Valk-Falk, 1994). 

87  
Established in 1924, Eesti Noorte Punase Risti töökoda [The Workshop 
of the Red Cross of Estonian Youth] focused on fine leatherwork and 
decorated leather items (Alber, 2008, p. 96).

88  
Oskar Tamjärv established his workshop of decorative leatherwork 
in 1933 and focused on luxurious souvenirs and small goods (Kirme, 
1973, pp. 39, 156).
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the following overview of hand-tooled bags, I will describe 
Taska’s bag production and compare it with anonymous designs 
of the same period. 

The production of handbags by Taska’s studio focused pri-
marily on decoration and handwork. His oeuvre varied over the 
years. In the 1920s, ethnographic floral ornament, as a source 
of inspiration, was executed as geometric patterns which were 
popular, especially on ethnographic belts (Kirme 1973, pp. 15, 
25). At the end of the1920s and the beginning of the 1930s, 
constructivist and cubist ideas prevailed alongside advanced 
folk-art motifs in Taska’s studio work, resulting in asymmetric 
compositions of silver or gold lines and tasteful tonal harmo-
ny (Kirme, 1973, pp. 31–34). In recently published sources 
(Levin, 2010, p. 323; Kalm, 2010, p. 596), his creations are 
considered to be the best examples of the Art Deco style in the 
decorative arts. Taska himself separated his studio’s designs 
into four basic types according to the technologies used. First, 
the most common type consists of the multicoloured abstract 
geometric patterns using line cut or fillet composition. The 
second type is based on Estonian folk art and consists of com-
plicated geometric figures in bright contrasting colours and 
executed in line cut. The third type of designs originates from 
the embossing technique and the floral motifs inspired by the 
work of fourteenth-century Italian leather art. Fourth, adapted 
from Arabian leather art, is based on punching and stamping 
simple geometric figures on the moistened leather (Smith, 1939, 
14 Dec). All these design types synthesised Estonian national 
ornaments with fashionable art movements of the period. All 
the patterns were original, resulting in unique products.

Taska’s bags have simple construction and shape and were 
always generously hand-tooled, preferring braided handles and 
connection seams to machine stitches. Bags were rectangular 
clutches or handbags with triangular side gussets; flaps cov-
ered the whole front panel (e.g. AM TE 1403, TE 1625, TLM 
11 119, 12 663, ETDM R 8074). At the end of the 1930s, rath-
er large trapezoid-shaped handbags were in production; these 
had two short handles attached to the front and back panels 
and a small flap reaching up to the point where the handles are 
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fixed. Folded gussets replaced trapezoid-shaped side panels (e.g. 
AM TE4064, TLM 18 432). The only known exceptions were 
a hexagonal handbag AM TE 605 and a pentagonal wrist bag 
AM TE 606 from 1924. Both bags have buttoned triangular 
flaps, braided connections seams and fringes cut directly from 
the front and back panels. The archives inform us that both 
bags demonstrated a unique decoration style but were samples 
that never entered production, as customers did not favour 
them (Figure 155). 

Taska’s studio always decorated the exteriors of their bags 
and clutches. The 1920s clutches were especially multicoloured. 
Unfortunately, the items in the museum collections are faded 
and have lost the brightness of the original colours (Figure 156). 
Only some photographs or details unexposed to light reveal 
the brightness of the colours (Figure 157).

Figure 155. Samples of 
fringed leather bags from 
Taska’s workshop. From left: 
AM TE 605 and AM TE 606; 
a closer view of the fringes of 
AM TE 605
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Figure 156. Multicolour but 
faded bags from left: AM TE 
1403 is 16 x 25 cm flapped bag 
of Taska with a handle, made 
in the 1920s; ETDM R 8074 is 
16 x 20 cm flapped and handled 
bag, signed ’Ateljee – Ed. Taska 
– Tallinn‘, made in 1927-1932; 
TLM 11 119 is 10.5 x 16.5 cm 
handled envelope style flapped 
bag, signed ’Ed. Taska Ateljee ja 
õppetöökoda – Tallinn‘ and made 
in 1925-1927

Figure 157. Indications of the 
original colours. From left: 
AM TE 1625 has a multicolour 
but faded pattern; a detail of 
a photograph taken in 1932 
(Taska’s photo album in ETDM) 
reveals contrasting colours of 
the same pattern



Despite their simple silhouettes and shapes, Taska’s clutches and 
handbags had meticulous counterbalanced leather interiors; the 
studio established the style of the interiors of its bags already in 
1925. Interiors are always compartmentalised and have several 
pockets for smaller necessities. Usually, one closable pocket is 
situated under the flap and another on the front panel (Figure 
158). The main compartment has several flat pockets. These 
consist of one piece of leather divided into two pockets using 
leather strap braiding. Sometimes, small flapped pockets are 
applied instead of open ones (Figure 159).

  
Figure 158. From left: Both 
ETDM R 8074 and AM TE 
1403 are flapped clutches. 
In addition to the main 
compartment, there are two 
additional flapped pockets; one 
is on the front panel, the other 
under the flap, on both bags

 
Figure 159. The main interior 
compartment of Taska’s bags. 
From left: AM TE 1625 has two 
additional flat pockets inside 
the main compartment; ETDM 
R 8074 has a small flapped 
pocket and one big and one 
small open pocket inside the 
main compartment
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All the edges of these details inside the clutches are folded, 
glued instead of sewn and decorated using different fillet or 
roll ornaments. This technique is distinctive to luxury book 
bindings with leather mirrors but was also followed when mak-
ing every bag. Additionally, some clutches have patterned or 
multicoloured interiors to balance the exterior. Different but 
matching fillet ornaments divide and finish areas and details of 
the interior. The more invisible the edge of the pattern piece, 
the smaller the fillet ornament (Figure 160).

 The interiors of trapezoid-shaped flapped handbags of the 
1930s are similar to clutches. Full leather linings have two com-
partments: one is the main compartment whose capacity is ad-
justable using gussets, and one is a zipped pocket connected to 
the front panel. The main compartment has a pair of flat pockets 
similar to those in Taska’s clutches. These pockets, are ornament-
ed with fillets, reach the side and base seams avoiding machine 
stitches (e.g. AM TE 4064, TLM 18 432). A handbag made in 
his studio in 1940 (AM TE 2141), reveals a war-time shortage 

Figure 160. TLM 12 663 was made in 
1933-1940. The exterior of the bag has 
a multicoloured geometric abstract 
pattern, the division of the interior is also 
multicoloured copying the colours of the 
exterior. Different size fillet ornaments divide 
and finish the details of the interior
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of materials, it has a zip closure, no flap, and fabric lining instead 
of leather. This silk faille lining still has figural leather borders 
presenting the importance of craft and luxury (Figure 161).

Eduard Taska’s handbag design contributed to popularising 
leather art, especially bookbinding decoration traditions and 
techniques, to a wider audience including among saddlers and 
other bag makers of the time. His achievements and success 
encouraged several others to follow his path. Anonymous hand-
tooled bags from the museum collections present knowledge of 
bag making and technical possibilities. For example, AM TE 
3438 is a hand-tooled and braided bag with an interior frame, 
and an integrated mirror (Figure 162) and TLM 255 36 has a 
turned construction and a figurative flap (Figure 163). At first 
glance, the exteriors of these bags look similar to those of Taska’s 
studio – a rectangular shape, braiding and hand-tooled rich 
decoration, and leather interior. The use of a sewing machine, 
metal frames, mirrors and the choice of metal clasps indicates in-
corporated know-how of leather hand-tooling and bag making.

Figure 161. AM TE 2141 is a 25 x 
30 cm zipped leather handbag 
with fabric lining. The silk lining 
has figural leather borders to 
strengthen the construction. 
Flat interior pockets are still 
added and attached using 
leather braiding
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Figure 162. AM TE 3438 is a 
flapped clutch with framed and 
machine-sewn interior 

 
Figure 163. TLM 255 36 is a 
flapped clutch with press stud 
closure, machine stitching and 
turned construction

An interesting nuance is to compare the most and the least 
decorated bags of the period. In contrast to hand-tooled leather 
bags, leather portfolios are flat, simple and undecorated. The 
museums feature two portfolios in their collections. The first, 
TLM 28 752, is a black handle-less portfolio with three com-
partments; the middle one has a zip closure. The zip has an extra 
leather pull and a small semi-circular leather tab to facilitate 
use. Both tiny details have folded edges and consist of two-lay-
ered leather indicating a mastery of the craft. The portfolio has 
a beige leather lining and included a pocket mirror and a wallet 
made of the same beige leather (Figure 164). The second, AM 
TE 4020/1, is of brown leather rolled by hand horizontally and 



vertically to achieve a unique texture. The portfolio has two 
compartments: open and flapped ones. Under the flap, an extra 
zipped pocket can be found. The upper edge and flap corners are 
round and turned; an extra puller on the zip has round corners. 
This leather puller consists of a strap of leather between two 
turned and stiffened layers of leather (Figure 165). Not only 
do these small details present an excellent choice of materials, 
great mastery and manual skill, they also indicate an ambition 
to create time-consuming elaborated designs and luxurious 
products despite there being no decoration. 

Figure 164. TLM 28 752 is a 
simple portfolio with three 
compartments but indicates 
fine craftsmanship and 
finishing style down to the 
smallest details

Figure 165. AM TE 4020/1 is a 
simple brown leather portfolio 
with two compartments and a 
zipped pocket demonstrating 
finishing style down to the 
smallest details
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Finally, the most unexpected design characteristic would be 
the contrasting styles between the exterior and interior of bags. 
From the outside, the clean rectangular silhouette is elegant 
and modern; diagonal lines, asymmetric flaps and patterns em-
phasise modernity. The interiors of the same bags seem to have 
opposing aesthetic principles; pocket flaps and compartment 
edges are complicated, curvy and wavy. The external linearity 
and simplicity are replaced by internal curves (Figure 162, 166, 
167). From a practitioner’s viewpoint, it is a far more compli-
cated and unproductive use of folding curves and preferring 
complex silhouettes, but this irrational choice is simultaneously 
intriguing and inspiring.  

  

Figure 166. Exterior and 
interior view of AM TE 1942
    
Figure 167. Exterior and 
interior of a bag from the 
private collection
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Conclusion
The research on fashion news from periodicals and museum col-
lections revealed several characteristics of bags from the 1920s 
and 1930s that can be considered ‘local’. The most recognisable 
was the use of folk patterns to decorate the bags. These patterns 
were suggested for DIY projects in the periodicals’ handicraft 
sections and often seen on luxury leather bags. The 1920s and 
1930s was when the demonstration of local folk patterns was 
considered to reflect Estonianness, constructing national identity 
and opposing the global. These patterns, as different from those 
of other nations, were popularised as building sameness among 
Estonians. Folk patterned luxury leather bags, on the other hand, 
were exported and promoted as gifts and souvenirs for tourists. 
According to Vihma (1995, pp. 60, 99–100), souvenirs emphasise 
a symbolic meaning referring to specific memories. In this case, 
the folk patterned bags recall memories of Estonia or Estonians 
and can be taken as symbolic, representing national identity.

The most literal finding of the historical research was the 
Estonian newspaper fragments between the layers of some bags. 
Besides the newspaper’s primary function to prevent the rein-
forcing cardboard from crumbling, it provides an opportunity 
to contextualise the time and place of the origin of the bag. 
Although the found fragments might be arbitrary, they pres-
ent an opportunity to locate these bags in the context of other 
missing data. It is intriguing that the bags carried messages 
from the past, from the maker to the user. 

From a practitioner’s viewpoint, several interesting, but 
forgotten technical solutions, were found in the period. As the 
origin of these solutions was unidentifiable, only similar ideas, 
repeated between the bags, were highlighted in this thesis. 

A specific version of the W-base construction appeared in 
otherwise different bags, but there were multiple versions of 
adjustable handles. Adjustability was achieved using the stretch-
able braided handles or by applying leather tabs or metal slide 
buckles and squares. There were multiple bags with folds and 
asymmetry as decoration. Folds were so popular that even curves 
mimicked folds, and asymmetry appeared both as an ornamental 
pattern or a silhouette of the flaps.
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This research helped to distinguish bags of the period on 
the basis of their materials. Good quality leathers for the exterior 
and silk faille or leather for the interior were key characteristics 
of the bags of the 1920s and 1930s. Leathers were thin with 
flawless surfaces to enable elegant and lightweight results. Black 
and brown were the most favoured colours in day and afternoon 
bags. While silk interiors in afternoon and evening bags were 
white or followed the colour of the exterior, the majority of the 
linings of day bags followed the colour of the exterior (i.e. these 
were black or brown). Linings made of leather were of contrast-
ing colours (e.g. beige interior and black exterior) and natural 
shades of vegetable-tanned leathers prevailed inside hand-tooled 
bags. Meticulous interiors revealed multiple flapped, zipped or 
open compartments and interior pockets. Framed coin purses 
integrated into frames, accompanying or integrated mirrors and 
separate wallets appeared several times, all using coordinated 
materials and colours. 

The research revealed skilful finishing techniques, such as 
edge fillet and the precise folding of small curves and details 
to add a luxury feel to the products. Besides the exteriors and 
interiors, the smallest details were folded and decorated with 
fillet lines. The quality of the fillet patterning was extremely 
high. To achieve straight parallel lines with hot fillet rolls on 
stretching leather and apply fillet lines to curved or even round 
details required master crafters. The folded round corners of 
both exterior and interior elements were gathered, presenting 
a high level of expertise in preparing, skiving and gluing the 
pieces. The folded edges of interior details were often glued, not 
sewn, and lined with silk faille to the smallest details. These 
techniques for the meticulous finishing of handbags refer to the 
influence of the local popularity of leather art and bookbinding 
of the period. 

The contrast in aesthetic styles between simple exteriors 
and complex interiors of elegant bags probably was the most 
intriguing and inspirational finding. In contrast to the external 
linearity and simplicity, the interior construction was curvy and 
wavy with complicated silhouettes using the flaps and upper 
edges of the pockets. Several unanswered questions about the 
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meaning of these bags arose: Did the interior when opening 
the bag overpower the exterior? Did this contradiction reveal 
an owner’s otherwise hidden identity? Was this kind of bag 
personalised and bespoke or was it mass-produced? Was this 
practice common? Was it a ‘local’ idea? 

4.4.2 

Design Source

The research on local bags of the 1920s and 1930s highlighted 
several characteristics typical of Estonian producers. The most 
common of these were applied to the collection Bags for Me. 
Both the exteriors and interiors of every bag in the collection 
drew inspiration from the examination of the historical bags. 
The selected characteristics consisted of common types of bags, 
such as framed and flapped bags and briefcases with typical 
construction and technical solutions, such as the w-base con-
struction and loose layers of material on otherwise stiffened 
front and back panels. The collection comprised typical silhou-
ettes (e.g. square, rectangular and hexagonal) and details (e.g. 
residual handle, adjustable strap length), ordinary decoration 
(e.g. non-functional folds, cut corners on the flap) and interior 
solutions (e.g. multiple lining pockets, several compartments). 

The third creative collection focuses on the controversy 
between the exterior and interior of the bags concentrating on 
the interior design of the bags.

The historical bags inspired the following exterior design 
principles:

1. Simple silhouettes
2. Good quality leather exterior, emphasis on textures
3. A minimalist approach to decoration and ornament
4. Folded edges and small round corners as a finishing style

The interior solutions of the historical bags inspired me to use 
the following:
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1. Leather or silk lining
2. Decorated lining: colouring, gilding, fillet lines, braiding
3. Figurative, curved lines inside the bags
4. Fragments of newspaper inside the bags

The last point was inspired by the concrete evidence of the 
Estonian origin of the bags – the use of Estonian language 
newspapers as reinforcement between the layers of the bags. 
As these newspaper fragments were hidden between the layers 
and revealed themselves after the materials ruptured, I decided 
to follow the idea and hide at least one piece of self-designed 
newspaper-print leather inside the bags as a hint about the 
origin and authorship. 

The print on leather consists of collages of different articles 
featuring the previous cases explored in this doctoral thesis 
and fragments of headlines from Eesti Päevaleht, a still existing 
national newspaper that I used as one of the sources for the his-
torical research. The name of the newspaper functions as hints 
about me, as the designer and maker of the bags – the words 
Eesti [Estonia] and Päeva [day], which is my last name, are vis-
ible, serving as a brand label inside the bags (Figure 168). The 
newspaper-print leather was used for the interior pocket linings.

Figure 168. Sample of a 
newspaper-print
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The collection applied five different types of leather for the 
exteriors and eight for the interiors. In addition, contempo-
rary silk and moiré and vintage silk faille originating from 
the 1930s were used for the lining. All selected materials had 
different tactile and visual qualities nevertheless emphasising 
high quality and potential connotational meanings.

4.4.3 

Description of the 
Prototypes

The third collection of the thesis called Bags for Me presents 
bags as everyday functional commodities for different needs. The 
collection consists of seven bags of different sizes and ways of 
carrying. I named the bags accordingly to their types and sizes. 
The two largest are Tote and Large Handbag, the medium-sized 
bags are Shoulder Bag and Small Handbag, two briefcases are 
Briefcase with a Shoulder Strap and Briefcase, and the smallest is 
called Clutch. 
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Figure 169. The tote, three-
quarter view (Photo by Toomas 
Tikenberg)



311Creative Cases 

Tote
Measurements: 38 cm (H) x 32 cm (L) x 12 cm (W)89 
Materials: black chrome-tanned full-grain leather, embossed grey 
chrome-tanned leather, golden chrome-tanned leather, printed leath-
er, silk faille, a zip, a magnet and adhesive foam, fibreboard, bonded 
leather, adhesive fabric and iron-on fabric as reinforcements.

The tote is a rectangular shaped bag with two medium-length 
handles (Figure 169). The handle is 55 cm long to permit 
the tote to be used as a handbag and a shoulder bag. It is a 
soft open-top bag with folded sides forming gussets, a turned 
W-base construction and drop-in lining. The lining has two 
pockets, one zipped and one open.

 

89  
The main bag measurements consist of height (H), i.e. the measure 
from the base up to the top edge, length (L), i.e. the measure from 
one side to the other, and width (W), i.e. the measure from the front 
to the back panel (see Section 4.1, fig. 8). 
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Figure 170. Interior of the 
tote. The hand-cut edge of the 
leather collar is visible, also the 
golden hardware. Newspaper- 
print leather is visible inside 
the lining pocket (Photo by T. 
Tikenberg)
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1. The simple exterior with triangular motif was inspired by the 1930s 
handbag styles (Figure 24) albeit modest to suit contemporary min-
imalist preferences.
2. The construction was inspired by specially folded bags found in 
several collections, but instead of the metal frame and leather body 
piece, this tote was constructed from one piece of leather. The par-
tially reinforced tote is without side seams and interprets the W-base 
construction typical of Estonian bags (Figure 140, 142).
3. The triangular folds on the front and the back are purely decorative 
following the same principle of the bag designs from the 1920s and 
1930s. The difference from the historical bags is that the tote is soft 
as reinforcing is not applied to the whole front and back panel.
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Figure 171. Detailed interior of 
the tote presenting the snake-
patterned lining leather, folded 
magnet tab piece with round 
corners and golden top of the 
gusset (Photo by T. Tikenberg)
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4. The leather lining is embossed with a snake pattern to contrast with 
the smooth soft black leather of the exterior (Figure 170). 
5. The edge of the leather collar is not straight but has a hand-cut 
pattern abstracting a snake’s mouth and teeth.
6. Both pockets have a newspaper-print leather and vintage silk faille 
interior. 
7. Attention is placed on the finishing. Magnet tab pieces have round 
corners and folded edges. Lining pocket and sides have folded edges 
that resemble the technical style of the historical bags. The colour 
of the hardware is gold, including a golden pocket zip and a golden 
magnet. The seams, at the top of the gussets, are piped with golden 
leather (Figure 171).
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Figure 172. The large handbag, 
three-quarter view (Photo by T. 
Tikenberg)
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Large handbag
Measurements: 32 (33) cm (H) x 32 cm (L) x 10 cm (W)
Materials: red chrome-tanned coated leather, two shades of lustre beige 
lining leather, printed leather, silk faille, a zip, and fibreboard, cotton 
padding and adhesive fabric as reinforcement materials.

The large handbag is a rigid two-handle square bag (Figure 172). 
It is a zipped bag with raw-edge inset gusset construction and 
a fixed lining that has two interior pockets; the smaller one is 
open and larger one has a strap closure.
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1. The silhouette of the handbag was derived from the framed bags of 
the 1930s (Figure 173). It is enlarged with the addition of the shape 
of the closure.
2. The bag is stiffened using reinforcement material to look slim and 
flat. 
3. All the material layers are loose as this was common in the 1920s 
and 1930s. The result is aesthetically different from contemporary bags 
made of composite materials that look even and flawlessly stiff. The 
surface of the front and back panels moves, making the leather lively. 
4. The bag has folded round upper corners and its upper collars have 
skived edges forming thin and delicate edges to the bag. A zip puller 
is double leather with skived edges. These design choices interpret 
the elaborate finish of the historical bags and are achieved only with 
the help of hand paring, paste glue and advanced craftsmanship. 
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Figure 173. Framed handbags 
(private collection; Moode uueks 
aastaks, 1940, 1)
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Figure 174. Interior view of the 
large handbag. Interior pocket 
has a strap for closing. Leather 
braiding is used as decoration 
and as a tab. The braiding-like 
technique joins the collars and 
the rest of the lining (Photo by 
T. Tikenberg)   
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5. The lining of the handbag is fixed and consists of a combination of 
two shades of lustre leather. The light and shiny interior highlight 
everything inside the bag. The fixed lining keeps it stiff, adds refine-
ment and elicits dignity. 
6. The leather braiding is used to decorate the interior of the handbag. 
One of the lined pockets has a simple surface-braiding decoration. 
Besides its decorative purpose, braiding forms a tab for a strap to 
close the pocket. The braiding-like technique along the inner upper 
edge of the bag is a cross-structure to join the lining without seams. 
Usually, a separate leather strap is used for braiding; in this case, the 
upper edge of the lining is cut into strips. These are pulled through 
slits in the leather collars and the turned edges of the sides to join the 
exterior and lining (Figure 174).
7. The smaller lining pocket has a newspaper-print leather interior; 
the larger one has a silk lining.

 



322Creative Cases 

Figure 175. The shoulder bag, 
three-quarter view (Photo by 
T. Tikenberg)
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Shoulder bag
Measurements: 23 cm (H) x 25 cm (L) x 6 cm (W)
Materials: black chrome-tanned full-grain leather, embossed red 
chrome-tanned leather, printed leather, a zip, D-rings, dog clips, 
and fibreboard and adhesive fabric as reinforcement.

The shoulder bag is a square-shaped flapped bag with a long 
removable strap and horizontal residual handle on the back 
(Figure 175, 176). The bag has two compartments: one inside 
the flap, running from the top of the flap to the base of the 
bag, and one capacious compartment under the flap. The flap 
compartment is open; the lower one has a zip closure. Both 
compartments have a drop-in lining. The zipped compartment 
has a lining pocket.
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Figure 176. Back view of 
the shoulder bag (Photo by 
T. Tikenberg)
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1. The shoulder bag was inspired by the handbag styles of the 1920s 
and 1930s, the simple square shape is visually divided into two by 
the straight line of the flap (Figure 177). This bag is without rein-
forcements to fit contemporary needs. 
2. The construction looks flat but the bag is soft. Tactile properties of 
the exterior leather emphasise its softness.
3. There is a flat handle on the back panel. Its round ends match the 
turned edges and support the soft look of the bag (Figure 176). 

 
Figure 177. Square-shaped 
flapped bags of the 1920s and 
1930s (Mõnda uutest modellidest, 
1934, 30 Dec; Linane garnituur, 
1935, 6)
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Figure 178. The raised flap of 
the shoulder bag reveals the 
curves and red leather (Photo 
by T. Tikenberg)

Figure 179. Interior of the 
shoulder bag. Red flowery 
patterned leather continues 
inside the bag (Photo by 
T. Tikenberg)
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4. The leather lining has embossed floral motifs which look romantic 
and feminine. The colour red in the lining adds passion and power.
5. Part of the lining is instantly visible when lifting the flap, reveal-
ing curves with red flowery leather (Figure 178). This detail draws 
inspiration from the historical bags with exterior and the interior in 
opposing design styles (Figure 166, 167, 180). The hidden curves are 
in contrast to the visible straight line of the flap to emphasise the 
hidden feminine side of the bag. Red leather continues inside the 
bag (Figure 179). 
6. The lined pocket has a newspaper-print leather interior.

Figure 180. AM TE 3438 is 
a rectangular flapped bag 
decorated with a geometric 
pattern but its interior 
surprises us with curved-edged 
pockets
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Figure 181. The small handbag, 
three-quarter view (Photo by 
T. Tikenberg)
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Small handbag
Measurements: 18 cm (H) x 25 cm (L) x 10 cm (W)
Materials: black textured chrome-tanned coated leather, embossed 
golden leather, printed leather, silk faille, magnets, zips and fibreboard.

The small handbag is a rectangular flapped and zipped bag 
with two short handles (Figure 181). The handle length is 50 
cm so the bag can be carried in the hand, from the wrist or 
over the shoulder. The bag has a zip closure although it has 
flaps on both the front and back sides. One of the flaps opens 
to reveal a pocket whilst the other flap is a mock to balance the 
weight of the bag. It has a raw-edge inset gusset construction, 
partially fixed lining and an open lined pocket inside the bag 
and a zipped one under the front panel flap. 
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Figure 182.  The small 
handbag with opened flap. 
The lifted flap reveals a golden 
leather lining and a zipped 
pocket. The edges of the flap 
are handmade matching the 
edges of the zip (Photo by 
T. Tikenberg)
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1. The small measurements of the front and back panels of the bag 
emphasise femininity and follow the idea of the tiny handbags of the 
1920s and 1930s, but the base width adds functionality to the bag.
2. The asymmetrical flaps are inspired by the historical examples (Fig-
ure 183), but are modest in shape to balance the wide-base bag. The 
interior cannot be accessed from either flap.
3. Textured leather is used to refer to the elegance and luxury of the 
1930s bags and its stiffness hints at dignity.

Figure 183. Asymmetrical 
flaps of handbags (From left: 
Moeuudiseid, 1929, 5; Kleidi 
juurde sobiv käsitasku, 1930, 1) 
and asymmetrical decoration 
(Ja selliseks on kujunenud 
tänavune king, 1934, 28)
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Figure 184. Interior of the 
small handbag shows golden 
sequinned-like leather. Interior 
pocket has a newspaper-print 
leather interior (Photo by 
T. Tikenberg)
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4. The leather lining is golden and embossed, imitating a sequinned 
surface reminiscent of frivolous parties and hedonism (Figure 184). 
5. Hints of the sequinned interior can be seen when opening one of 
the flaps that use the same material as the interior (Figure 182). The 
edges of the flap lining are cut and punched lacelike to match the 
romantic golden zip on the front panel.
6. Both pockets have newspaper-print leather interiors.
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Figure 185. The briefcase with 
a shoulder strap, front view 
(Photo by T. Tikenberg)
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Briefcase with a 
shoulder strap 
Measurements: 26 cm (H) x 36 cm (L) x 2 cm (W)
Materials: red chrome-tanned full-grain leather, multicoloured 
chrome-tanned suede, printed leather and a zip.

The briefcase is a rectangular shaped flat bag with a long strap 
and a handle (Figure 185). The length of the handle is adjustable 
due to slits on top of the bag that fix stoppers between the strap 
and the handle. The strap length is approximately 124 cm. The 
briefcase has a fake flap and zipped compartment on the back 
panel of the bag (Figure 186). This briefcase has a fixed lining.
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Figure 186. The briefcase with 
a shoulder strap, back view 
(Photo by T. Tikenberg)
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1. The briefcase visually mimics the flapped bags of the 1930s whose 
flaps are rectangular with cropped corners (Figure 187). 
2. The flap is non-functional to represent the bags of the 1920s and 
1930s that have folds mainly for a decorative purpose. The flap on 
the briefcase is decorative but forms a lining pocket that is accessible 
from inside the bag.
3. The handle and the strap form a single circular piece using stoppers 
hidden inside the bag to enable the length of both the handle and the 
strap to be adjusted. This idea is derived and developed further from 
the residual handles of the historical bags (Figure 145).

Figure 187. Flapped bags of 
the 1920s and 1930s (Siim, 
1935, 6; Käetasku, 1934, 9; 
ETDM unregistered bag)
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Figure 188. The interior of the 
briefcase with a shoulder strap 
(Photo by T. Tikenberg)
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4. The fixed lining is in a patchwork pattern made of red, navy blue, 
green and olive-green suede. The combination of the soft surface and 
the patchwork pattern brings back the craft and homely feeling of 
our grannies who lived the historical period as young and fashionable 
(Figure 188).
5. Gilding is hidden inside the bag: stoppers have fillet lines made 
with a tool dating from the 1920s (Figure 189).
6. The lined pocket has a newspaper-print leather interior.

Figure 189. Fillet tool and 
samples of gilding
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Figure 190. The briefcase, 
three-quarter view (Photo by 
T. Tikenberg)
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Briefcase
Measurements: 26 cm (H) x 36 cm (L) x 6 cm (W)
Materials: black textured chrome-tanned coated leather, patterned 
suede, patent leather, printed leather, silk, magnets, zips and fibre-
board.

The briefcase is a hand-held bag consisting of three compart-
ments. The front and back panels form rectangular shaped 
zipped compartments; the central and largest one has triangu-
lar gussets and a figural handle (Figure 190). The briefcase is 
closable with magnets and has a strap-closed interior pocket.
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Figure 191. The opened main 
compartment of the briefcase 
(Photo by T. Tikenberg)
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1. This bag has the most complicated silhouette in the collection. It is 
an advanced combination of the hexagonal afternoon bags, rectangular 
briefcases and simple bags of the 1920s and 1930s (Figure 192, 164). 
2. Textured leathers and folded edges were the only decoration for 
the briefcase-type bags of the 1930s to represent elegance and luxury 
(Figure 193, 165). In this case, textured black leather and stiff layers 
of leather emphasise the formal look of the briefcase. 
3. The briefcase has wide gussets, similar to those used in both the 
flapped and framed bags of the 1920s and 1930s. As the base of the 
historical bags is extremely narrow and the gussets folded inside, these 
bags cannot carry large things. To allow for better capacity the width 
of the briefcase’s base is increased, and its gussets folded outward from 
the body of the bag (Figure 191).

  
Figure 192. Hexagonal 
wrist-bag (Image, 1927, 3) and 
handbag TLM 17322

Figure 193. Textured leather 
clutch TLM 29516 
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Figure 194. The interior of the 
central compartment of the 
briefcase. Interior pocket with 
a strap closure is decorated 
with leather braiding (Photo by 
T. Tikenberg)
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4. The lining of the briefcase consists of two different types of leather: 
thin black leather with a printed pattern of shiny green tiny squares 
and patent leather with oil-slick-effect. Both materials look artificial, 
shiny and cold, accentuating the wearer’s introverted personality and 
controlled hand movement inside the bag.
5. There is a lined pocket with a strap closure inside the central com-
partment. It aims to emphasise the possibility to control and settle 
things (Figure 194).
6. Leather braiding was used on the crafted handbags of the 1920s 
and 1930s instead of machine-made seams to complete the interiors 
(Figure 196). A similar technique of simple surface braiding is used, 
in this case on the upper edge of the lined pocket. In addition to its 
decorative purpose, the braiding forms a tab for a strap to close the 
compartment (Figure 194).
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Figure 195. The interior of 
the zipped compartment in 
the briefcase. The gilded fillet 
pattern is located under the zip 
(Photo by T. Tikenberg)
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7. The inside pocket has newspaper-print leather as the lining material 
for its interior.
8. The zipped compartments have leather linings combined with silk. 
Under the zip, a golden fillet pattern decorates the leather lining 
(Figure 195). The gilding is also applied on the turned edge of the 
interior pocket, referring to the extreme luxury of the handcrafted 
bags of Taska’s workshop, where they used to decorate even the turned 
edges of the flaps and pockets (Figure 152).

 
Figure 196. Leather braiding 
technique inside the leather 
handbag AM TE 1625
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Figure 197.  The clutch, 
three-quarter view (Photo by 
T. Tikenberg)
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Clutch
Measurements: 12 cm (H) x 24 cm (L) x 4 cm (W)
Materials: black chrome-tanned full-grain leather, golden chrome-
tanned leather, printed leather, pearl silk fabric, magnets, D-rings 
and bonded leather and fibreboard as reinforcement.

The clutch is a small rectangular hand-held bag (Figure 197). 
The bag has turned construction, drop-in lining and a leather 
frame for closure. It is possible to add a long thin strap from 
inside the frame. 
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Figure 198. Interior of the 
clutch showing the gold 
leather finishing, silk lining 
and layers of leather frame 
both of which have folded 
edges (Photo by T. Tikenberg)
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1. The upper edge of the bag has a figural detail. The inspiration 
comes from historical bags with distinctive ornaments (Figure 199).
2. The silhouette of the bag is simple. Its construction is inspired 
by the historical samples that have one-piece construction with re-
inforced front, back and base areas. The sides forming a gusset are 
without reinforcements, thus making the clutch more convenient to 
use. The W-base construction, characteristic of Estonian bags, was 
used (Figure 140).

Figure 199. Clutches with 
ornamental tab piece (Image 
22, 1930, 4; AM TE 2237; Kas 
teate, et, 1938, 30 Jan)
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3. The lining of the clutch is pearl white silk inspired by the historical 
preference for using light silk linings inside afternoon and evening 
bags regardless of the colour of the exterior (Figure 200).
4. Small details in golden leather were added to the interior of the 
clutch to emphasise the feeling of glamour and bring forth the so-
phisticated finishing of this bag (Figure 198).
5. The lined pocket has a newspaper-print leather interior.
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Figure 200. A framed black 
and a flapped dark blue bag; 
both have white silk linings (the 
private collection)
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4.4.4 

Reflections on Bag 
Making 

This section reflects on the designing and making of the bags 
in the collection Bags for Me. The historical handbags of the 
1920s and 1930s inspired me to test and develop forgotten 
technical solutions to gain better results in finishing bags. The 
techniques include piping, fillet tooling and braiding, folding 
exterior material over interior material to minimise visible lay-
ers of materials, folding both exterior and interior details to 
hide double reinforcement and to leave the layers of materials 
unattached to each other.

Double skiving
In my bag design practice, I preferred folded edges of leather 
to gain a finished and clean look. Skiving is used to thin the 
material to enable the folding process. The standard allowance 
for folding is 10 mm, and usually, it is reasonable to skive 
about 11 mm with a sharp edge cut. I used this standard when 
folding the tote, the shoulder bag, the large handbag and the 
red briefcase with a shoulder strap. In the cases of the briefcase 
and the small handbag, I developed double skiving because the 
leather for these bags was too stiff to allow standard folding. 
Double skiving means that I skived the edges two times. The 
first skiving was a smooth cut about 30 mm wide; the aim 
was to make the leather thinner and therefore more flexible. 
The second skiving was standard with a width of 11 mm and 
a sharp edge. The idea of the smooth cut comes from leather 
craft/bookbinding, where leather with skived edges is glued 
on and folded around cardboard. To hide the transition to the 
skived part the thinned area is about 30–50 mm wide and very 
smooth. The smoothness there is achieved using sandpaper or 
a special peering knife. In my case, I used a skiving machine 
and adjusted it to a smooth cut (Figure 201). 
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Figure 201. Cross-section of 
skived leather (from left to 
right): sharp edge for bags, a 
smooth edge for bookbinding, 
double skiving for stiff coated 
leather

Use of paste glue
When folding the edges of the leather, contact glue is preferred 
nowadays. Contact glues are strong enough to overcome tensions 
when folding the leather; it needs only one instant touch and 
pressure to glue the surfaces together. It is quick and conven-
ient for folding straight and linear edges and square corners. 
Conversely, paste glue penetrates the material when applied, 
meaning that not only surfaces but also the structures inside 
the leather bond together. The result is precise and more stable 
than using contact glue. Paste glue also enables moulding, as it 
takes time for the surfaces to stick together. In my collection, 
I preferred to use folded round corners and curves that need 
moulding of the thin leather for folding. I decided to use paste 
glue. The knowledge and experience of the advantages of paste 
come from leather craft and bookbinding, where it is still the 
most preferred type of adhesive. 

Folded edges 
In the process of making these bags, I tested several versions of 
construction types. The most ordinary one is to fold the body of 
the bag and leave the edges of smaller details raw (e.g. gussets 
and collars). These raw edges demonstrate the usage of genuine 
leather, although dyed or waxed for protection. The shoulder 
bag (gussets), the briefcase (gussets, handles), the small handbag 
(gussets, the lining of a flap), the large handbag (gussets) and 
the briefcase with a shoulder strap (sides, edges of a flap, strap) 
demonstrate this kind of mixture of turned and raw edges. The 
top of the large handbag uses a version where the exterior is 
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folded, and the collars have raw but skived edges (Figure 202). 
The result is smooth and thin and looks like double-sided sin-
gle-layer material. The finishing needed hand peering to achieve 
an extremely thin edge on the leather collar and extra precise 
gluing of the very edges before sewing. Visually minimising the 
number of material layers is seen in every bag of the collection. 
I used a technical method characteristic of the bags of the 1920s 
and 1930s. It is seen on the flaps and upper edges of pockets 

Figure 202. Interior of the 
large handbag. The assembled 
folded upper edges and skived 
edges of the collars look thin 
and like a one-layer material
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and gussets: the exterior material is turned and folded over the 
interior one. This covers the top edge of the lining, finishes the 
edge and hides the interior layer of material (Figure 203). In the 
shoulder bag, the flap compartment is finished without a visible 
stitch on the exterior of the flap (Figure 204). In other bags, both 
layers of materials are folded (e.g. in the clutch and the tote), 
where the leather frame has an edge of double folding. This is 
also a technique used to hide double reinforcement (Figure 198). 

Figure 203. Interior of the 
briefcase. The folded edge of 
the gusset covers the upper 
edge of the lining material; the 
same method of finishing can 
be seen inside the upper edge 
of the lining pocket
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Figure 204. The shoulder bag 
with an open flap. The folded 
top edge has a stitch inside the 
compartment not visible from 
the exterior. The curved edge 
has a stitch visible from both 
interior and exterior. The fold 
finishes the upper edge of the 
lining and hides the red lining 
leather when the flap is closed
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Piping 
The use of piping with extra thin leather in the tote and the 
clutch serves two practical purposes. First, it covers the edges of 
the reinforcement material (Figure 198, 205). Second, it finishes 
and covers otherwise the raw top edges of the gussets (Figure 
171, 198). Both allow widening the construction possibilities. 
The pieces are glued using paste. The idea comes from book-
binding, but in my case, golden leather as the piping material, 
otherwise a practical solution, turned out to be decorative unlike 
in the case of books and casings.

Figure 205. A detailed view 
of the tote. The golden leather 
piping is visible under the frame

Loose layers
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Loose layers
One more technical experiment I tested was to leave layers of 
materials unattached to each other as can be seen in the large 
handbag. The front and back panels of the bag consist of four 
layers of material: lining leather, fibreboard, cotton padding and 
exterior leather (from inside out). The last was folded around 
the others to leave only the exterior leather visible. I prepared 
the folding horizontally, and all the layers were affixed to each 
other around the edges only. Later, when the assembled body 
of the bag was vertical, gravity and moisture started to play a 
role. The leather surface of the handbag seems to be moving and 
living (Figure 172). It is the method that was used in the 1920s 
and 1930s but on much smaller bags. Nowadays, composite 
materials or fixation across entire surfaces is more common and 
results in stiff shapes and surfaces. The large handbag looks 
unique and completely different compared to the aesthetics of 
similar style contemporary handbags.

Fillet tooling
I used fillet decoration inside the bag on both briefcases. I first 
tested it on the red briefcase with a shoulder strap and then 
adjusted the technique to get better results on the black brief-
case. The idea originates from fillet lines decorating the edges 
of details both inside and outside the historical bags (Figure 
152). In historical bags, both blind tooling (i.e. hot fillet leaves 
a darker pattern on heat-sensitive leather) and gilding (i.e. hot 
fillet presses gold foil pattern to the leather) were used. I de-
cided to use gilding to emphasise the usage of the technique 
and chose fillet tools originating from about 1920s. It turned 
out to be a complicated task because of my little experience. 
I tested several methods to understand the sequence of the 
work on the historical bags – making the detail first and then 
decorating it and vice versa, decorating first and then skiving, 
folding and sewing. It was also problematic to find the right 
temperature for the foil, leather and fillet tool to achieve a 
high-quality result. Differences in leather tanning appeared. 
As practical notes, it can be mentioned, that it is easier to do 
the tooling first and then go further with finishing the detail 
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and assembling the bag. In this case, the material has only one 
balanced layer, which makes it easier to get straight lines. But 
the fillet lines have to be made far from the edge because of 
folding allowances, and this makes achieving preciseness com-
plicated. It is also mandatory to avoid the leather stretching. I 
could not glue cardboard or paper underneath the leather, as is 
commonly done in bookbinding, I used adhesive fabric instead, 
which is easily removable afterwards (Figure 206). 

Figure 206. Fillet testing 
on the lining leather of the 
briefcase. Adhesive fabric 
is partially visible from the 
edge of the leather that was 
glued there to avoid stretching 
during fillet tooling
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Braiding 
This is a technique that was commonly used in the leather work-
shops of the 1920s and 1930s to assemble bags, their linings 
and lining pockets. It was probably adopted to make up for the 
absence of leather sewing machines (Figure 196). Inspired by the 
technique, I combined the functional and ornamental qualities 
of leather braiding inside the large handbag and the briefcase on 
the top edge of the lining pockets. In both bags, the braiding 
forms a tab for a strap to close the interior pocket (Figure 174, 
194). In the large handbag, a braiding-like technique was used. 
The inner upper collars and turned edges of the sides of the bag 
have double rows of slits all around; the upper edge of the lining 
was cut into strips, and these were braided together forming a 
cross-structure and making it possible to join the collars to the 
rest of the lining without seams (Figure 174). Different coloured 
materials emphasised the ornamental effect.

The third creative case tested my ability to adjust con-
struction and technical methods to the chosen materials and 
the advanced skills of the historical techniques.

Most of the forgotten technical solutions, in this case, were 
derived from bookbinding knowledge. It resonates with the 
united history of bookbinding and bag making in Estonia and 
presents the opportunity to enhance contemporary bag design 
adding know-how from a close subject area.     

4.4.5 

Feedback Analysis

The aim of the audience feedback for the third creative case 
was to find out how Estonian women in the present perceived 
characteristic details commonly seen in bags made in Estonia 
during the 1920s and 1930s and understood them as contem-
porary designs in 2018. 

The feedback was collected during private displays of the 
Bags for Me collection (Figure 207), and the analysis relies on 
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eight face-to-face in-depth semi-structured interviews (Morse, 
2012). The methods for collecting and analysing the feedback 
are explained thoroughly in Section 3.3 (Data Collection Meth-
ods) and Section 4.1.3 (Collecting and Analysing Audience 
Feedback).

Reflection on the 
collection 

This section provides an overview of the interviewees’ percep-
tions of the bags before and after a thorough tactile examina-
tion, aiming to study the limits of visual and benefits of tactile 
perceptions. 

The feedback data show that the examination left the se-
lection of the most favourite bag unchanged in two interviews 
(2, 4) but changed in six others, as shown in the table (Table 2). 
According to the interviewees’ preferences, the shoulder bag 
emerged as the most and the tote as the least favourable bags 
in the collection.

Figure 207. A private display 
after an interview, held in one 
of the EAA lecture rooms



Chosen bag before the 
examination of the 
bags

Question 1:
Keywords for a favourite bag before 
the examination of the collection

Chosen bag 
after the 
examination of 
the bags

Questions 2-5:
Keywords for the favourite bag after the examination of the 
collection

Bag choice before 
and after the 
examination

Interview 1 Large handbag *Elegant
*Minimal 
*Simple 

Shoulder bag *Good proportions 
*Red flower-patterned lining leather 
*Soft quality leather for exterior 
*Tactile sensation is positive 
*Visible black and hidden red colour combination is compara-
ble with interviewee’s character 

different

Interview 2 Shoulder bag *Soft 
*Casual
*Colour red is peeking 

Shoulder bag *Soft 
*Colour red peeking 
*Peeking curves 
*Pressed pattern of lining leather 
*Hidden femininity
*Softness and femininity is comparable with interviewee’s 
character 

same

Interview 3 Briefcase with 
a Shoulder Strap

*Inventive 
*Original 
*Sporty 
*Cross-body 

Small handbag *Inventive
*Elegantly sporty 
*Beautiful proportions 
*Surprising interior 
*Mixture of styles 
*Everything is there 

different

Interview 4 Briefcase *Respectable 
*Format 
*Holds A4 and tablet 
*Comfortable to carry (slim) 
*Silhouette 
*Simple but intriguing

Briefcase *Capacious enough 
*Easy maintenance 
*Practical 
*Fetching interior
*Shiny interior 
*Lining reminiscent of Matrix, computers, IT, cyber-space 
*Elegant 
*Feminine 

same

Interview 5 Clutch *Size 
*Format 
*Capacity 
*Historical touch 

Large handbag *Size 
*Practical 
*Compact 
*Holds lap-top 
*Stands 
*Closable with zip 
*Silhouette of the top edge 
*Vintage feel, vintage character 
*Novel 
*Beautiful simple interior 

different

Interview 6 Large handbag *Colour 
*Texture of leather 
*Shape 
*Showy and distinctive

Shoulder bag *Practical 
*Size 
*Lining colour and pattern

different

Interview 7 Briefcase *Distinctive 
*Silhouette 
*Symmetry 
*Holds I-pad 

Clutch *Size 
*Universal 
*Practical 
*Opening  
*Comfortable to use 
*Not shiny, no sequins 
* Not too fancy 
*Intriguing colour 
*Cross-section shape 
*Clean interior 

different

Interview 8 Briefcase with 
a Shoulder Strap

*Colour 
*Cross-body 
*Universal (for both daily wear and 
special events) 

Shoulder Bag *Simple black 
*Interior colour 
*Soft material 
*Exiting sexy lining 
*Interior pockets 

different

Table 2. Table showing 
favourite bags of the 
interviewees before and after 
the examination



Chosen bag before the 
examination of the 
bags

Question 1:
Keywords for a favourite bag before 
the examination of the collection

Chosen bag 
after the 
examination of 
the bags

Questions 2-5:
Keywords for the favourite bag after the examination of the 
collection

Bag choice before 
and after the 
examination

Interview 1 Large handbag *Elegant
*Minimal 
*Simple 

Shoulder bag *Good proportions 
*Red flower-patterned lining leather 
*Soft quality leather for exterior 
*Tactile sensation is positive 
*Visible black and hidden red colour combination is compara-
ble with interviewee’s character 

different

Interview 2 Shoulder bag *Soft 
*Casual
*Colour red is peeking 

Shoulder bag *Soft 
*Colour red peeking 
*Peeking curves 
*Pressed pattern of lining leather 
*Hidden femininity
*Softness and femininity is comparable with interviewee’s 
character 

same

Interview 3 Briefcase with 
a Shoulder Strap

*Inventive 
*Original 
*Sporty 
*Cross-body 

Small handbag *Inventive
*Elegantly sporty 
*Beautiful proportions 
*Surprising interior 
*Mixture of styles 
*Everything is there 

different

Interview 4 Briefcase *Respectable 
*Format 
*Holds A4 and tablet 
*Comfortable to carry (slim) 
*Silhouette 
*Simple but intriguing

Briefcase *Capacious enough 
*Easy maintenance 
*Practical 
*Fetching interior
*Shiny interior 
*Lining reminiscent of Matrix, computers, IT, cyber-space 
*Elegant 
*Feminine 

same

Interview 5 Clutch *Size 
*Format 
*Capacity 
*Historical touch 

Large handbag *Size 
*Practical 
*Compact 
*Holds lap-top 
*Stands 
*Closable with zip 
*Silhouette of the top edge 
*Vintage feel, vintage character 
*Novel 
*Beautiful simple interior 

different

Interview 6 Large handbag *Colour 
*Texture of leather 
*Shape 
*Showy and distinctive

Shoulder bag *Practical 
*Size 
*Lining colour and pattern

different

Interview 7 Briefcase *Distinctive 
*Silhouette 
*Symmetry 
*Holds I-pad 

Clutch *Size 
*Universal 
*Practical 
*Opening  
*Comfortable to use 
*Not shiny, no sequins 
* Not too fancy 
*Intriguing colour 
*Cross-section shape 
*Clean interior 

different

Interview 8 Briefcase with 
a Shoulder Strap

*Colour 
*Cross-body 
*Universal (for both daily wear and 
special events) 

Shoulder Bag *Simple black 
*Interior colour 
*Soft material 
*Exiting sexy lining 
*Interior pockets 

different
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The visual examination revealed the following noticeable 
characteristics related to form:

 
1. construction (e.g. Interviewee 3 found the construction of the brief-
case with a shoulder strap original and inventive) 
2. silhouette (e.g. Interviewee 4 mentioned the different silhouette of 
the briefcase as respectable, but Interviewee 7 as an attention attracter) 
3. stiffness (e.g. Interviewee 1 related the stiffness of the large handbag 
to elegant form) and 
4. softness (e.g. Interviewee 2 selected the shoulder bag because of its 
softness referring to casual style). 

Colour and texture were mentioned as the characteristics of 
the materials that influenced the selection of the most pleasant 
bags (e.g. Interviewee 8 selected the briefcase with a shoulder 
strap and Interviewee 6 chose the large handbag because of the 
red exterior; the large handbag was noticed by Interviewee 6 
because of the leather texture). 

Respondents also valued characteristics related to practical 
use. For example, cross-body style (e.g. the long cross-body strap 
of the briefcase with a shoulder strap was considered thief-proof 
by Interviewee 3 and suitable both for daily wear and special 
festive events by Interviewee 8) and capacity (e.g. the briefcase 
was considered large enough to fit all the necessary items for 
business meetings by Interviewee 4 and the clutch fulfilled the 
needs of Interviewee 5) drew attention.

The tactile examination brought interest in the proportions 
of the bags. Interviewees 1, 3 and 5 considered the beautiful 
proportions of a bag as a relevant characteristic. Interviewee 
1 selected the shoulder bag as her favourite; she found the 
overall bag and the curvilinear interior under the flap propor-
tionate and perfectly balanced. Interviewee 3 chose the small 
handbag, and Interviewee 5 selected the large handbag due to 
the beautiful proportions and silhouette. Tactile examination 
added keywords that reflect surface related characteristics and 
emphasise the material qualities of the exteriors of the bags – 
the soft and smooth leather of the shoulder bag and the tote 
were sensed as pleasant and relaxing; therefore, this changed  
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the respondents’ opinions of the whole bag (interviews 1, 2, 
8). According to Interviewee 3, the touch of a hand makes the 
person understand the real quality and origin of the materials. 
Lifting, opening and closing and carrying the bags helped to 
articulate the reasons for personal preferences. Practicality and 
suitable size were mentioned as the characteristics that influ-
enced the selection of either the large handbag (interview 5), 
the shoulder bag (interview 6) or the clutch (interview 7). It 
can be deduced that the size and practical side of the bag are 
dependent on the specific needs of the owner.

The most essential feature of the feedback appeared to 
be the opportunity to examine the interior of the bags. The 
colour and pattern of the lining influenced each respondent’s 
preference, and the lining was mentioned in every interview 
as a relevant feature that characterised the bag. Constructions 
of the interiors, number and position of the interior pockets 
and inside capacity changed the opinion of several interview-
ees. When asked to select their favourite, perceived emotional 
values became more important than practical ones for several 
interviewees. For example, Interviewee 8 found the red lining of 
the shoulder bag sexy and exciting; Interviewee 4 perceived the 
colour, shine and pattern of the lining of the briefcase as futuris-
tic, technical, modern, contemporary and innovative, reminding 
her of the movie Matrix, computers, IT and cyber-space. 

The selected bags were repeatedly said to satisfy the inter-
viewees’ needs and reflect their self-image (interviews 1, 2, 4, 
5, 7). For example, Interviewee 1 compared the shoulder bag 
and her personality. She said that the bag feels intimate because 
otherwise, she was not brave enough to accept the red and 
black colour combination, but when the red details are hidden 
inside, the bag looks like herself – bold inside, modest outside. 
Interviewee 4 realised that she was reaching a certain age, and 
she needed to look more mature and business-like, she hoped 
that the briefcase could help her look convincing. Interviewee 5 
started to favour the large handbag because of its novel vintage 
look that demands a certain sense of style and knowledge of 
fashion trends. Interviewee 3 stated that a person needs more 
than one bag to satisfy her needs.
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Based on the analysis of the eight interviewees’ favourite 
bags, it can be summarised that functionality and ergonomics 
are relevant characteristics for bag design. Form, colour and the 
material of the bag exterior are also significant in the perception 
of style, but the influence of a contrasting bag interior seemed 
to play a crucial role in the decision-making process. Emotional 
values that emerged from the bag’s interior solutions seem to 
be as important as the practical considerations in the process 
of selecting a favourite bag from the collection. 

The respondents described every bag in the creative col-
lection. The following overview concludes the most distinctive 
features:

1. The tote was perceived as modern by Interviewee 5, as respectable 
by Interviewee 7, but mostly as a practical and capacious bag for 
shopping and everyday wear (interviews 1, 3, 5, 6, 8). The softness 
of the form and the soft quality of the leather were the most noticed 
and favoured characteristics (interviews 1, 3, 5, 7, 8). The triangular 
decorative folds were mentioned several times and considered visual-
ly spatial (interviews 1, 5, 7). The tote’s interior was interpreted as 
associated with a snake, teeth and biting (interviews 2, 7), but found 
to be very delicate and smart in its details (interviews 4, 6, 8).

2. The large handbag was perceived foremost as a bag with an outstand-
ing silhouette (interviews 5, 6, 7) and striking exterior colour and tex-
ture (interviews 4, 6, 7, 8). It was flat, stiffened and slim (interviews 3, 
5, 6, 7) and required coordination with the costume. The large handbag 
was considered a bag that expects a proper coat, suit or skirt and high 
heels from its owner (interviews 1, 3, 7). It was named a bag of a lady 
by Interviewee 4, Moominmamma’s type of bag by Interviewee 3, a bag 
for a lady millionaire by Interviewee 4 and a leader’s bag by Interviewee 
7. The bag was considered retro and with tremendous vintage vibes 
by Interviewee 5. Interviewee 3 noted that wearing this bag requires 
combining classic with other styles. Finally, the large handbag was 
called a classic bag, which could be inherited to the next generation 
by Interviewee 7. The large handbag was considered elegant because 
of the delicate small round corners of the upper edge (interview 1) and 
the braiding inside the bag (interviews 2, 3, 4).
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Loose layers of materials (exterior leather, padding and cardboard), 
on the otherwise stiffened front and back panels, was tested on the 
large handbag as a typical characteristic of the bags of the 1920s and 
1930s. Two interviewees (3, 5) out of eight disliked this because in 
their opinion the wavy surface made the exterior material look cheaper 
and referred to a low-quality leather. They both found the stiff and 
even material in hard construction bags more appealing. The others 
did not notice or did not find the characteristic relevant.

3. The shoulder bag was taken as a soft casual everyday bag with 
minimal and modern style (interviews 1, 2, 3, 5, 7, 8). Interviewees 4 
and 6 loved the practical construction, where the largest compartment 
formed a flap, although Interviewee 4 found the bag funny, because of 
the illusory effects. She could not open the bag where expected (i.e. 
curves under the flap were just ornamental) and it opened in an unex-
pected way (i.e. the flap opened as a compartment). The residual han-
dle on the back panel of the bag received attention in every response. 
Most interviewees tried to understand why it was there (interviews 
4, 5, 6) and how it functioned (interviews 1, 2, 4, 7). For example, 
Interviewee 4 tested it several ways, considered the possibility that 
the residual handle was just ornamental and after asking for an ex-
planation suggested that this kind of a handle could work to balance 
and hold the bag when the shoulder strap is unused. Interviewee 3 
recognised that the bag was inspired by classic envelope-style bags, 
due to remembering that the residual handle was characteristic of 
the 1930s. Interviewee 8 was the only one who noticed the residual 
handle but had no questions or hesitations about its existence. The 
curvilinear interior was liked by Interviewees 1 and 5; the first fav-
oured its proportions, the second its decorativeness and practicality 
(e.g. plenty of compartments and pockets). The lining was considered 
surprising and controversial with the exterior (interviews 1, 3, 5). The 
red inside the bag was perceived as referring to feminine (interview 
2), intimate (interviews 1, 2) and even sexy qualities (interview 8).

4. The small handbag was the most confusing bag; it was considered 
practical and impractical at the same time because of the size, which 
was the most mentioned characteristic. The bag was too small for 
Interviewees 1, 4, 5, 6 and 7. For example, Interviewee 4 considered 
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it too big for a few and too small for more things. The small hand-
bag was simultaneously perceived as modest (interview 4), feminine 
(interviews 1, 4), conservative (interview 8), vintage (interview 1), 
elegantly sporty (interview 3) and a lady’s bag (interviews 2, 5). The 
exterior leather was described only by its colour, the texture was 
not mentioned. The sequinned golden interior received much more 
attention; it was surprising for Interviewees 1, 7 and 8, lavish and 
romantic for Interviewee 5, lacy and delicate for Interviewee 2 but 
a bit too sweet for Interviewee 4. The lining associated with a shiny 
palace (interview 7) and a secret golden world (interview 5). 

5. The briefcase with a shoulder strap was considered a smart, modern 
and minimal bag for a brave contemporary woman. It was understood 
as simple and chic (interviews 1, 5), and novel, original and inventive 
(interviews 2, 3, 7). The red colour of the exterior was considered 
eye-catching by Interviewees 4 and 8, but its opening system was 
surprising and unexpected for everybody. The zip opening on the back 
panel instead of a flap opening on the front panel was considered a 
smart thief-proof solution several times (interviews 2, 3, 4, 7). The 
long adjustable strap and handle were confusing for Interviewees 4, 
5, 6 and 7; they looked like they can be moved, but moved so little 
that the interviewees did not realise whether it was meant to move, 
or it moved unintentionally. All of them needed extra explanations. 
None noticed the hidden gilding inside the bag. The interior material 
strongly influenced the perception of the whole bag; it was called 
bohemian twice (interviews 4, 7).  Interviewee 4 had two reasons for 
that. She thought that the bright colour of the exterior demanded a 
brave bohemian type of person and the patchwork pattern of the lining 
leather recalled hippies. Interviewee 7 mentioned that the owner of 
the bag should be a bohemian type, whom she defined as somebody 
who is two steps ahead of the rest of the bag-world. 

6. The briefcase was perceived as a practical bag for carrying laptop 
and A4 documents (interviews 1, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8), as a respectable bag 
(interviews 2, 4) suitable for formal occasions and office and court (in-
terviews 1, 3, 4, 8). The most mentioned characteristic of the briefcase 
was the silhouette. The silhouette was perceived as beautiful (inter-
views 1, 3, 5, 6) and different (interviews 4, 7). Attention was paid 
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to the outward gussets (interviews 4, 8). The exterior leather was not 
mentioned during the examinations, but the interior was considered 
metallic, futuristic and technical (interviews 2, 4, 7). Interviewee 3 
noticed the braiding as a functional and beautiful decoration. The 
interior gilding was not named.

7. The clutch was considered a simple, neutral and very comfortable 
bag with a fascinating opening system (interviews 1, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8). 
Its leather frame was loved because of the smart construction (inter-
views 2, 3, 7), the closure system using invisible magnets (interviews 
5, 6), comfortableness (interviews 5, 6, 8) and sound (interviews 1, 5, 
6, 7). For example, Interviewee 1 repeatedly opened and closed the 
bag during the interview because the sound of the clicking magnets 
worked for her as a stress ball. The size of the bag was found to be 
anatomically precise, and the bag enjoyable to hold (interviews 1, 
7). The clutch was considered a bag that is easy to coordinate with 
clothing (interviews 4, 6, 7) although communicating a historical 
touch (interviews 3, 5). It was taken either as a festive evening bag 
(interview 8), a bag fulfilling everyday needs (interview 5) or both 
(interview 4). The white silk interior was mentioned several times 
(interviews 1, 4, 7, 8), it was found to be pleasurably silky (interview 
8), divine (interview 1), pure (interview 7) and beautiful although 
impractical (interview 4).

It can be concluded that several local characteristics derived 
from the results of the historical research (i.e. triangular folds or 
braiding) were mentioned and complimented during the inter-
views but only very few of them were associated with tradition 
and a legacy of local handbag design. However, the analysis 
of the interviews revealed several recurring interpretations of 
perceptions that need further study to explain these as potential 
symbolic signs of bag design. I included these characteristics 
and their perceptions as a table (Table 3).
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Style

Form Colour, material Context 

Soft construction of bags was 
perceived as casual and infor-
mal (interviews 1, 2).

Black texture-less leather for 
the exterior was perceived as 
casual (interviews 2, 3).

The simple design was 
perceived as neutral and 
universal, therefore easy 
to coordinate with clothing 
and suitable for both day 
and evening wear (inter-
views 1, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8)

Hard construction was per-
ceived as formal and respecta-
ble (interviews 4, 5).

Red exterior leather was 
perceived as bold (interviews 
4, 5, 7).

Closed-top (zip closure) 
bags were perceived as se-
cure and stable (interviews 
4, 5, 7)

The slimness of the shape 
and small finished details (e.g. 
round corners) emphasised the 
respectability, elegance and 
femininity of the bags (inter-
views 1, 4, 5, 7).

The red interior leather with 
floral motifs was perceived as 
feminine, intimate and even 
sexy (interviews 1, 2, 8).

The stiff and slim bags 
were perceived as co-or-
dinated with high heels 
and classical clothing 
(interviews 1, 3, 7)

The small size emphasised 
femininity and ladylikeness 
(interviews 1, 2, 4, 5).

The mono-coloured pat-
tern-free linings were perceived 
as simple and clean (interviews 
5, 7).

The straight lines of the design 
were perceived as minimal and 
curved lines were perceived as 
feminine (interviews 1, 2).

The feedback interviews revealed that despite using 13 differ-
ent kinds of leather (five for exteriors and eight for interiors, 
all with slightly different scents which are dependent on the 
tanning processes) no comments regarding the odour of the 
bag materials were made. Therefore, it can be deduced, that 
the smell of the material was insignificant for the interview-
ees. Surprisingly, the sound of opening and closing the bags 
was noticed – the closing system for the clutch was the most 
favoured. Due to the highly pleasurable and relieving closing 
sound the interviewees repeatedly closed and opened the bag 
with no other reason than to hear the click of the invisible mag-
nets (interviews 1, 5, 6, 7). Egmond (2007) distinguishes the 
consequential and intentional sounds among product sounds. 
Consequential sounds, which were noticed on the bags, are me-

Table 3. Recurring 
interpretations of perceptions 
of the bags in the third creative 
collection
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chanical sounds that are a consequence of the moving parts of 
products and are affected by the interaction when a person uses 
a product. Adding sounds to the bags of the third creative case 
was unintentional but the interaction with the bags revealed 
the potential for intentionally applying sounds to the bags to 
evoke emotions and influence perception. 

Perception of local 
characteristics – the 
Estonianness of the 
bags

The Bags for Me collection applied several design principles 
derived from the research of local handbags from 1918 to 1940. 
Simple silhouettes without decoration and ornament but curvi-
linear compartmentalised interiors with decorated linings were 
preferred as much as high-quality materials for both the exterior 
and interior that were emphasised with finishing techniques 
(e.g. folding, piping, fillet tooling and braiding). The techni-
cal peculiarities discovered, such as leaving layers of materials 
unattached to each other and applying newspaper to reinforce 
the bag, were interpreted. In the feedback interviews, the last 
two questions were interested in the perception of these local 
features and asked the respondents to verbalise potential features 
that could be seen as originating locally. This section provides an 
overview of the interview results and deduces the characteristics 
of the bags and why they were perceived as local.

The similarities and differences between the bags in this 
collection and other similar bags allowed me to consider the 
characteristics perceived as unique and specific. In this case, 
the perception of the exteriors was similar, but the perception 
of the interiors differed from one bag to another because every 
interviewee noticed the surprising contradiction of the simple 
exteriors and the detailed interiors. When comparing to other 
bags, the sizes, shapes and materials of the collection were con-
sidered typical (interviews 2, 3, 6). The visual composition of 
the exteriors were familiar at first glance but, contained several 
surprising and novel solutions when experienced up close. For 
example, the interviewees mentioned the frame-like construc-
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tions of the tote and the clutch, the fake flaps of the briefcase 
with a shoulder strap and the small handbag, the functional 
flap of the shoulder bag and the gussets of the briefcase. The 
most distinctive different characteristic of the exteriors noticed 
was the lack of metal fittings and frames that evoked a vin-
tage feeling (interview 5). Interviewee 3 mentioned the sewing 
technology as similar to other bags because this was dependent 
on the types of sewing machines and leathers, thereby, similar 
technical solutions were inevitable. However, the interiors of 
the bags were found to be original and different from other 
contemporary bags because of the attention paid to the design 
concept, functionality and finishing. The interiors evoked emo-
tions (interview 8) and were considered exclusive (interview 
3), ‘bling-bling’ (interview 6) and like secret worlds inside the 
bags (interview 5). For example, Interviewees 1 and 2 realised 
that the linings were meticulously selected and suggested that 
these presented types of women or their characters. Interviewee 
7 added that the interior details were essential for her because 
she expected and loved the emotion-evoking details of the bags 
that were hidden from public view and meant just for herself 
to remind her of something personal. At the same time, the 
practicality of the interiors was also acknowledged – Inter-
viewees 3 and 5 favoured the highly organised interiors with a 
multitude of pockets. Interviewee 3 noticed that the detailed 
interiors were an inventive idea because bag designers usually 
underestimate the value of compartmentalised interiors. The 
stylistic contradiction between the interiors and the exteriors 
was perceived as personal (interview 6) and intimate (interview 
1), and reminiscent of a story or a specific inspiration behind 
every bag (interviews 2, 7). All the respondents acknowledged 
the choice of materials and meticulous finishing and valued 
the collection as high-quality bags. For example, Interviewee 
2 noticed the role of craft and commitment, which reached a 
clean and accurate result; Interviewee 3 valued the original 
solutions and outside-the-box thinking.

If the similarities and differences between the bags provided 
information for comparing this collection with other contem-
porary bags, the last question of the interview aimed to reveal 
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the opinions of the interviewees regarding which characteristics 
of these bags have the potentiality to be perceived as ‘local’. 
Estonianness, as a category, was not mentioned before the last 
question, but after it, Interviewee 2 perceived several shapes, 
details and techniques as being familiar. She connected some 
features of these bags; for example, the residual handle of the 
shoulder bag, the decorative folds of the tote, braiding and 
closure straps (inside the large handbag and the briefcase) with 
features of bags from local history connected with her moth-
er and grandmother. It was the only attempt to connect the 
characteristics of the bags to the local past. Instead, the other 
interviewees tried to define Estonianness in the contemporary 
context of the field of local bag design. 

Modern features, such as practicality and simplicity (inter-
views 1, 5) were considered when defining Estonianness through 
typical characteristics of contemporary Estonian craft-based 
design. Interviewees 1 and 5 suggested the briefcase with a 
shoulder strap as an example of local design because of its simple 
Nordic appearance but warm cosy patchwork essence hidden 
inside to reflect traditional values. Interviewee 3 considered the 
bag collection original and expanded in relation to Estonian de-
sign, claiming that in her opinion, Estonian design is inventive, 
and this tendency originates from a practitioner’s viewpoint. It 
is about simultaneous thinking and making that improve and 
develop the design production. It is about the designer’s careful 
consideration of technology, materials, exterior, interior, details, 
etc., simultaneously. In her opinion, a designer-maker reaches 
new solutions and avoids copying an existing trend or fashion.

Estonianness was defined through Estonian women and 
their preferences in selecting a new bag. Interviewee 5 found 
that the tote and the shoulder bag should be the most favourite 
bags for Estonian women because these were soft-shaped and 
capacious. These bags were so practical that they suit winter 
and summer, wedding and funeral, shopping and work. In her 
opinion, the Estonian woman needs a bag so multifunctional 
that one is enough for whatever function. 

Estonianness was defined through generally known char-
acteristics of Estonians as a nation. Interviewees 5, 6 and 7 
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mentioned that exteriors of the bags were simple although in-
teresting but attractions were hidden inside. They realised that 
this was associated with Estonians who are considered introverts 
and do not show their real feelings so lightly. Interviewee 5 
called it a ʻparty inside oneselfʻ, Interviewee 6 explained that 
underneath the monotonous nature of a typical Estonian there 
is always something attractive that reveals itself after familiar-
isation. Interviewee 7 brought the shoulder bag as an example 
– black exterior associates with a modest character and red 
interior represent veiled emotions. Interviewee 8 compared 
these bags with Estonia as a country. In her opinion most of 
the foreigners do not know anything about small and pretty 
unknown Estonia, its values reveal themselves only after closer 
examination.

Interviewee 8 summarised the idea of simple exteriors and 
surprising interiors and mentioned that it is impossible to cre-
ate a bag with a totally new shape in the modern world of an 
enormous quantity of bags and bag producers. The idea of em-
phasising interiors could be the characteristic that distinguishes 
these bags from the rest of the world. She realised that it should 
be enough when a well-designed handbag has an interior what 
makes you smile.

Besides rather general suggestions, the newspaper-print 
leather was mentioned several times as a possible characteristic 
of local design. The idea of using newspaper inside the bag 
was surprising and attractive for every interviewee. It got the 
most comments inside the tote (five times) and the least inside 
the large handbag (once) regardless of the similar size of the 
pockets. The number of remarks was dependent on the stiff-
ness of the shape. The tote, as a soft construction, was movable 
and therefore interior details were more visible, but the large 
handbag, as stiff and flat, meant the interior details were hardly 
noticeable. The collage of newspaper fragments communicated 
topical news from a certain period and location (interviews 2, 4), 
associated with a cheap and damageable lining or padding ma-
terial like inside apple containers (interviews 4, 8), reinterpreted 
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Schiaparelli’s newspaper-print bag90 (interview 3), and therefore 
was considered unconventional, out of context and made the 
bags playful (interviews 1, 7, 8). In addition, the idea of using 
Eesti [Estonia] and Päeva (my last name), instead of the longer 
heading of the newspaper Eesti Päevaleht was understood as the 
logo of the designer (interview 1). The bags were perceived as 
designed and made in Estonia because of the Estonian language 
on the newspaper fragments (interviews 4, 6). Interviewee 3 
suggested empowering the idea of the newspaper expanding it 
to the whole interior and Interviewee 7 to use the idea for the 
exterior of the bags.

In conclusion, the feedback for the third creative collection 
revealed several recurring interpretations of perceptions; for 
example, the reinforced stiff construction as formal, whereas the 
soft construction of a bag as casual. The analysis demonstrated 
that a contrasting interior played a crucial role in the percep-
tion of the bags and the emotional values that emerged from 
the bag’s interior solutions seemed to be as equally influential 
as the practical ones. The results of the feedback support the 
ideas of Govers and Mugge (2004), who suggest that people 
become more attached to products with a personality that is 
similar to their own. The product gains symbolic meaning to 
the owner and causes an in-depth attachment. The Estonianness 
of the bags was defined through characteristics of contemporary 
design and Estonian women’s preferences in selecting a new 
bag. These relied on the practical viewpoints of both the maker 
and the user. Metaphoric values associated with Estonia as a 
small country and Estonians as introverts were also considered 
to reflect Estonianness. The most literal observation and then 
also suggestion to connect the bags with local design produc-
tion was the usage of the Estonian language, in this case, the 
Estonian newspaper fragments inside the bags. The newspaper 
print leather was perceived as a splendid refreshing idea with 
different interpretations dependent on the subjectivity of the 
interviewees but referring to the designer and origin of the bag.

90  
In 1934 Elsa Schiaparelli designed her famous Newsprint bag, made 
of the first-ever customised designer fabric, what was a collage bear-
ing press clips of herself (Johnson, 2002, p. 443).
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4.4.6 

Conclusion

The third creative case aimed to test specific and typical char-
acteristics of local handbags from the 1920s and 1930s on con-
temporary designs. A collection of seven bags was completed 
and then examined by eight Estonian women.

According to the selected Estonian periodicals, between the 
years 1918 and 1940, local folk patterns were the most visible 
characteristic used to introduce national features to otherwise 
international handbag fashion. This was considered a way of 
differentiating Estonian design. DIY projects suggested a vari-
ety of techniques and pattern types to combine with a modern 
style, but international styles prevailed in every local handbag 
advertisement published during the period. Also, the fashion 
news followed international trends and modern handbags had 
no visual features differentiating them from bags of foreign 
origin. Therefore, a further examination of handbags focusing 
on museum collections was essential for collecting information 
on the construction and technologies and also to involve interior 
styles and types as a relevant feature in the perception of bags 
on the basis of the observations of the second creative case. 

The comparison of bags from the 1920s and 1930s in mu-
seum collections revealed significant developments and a large 
variety of designs of the period, which present recurring styles, 
details and construction methods. The most outstanding of these 
were interpreted in the Bags for Me collection of seven bags (e.g. 
a specific version of a W-base construction was interpreted on 
the tote and the clutch; folds as decoration were tested on the 
tote, while asymmetric missing corners were applied on the 
small handbag and the briefcase with a shoulder strap). The 
comparison of local historical bags, including highly ornament-
ed hand-tooled leather clutches and undecorated leather portfo-
lios, revealed delicate and skilful finishing techniques, such as 
small round corners, folded edges, gilding and fillet ornament, 
to add a luxury feel to the products. The apparent influence of 
the highly popular local leather art and bookbinding craft of 
the 1920s and 1930s was applied to the contemporary handbag 
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collection to test the communicative abilities of these. The in-
teriors of the historical bags were highly structured, containing 
several compartments and lining pockets. The most popular 
lining material was silk faille, but some leather bags had a 
leather interior. The idea of complex interiors and luxurious 
materials, such as silk and leather, were also integrated into 
the bags in the third creative case.

The most unexpected bag design characteristic of the 1920s 
and 1930s turned out to be the stylistic opposition between 
the exterior and interior of the bags. When the exteriors of the 
bags were linear and minimal, the interiors of the same bags 
incorporated the opposite aesthetic principles expressed through 
complex, curvy and wavy pocket flaps and compartment edges. 
The creative collection followed the same idea and contrasted 
minimal simple exteriors with colourful structured and com-
partmentalised interiors. 

The examination of the collection and the analysis of the 
feedback interviews provided new information about how one 
perceives bags, their parts and characteristics that can be mean-
ingful in the communicative relationship between the bag and 
its user. Besides the visual and tactile qualities, attention was 
also placed on sound. The examination process presented several 
recurring interpretations (e.g. closed-top bags were perceived 
as secure and stable, while reinforced and stiff construction was 
perceived as formal and respectable) but none of the physical 
characteristics was perceived and recognised as local.

The feedback defined Estonianness through characteristics 
of contemporary design, the preferences of Estonian women and 
Estonians as a nation. As a result, some principles that can be 
characteristic of local handbag design practice were revealed. 
First, the contrasting styles of the exterior and interior were 
considered suitable to represent Estonianness. Functional and 
simple exterior design instead of decorations and ornamental 
fittings were considered local characteristics of local bags with 
a simultaneous need for practicality and multi-functionality. 
Minimal and modest exteriors were emphasised and compared 
to reasonable and practical Estonians, while attractive and lav-
ishly finished interiors were considered to reflect Estonianness 



because a pleasant surprise hidden inside the bags was compared 
to Estonians as introverts, who do not reveal themselves before 
familiarization. Second, the most literal suggestion of Estonian-
ness was the usage of Estonian newspaper fragments, its Esto-
nian language and the play with the language, to distinguish 
the bags from other bags. This brings the analysis back to the 
research of historical bags from the museum collections, where 
the most definite identification of local bags of the 1920s and 
1930s was the Estonian language newspaper as reinforcement 
material hidden between the layers and visible only on worn out 
or damaged bags. The inspirational century-old invisible tech-
nical detail demonstrating economising and creativity turned 
out to be the most specific, inventive and characteristic evidence 
of local origin bags a century later.

The feedback demonstrated similarities in the perception of 
the historical and contemporary bags – an attitude that prefers 
international styles with supposedly hidden hints on origin 
prevails instead of promoting easily recognisable local details 
(i.e. folk patterns) in the handbags. ‘Local’ is foremost personal 
and emotionally associated with the owner’s identity.

In addition, Estonian handbag design was considered inven-
tive because of the ability to think and make in such a way that 
improved and developed the designs. Being a designer-maker 
and applying a practitioner’s viewpoint enables us to find new 
solutions and avoid copying existing trends or fashions.







5.

Research Findings 
and Contributions
The purpose of this artistic design research is to explore the non-verbal 

reflective and representative role of handbags in the past and present 

and to explain the cultural production of meaning through handbag 

design. The thesis follows the semiotic approach that accentuates 

the perception of meanings; that is, communication that results in the 

generation of meanings but focuses on the bags and the impressions 

they provoke. Research emphasis is on the physical characteristics 

of bags that communicate meanings and on the analysis of 

associations and emotions evoked during an interaction with bags. 

The thesis consists of three cases that combine historical research 

with contemporary design practice and discuss the novel, classic and 

local characteristics of the bags. The practitioner’s viewpoint applied 

throughout the study connects the results of historical research and 

creative works into coherent new knowledge on handbag designing 

and making, explaining how to design potential meaning; that is, 

a combination of characteristics of bags that are perceived as 

meaningful.

The fifth chapter presents the research findings and contributions, 

discusses the practitioner’s viewpoint in conducting historical research 

and executing the creative practice, acknowledges the limitations of 

the thesis and finally proposes future directions for handbag studies.
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5.1 

Reflection 
on the Findings 

This section discusses the research findings from the three cas-
es that utilised historical research into handbag design from 
1918 to 1940 to design and make handbag collections and the 
resulting feedback from a contemporary audience about their 
perception of the bag collections. Three themes emerged from 
the research data: (1) the first case identifies novel ideas in bag 
design; (2) the second case focuses on characteristics that stand 
the test of time and represent classic bags; and (3) the third 
case concentrates on local (Estonian) features of bag design. 
Accordingly, the research question applied to the creative cases 
asks: What are the physical characteristics of handbags that 
communicate novel, classic and local (i.e. Estonian) meanings 
according to local periodicals and historical bags between 1918 
and 1940, and how are these characteristics understood on con-
temporary designs? Reflections on meaning construction, the 
context of perception and ways of interacting help to answer the 
broader research questions, including: Which characteristics of 
bags can communicate meanings? What are these meanings? 
How is meaning produced, perceived and understood? Finally, 
the main research question – How is it possible for a handbag 
to communicate meaning and how can the designer generate 
meanings in a handbag he/she designs? – is answered based on 
the results of the creative cases.
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The novel, classic and 
local characteristics of 
bags

The first theme of the novel diverges from archetypal bags, 
while the themes of the classic and local explain the tradition of 
its form. Both investigate the communicative characteristics of 
bags and enrich and clarify knowledge about the meaning-mak-
ing process through handbag design. 

The first case considers newness in bags and focuses on 
meanings communicated through innovative characteristics 
of handbags. 

The historical research investigates innovations in bag de-
sign from 1918 to 1940 and explains what meanings these 
innovations communicated according to the research material. 
The results present handbag design experimentation that in-
volve new surreal shapes (e.g. mimicing everyday items such as 
automobiles, fans, flower bouquets), new materials (e.g. rubber, 
plastics, synthetic fabrics), new technical fittings (e.g. zips, 
bizarre clasps and unusual frames) and concepts to fulfil the 
user’s needs (e.g. multi-functional muff bags and combinations 
such as a watch integrated into a bag and a collapsible umbrella 
integrated into a clutch). These novelty bags were considered 
extravagant and attractive, not counting only practicality but 
meant to offer a statement and tease social conventions. The 
analysis of the findings demonstrates newness as a relative qual-
ity, determined entirely by the sociocultural context. Materials, 
fittings or concepts that were considered necessary, practical and 
with value as a statement in the 1920s and 1930s are most-
ly forgotten, left behind or lost their novel character by now. 
Therefore, the specific characteristics of the historical bags as an 
issue to test turned out to be useless. For example, bamboo as a 
material for bag handles is quite common in modern bags, and 
the zip as a closure of a bag is so ordinary that even the most 
bizarre ones hardly evoke the feeling of novelty, and devices 
for telling the time or direction have been developed further 
and are now integrated into personal phones instead of bags. 
Even so, the research revealed some principles for achieving 
novel solutions in bag design. The feature of a bag that gained 
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the most attention according to the historical research data is 
its extraordinary appearance resembling something familiar, 
popular or expressive. A bold and surrealist approach trans-
forms a bag into a statement, a communicative metaphorical 
reference (Vihma, 1995, pp. 95–96). The second principle of 
a novelty bag derived from the 1920s and 1930s is elegant 
and sophisticated style achieved with the help of high-quality 
and/or unusual materials and constructions. The period’s fash-
ion understood the sophisticated style of bags as making the 
owner spectacular and the bag as a part of her identity. The 
elegance of a novelty bag emphasised the high social status of 
its owner. Although playful and unconventional, the bags were 
not childish. The first creative collection Bags for Dreamers Only 
follows both historical principles: the bag designs are elegant 
and sophisticated in style and experimental with extraordinary 
outward appearance and mimicry (i.e. the collection of seven 
bags refers to everyday items while in use through silhouettes 
that resemble them). Original constructions, high-quality and 
unusual materials were applied. The feedback collected from the 
exhibition visitors shows that they understood the mimicry and 
metaphoric references as meaningful. The unseen and original 
appearance was perceived as novel and inventive, expressing 
ideas, opinions and values besides functionality. A handbag was 
taken as a metaphor for the life of a multitasking woman. The 
collection succeeds in demonstrating that bags that avoid tradi-
tional forms have the highest potential to be perceived as novel. 
The emotions and reflections of the visitors to the exhibition 
were in response to the conceptually untraditional shape of the 
bags regardless of the specific physical characteristics. Rampino 
(2011) notes that a deviation from a formal archetype has the 
potential for both meaning and typological innovation and this 
concerns the communicative abilities of products. The collection 
demonstrated that novelty foremost is a concept communicated 
by the alternative appearance of the bags. 

In contrast to the novel, the second case identifies classic 
characteristics of bags and their meaning-making potential. In 
this thesis, classic is defined as traditional and continual because 
the permanent use of the same features in designing and making 
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bags can imply their timelessness and cultural relevance. The 
historical research focuses on the developments of bag design 
towards tradition – the timeless look of bags from 1918 to 
1940 – and examines what characteristics of a classic handbag 
were perceived as meaningful according to the research material. 
Whilst the historical research demonstrates multiple distinctive 
physical features of bags, a few remained relevant throughout 
the period, such as simple shapes (e.g. rectangular or square), 
use of expensive luxurious materials (e.g. high-quality leather, 
exotic leather and silk) and flat and slim construction. A socially 
acceptable bag was never seen to be overloaded; this was avoided 
by reinforcing the front and back panels and by carefully min-
imising the number of necessities inside the bag. A ‘perfect’ 
handbag reflecting the 1920s and 1930s is stylishly minimal 
but attractive and coordinated with the lady’s other accessories 
and costume. Besides being a practical necessity for carrying 
everyday items, handbags were a statement of wealth, good 
taste, knowledge of trends and, above all, the elegance of the 
owner. A classical bag constitutes one of the keys to acceptance 
in society. The second creative collection Bags for Collectors Only 
follows the timeless characteristics of historical bags (e.g. flat 
slim construction with rigid panels and made of high-quality 
leather). To gain visual attention and to diverge from ordinary 
bags, the reflection of classic characteristics resulted in three 
completely flat bags made of highly valued and expensive veg-
etable-tanned leather. Without linings, the single-layer style 
and laser-cut raw edges of the leather emphasise the simplicity 
of the construction. The feedback on the collection examines 
how the interviewees perceived the classic characteristics of the 
bags and what meanings these characteristics communicated. 
The analysis reveals that the simple, stiff and flat construc-
tion of the bags was still perceived as appealing, original and 
decorative but rather impractical for everyday use, requiring 
coordination with the interviewees’ clothing and lifestyle. 
The feedback data demonstrates similarities between contem-
porary and historical perceptions – it implies that a simple, 
slim and stiff bag with minimal capacity is an elegant choice 
referring to a creative, style-confident and wealthy design 
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lover. The continuity of a similar understanding of the classic 
characteristics of bags supports Otto’s (2016) argument that 
the construction of a relevant past is an essential part of de-
signing the future. In other words, the lasting characteristics 
of bags, which reflect the past and the present have potential 
innovation value for the future. 

The third case concentrates on local bags to examine what 
characteristics express the features of Estonian (local) bag design. 
The historical research extends from periodicals to museum ar-
chives to examine their construction and technical peculiarities. 
The examination of more than 200 handbags from the collec-
tions of three Estonian museums91 reveals several intriguing 
trends in the 1920s and 1930s. The object analysis involves 
both the exterior and interior of bags, from which only the most 
distinctive and recurring characteristics are considered local. 
For example, a w-base construction which appears in different 
versions on several bags, multiple versions of adjustable and 
residual handles and two-position handles integrated into bag 
frames. Asymmetric ornament and fastenings and folds as dec-
oration are typical of the period. The interiors of the historical 
bags are highly structured containing several compartments 
and lining pockets. Day bags are made of leather, afternoon and 
evening bags of fabric; the most used lining materials are silk 
faille and leather. Classic characteristics, such as simple rectan-
gular or square silhouette, slim shape and reinforced front and 
back panels appear repeatedly. Delicate and skilful finishing is 
the most distinctive characteristic of luxury bags. Folded edges 
and round corners are decorated with fillet patterns both inside 
and outside the bags. Braiding is used instead of machine stitch. 
These are the most common high-quality markers of bag de-
sign in the 1920s and 1930s. The perception of the historical 
characteristics at the time remains unknown due to insufficient 
background data, but the characteristics of both the exterior 

91 
The examined bag collections belong to the Museum of Estonian 
History [Eesti Ajaloomuuseum], the Tallinn City Museum [Tallinna Lin-
namuuseum] and the Estonian Museum of Applied Arts and Design 
[Eesti Tarbekunsti ja Disainimuuseum] 
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and interior of the bags are still employed in the designing 
and making of the third collection Bags for Me. The collection 
presents everyday practical bags for different purposes from 
casual to formal to examine which historical characteristics 
of bags are perceived as local and why. The most unexpected 
design characteristic of the 1920s and 1930s – a stylistic op-
position between the exterior and interior of the bags – became 
the central concept in designing this contemporary collection. 
The appearance of historical bags is linear and minimal, and 
the interiors of the same bags incorporate contrasting aesthetic 
principles expressed through complex, curvy and wavy pock-
et flaps and compartment edges. The third collection follows 
this principle in designing bags that have modest exteriors 
but colourful and extremely detailed interiors. The feedback 
data demonstrates several recurring interpretations of the bags. 
For example, the reinforced stiff construction was perceived as 
formal and respectable, while the soft construction was seens 
as casual and informal. The closed-top bags were perceived as 
secure and stable, while the open-top bags seemed unprotected. 
The simple bag design was perceived as neutral and universal, 
and therefore easy to coordinate with clothing, while the stiff-
ness and slimness of the shape of some required coordination 
specifically with high heels and classical clothes. The straight 
lines were perceived as minimal, and curved lines as feminine.  
Also, the smallness of handbags communicated femininity. The 
black leather exterior was sensed as casual, but the red as bold. 
Based on the collection, none of the physical characteristics were 
perceived and recognised as local. Instead, the feedback defined 
Estonianness in a contemporary context and revealed some prin-
ciples that can be characteristic of local handbag design practice. 
First, Estonian-designed bags should have a simple appearance, 
meaning that the bags are without decoration and ornamental 
fittings, soft-constructed, capacious and suitable for as many 
occasions as possible. Second, a pleasant surprise is hidden inside 
the handbags to evoke positive emotions, feelings of intimacy 
and attachment to the bag. The analysis implies that the simple 
exterior and the surprising, unexpected and detailed interior 
are associated with the introverted character of Estonians that 
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reveals a deeper essence in the process of familiarisation; the 
contrasting styles of the exterior and interior were considered 
suitable to represent Estonianness because they reflected typical 
locals. The concealed traces of the origin of the bags through 
Estonian language newspaper fragments also suggested that the 
bags were local. The handbags that evoked personal emotions, 
experiences and memories support Norman’s (2004) theory of 
emotional design that emphasises the importance of positive 
emotions, personal satisfaction and the reflection of a person’s 
self-identity in their interaction with and selection and con-
sumption of products. The feedback demonstrated that a per-
sonal attitude prevails instead of promoting easily recognisable 
local (i.e. national and regional) details in the handbags. ‘Local’ 
is foremost associated with the owner’s identity communicated 
by the bag.

Meaning construction
The main finding of the thesis is the insight into understanding 
how products obtain meanings in interaction with perceivers. 
Therefore, the construction of meanings depends not only on the 
perceiver’s previous experiences, knowledge and background, 
but also the context of the perception. Simultaneously, products 
contribute actively to the meaning-making process through 
their qualities, and the perceiver relates his/her experiences with 
the properties of the product (e.g. Barthes, 1994; Vihma, 1995). 
Signs are interpreted within a cultural context. This means that 
besides personal subjectivity, inherent cultural features also 
define signs, and therefore interpretations present culturally 
typical meanings and are not entirely arbitrary. According to 
Vihma (1995, pp. 85-90), these inherent cultural features in-
clude traditional values and contextual expectations. 

The feedback on the creative cases indicates similar per-
ceptions, and similar meanings that reveal themselves most 
expressively through associations and metaphors. Vihma (1995) 
and Verganti (2016) define metaphor through associations. For 
Vihma (1995, p. 95) a metaphor functions like a substitute 
– the interpretation of one product refers, through the resem-
blance of forms, to other objects. Verganti (2016, pp. 171–175) 
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considers metaphorical thinking as the most powerful way to 
express concepts and emotions. In Verganti’s (2016) view, a 
metaphor is a critical reflection that enhances some attributes 
while minimising others, thus facilitating the understanding 
of a concept without being an exact definition of it. For exam-
ple, the feedback on the second collection demonstrated that 
an association with the two-dimensional quality of cartoons 
emphasised the slimness of the bags in this collection, and that 
in the third collection revealed that the shiny squared interior 
material of the briefcase resembled computers and cyber-space, 
and hence was associated with the movie Matrix.

The most in-depth feedback on the third creative case 
demonstrated several interpretations explaining personal yet 
ordinary experiences. For example, a positive tactile experience 
of a soft smooth leather bag was associated with a stress-ball 
and a teddy-bear, as explained by Interviewee 1, who repeat-
edly touched the soft and silky surfaces of the bags as a sign 
of stress-relief, and the tender touch of the materials and con-
structions was compared by Interviewee 4 to relaxing intimate 
toys that increased the personal feel of security. The sense of 
security and confidence perceived from a bag was emphasised 
by Interviewee 7, who melts into her favourite bag because a 
perfect bag should feel like a part of its owner. Finally, a well- 
designed bag resembled a red sofa – Interviewee 1 explained 
that the small out-of-context details of a bag transformed a 
perfect but anonymous design product into a living and inti-
mate one similar to a single colourful object in an otherwise 
neutral room. These examples demonstrate an owner’s personal 
relationship with her bag. Being unique or ordinary, reflecting 
her self-image or presenting culturally representative meanings 
are all interpretations that enrich the sign production and de-
fine the dominant expressions of the bag through resemblance. 
According to Norman (2004, pp. 36–38), these interpretations 
constitute a reflective level of design to understand and theorise 
meaning-making through handbags. Through reflections, the 
past is remembered, and the future is considered. In a literal 
sense, Interviewee 7 in the third case compared her handbags 
with time capsules. She explained that life stores itself inside the 
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bags. She kept her old bags although she was confident that she 
would never carry them again, and when noticing one of these 
bags in storage, she remembers instantly that period of her life 
when she was using that bag. She changed bags only when her 
life changed. New relationships, personal or professional, need 
a new bag to start a new chapter in life. 

Verganti (2016, p. 173) emphasises the explanatory role of 
metaphor in the case of new concepts, such as a new meaning. 
Metaphors facilitate innovation, help capture new dimensions 
and explain experiences and the emotional side of things. Based 
on Verganti (2016), an innovation in meaning takes the in-
novation one level higher from simple problem-solving and 
user-centredness. It proposes a new reason why people use some-
thing – a new why instead of a new how. New meaning is about 
a novel interpretation of what is relevant and meaningful in the 
market. In the context of minimal variety, the challenge is to 
build more solutions, but in the context of plenty of choices, the 
challenge is to find the right direction. The larger the number 
of opportunities, the less determined the direction; therefore, 
meaningful products help to define individuality. Schwartz 
(2004, pp. 40–42) points out that identity is not inherited but 
invented, and people search for meaning to overcome their frus-
tration with infinite choice. This thesis confirms that emotional 
connection to handbags helps define and articulate personal 
identity, both the exterior and interior of bags reflect everyday 
experiences and emotions. 

The research shows the potential for innovating meaning 
and proposes a new direction for bag design: not only should 
bags be functional containers for carrying everyday items or 
decorative accessories to complete an outfit or to show social 
and financial status, but they should also emotionally support 
the reflections of their owner’s identity. The interior design of 
most bags offer insufficient options for emphasising the person-
ality of an owner and supporting her dreams, expectations and 
choices through the use of materials, constructions, detailing 
and decoration.
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Contextual influences 
on product experience

The context in which interpretation takes place helps us un-
derstand the product experience. In addition to cultural back-
ground and social relations, the physical environment influences 
person-object interaction. A place affects the meaning and value 
of a product (e.g. Leeds-Hurwitz, 2012; Vihma, 1995; Herzog, 
2012). In this thesis, four different locations or physical envi-
ronments are selected to collect audience feedback and examine 
the most supportive context for experiencing and interpreting 
handbags. The presentation of the first creative case was in an 
art gallery, the second in two commercial locations and the third 
in a minimally furnished lecture room.

The first collection Bags for Dreamers Only was presented 
as an installation in an art gallery to emphasise the artistic and 
conceptual framing of the novel bags. The exhibition consist-
ed of seven novel bags hung in front of seven black and white 
images on the walls depicting women engaged in different 
actions. The silhouettes of the bags corresponded to the sil-
houettes of common everyday objects in the woman’s hands in 
the background images. The installation aimed to provide a 
three-dimensional whole created between the silhouettes on the 
walls and those of the bags in the gallery space. The feedback 
data reflected on the exhibition as an unexpected but welcome 
way of demonstrating handbag designs. However, as the format 
of the art gallery prohibited touching and interacting with 
the exhibits, the respondents rather understood the bags as an 
intriguing part of an art installation rather than as functional 
albeit experimental items. The exhibition environment turned 
out to be too dominant, a context leaving the bags out of focus.

The second creative case Bags for Collectors Only shifted to 
environments that people expect to find bags to promote the 
tactile experience. According to Koskinen et al. (2011, pp. 
96–101), exhibiting in shops and showrooms connect prototypes 
to everyday life and generate debate. Therefore, the display of 
the second bag collection was shown in two different commer-
cial contexts: (1) the shop at the Estonian Museum of Applied 
Art and Design as a potential souvenir for remembering the 
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visit and (2) the shoe department in Estonia’s oldest and most 
prestigious department store Kaubamaja as a part of a display of 
shoes and bags of the season. The museum shop was very pas-
sive in its selling strategies, but Kaubamaja actively promoted 
the collection in their quarterly magazine, made it available 
in their e-shop, presented the bags at the main entrance and 
changed the display multiple times during the period. Covert 
observations to monitor people’s reactions demonstrated that 
people visiting Kaubamaja often recognised the collection from 
a distance, and they observed the bags more often than most of 
the other surrounding products. The same bags in the museum 
shop received almost no attention. The museum visitors focused 
on the exhibitions, whereas visitors to Kaubamaja were more 
in a pragmatic and commercial mood even though interviews 
showed their similar approach to the bags. The most intense 
influence that these physical environments had on the feedback 
interviews seemed to be the public nature of the location that 
made the interviews short and difficult for the interviewees to 
concentrate. The loud background noise and people passing by 
in Kaubamaja distracted their concentration, and the quietness of 
the museum shop caused the interviewee’s voice to reverberate 
around the whole staircase. 

The feedback interviews for the third creative case Bags for 
Me were implemented during private displays in small, mini-
mally-furnished lecture rooms at the Estonian Academy of Arts. 
The aim was to create a location where respondents were not 
interrupted and could take time to examine the bags thoroughly, 
wear them and think out loud. The neutral room helped the 
interviewees concentrate on the collection of handbags, and 
thereby the analysis demonstrated in-depth interaction between 
the interviewees and the bags which evoked meticulous personal 
experiences, preferences, memories and emotions. Therefore, 
the lecture room type of physical environment proved to be 
even closer to people’s everyday experience of bags than shops 
or showrooms. This can be explained by the contextual expecta-
tions: in the commercial context, bags were recognised as items 
for sale and the interviewees were focused on their current needs 
and the practical use of the bags; in the exhibition context, the 
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bags were considered as part of the installation and the com-
ments reflected foremost their perception of the visual outcome 
and the concept. On the other hand, the selected lecture rooms 
were understood as workshops for researching handbags and 
the interviewees were contributing to a scientific experiment.

In conclusion, the most in-depth information on contem-
porary bags was generated in the most private environment, 
instead of in public displays, such as exhibitions, that are ex-
pected in the process of artistic research. Experiencing handbags 
turns out to be a personal and intimate act, which requires time 
for reflection, interpretation and reasoning.

Perception through 
interaction

This research allowed me as the researcher to follow an interac-
tive process between the audience and the handbags. The em-
phasis of the thesis is placed on the product’s (i.e. bag) features 
and physical characteristics to study how handbags affect the 
perceiver’s behaviours, thoughts and emotions in their commu-
nicative relationship with the bag. 

The first creative case of the thesis focused on concept and 
artistry in making and presenting novel bags and was presented 
as an exhibition. I chose the exhibition format due to it being 
an ordinary context for disseminating unique art and design 
work, and selected Hop Gallery since it specialises in exhibit-
ing applied art and design projects. The feedback on the first 
creative case demonstrated the one-sided and general nature 
of vision in the perception of bags. The subsequent cases were 
presented in different contexts that allowed for tactile interac-
tions with the bags. Visual and tactile information are primarily 
relevant in user-product interaction (Nefs, 2007; Sonneveld and 
Schifferstein, 2007). According to Norman (2004, pp. 36–38), 
visual and tactile sensations belong to visceral and behavioural 
levels of design. Visceral design is about the initial impact of a 
product, about its appearance, touch and feel. The behavioural 
level concerns use and experience with a product. The visceral 
and behavioural levels are about presenting feelings and expe-
riences while seeing or using the product. The reflective level 
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follows, containing interpretation, reasoning and understanding. 
As reflection and interpretation take time, the third case with 
the most in-depth feedback became the most informative in 
describing and reflecting emotions.

The observations of the second case revealed that in the 
commercial environment, the appearance of the bags provided 
the initial attraction for passers-by that invited them to ex-
perience the bags up close. The reasoning behind the visual 
attraction was studied during the feedback collection for the 
third case, in which the interviewees were asked to select their 
favourite bags from seven and explain their choices based on 
a visual examination of the bag exterior only. The subsequent 
thorough analysis indicated that three-dimensional bags need 
visual examination of both exterior and interior from differ-
ent angles. Aʻcloser lookʻ includes touching, lifting, holding, 
swinging and carrying the bags. Visuality emphasises the style 
of the bags; the interviewees mentioned characteristics such as 
shape, silhouette, size, proportion and colour repeatedly as ess-
ential in perceiving the bags. The tactile examination involves 
ergonomics, functionality and modes of use. Volume, weight 
and balance are relevant dimensions. Besides the physical ex-
ploration of the bags, the importance of tactile sensation was 
emphasised several times – the surface qualities of the material, 
such as softness and smoothness but also texture and coating 
influence impressions and even change people’s opinions of the 
bags. The pleasing feel of a material evokes positive emotions. 

One of the relevant findings of the study is that after being 
visually attracted, people tend to look inside the bag as the first 
tactile interaction. As the predictable interior of completely 
flat bags in the second case evoked the interest of all the inter-
viewees, the third case investigated the impact of interiors more 
thoroughly. The findings emphasise the interior as an essential 
part of the user’s experience of a bag. Besides demonstrating 
functionality and sufficient capacity, which the analysis detects 
as highly relative attributes dependent on personal needs, the 
origin, colour and pattern of lining materials as well as the 
quality of the finishings in the interior influenced the percep-
tion of each respondent in the third case. Emotional values 
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that emerged from experiencing the interior were at least as 
relevant as the practicality of the bags. The research implies that 
both exteriors and interiors of the bags selected as favourites, 
and the design of the interiors in particular, were considered 
important in reflecting the self-images of all the interviewees. 
The study indicates that both the exterior and the private pos-
sessions inside the bag are not the only reflections of the owner, 
as observed in earlier literature (e.g. Bari, 2019; Hiner, 2010). 
The construction, materials and visual appeal of the handbag’s 
interior form an essential component in reflecting the identity 
of the owner and influence the perception of the meaning of 
the bags as well as purchase intentions. 

The research showed that both visual and tactile explora-
tion is primarily relevant in user-product interaction, especially 
when collecting detailed information about the appearance and 
function of bags as seen in the creative cases. In addition, tactile 
experiences mediate interpersonal intimacy. In the case of bags, 
visual and tactile sensations are often interrelated and show 
considerable overlap in terms of the information that they can 
provide. For example, examining the interior of a bag needed 
both opening the bag (tactility) and looking inside (vision); de-
tecting a pocket (sighting experience) was followed by putting 
a hand inside to examine the depth and the feel of the material 
(tactile experience) (Interviewee 5, Case 3).

In addition to vision and sense of touch, the second case 
investigates the influence of the smell of a bag in the user’s 
perception of the handbag. According to Vihma (1995, pp. 
97–99), smell refers to a product’s material, and material re-
fers to the quality of a product. The bags of the second case 
are made of vegetable-tanned leather that has a distinct scent, 
often considered the smell of real leather. This was expected 
to provide the respondents – potential users – an opportunity 
to examine the importance of fragrance in the perception of 
the bags. However, observations in two different locations and 
feedback interviews show no interest in the odour of the bags. 
In the museum shop, although the bags were the only leather 
products, the fragrance was not intense enough to evoke emo-
tional responses. In Kaubamaja’s shoe department, the smell of 
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leather was constantly present, and it was impossible to detect 
its origin. Furthermore, it is known that continued exposure 
to the fragrance of a product reduces its perceived intensity 
within 5–10 seconds (Cardello and Wise, 2007). This was ap-
proximately how long it took people to reach the display of the 
bags from the entrance. Odour perception is tested further when 
collecting the feedback in the third creative case. This time I 
used 13 different types of leather with slightly different scents. 
The lengthy and meticulous feedback from the respondents in 
the third case still presented no comments regarding odour. 
Therefore, it can be inferred that the smell of the material was 
insignificant for the interviewees, unlike the sound of opening 
and closing the bags that caught their attention and influenced 
their perception of bags. The clutch was repeatedly closed and 
opened for no other reason than to hear the highly pleasurable 
and relieving click of the invisible magnets. Although adding 
sounds to the bags in the third creative case was unintentional, 
the results indicated the potential for intentionally applying 
sounds to bags to build a deeper attachment between potential 
owner and bag.

The human senses contribute to an understanding of how 
people experience products and their importance in the de-
sign process. Sight and touch seem to be equally successful in 
providing detailed information about handbags while hearing 
proved less and smell the least successful.

The three creative cases in the thesis were conducted to an-
swer the key research question: How is it possible for a handbag 
to communicate meaning and how can the designer generate 
meanings in a handbag he/she designs? The exploration of the 
meaning-making process through handbag design revealed 
that several combinations of the physical characteristics of bags 
communicate meanings, which can be described as novel, classic 
or local. Their perception depends on sociocultural, environ-
mental and personal contexts. Perception through interaction 
evokes memories, emotions and associations, thus enabling 
interpretation, reasoning and understanding of the potential 
meanings of handbags. The results of the creative cases imply 
that meanings can be designed when the potential and likely 



connotations of specific characteristics of bags for various audi-
ences and markets are known beforehand. Knowing the design 
principles behind the physical characteristics makes it possible 
to design the desired meanings.
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5.2 

Research Contributions 

This thesis contributes new knowledge to the field of handbag 
history, applies historical and archival research in modern bag 
design practice and examines both historical and contempo-
rary bag design challenges from a practitioner’s viewpoint. The 
study adapts Vihma’s (1995) design semiotic theory to exam-
ine handbags in order to better identify the design principles 
behind bags which can contribute to the professional practice 
and education of handbag design.

About handbag 
knowledge

Although the current state of knowledge in the field of hand-
bag research consists of multiple dimensions – cultural history, 
branding, marketing and handbag design – several research 
gaps can be pinpointed. For example, the design history of the 
bags of the 1920s and 1930s in Estonia had not been written; 
nevertheless, these two decades are the most exciting in handbag 
history from the viewpoint of a designer because of the rapid 
developments, numerous innovations, experiments and bold 
surreal creations. This thesis has set out to start filling this 
gap. The content analysis of historical bags was based on 268 
texts and 334 images of different handbags published from 
1918 to 1940 in 15 Estonian periodicals. Object analysis was 
also conducted of more than 200 bags from the collections of 
Tallinn City Museum, the Museum of Estonian History and the 
Estonian Museum of Applied Art and Design, with the addition 
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of 50 handbags from my private collection. The most important 
contribution of the data from the periodicals is a chronological 
overview of different bag styles and commentary on their social 
use that makes it possible to construct links between the physical 
characteristics of the bags and their meanings. The use of the 
hands-on examination of historical bags is an appropriate meth-
od to explore more focused subject matter in greater depth. The 
object analysis allowed me to learn detailed physical facts about 
the handbags, such as their methods of construction, technologies, 
and fittings and selected materials and their composition. This 
provided a broader and more varied experience in comparison to 
the exploration of images and descriptions of bags. This thesis 
contains the first analysis of locally stored historical handbags of 
the period, advances the understanding of handbag design history 
and education, and introduces Estonian handbag manufacturers 
and the societal background of the first half of the twentieth 
century, and hence improves our knowledge and understanding 
of the specific details of local bag design history. 

The second research gap in current knowledge on handbags 
involves designing and making handbags. There exists research 
on efficient production methods and customer preferences for 
bags (e.g. Lin, Wang and Liu, 2013; Kongprasert et al., 2008; 
Colley et al., 2016) but no studies that incorporate historical 
design processes that lead to original bag designs. Such an ap-
proach could help other designers to reason their design-driven 
choices when making bags and to understand the meanings and 
values mediated by characteristics of handbags in an everyday 
context. This thesis starts to fill this gap by applying a design-
er-practitioner’s approach to artistic design research, which has 
not previous existed in handbag research. According to Vaughan 
(2017), research through design essentially requires the inside 
view of the experience of practice because practice is considered 
the foundation of design expertise. 

Developing first-hand knowledge of constructions and 
materials provides a valuable and informed view of the design 
process. In this thesis, a practitioner’s approach is both reflective 
and craft-based; in other words, prototypes were developed and 
made by the same person, making it possible to follow creative 
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thought and historical leads in great depth thereby providing 
access to new knowledge and understanding. Through making, 
it is possible to consider a prototype from several different per-
spectives. A practitioner’s approach leads to an acknowledge-
ment of aspects such as the production process and the behav-
iour of materials in various constructions. Hands-on experiments 
with new techniques, such as laser processing instead of tradi-
tional pyrography and line cutting, and old techniques, such 
as gilding, fillet tooling and braiding, are highly informative. 
In contrast to new techniques, which require computer-aided 
design skills and advanced machinery, the old techniques de-
manded expert manual skills and craft knowledge. They can 
be adopted, adapted and developed for use with materials and 
needs in the present to create new bags for contemporary users. 
Some of the developments described in the thesis are technical 
in nature, such as double skiving for folded edges and the use 
of paste glue for folded round corners, whilst some offer new 
constructions and functionality besides ornamental qualities. 
For example, the decorative leather piping of raw edges leads 
to a new type of construction, and ornamental braiding is used 
to function as a closing tab for interior pockets. In addition, a 
new braiding-like technique is developed based on cross-struc-
ture, allowing two materials to join without seams. This study 
presents a practitioner’s view on the handbag design process, 
and tips and descriptions for making bags.

The application of historical and archival research to con-
temporary bag design practice is also a contribution of the 
thesis. The study of non-verbal communication alongside the 
practitioner’s approach detects meaningful physical character-
istics of bags from the past and adopts the collected informa-
tion to create new bags. The study allows for continuities and 
interruptions in the perception of handbags for the articulation 
of the design principles behind them. The application of his-
torical data helps build new knowledge for contemporary bag 
design, and the practitioner’s approach combines historical and 
modern design practices as a connector between knowledge of 
design practice and traditional historical research to overcome 
the separation between practice and theory.
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About research and 
researching

Besides handbags, research as a subject is relevant in discuss-
ing the doctoral thesis. As this thesis incorporates historical 
research and information gathered from creative practice into 
accumulated new expert knowledge on handbags and handbag 
design, its methods need elaboration. 

The thesis follows research through design, which Stappers 
and Giaccardi (2013) explain as doing design as part of research-
ing because the focus of the study is on deepening understand-
ing, producing knowledge and providing tangible applications 
for contemporary handbag design using practical experiments. 
The main methods of this research are the serial approach and 
drifting. Serial-ness means that the study contains experiments 
that are linked but carried out chronologically, where each case 
generates insights and raises questions that lead the work on-
ward. Serial-ness causes drifting through the research. In this 
study, drifting is understood as continuous learning from the 
findings, accepting new knowledge and adjusting future ac-
tions accordingly (Redström, 2011; Krogh, Markussen and 
Bang, 2015). Drifting includes both reflection-in-action and 
reflection-on-action and appears in the thesis repeatedly. For 
example, the thematic focus changes during the research and 
cases supplement knowledge with a new viewpoint and specific 
information: (1) the novel theme concentrates on the extraordi-
nary and the unfamiliar, (2) the classic, on the traditional and 
the familiar, and (3) the local, on balancing the expected and 
the unexpected. The drift characterises the contexts of the cases, 
which change from an exhibition to a commercial environment 
and private displays, and the data collection methods, which 
increasingly sought a more in-depth accumulation of knowl-
edge. Drifting also describes the designing process of the three 
collections: the first case focuses on form related characteristics, 
such as silhouette, shape and proportion, the second case relies 
on material qualities and features, such as colour and pattern, 
and the third case prioritises modes of use, both environmen-
tal and social. It can be said that drift is deeply related to the 
theoretical framing of the thesis, which contributes to the un-
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derstanding of non-verbal communication between products 
and their users.

The theoretical framing of the study relies on the semiotic 
approach to explain the cultural production of the meanings 
of bags, which are the focus of the research and understood as 
active instruments for social communication in everyday life. 
Although in everyday life the denotation and connotation levels 
of meanings are understood simultaneously and inseparably, 
research analysis needs to separate these concepts to explain the 
experiences of perception (Hjelm, 2002, pp. 5-6; Fiske, 1990, 
p. 85-86; Barnard, 2002, pp.  84-87, 95). Therefore, Vihma’s 
(1995) approach that explores the structure of products in se-
miotic terms was preferred and taken as the basis for exploring 
the meaning-making process through handbag design because 
of its practical nature and clarity that emphasises designs and 
designing. In addition, the acknowledgement of the aspect of 
continuity in design is an advantage of the theory. Vihma’s 
(1995, p. 92) semiotic analysis demanding historical back-
ground information on the subject of the research and former 
designs, facilitates comparing the perception of the meaning 
of the same physical characteristics of contemporary design 
solutions with those bags designed between 1918 to 1940 at 
the dawn of seasonal handbag design. 

This study offers empirical support for Vihma’s theory of 
representational products and develops it further. First, it tests 
the theory’s applicability to handbags. The results successfully 
imply that her method, which Vihma herself applied to in-
dustrially manufactured everyday products (Vihma, 1995, pp. 
101–103), is suitable for analysing items without distinction 
between prototypes and mass-produced products, but also his-
torical images and descriptions of bags. Second, the thesis refines 
Vihma’s theory for handbags and adjusts it according to the 
practitioner’s needs. The study presents the model that depicts 
the semantic dimension of bags, including visual composition, 
technical construction, material aspects and pragmatics – all 
interrelated dimensions of a product according to Vihma (1995, 
p. 50). The model was developed during the research process 
and used as a tool to identify, describe and categorise different 
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features of style in the bags. In this model, style consists of 
form-, surface- and context-related characteristics. Form-related 
characteristics focus on the three-dimensional appearance of 
bags (e.g. shape, silhouette, proportion). Surface-related char-
acteristics concentrate on the material (e.g. material qualities, 
fittings) and colour (e.g. pattern, ornament). Social- and prac-
tical-use-related characteristics define social and other modes of 
use connected to context (e.g. sociocultural and environmental 
aspects). The different focuses proposed by the model improve 
our understanding of the multifaceted features of bags relevant 
in the meaning-making process and present the importance of 
various parts of bags. The most important reminder of which 
is the duality of handbags: the exterior is a predominant com-
munication tool that needs to attract, inform and suggest, but 
the invisible and always private interior as the internal surface 
also has equal communicative potential. An understanding of 
the interrelatedness of style improves control over the mul-
tiple characteristics of the bag and can become a helpful tool 
for design practitioners. The model provides information on 
analysing handbags, their forms, surfaces and modes of social 
and practical use. Moreover, it offers a foundation from which 
a design practitioner can start to consider a method that know-
ingly directs his/her practice towards meaning-making. The 
contribution of the selected method lies in the development of 
knowledge on the primary variables in the meaning-making 
process that support designers in manipulating the emotional 
impact of their designs.

Meaning-making and 
sustainability 

In recent years the focus of product design has shifted from 
commercialisation to sustainability and social concerns. A pref-
erence has emerged for natural or recycled materials and ener-
gy-efficient production with less waste. It considers life cycle 
analysis and circularity to minimise the environmental impact 
of products, although it is clear that producing and consuming 
with no impact is impossible. For this reason, producing and 
consuming less but better seems to be an answer. It means 



that handbags have to last longer. Such bags require quality 
work and durable materials that age gracefully. An emotional 
attachment also prolongs their lifecycle remarkably. Norman 
(2004, p. 221) considers emotional value the worthiest goal 
of design and the personal touch as the basis for bonding to 
products. This is about the feelings of satisfaction produced 
by owning, displaying and using a product and evoked by a 
reflective level of design through which the past is remembered 
and the future considered (Norman, 2004, pp. 36–38). Govers 
and Mugge (2004) declare that people are more attached to 
products with a personality that is similar to their own than to 
those with a dissimilar personality, because it enables them to 
express, better define and maintain their identities. As a result, 
the product gains a special meaning via an emotional bond that 
may develop. Personal attachment to products with a similar 
personality is evident in this thesis, especially in the third cre-
ative case where the resulting bags had contradictory exteriors 
and interiors. As reflected in the feedback data, handbags are 
compared to our personalities and perceived as reflecting the 
owner’s self-image and expectations towards herself. Person-
al identities are maintained and express themselves through 
handbags. Perceived meanings evoke memories and nostalgia 
but also correspond to personal plans and expectations for the 
future. This shows that meaning-making means designing 
products that people are more likely to assign emotional value 
to and achieve person-product relationships. Product attach-
ment results in a prolonged usage period because when a person 
is attached to a product, he/she postpones its replacement as 
long as possible, handles it with care and repairs it if necessary. 
Therefore, meaning-making can be considered a sustainable 
design principle because of how it can increase the active life 
of the product (e.g. Orth, Thurgood and van den Hoven, 2018; 
Govers and Mugge, 2004).
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5.3 

Research Limitations 
and Future Directions

The study has shown that the physical characteristics of hand-
bags certainly communicate meanings: they look novel or clas-
sic, connote luxury or the owner’s identity and are associated 
with certain types of people or personal memories. Although 
the process and outcome of the research is explained and doc-
umented in detail to gain transparency, the result of this study 
is dependent on the boundaries of the sociocultural background 
and my subjective viewpoint. Therefore, the selections I made 
during the process can be taken as possible research limitations, 
and as such, must be explained. This section also discusses 
out-of-focus viewpoints and topics and offers those as future 
research directions. 

The qualitative research of the thesis is limited to Esto-
nian-related historical material, and the selected interviewees 
are Estonian women accepted as experts on the everyday use of 
handbags. On the one hand, the collected information on the 
perception of meanings related to specific physical characteristics 
does not allow broad generalisations. On the other hand, the 
location-specific focus allows for a deeper understanding of the 
Estonianness of handbags, offering an opportunity to continue 
the research on a more general basis. One limitation of the re-
sults of the thesis is its time sensitivity. According to Barthes 
(1994, p. 190), meaning is always a phenomenon of culture, a 
product of culture, that is in continuous change. The research 
acknowledges this aspect, but simultaneously emphasises the 
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role of continuity in design and this results in defining the 
essential qualities of handbags and revealing meanings based 
on the same characteristics in handbags made in the past and 
the present. The study contributes by connecting historical and 
contemporary bags to a continuous and solid semantic field 
that forms a basis for starting a discussion. Another limiting 
aspect of the research can be seen in restricting the research to 
the meanings of handbags, even though meanings are also as-
sociated with and influenced by the branding and marketing of 
products. In this research, I deliberately avoided the consump-
tion process and consumer meanings through experiencing, 
owning and using products92 to focus on designing, design 
reasoning and the physical appearance of handbags to under-
stand their meaning-making potential and fill an identified 
gap in academic research focused on the practitioner approach 
to designing and making handbags. Finally, in addition to the 
selected research directions, I am aware of my subjective in-
terpretation in this thesis. The presented creative work is one 
of the many possible outcomes; this means there is scope for 
compiling meaning-making knowledge on handbag design for 
further discussion and to replace superficial feelings or the pre-
vious successful solutions of my creative decisions for solutions 
based on academic research.

The limitations and dismissals caused by the theoretical 
framing, methodological approaches, time limitations or subjec-
tivity of the qualitative research should not be final but can lead 
in future research directions. First, the proposed methodology 
should be discussed by other practitioner-researchers in handbag 
design who are uniquely qualified to evaluate its effectiveness 
and contribute to its ongoing development. Second, several 
directions for studying handbag design emerged during this 
process, the results of which could support designers in defining 
strategies for developing handbags:

92
There exist research on the subject. For example, Juggessur (2011) 
and Han, Nunes and Drèze (2010) study brand prominence on hand-
bag consumers, and Mick et al. (2004) present a marketing and con-
sumer research founded on semiotics.
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1. The perception of different handbag materials. This research focuses 
on leather that has been considered the most popular material for 
everyday bags from the beginning of the handbag tradition because 
of its physical characteristics, such as durability, malleability and 
water resistance. In addition, contemporary leather is multifarious 
and chameleon-like and facilitates experimentation with a variety 
of types, sorts and styles to achieve in-depth feedback. The focus of 
future research could be on the meanings evoked by other materials. 
It would be interesting to explore the emotional responses of people 
towards different materials, both natural and artificial, of bags in the 
same form. 

2. Contextual influences on handbags. The historical research revealed 
that in the 1920s and 1930s it was common to have a collection of 
handbags to accompany every occasion and outfit; bags, in general, 
were divided into day, afternoon and evening bags. Feedback in the 
thesis demonstrates a primary shift towards valuing handbags that 
support personal style and needs. For example, backpacks were con-
sidered practical hands-free solutions and not referring to school bags 
or hiking; small clutches were preferred for everyday activities and 
did not necessarily refer to festive events. This shows that bag design 
changes with patterns of habits, and the meaning of specific bag types 
are in flux. It would be beneficial to research the contextual meanings 
of bag types to define new meanings and new needs. For example, it 
would be interesting to follow the reciprocal influence of the brightly 
coloured cubic backpack style used by bicycle food delivery services 
and fashion backpacks, just to name one direction for 2021.   

3. Experiences and memories in the perception of handbags is a relevant 
theme. This research focused on finding connections between the 
physical characteristics of bags and corresponding meanings, but a 
future exploration could have more emphasis on cognitive processes in 
the experience of handbags to provide an essential extension to hand-
bag related studies and reveal the importance of bags as trustworthy 
companions in everyday motion. 
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Summary
The thesis aimed to examine the potential of meaning-making 
through handbag design from a semiotic perspective. Three 
cases led to the process of enquiry and provided material for 
discussion. Input for the study came from research into handbag 
history in Estonia from 1918 to 1940. Three themes – novel, 
classic and local – were interpreted and analysed. Every collec-
tion of bags revealed new knowledge, which was used as input 
to further the thesis, through a serial approach and reflective 
practice as the methods for implementing the cases. Analyses 
of the creative works revealed the designing and making pro-
cesses, its weaknesses, strengths and subliminal secrets, while 
the feedback on the creative collections demonstrated the mean-
ing-making potential of handbags.

This thesis addresses the way in which a designer can 
generate meanings and communicate them through handbag 
design. It offers a detailed overview of Estonian bag design 
from 1918 to 1940 that has not been published previously and 
connects this to contemporary design practice employing the 
designer-maker perspective. It suggests a comprehensive list 
of the physical characteristics of handbags that are potentially 
perceived as meaningful. The thesis provides an analysis of the 
potential and benefits of meaning-making through handbag 
design, thus providing useful input for practising handbag 
designers. The study presents an example of the application 
of several qualitative methods that result in a proposed model 
based on the semiotic approach to analysing product-related 
data and hence should be useful for fellow designer-researchers 
as learning material for handbag pedagogy.





6. 

Kokkuvõte
„Igapäevased kaaslased. 

Tähendusloome protsess käekotidisaini näitel“
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Doktoritöö uurimisaineseks on naistele mõeldud käekotid93, mis 
olulise moeaksessuaari ja staatuseobjektina on funktsionaalsest 
tarbeesemest muutunud kaasaskantavaks manifestatsiooniks (nt 
Ephron, 2002; Singer, 2013; Merkin, 2014). Doktoritöö fooku-
ses on tähenduste kommunikeerimine ja konstrueerimine, sest 
ajastule omast mõtlemist ja igapäevaste vajaduste muutumist 
peegeldades on kott tähenduslik nii üksikisikule kui ka kul-
tuurilooliselt (nt Hiner, 2010, lk 2; Cox, 2007; Wilcox, 1999). 
Uurimus keskendub käekotile kui iseseisvale skulpturaalsele ja 
funktsionaalsele, inimkehaga seotud, kuid siiski eraldiseisvale 
objektile ja selle disainiga seotud tähendustele, jättes käsitle-
mata toodete turundamisega seotud tähendusloome. 

Sissejuhatus ja taust
Doktoritöö eesmärk on uurida käekottide tähenduste püsimist ja 
muutumist ning uute tähenduste tekkimise potentsiaali. Võtme-
küsimus on: kuidas käekott kommunikeerib tähendusi ja kuidas 
saab disainer kotti disainides tähendusi luua? Uurimus on vajalik, 
et suunata disainereid meie ülekaubastatud maailmas mõtle-
ma oma loomingu emotsionaalsele mõjule, tähelepanu pöörama 

93  
Vaatamata meestele mõeldud ja sooneutraalsete kottide võidukäi-
gule on käekotid veel ka 21. saj eelkõige naistega seostatav akses-
suaar (nt Cox, 2007, lk 168).
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erinevates kontekstides tähendust loovatele karakteristikutele 
ning mõtestama ja mõistma tähendusloome protsessi muutujaid 
ja mõjutajaid. Uurimist suunavad kitsamad ja konkreetsemad 
küsimused: mis on tähendus? Millised kottide karakteristikud 
võivad olla tähenduslikud? Millised need tähendused on? Kuidas 
tähendusi tekitatakse, tajutakse ja mõistetakse?

Tähendused mõjutavad inimeste mõttemaailma ja iden-
titeeti, kuigi on ajas muutuvad, mitmekihilised ja kultuuri-
kontekstist sõltuvad (nt Houze, 2016, lk 1–5). Sellest lähtu-
valt ühendab väitekiri Eesti kotidisaini mineviku ja oleviku, 
keskendudes kottide materiaalsusele. 

Analüüsin ajaloolisi käekotte maailmasõdadevahelisest pe-
rioodist, aastatest 1918–1940, ja kasutan neis leitud tähendus-
likke tunnusjooni nüüdisaegse loomingu sisendina, et tuvastada 
sidusus ja tähendusloome printsiibid. Valitud ajaline periood 
langeb kokku Eesti Vabariigi esimese iseseisvuse perioodiga, 
kuid olulisem on, et selleks ajaks oli käekotist saanud laialdaselt 
kasutusel olev igapäevane tarbeese, mis hakkas muutuma koos 
rõivamoega. Uued vajadused ning 1920.–1930. aastaile ise-
loomulik innovaatiline ja kontseptuaalne lähenemine arendasid 
ja muutsid kotidisaini rohkem kui kunagi varem. Samal ajal 
kinnistas laialdane levik esimesed kotikandmise reeglid ja ühis-
kondlikud kokkulepped. Kotidisaineri ja praktiku vaatenurgast 
on just 1920ndate ja 1930ndate kotidisain kõige intrigeerivam, 
põnevam ja õpetlikum osa kotiajaloost.

Kuigi kotiajalugu, sealhulgas maailmasõdadevahelist pe-
rioodi, kirjeldatakse mitmetes teostes (nt Ettinger, 2003, lk 
61–134; Fogg, 2009, lk 11–69; Cox, 2007, lk 43–65; Ethe-
rington-Smith ja Clifton-Mogg, 2014, lk 57–100), ei leidu 
käekottide teemal Eestit puudutavaid uurimusi. 

Eesti kotidisainile keskendun mitmel põhjusel. Esiteks on 
see täiesti uurimata valdkond, kuigi säilinud dokumendid ja 
perioodika kinnitavad kiiret arengut, mille tulemusena oli Eestis 
1940. aastaks miljoni elaniku kohta94 kolm käekotte tootvat 

94  
Eesti rahvaarv oli 1934. a 1 126 413. (Rahvaarv 1881–2000. http:// 
www.stat.ee)
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suurtööstust95, 12 keskmise suurusega ja hulgaliselt kuni viie 
töötajaga väikeettevõtteid (Kaubandus-Tööstuskoda, 1940). 
Juba 1930. a eksporditi käekotte nii naaberriikidesse kui ka 
moemaailma suurlinnadesse (Tartu Töösturite Keskühing, 1937, 
lk 155; Taska, 1938; Smith, 1939; Varma, 1937, lk 11; Valk-
Falk, 1994, lk 65–76). Rahvusliku iseseisvusperioodi, aastate 
1918–1940 kotidisain oli kiire arenguga, viljakas, üheaegselt 
rahvusvahelisi trende peegeldav ja kohalikke eripärasid loov, 
seega väärt ülevaadet ja teadvustamist.

Teiseks pakub originaalse vaatenurga uurimisele kotidisai-
ni eriline positsioon Eestis. Olles seotud nii tootedisaini kui ka 
moemaailmaga, on seda Eestis õpetatud enam kui sajand96 hoopis 
nahakunsti traditsioonidele toetudes, hõlmates üheaegselt nii 
raamatuköite kui ka käekottide ja jalatsite disainimist. Unikaal-
ne materjalipõhine positsioon kinnistus 1960ndate algul, kui 
senini paralleelselt käekotiõpet läbi viinud moekunsti osakond 
sellest nahakunsti kasuks loobus (Lehis, 1975, lk 16–17). Kogu 
nõukogude perioodi püsis käekotiõpe teisejärgulise kõrval ainena 
osakonna õppekavas, kuid taasiseseisvumise järel, alates 1990nda-
test, mil nahakujundustehnika pinnakujunduses oma tähtsuse 
minetas ning vormi- ja konstruktsioonipõhise õppega asendus, 
on see muutunud kõige populaarsemaks valdkonnaks. Õpet toe-
tav erialane kirjandus pole aga kotidisaini populaarsuse kasvuga 
sammu suutnud pidada ja senini ilmunud ajaloolised ülevaated 
keskenduvad nahakunstile ja -kunstnikele, eelistades kirjeldada 
nahakujundustehnikate abil kaunistatud esemeid, näiteks köi-
teid ja karpe (Kirme, 1973; 2012, lk 53–101; Valk-Falk, 1994; 
Teder, 2004, lk 216–246; Alber, 2008; Heimvell, 2008). Ka 
moe- ja tekstiilialane kirjandus on käekottide teemat vältinud 
ning keskendunud rõivastusele või kodutekstiilidele (nt Ojavee 

95  
Need kolm olid Mehaaniline Reisitarvete ja Sadulsepa Tööstus ADOLF  
PÄTS, Oskar Sõmermaa (Zimmermanni) Sadulsepa, Peennaha- ja 
Kohvritööstus ja Eduard Taska Ateljee. Viimane keskendus toodan-
gus nahakujundustehnikate rakendamisele ja on eelkõige tuntud 
raamatuköidete poolest, kuigi toodangu enamiku moodustasid na-
hast pisiesemed, sealhulgas käekotid (Valk-Falk, 1994, lk 68).

96  
Õpet veab Eesti Kunstiakadeemias aksessuaari- ja köitedisaini osa-
kond, mis loodud 1917. aastal (Päeva et al., 2017).
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ja Puppart, 2019; Pedak, 2007), ainsaks erandiks ülevaade rahva-
rõivaste juurde kuulunud kottidest (Astel, 2006). Käekottide 
tootmine, erinevalt naha-, jalatsi- ja tekstiilitööstusest, on kahe 
silma vahele jäänud ka Eesti majandusajalugu uurivatel autoritel 
(Pihlamägi, 1999; 2004; Kello ja Laos, 2011). Võib öelda, et 
selle doktoritöö kirjutamise üheks ajendiks oli soov asuda Eesti 
kotidisaini ajaloo alaste teadmiste tühimikku täitma.

Maailma mastaabis on käekotte uurivate akadeemiliste uuri-
muste hulk tagasihoidlik, kuid mitmekesine. Kõige traditsioo-
nilisemad on kultuuriloolised ja etnograafilised uurimused. 
Näiteks Camerlengo (2010) ning Burman ja Fennetaux (2019) 
keskenduvad ühe spetsiifilise kotitüübi personaalsetele ja sot-
siaalsetele funktsioonidele97, Luutonen (2002) ja Vihur (2015) 
seevastu piirkondlikele eripäradele98. Sotsiaalse vaatenurga pa-
kuvad Buse ja Twigg (2014), kes käekoti kasutamise kaudu 
uurivad, kuidas dementsuse all kannatavad naised säilitavad 
oma identiteeti ja mälu ning kogevad hooldekodu keskkonnas 
turvatunnet ja privaatsust. Äri- ja turundusvaldkondades on 
käekottide kasumlikumaks tootmiseks ja turustamiseks uuritud 
nii sihtrühmade tarbimise eripärasid kui ka ostuotsuste loogikat. 
Näiteks Han, Nunes ja Drèze (2010) uurivad luksuskotti kui 
staatusesümbolit ja suhestavad tarbija valikuid bränditunnus-
tega. Juggessur (2011) uurib ostukäitumist ja tarbimisjärgseid 
emotsioone ning võrdleb disainerikotte nende koopiatega. Pii-
roinen (2014) jätab tarbimise aga hoopis kõrvale ja tutvustab 
luksuslikke disainerikotte kui potentsiaalset ning kasumlikku 
investeerimisartiklit. Kottide disainimise ja tootmisega seotud 
uurimused tegelevad disainiprotsessi arendamisega. Näiteks 
Lin, Wang ja Liu (2013) uurivad tootmisprotsessi kohandami-
se võimalusi erilahendusega tellimuskottide valmistamiseks 
Taiwani turule või Kongprasert et al. (2008; 2009) tegelevad 

97 
Camerlengo uurib 19. saj moes olnud ihnuskoikotte, Burman ja Fen-
netaux riietealuseid seotavaid taskuid, mis olid populaarsed 1660–
1900.

98  
Luutonen keskendub Soomes heegeltehnikas valmistatud kottidele, 
Vihur vardakottidele Lääne-Eestis ja saartel. Mõlema etnograafiline 
vaatenurk hõlmab 19. saj lõpul ning 20. saj alguses loodut.
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kasutajakeskse disainimeetodi juurutamisega, lähtudes tarbija 
suhestumisest koti detailidesse. Kontseptuaalsed lähenemised 
keskenduvad kotidisaini asemel inimese-arvuti interaktsioonile 
ja uurivad kasutaja tagasisidet koti külge integreeritud ekraa-
nile või LED-tuledega paneelile (Colley et al., 2016; Chen ja 
Yan, 2012). 

Võib öelda, et käekotid uurimisteemana on küll tähelepanu 
pälvinud, kuid seni pole käekotte uuritud disaineri ja valmistaja 
vaatenurgast ega käsitletud kui materjalitundlikke mitme-
kihilise konstruktsiooniga funktsionaalseid objekte. Käsitlemata 
on kotidisaini tööprotsessid kontseptsiooni väljatöötamisest 
prototüübi valmistamiseni. Puudub kotidisaineri praktiline 
vaatenurk kotiloome protsessile, aga ka uurimus märkamaks ja 
mõistmaks argikoti detailides peituvaid tähendusloome võima-
lusi. Disainiuurimise kontekstis pole visuaalseid ja vormi viiteid 
siiani piisavalt uuritud, seega puuduvad teadmised, kuidas 
disain, mis kasutab ajalooliselt tähenduslikke tunnusjooni99, 
mõjutab kaasaegset tarbijat ja säilitab või muudab ajaloolisi 
tähendusi. Samuti on vähe teada, kuidas teatud materjalivalikud 
mõjutavad tarbija suhtumist tootesse (nt Mick et al., 2004, lk 
13–14; Vihma, 2012, lk 9). 

99  
Otto (2016) arvates sisaldab muutuste disainimine ja planeerimine 
alati samaaaegselt ka mineviku kontseptualiseerimist. Retrospek-
tiivne lähenemine disainile on andmebaaside digitaliseerimise ja 
avalikku kasutusse lubamise valguses järjest populaarsem, kasvav 
suund, mis analüüsib, kontekstualiseerib ja interpreteerib ajaloolisi 
esemeid (nt Riello, 2011; Somerson, 2013). 
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Metodoloogiline ja 
teoreetiline raamistik

Käesolev doktoritöö on disainiloome uurimus, sest tegeleb di-
saini loomise kaudu100 uurimisküsimusele vastuste otsimisega. 
Vaatamata arvukatele teoreetilistele lähenemisnurkadele ning 
mudelitele (nt Koskinen et al., 2011; Redström, 2017) võimal-
dab loomeuurimus ülesehituslikult originaalset, eesmärkidest 
lähtuvat ja reeglistamata, kuid läbipaistvat lähenemist.

Disaini kaudu uurimine pole ettemääratava kuluga, vaid 
nii nagu kvaliteetne disainiprotsess, sisaldab ka see kohandusi 
(ingl drifting), mis tähendab, et uurimise protsessis õpitak-
se vahetulemustest, kaalutakse alternatiivseid võimalusi ja 
kohandatakse uurimistöö edasist kulgu (Redström, 2011; 
Krogh, Markussen ja Bang, 2015). Selline uurimisviis eeldab, 
et disainieksperimendid on omavahel seotud ja nende tüpo-
loogia ehk läbiviimise viis on ka uurimisprotsessi meetodiks 
(vt Krogh, Markussen ja Bang, 2015). Käesolevas väitekirjas 
kasutan järgnevuse põhimõtet (ingl serial method), mille ees-
märgiks on teadmiste süstematiseerimine. Sellise meetodi 
puhul viiakse eksperimendid ellu kronoloogiliselt ja iga uus 
juhtum loob uut teadmist, mis mõjutab järgmisi juhtumeid. 
Laiendasin järgnevuse põhimõtet disainieksperimentidelt kogu 
uurimusele. See tähendab, et iga juhtumiuuring koosneb üks-
teisele järgnevatest etappidest: (1) ajalooliste kottide uuring, 
(2) kotikollektsioonide disainimine ideest prototüüpideni 
ja (3) kollektsiooni esitlemine ja tagasiside kogumine. Kõik 
tegevused korduvad samas järjekorras iga juhtumiuuringu 
puhul. Iga järgnev etapp lõpeb analüüsiga, millest lähtuvad 
järeldused mõjutavad edaspidist uurimise kulgu ehk kogu 

100  
Fraylingi (1993) järgi võib uurimistöö toetada loodavat disaini (ingl 
research for design), keskenduda olemasoleva disaini uurimisele ja 
panustada disainiajaloo või -teooria täiendamisse (ingl research into 
design), kuid uurimine võib toimuda ka kontekstualiseeritud disaini-
eksperimentide kaudu arendustegevuse eesmärgil (ingl research 
through design), s.t uurimist, kus disainimine on uurimistöö vältimatu 
osa. Käesolev doktoritöö kasutab ka kaht esimest (sisaldab ajaloo-
lise perioodi analüüsi (research into design) ja selle analüüsi tulemi  t 
sisendina (research for design)), kuid keskendub erialaste teadmiste 
kasvatamisele ja kasutab praktilisi eksperimente uurimisprobleemi 
mõistmiseks ja analüüsimiseks (research through design). 



421Kokkuvõte

uurimisprotsessi saadab kohandamine (drifting). Kohandu-
se eelduseks on refleksioon, mis tähendab reflekteerimist nii 
protsessis kui ka protsessijärgselt101. Pidev protsessi analüüs 
ja edasise vastav kohandamine on töö käigus õppimine (ingl 
learning by doing; Dewey, 1938). Kolbi (1984) arvates on selline 
õppimine pidev ja järjest keerukamaks muutuv tsükliline102 
tegevus. Siinne väitekiri koosneb Kolbi mudelile toetudes 
kolmest järjestikusest tsüklist ehk kolmest samu etappe lä-
bivast juhtumiuuringust, mille käigus saadavad teadmised 
järjest kasvavad, seega oleks täpsem selle järgnevuse meetodit 
kasutava uurimise kulgu kujutada lineaarse asemel spiraalse 
protsessina.

Disaini kaudu uurimine sisaldab nii praktikat kui ka teoo-
riat, mis tähendab, et teadmistest oskusteni jõudmine vajab 
praktilist kogemust ning praktikast teadmiste ammutamine 
nõuab mõtestamist ja kriitilist analüüsi. (Jarvis, 1999, lk 131; 
Friedman, 2003, lk 521). Disaini kaudu uurimine vajab see-
ga uurijat, kelle uurimise keskmeks on praktiline kogemus 
(Vaughan, 2017; Schön, 1983). Praktiku vaatenurk võimaldab 
mul selles uurimuses põhjalike kotidisainialaste teadmiste abil 
siduda ajaloolised ja nüüdisaegsed kotid ning näha käekotte 
üheaegselt füüsiliste objektide ja kultuurilise fenomenina.

Toodete tähenduslikkust ja kommunikeerumisvõimet käsit-
levad mitmed disainiteooriad (nt Gotzsch, 2006; Möno, 1992; 
Krippendorff, 2006). Norman (2004) ja Verganti (2016, lk 
34–35, 80–95) peavad kõige olulisemaks toodete sümboolseid 
ja emotsionaalseid tähendusi. Kazmierczak (2003, lk 47–49) 
leiab, et toodete tähendusi saab uurida interpretatsioonidele 
keskendudes: mida sarnasemad on interpretatsioonid, seda stra-

101  
Protsessis reflekteerimine (ingl reflection-in-action) on kogemuse-
le toetuv reageerimine situatsioonile või eksperimendile, kus 
varasemad praktilised teadmised võimaldavad mõista, defineerida, 
sõnastada või ka ümber sõnastada uusi olukordi ja lahendada neid, 
toetudes varem õpitud tegevusmustritele (Schön, 1983, lk 137–141). 
Protsessijärgne reflekteerimine (ingl reflection-on-action) on toimunu 
analüüs ja protsessi mõtestamine (Schön, 1983, lk 275–283).

102  
Tsükkel koosneb (1) aktiivsest eksperimenteerimisest, (2) saadud 
kogemusest, (3) kogemuse reflekteerimisest ehk analüüsist ja (4) 
järeldusest ehk kogemusest õppimisest (Kolb, Kolb, 2005).
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teegiliselt õnnestunum on selle toote disain. Jagan väitekirjas 
seisukohta, et disainimine ei ole mitte tähenduste loomine, 
vaid potentsiaalselt tähendusliku materiaalsuse loomine (nt 
Volonte, 2010; Kazmierczak, 2003; Barnard, 2002). Seega on 
minu uurimuses kotidisain tähendust ja vormi loov tegevus, 
mis keskendub mitteverbaalsele kommunikatsioonile ja eelistab 
semiootikakoolkonna kommunikatsioonimudelit103.

Juhtumiuuringute ülesehituses ja analüüsil toetun Vihma 
(1995) teooriale, mis uurib tooteid ja nende tähendusi semioo-
tika kaudu ja suhtub tootesse kui märki.104 Eelistasin Vihma 
(1995) semiootilist uurimust, sest ta keskendub toodete füü-
silistele omadustele ehk disainile ja disainimisele ning seeläbi 
tunnetuslike omaduste (taktiilsus, välimus, maitse, heli, lõhn) 
interpreteerimisele. Lisaks peab ta toote esteetikat semiootikast 
lahutamatuks (vt Vihma, 2003) ja tunnustab disaini katkema-
tust (Vihma, 1995, lk 92–93, 142–150). Viimane tähendab, 
et semiootiline analüüs hõlmab alati ka uuritava tootegrupi 
ajalugu, mis paljastab aastaid püsinud olulised tunnused ehk 
vormitraditsiooni. 

Analüüsi struktureerimiseks kasutasin Vihma (2010, lk 
13) toote semantilise funktsiooni mudelit, millesse kaasasin ka 
toote teised funktsioonid: visuaalse kompositsiooni, tehnilise 
konstruktsiooni, materjali aspektid ja kasutatavuse. Jagasin 
mudeli kolmeks erineva uurimisfookusega kihiks: (1) vormiga 
seotud karakteristikud (nt kuju, proportsioonid, siluett), mis 
keskenduvad koti kolmemõõtmelisele välimusele, (2) pinnaga 
seotud karakteristikud (nt värv, tekstuur, kaunistused, graa-
filised elemendid), mis keskenduvad materjalide kvaliteedile 

103  
Semiootikakoolkond peab oluliseks tähenduste tajumise protsessi ja 
defineerib kommunikatsiooni kui tähenduste loomist ja vahetamist. 
Sellele vastandub protsessikoolkond, mis defineerib kommunikat-
siooni kui sõnumite vahetamist saatja ja vastuvõtja vahel teatud kul-
tuurilises ja füüsilises kontekstis (Fiske, 1990).

104  
Märgid jagunevad ikooniks, indeksiks ja sümboliks. Ikoonid on vormi-
traditsioon ehk ideaaltüüp, värv, materjal, metafoor, keskkond ja 
stiil. Indeks viitab valmistamis- ja kasutusjälgedele, helisignaalidele, 
mürale, lõhnale, kompimisele ja tähistusele. Sümboolsed märgid 
võivad olla kõik eelnevad, sest need sõltuvad kultuurilistest tavadest 
ja kommetest. (Vihma, 1995, lk 92–101)
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ja toote identifitseerimisele, ning (3) kontekstiga seotud ka-
rakteristikud (nt sotsio-kultuuriline kontekst, keskkonnast 
tingitud aspektid), mis defineerivad koti kasutusvaldkonna ja 
-tingimused. Rakendasin mudelit ühtviisi nii ajalooliste kui ka 
töö käigus loodud kotikollektsioonide analüüsimiseks. 

Loomingulised 
juhtumiuuringud

Kõigil kolmel doktoritöö juhtumiuuringul on kättesaadavatele 
ajaloolistele andmetele toetuv uurimisfookus. Esimene juhtu-
miuuring keskendub uuenduslikkusele kotidisainis ehk seni-
nägematu välimuse, kasutusviisi, tähenduse või tüpoloogiaga 
kottidele (vt Rampino, 2011), ning uurib, kuidas väljendub 
innovatsioon kotidisainis ja mida see tähendab. Teise juhtumi 
keskmesse tõusid erilisele ja uuele vastandudes tavalised ehk 
tüüpilised ja laialt aktsepteeritud käekotid, samuti koti väli-
muse ja kandmisega seotud reeglid ning ühiskondlikud kok-
kulepped. Traditsioonilisus viitab ajatusele, seega uurib teine 
juhtum ajas vastupidavaid tunnusjooni, et sõnastada klassikalise 
koti välimus ning selle tähendus. Kolmas juhtum tegeleb käe-
kottide päritoluga. Nüüdisaja maailmas tekib disain rahvusliku 
ja globaalse ristumiskohtades. Mida ülemaailmselt ühtlustunum 
on disain, seda olulisemad on samas piirkondlikud, rahvuslikud 
ja kohalikud mõjud (Lees-Maffei ja Fallan, 2016). Kolmas juh-
tumiuuring otsib kottidest eestipärast – tunnuseid, mida taju-
taks kohaliku loominguna. Kuna käesoleva loomeuurimuse iga 
juhtum sisaldab sisendina vastavateemalist ajaloolist ülevaadet 
1918.–1940. aastate käekotidisainist ja tagasisidestatud nüüdis-
aegset kotiloomet, kaasnevad protsessiga kitsamad uurimisfaa-
siga seotud küsimused, mille võiks kokkuvõtvalt sõnastada nii: 
millised on uuenduslikkust, klassikat ja kohalikkust (Eestit) 
kommunikeerivate käekottide tunnusjooned, toetudes aastail 
1918–1940 avaldatud perioodikale ja muuseumikollektsioonis 
säilinud kottidele, ning kuidas neid tunnusjooni mõtestatakse 
nüüdisaegsetel käekottidel?

Juhtumiuuringu esimese etapi moodustab uurimus aja-
loolistest kottidest, mille allikaks on käekotiteemalised artiklid 
viieteistkümnes perioodilises väljaandes aastatel 1918–1940. 
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Valimisse kuuluvad üleriigilised ajalehed Päevaleht, Uudisleht, 
Postimees, Uus Eesti ning moe- või käsitöönurka sisaldavad aja-
kirjad Eesti Naine, Taluperenaine, Naisterahva Elu, Naisterahva 
Töö ja Elu ja Käsitööleht, Moeilm, Naiste Hääl, Käsitööleht: 
naiste käsitöö ja kodukaunistamise ajakiri, Maret, Ajakiri Kõi-
gile, Huvitav Žurnaal ja Vallatu Magasin. Valitud perioodika 
on erineva suunitluse ja sihtgruppidega, et tagada võimalikult 
laiapõhjaline käsitlus, kuid ajalises lõikes pole käekotiteema 
võrdselt käsitlust leidnud ja infohulk kasvab perioodi lõikes. 
Andmete kogumiseks summeerivat sisuanalüüsi rakendades 
(Hsieh ja Shannon, 2005, lk 1283–1286) said põhilisteks võt-
me-  ehk otsisõnadeks „kott“ ja „tasku“ (ka liitsõnade osana), 
nende pikemad versioonid „käekott“ ja „käsitasku“ ning kotte 
kujutavad joonistused ja fotod105. Kokkuvõtvalt on analüüsi 
aluseks 268 teemakohast teksti ja 344 kotipilti. Kolmanda 
juhtumi puhul lisandus perioodikale säilinud kottide objekti-
analüüs (vt Prown, 1982; Steele, 1998), mis toetub Eesti Aja-
loomuuseumi, Tallinna Linnamuuseumi ning Eesti Tarbekunsti- 
ja Disainimuuseumi kollektsioonidele. Põhjalikuma ülevaate 
saamiseks lisasin uurimusse ka perioodi kotid isiklikust kogust 
ning perioodiga 1918–1940 dateeritud kottide eristamiseks 
muuseumikogude varasemad (20. sajandi algus) ja hilisemad 
(sõjajärgsest perioodist kuni 1950ndate lõpuni) leiud. Uurimuse 
järeldused põhinevad 250 käekoti andmetel, mis koosnevad 
füüsiliste parameetrite ja välimuse kirjeldusest (nt materjalide, 
detailide ja kaunistuste loetelu, värvus, konstruktsioon jmt), 
interaktsioonist kotiga (nt materjalitunnetus, kandmisviisi, 
avatavuse ja sisulahenduse analüüs) ning spekulatsioonist, mis 
püstitab sarnasustel ja korduvustel põhineva edasist uurimist 
vajava hüpoteesi106.

105  
Summeeriva sisuanalüüsi puhul on tekstid ja visuaalsed infoallikad 
(joonistused, fotod jmt) võrdväärsed allikad kontekstilise kasutamise 
uurimiseks (nt Laherand, 2008, lk 235; Bell, 2001, lk 15). 

106  
Prowni (1982) järgi koosneb objektianalüüs kolmest faasist: kirjel-
dusest, mis dokumenteerib eseme andmed, deduktsioonist, mis ese-
me kasutamise abil tajub selle olemust ja võimalusi, ning spekulat-
sioonist, mis pakub eelnevate tulemustele toetudes välja hüpoteesi 
või kontrollimist vajava uurimisküsimuse.
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Juhtumiuuringu teiseks etapiks on kotiprototüüpide di-
sainimine ja valmistamine. Protsess algab sisendi analüüsi ja 
kollektsiooni kontseptsiooni loomisega ning lõpeb kasutusvalmis 
prototüüpidega. Nende vahele jääb visandamine, maketeerimi-
ne, lõigete valmistamine, materjalide ja furnituuride valimine, 
juurdelõikus, detailide ettevalmistus, õmblemine ja viimistlemi-
ne. Doktoritöö käigus valmis kolm kotikollektsiooni: „Bags for 
Dreamers Only“ („Kotid ainult unistajatele“), „Bags for Collectors 
Only“ („Kotid ainult kollektsionääridele“) ja „Bags for Me“ („Ko-
tid mulle“). Kollektsioonide pealkirjad viitavad uurimisfookusele: 
unistajad assotsieeruvad unikaalsuse ja originaalsuse ehk uudse 
mõtlemisega, kollektsionääre huvitavad ajatud, klassikalised ese-
med, ning mina-vorm viimasel puhul tähistab kõige isiklikumaid 
soove ja unistusi ehk n-ö kohalikku, enesekeskset mõtlemist.

Juhtumiuuringu kolmas etapp keskendub loodud koti-
kollektsioonide esitlemisele, tagasiside kogumisele ja selle ana-
lüüsile, et mõista, kuidas ajalooliste kottide uuenduslikke, klas-
sikalisi ja kohalikke (eestipäraseid) tunnusjooni nüüdisaegsete 
kotidisainide puhul tajutakse. Uuenduslikku kotikollektsiooni 
esitlesin Hop galeriis Tallinnas 15. jaanuarist 2. veebruarini 2016 
ja tagaside kogusin vabatahtlike kommentaaridena ehk rakendasin 
välitekstide meetodit (vt Creswell, 2007, lk 129–132), mis või-
maldab uurija sekkumiseta ja valimi piiranguteta vabatahtlikel 
oma emotsioone ja mõtteid vabas vormis väljendada. Teine, klassi-
kaline kollektsioon oli müügil Eesti Tarbekunsti- ja Disainimuu-
seumi poes ning Tallinna Kaubamaja Kingamaailmas ja e-poes 
üheaegselt EKA nahakunsti osakonna 100. aastapäeva tähistavate 
näitustega veebruarist aprillini 2017. Selle kollektsiooni tagasiside 
kogusin müügikeskkondades 11 varjatud vaatluse107 ja seitsme 
poolstruktureeritud intervjuu abil108. Kolmanda, kohaliku kol-

107  
Varjatud vaatlus on vaatluse liik, kus vaadeldav ei ole jälgijast tead-
lik. Seda kasutatakse, et saada võimalikult mõjutamatut informat-
siooni (Patton, 1980, lk 130).

108  
Poolstruktureeritud intervjuu on ettevalmistatud küsimustega in-
tervjuu, kus vastuste pikkus pole reglementeeritud ning uurija võib 
muuta küsimuste järjekorda ja küsida täiendavaid küsimusi (Morse, 
2012, lk 197–199).
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lektsiooni avalik esitlus toimus samaaegselt selle eelretsenseerimi-
sega 19. septembril 2018 EKA köitedisaini töökojas, mis on ainus 
järjepidevalt tegutsenud koht Eestis, kus veel säilinud teadmised 
tehnikatest, mida kasutati kottidel 1920ndatel ja 1930ndatel. 
Tagasiside kogusin kaheksa privaatse väljapaneku käigus, kasu-
tades taas poolstruktureeritud fookusintervjuu meetodit (Morse, 
2012; Patton, 1980). Andmete korrastamiseks ja analüüsimiseks 
kasutasin nagu ajaloo uurimise etapiski summeerivat sisuanalüüsi 
(Hsieh ja Shannon, 2005) ja analüüsi struktureerimiseks Vihma 
(1995) uurimust disaintoodetest.

I juhtum – uuenduslik
1920.–30. aastate kotidisain eksperimenteeris koti vormi, oota-
matute materjalide ja unikaalsete kontseptsioonidega ning aja-
kirjandus jälgis, kommenteeris ja hindas arengutrende pingsalt. 
Uusi kasutuslahendusi ja multifunktsionaalsust hinnati vajali-
kuks. Uuendusliku vormiga kotte peeti elegantseks provokat-
siooniks, ekstravagantsuseks, mis peegeldab omaniku armastust 
kunsti ja moe vastu ning demonstreerib julgust erineda ja silma 
paista.  Ajalooline ülevaade näitas, et uuenduslikkus on suhte-
line, kontekstist sõltuv mõiste. Toonased innovaatilised ideed 
on tänaseks unustatud veidrused või tavapärased lahendused. 
Selgusid siiski uuendusliku kotidisaini põhimõtted: kõige tõe-
näolisemalt tajutakse uuenduslikuna kotte, mis eiravad vormi-
traditsiooni ehk on seninägematu, samas tuttavliku kujuga 
ja kasutavad ebaharilikke materjale ja uusi konstruktsioone 
stilistiliselt elegantse tulemuse saavutamiseks. 

Ajaloouurimise tulemust ja selgunud põhimõtteid sisendina 
rakendades valmis seitsmest kotist koosnev kollektsioon „Bags 
for Dreamers Only“. Kollektsiooni ideeks sai kottide silueti ja 
proportsioonidega jäljendada argiesemeid, kuid nii, et kotti on 
mugav kasutada ja selles on piisavalt ruumi. Siduvaks lüliks 
igapäevased avalikud, eraelulised, töö ja kohustustega seotud 
tegevused ning nende tegevustega seotud esemed. Jäljendatava 
hulgas on staatilisi objekte (nt sülearvuti, taldrikute virn, raamat), 
staatilisi objekte liikuvate osadega (nt aurav kohvitass, vett voolav 
dušiotsik) ja liikumiselt tabatud hetki (nt lapse keerutamine, 
tolmulapi kloppimine). Originaalsed vormid nõudsid uute koti-
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konstruktsioonide leiutamist ning olemasolevate edasiarendamist 
ja kohandamist. Katsetasin kotidisaini kontekstis võõraid mater-
jale. Näiteks korsetivardaid vormi toestuseks, pärlikeed sangaks, 
sulgi auru imiteerimiseks kohvitassil ja kaablisidet narmastena, 
mis jäljendavad lapse jalgu ja juukseid.

Tagasiside analüüs näitas, et „Bags for Dreamers Only“ kot-
te tajuti uuendusliku, seninägematu ja originaalsena ning samal 
ajal vahva, vaimuka ja ilusana. Neid peeti omaniku identiteedi 
väljendajaks ja tajuti metafoorse kinnituse ning tunnustusena 
rollidele, mida nüüdisaegne naine täidab. Kokkuvõtvalt võib 
öelda, et kottide uuenduslikuna tajumine ei olenenud üksiku-
test kindlatest karakteristikutest, vaid tekkis kontseptsiooni 
mõistmise ja ebatraditsioonilise vormi mõjul. Rampino (2011) 
märgib, et vormitraditsiooni eiramisel on toote kommunikat-
sioonivõimel potentsiaali nii tähenduse kui ka tüpoloogiliseks 
innovatsiooniks. Kollektsioon demonstreeris, et uuenduslikkus 
on eelkõige kontseptsioon, mida kommunikeerib alternatiivse 
välimusega kott.

II juhtum – klassikaline
Perioodil 1918–1940 püsisid kotimoes muutumatuna vaid 
üksikud tunnusjooned. Tüüpiline käekott oli elegantne, 
vormilt ja konstruktsioonilt lihtne (s.t lõõtsadega ruut või 
ristkülik) ning valmistatud kallist, hea kvaliteediga väärtus-
likust materjalist. Muud vormielemendid (nt sanga tüüp) ja 
pinnaga seotud karakteristikud (nt värv või dekoor) muutusid 
ja vaheldusid vastavalt trendidele. Sotsiaalse aktsepteerimise 
tagas õhuke ja lame, see tähendab mitte kunagi liiga täis ja 
punnis käekott, mis olulise komponendina sobitus ülejäänud 
kostüümi ja aksessuaaridega. 

Ajaloouurimuse tulemustele toetudes valmis kolmest kotist 
koosnev kollektsioon „Bags for Collectors Only“. Kuna kotid 
valmisid tellimustööna tähistamaks Eesti Kunstiakadeemia naha-
kunsti osakonna saja aasta juubelit, lisandusid 1920. ja 1930. 
klassikaliste tunnuste, see tähendab lihtsa silueti, lameda konst-
ruktsiooni ja hinnalise materjali kõrvale kohalikule nahakunstile 
omased tunnused. Aruteludes osakonna magistrandidega ja eriala 
ajaloosse süvenedes (Päeva, 2017, lk 6–69) selgusid viimastest 



428Kokkuvõte

kõige iseloomulikumad: taimpargitud naha ja nahakujundus-
tehnikate rohke kasutamine. Kotid valmisid karamellpruunist 
taimpargitud nahast, mille jäikus võimaldas lihtsuse rõhutamiseks 
luua lõikeäärega ühekordsest materjalist voodrita kotid. Vorm ja 
maht taandusid minimaalseks: kotid koosnesid kahest vastasti-
kusest või ühest pooleks murtud detailist. Juurdelõikus toimus 
laserlõikuse abil ja ka kotte kaunistav ornament on teostatud 
põletust meenutava lasergraveeringuna, mis kujutab koti vorme 
ja detaile dekoorina selle lamedal pinnal.

Tagasiside analüüs näitas, et puuduv maht, lamedus ja jäikus 
mõjusid meeldiva, originaalse ja dekoratiivsena, kuid igapäevaseks 
kasutamiseks ebapraktilisena. Samas selgus, et praktilisus on suh-
teline mõiste ning inimeste vajadused ja valmisolek kohaneda (nt 
vähendada kaasaskantavate esemete hulka või kasutada lisakotti) 
on erinev. Võime vaatluse ja puudutuse abil hinnata materjali 
tüüpi, kvaliteeti ja väärtust on ajaga vähenenud. Ilmnes, et suhtu-
mist sellesse mõjutavad pigem varasem kogemus ja emotsioonid 
sarnaselt mõjuvate materjalide, värvide või ornamendiga, mitte 
konkreetse materjali enda omadused. „Bags for Collectors Only“ 
kotte ei nimetatud klassikaks. Samas inimest, kellele kuuluks 
taoline ekstreemselt lihtne ja lame kott, peeti stiilseks, oma vä-
limusest hoolivaks, vintage’it, kvaliteetdisaini ja disaintooteid 
väärtustavaks ning tõenäoliselt üsna jõukaks. Kirjeldus sarnaneb 
klassikaliste tunnustega koti omanikuga ajaloolisest analüüsist ja 
lubab väita, et klassikalised kottide tunnused – saledus, lamedus 
ja jäik vorm – kutsuvad siiani esile samasuguse ettekujutuse nagu 
1920. ja 1930. aastatel. Tagasiside tõestas, et eksisteerivad tra-
ditsiooni kandvad tunnusjooned, mille tähendused peegeldavad 
möödunut, kuid on samal ajal interpreteeritavad tuleviku ehk 
potentsiaalse innovatsiooni konstrueerimisel.  
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III juhtum – kohalik
Eestilikkusega seostuvad kõige ilmsemalt etnograafilised must-
rid, kuid enamik 1918.–1940. aastate kotimoest järgis rahvus-
vahelisi trende109.  Muuseumikogude ülevaade osutas mitmele 
vormiga seotud tunnusjoonele ja tehnilisele lahendusele, mida 
on põhjust kohalikuks pidada. Näiteks kordusid spetsiifilise 
W-kujulise põhjaga kotikonstruktsioon ja reguleeritava pik-
kusega sangad. Kõige otsesem viide Eesti päritolule olukorras, 
kus tootjamärgised puuduvad, selgus kulunud kottidest: nii 
mõnegi tugevduseks oli voodri ja pealsematerjali vahel kasu-
tatud eestikeelset ajalehte. 1920. ja 1930. aastate kottidele oli 
iseloomulik rohkelt liigendatud sisemus ja luksuslik viimistlus. 
Näiteks kääniti ja dekoreeriti mustrirullidega kõik, ka väga 
väikeste ning kaares detailide ääred nii koti välispinnal kui ka 
sisemuses. Meisterlikkust nõudvate viimistlustehnikate kasu-
tamine viitab tol ajal väga populaarsete naha- ja köitekunsti 
mõjutustele. Kõige intrigeerivamad ja inspireerivamad olid 
vastuolulise disainiga kotid, millel lihtne ja tagasihoidlik, sirg-
jooneliste läbilõigetega geomeetriliselt mõjuv välimus, kuid 
kontrastne, keerukatest kaarekombinatsioonidest koosnevate 
detailiäärtega pehmelt ja voolavalt mõjuv sisulahendus. 

Ajaloouurimise tulemustele toetudes valmis seitsmest eri-
neva funktsiooni, suuruse ja stilistikaga kotist koosnev kollekt-
sioon, milles on esindatud enim silma paistnud kohalikule pä-
ritolule viitavad karakteristikud, kuid tähelepanu keskmes koti 
sisemuse ja välimuse kontrastne lahendus. Kotte iseloomustavad 
lihtsad siluetid (ruut, ristkülik, kuusnurk) ning teks tuursed ja 
kvaliteetsed materjalid. Sisulahendused vastanduvad välimu-
se lihtsusele. Voodrid on nahast või siidist, erivärvilised, kau-
nistatud kuldamise, mustrite ja põimega, ning detaili rohked, 
koosnedes mitmest vahesahtlist ja sisetaskust. Igasse kotti on 
peidetud (enamasti taskuvoodrina) nahast detail, millele on 
trükitud kollaaž kahe varasema kollektsiooni publitseeritud 
turundusmaterjalidest ja Eesti Päevalehe, ajaloouurimise ühe 
allika ning senini ilmuva päevalehe, päise fragmendid. Nähtav 

109  
Rahvakunstist inspireeritud motiive kasutati vaid luksuslike nahkkot-
tide ja koduse käsitööna valminud kottide kaunistuseks.
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osa ajalehe nimetusest vihjab kollektsiooni loomise kohale (Ees-
ti) ja autori nimele (Päeva). Kottide viimistlus on rõhutatult 
põhjalik.

Tagasisides kordus mitu interpretatsiooni. Näiteks peh-
mevormilist kotti seostati vaba aja ja argisusega, kuid jäiga vor-
miga kotti sobituvaks klassikalise rõivastuse ja kontskingadega. 
Selgus, et sisulahendus ja selle materjalivalik mõjutasid tugevalt 
koti kui terviku tajumist. Tekkinud emotsioonid olid sidet loo-
vad ja mõjukuselt võrdväärsed praktiliste ootustega kotile. Üht-
ki kollektsiooni juures kasutatud ajaloolistest tunnusjoontest 
ei tajutud tagasisides kohalikuna, kuid eestilikkust defineeriti 
nüüdisaja konteksti kaudu, lähtudes kohalikust disainiskee-
nest ja eesti naise oletatavatest eelistustest kotivalikul. Selgusid 
printsiibid, mis võiks kohalikule kotidisainile iseloomulikud 
olla. Esiteks, Eestis disainitud kotid võiks olla lihtsa välimusega, 
s.t kaunistuste ja ornamentaalsete lisanditeta, pehmevormi-
lised, mahukad ning võimalikult paljudes situatsioonides ja 
oludes kasutatavad. Teiseks, koti sisemus võiks peita üllatust, 
mis mõjub intiimsena ja tekitab positiivseid emotsioone, luues 
seeläbi kiindumust koti vastu. Viimane kattub Normani (2004) 
emotsionaalse disaini teooriaga, mis rõhutab enese identiteedi 
peegelduse olulisust toodete valikul ja tarbimisel. Selgus, et 
kotidisainis on personaalsus ja isiklik suhestumine olulisem 
üldisematest, kergesti äratuntavatest kohalikest, s.t rahvuslikest 
ja regionaalsetest detailidest. „Kohalik“ assotsieerub eelkõige 
omaniku identiteediga, mida kommunikeerib tema kott.

Järeldused 
Tooted osalevad tähendusloome protsessis ja tajuja seob oma 
kogemuse toote omadustega (nt Barthes, 1994; Vihma, 1995). 
Tähenduste tekkimine sõltub tajuja taustast, eelnevatest koge-
mustest ja teadmistest. Isikliku subjektiivsuse kõrval definee-
rib märke traditsioonilistest väärtustest ja kontekstuaalsetest 
ootustest koosnev kultuuriline taust (Vihma, 1995, lk 85–90). 
Seega demonstreerivad interpretatsioonid kultuurikontekstile 
omaseid tähendusi ega ole üleni juhuslikud. Juhtumiuuringu-
te tagasiside sisaldas mitmeid isiklikke, kuid tüüpilisi ning 
üks teisega sarnaseid interpretatsioone, mis avaldusid kõige 
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selgemini assotsiatsioonide ja metafooride kasutamise kaudu. 
Selgusid käekottide omaduste ning tunnuste kombinatsioonid ja 
põhimõtted, mis kommunikeerivad uuenduslikke, klassikalisi ja 
kohalikke tähendusi. Ilmnes, et kottidele on võimalik tähendusi 
luua, kui koti karakteristikute potentsiaalsed ning tõenäolised 
tähendused spetsiifilises kontekstis (nt konkreetne sihtrühm) 
on varem teada.  Kokkuvõtvalt võib öelda, et nii unikaalsed 
ja enesepilti peegeldavad kui ka kultuuriliselt tüüpilised as-
sotsiatsioonid osutusid oluliseks, et mõista tähenduste tekke 
protsessi ja loogikat ning sarnasuste abil defineerida kottide 
väljenduslikud tunnused ja omadused. 

Koht mõjutab toote tähendust ja väärtust (nt Leeds-
Hurwitz, 2012; Vihma, 1995; Herzog, 2012) ehk toote-
kogemust aitab mõista selle toimumise kontekst, sest inimese 
ja objekti vahelist interaktsiooni mõjutab kultuurilise tausta 
ja sotsiaalsete suhete kõrval ka füüsiline keskkond. Selle dok-
toritöö juhtumiuuringud katsetasid tagasiside kogumisel nel-
ja erineva asukoha ehk füüsilise keskkonnaga: (1) galeriiga, 
mis demonstreeris puudutuse ja interaktsiooni vajadust, (2-3) 
erineva müügistrateegia ja külastuseesmärgiga müügikesk-
konnaga, mille puuduseks privaatsuse ja süvenemisvõimaluse 
puudumine, ja (4) minimaalselt sisustatud ruumiga, kus oli 
limiteerimata ajavaruga privaatne väljapanek. Viimane näitas, et 
loenguruumi tüüpi füüsiline keskkond oli igapäevakogemusele 
isegi lähemal kui kauplused või näitusesaal. Seda saab põhjen-
dada kontekstuaalsete ootustega. Näituse kontekstis muutusid 
kotid installatsiooni osaks ning näitusekülastajad keskendusid 
eelkõige visuaalse terviku ja kontseptsiooni reflekteerimisele. 
Kommertskeskkonnas muutusid kotid müügiartikliteks ning 
intervjueeritavad keskendusid iseenda hetkevajadustele ja sellest 
lähtuvalt kottide praktilisusele. Loenguruumi tajuti aga kui 
töökeskkonda, kus leiab aset teaduslik eksperiment, millesse 
intervjueeritavad ekspertidena panustavad. Kottide kogemine 
osutus väga personaalseks ja intiimseks tegevuseks, mis nõuab 
aega ning privaatsust interpretatsioonide tekkeks ja assotsiat-
sioonide põhjendamiseks.

Kotiga suhestumise ehk interaktsiooni protsessi jälgimine 
tagasiside kogumise faasis võimaldas analüüsida, kuidas kotte 
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tajutakse. Visuaalne kogemus osutus üldiseks ja ühekülgseks. 
Taktiilsus lisas materjalide tunnetamise ja koti kasutamise koge-
muse. Reflekteerimisprotsessis (vt Norman, 2004, lk 36–38) sel-
gus, et koti stiili (nt kuju, siluetti, suurust, proportsioone ja värvi) 
hinnati vaatluse põhjal. Argumendid ergonoomika (nt maht, 
kaal, tasakaal), funktsionaalsuse ja kasutusvõimaluste teemal 
lisandusid pärast kottide puudutamist, tõstmist, käes hoidmist 
ja kandmise imiteerimist. Ülioluliseks mulje mõjutajaks osutu-
sid kasutatud materjalide taktiilsed omadused (pinnaviimistlus, 
tekstuur). Meeldivat aistingut esile kutsuv materjal tekitas toote 
üldmuljele edasi kanduvaid positiivseid emotsioone. Kusjuures, 
põhjalikku interaktsiooni ilmestas visuaalsete ja taktiilsete ais-
tingute mitte eristav ning vahelduv kasutamine. Lisaks vaatlu-
sele ja kompimisele selgus, et nahkkottide lõhnale ei pööranud 
tähelepanu ükski tagasisides osalenu, seevastu kotimagnetite 
sulgumise heli tajusid mitmed meeldivalt rahustavana. Seega, heli 
tekitavate detailide lisamine kottidele võib võimendada omaniku 
positiivseid emotsioone ja sidet kotiga.

Käekoti interjöör osutus väga oluliseks tähendusloomet 
suunavaks komponendiks, sest funktsionaalsuse ja mahu de-
monstreerimise kõrval mõjutasid sisemuse viimistlusaste ja 
voodri materjal, värv ja muster muljet kogu kotist. Selgus, et 
koti välimuse ja selles hoitavate isiklike esemete kõrval (vt Bari, 
2019; Hiner, 2010) aitab koti sisemuse disain omaniku enese-
tunnetust ja emotsioone peegeldada ja identiteedi defineerimist 
toetada. Järeldub, et kotidisainis on potentsiaali tähenduse in-
novatsiooniks ehk uueks kasutuspõhjuseks (vt Verganti, 2016) 
– kotid võiksid vajalike esemete kaasaskandmise võimaldamise 
ning sotsiaalse ja finantsilise staatuse demonstreerimise kõrval 
oma omanikku emotsionaalselt toetada. Koti sisemuse disain 
on potentsiaalne, kuid siiani kasutamata võimalus rõhutada 
kotiomaniku isikupära, toetada tema unistusi ja valikuid ning 
peegeldada materjalide, konstruktsioonide, detailide ja dekoori 
abil omaniku identiteeti.

Doktoritöö panustab kotidisaini ajaloo uurimisse, tutvusta-
des sõdadevahelise perioodi kotte, nende kasutamise sotsiaalset 
konteksti, tuntumaid kohalikke kotitootjaid ja valdkonna hari-
duse ajalugu Eestis. Kottide disainiprotsessi analüüs keskendub 



praktiliste teadmiste süstematiseerimisele, avab loomeprotsessi 
tagamaid ning loob uusi teadmisi kottide tähendusloomest ja 
disainimise põhimõtetest. Doktoritöö panuseks on ka prakti-
ku vaatenurga rakendamine ajaloouurimises, mis võimaldab 
mitteverbaalsele kommunikatsioonile keskendudes ühendada 
ajaloolise sisendi nüüdisaja loominguga, et seeläbi paremini 
mõista nüüdisaegset kotidisaini ja selle tähendusi.
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leather bags are connected to a bracelet shaped handle: the first 
bag was meant for keys, another for lipstick and the third for 
documents (Moenädalaringvaadet, 1938, 31 July)

Figure 33. A woman holding a mug with steaming coffee (Photo by 
Oliver Moosus)

Figure 34. Coffee-mug-bag
Figure 35. Coffee-mug-bag when opened
Figure 36. A woman using a lap-top (Photo by Oliver Moosus)
Figure 37. Lap-top-bag
Figure 38. Lap-top-bag hanging
Figure 39. A woman carrying a pile of plates (Photo by Oliver Moosus)
Figure 40. Pile-of-plates-bag
Figure 41. An open and interior view of Pile-of-plates-bag
Figure 42. A woman taking a shower (Photo by Oliver Moosus)
Figure 43. Shower-head-bag (Photo by Jaana Süld)
Figure 44. Shower-head bag (Photo by Jaana Süld)
 Figure 45. Framed bags from the 1920s and 1930s. From left: Tikan-

diga kaunistatud garnituur, 1934, 3; Mõnda uutest modellidest, 
1934, 30 Dec; An image, 1924, 7

Figure 46. A woman playing with a child (Photo by Oliver Moosus)
Figure 47. Twirling-the-child-bag showing the two different ways 

of attaching the bags
Figure 48. The larger bag of Twirling-the-child-bag
Figure 49. The smaller bag of Twirling-the-child-bag (Photo on right 

by Jaana Süld)
Figure 50. Bags with round and voluminous handles from the 

end of the 1930s. From left: Pariis dikteerib, 1939, 5 April; 
Petrooliumilambid, aedvili ja raamatud kleitidel, 1939, 19 Nov

Figure 51. Bags with decorative and functional tabs from the 1930s. 
From left: Siim, 1935, 6; Käsitasku salliga, 1935, 9

Figure 52. A woman shaking a dust cloth (Photo by Oliver Moosus)
Figure 53. Dust-cloth-bag
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Figure 54. Dust-cloth-bag lying on its side
Figure 55. A woman reading a book (Photo by Oliver Moosus)
Figure 56. Book-bag
Figure 57. Book-bag in a horizontal position on the table
Figure 58. An exhibition view of ‘Bags for Dreamers Only’
Figure 59. From left: sketches of a drawstring and a framed silk bag 

decorated with folk ornament embroidery by Auguste Pärn 
(Pärn, 1924, 3 Sept)

Figure 60. From left: flat framed (Moodi ilmast, 1924, 11; Image, 1924, 
6) and flapped (Nr. 13. Plika mantel, 1923, 7 Feb) leather bags 
from 1923 and 1924

Figure 61. An envelope-shaped flat and thin bags (from left: Image, 
1924, 3; Image, 1924, 2)

Figure 62. Framed soft bags held from the body of the bag instead 
of using the handle (from left: Nr. 19. Kleit, 1924, 1; Nr. 3, 
1923, 6 June)

Figure 63. Handle-less clutches (from left: Images 9, 4 and 7, 1925, 
2 July)

Figure 64. An envelope-style clutch with a residual handle on the 
back panel (Image 5, 1926, 6 Oct)

Figure 65. Ways of holding a handle-less bag (from left: Image, 1927, 
5; Meie uus mantel, 1929, 16 Sept; Image 6, 1928, 2; Image, 
1927, 7)

Figure 66. From left: zipped bags with round lower corners and all-
round gussets (Käekotid, 1930, 3); a flapped (Moodne käekott, 
1935, 5) and a zipped rectangular bag (Käekotte, 1930, 10)

Figure 67. Flapped leather bags with gussets. From left: Kaunistus 
käekotile, 1933, 2; Kanvaale õmmeldud käekott, 1932, 11

Figure 68. Handbags with one or two handles. From left: Image 6, 
1927, 2; Image 5, 1928, 2

Figure 69. Handbags with side panels. From left: light travelling bag 
made of leather and with a zip closure (Mis kingin ma jõuluks, 
1929, 23 Dec) and a leather handbag with flap closure (Moodsa 
naise käsitasku ja selle sisestu, 1929, 25 Nov) 

Figure 70. Shopping bags from 1926. The left one, made of linen, has 
a reinforced upper edge and the right one has handles made of 
wood and covered with fabric (Nr. 2 ja 3. Kaks käekotti, 1926, 
5 May)
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Figure 71. A handbag, held from the body of the bag instead of using 
handles (Image 32, 1932, 4)

Figure 72. Crocheted bags. From left: Heegeldatud müts, shall ja käekott, 
1934, 1; Heegeldatud käetaskud, 1934, 6; Pisiesemed teevad moe, 
1933, 22 May; Heegeldatud kübar, sall ja käekott, 1934, 3; Nöörist 
vöö ja käekott, 1933, 8

Figure 73. Rather short strap-like handles were attached at the top 
of a flap. From left: Riidest käekotte, 1934, 10; Riidest käekott, 
1934, 12; Käekotte, 1934, 4

Figure 74. Handbags from 1935. From left: a crocheted bag with 
stiffened upper edge and a handle attached to the ends of the 
upper edge (Moodne sall ja käetasku, 1935, 10); leather bags 
with asymmetrically attached handle (Moodsaid nahast käekotte, 
1935, 5); a fabric bag, which has one handle attached to the 
front, but which passes through slits in the slightly higher back 
panel, therefore forming a closure for the bag (Käekott, 1935, 1)

Figure 75. Handbags with decorative geometric-shaped handles. From 
left: a blue suede handbag with stiff rectangular handle (Pilk 
daami garderoobi i-punktidele, 1935, 14 Apr); leather bags from 
Vienna with crystal or chrome handles. The lowest bag on the 
right has a mobile handle, which functions as a closure (Ja 
käsitasku, 1935, 3 Nov)

Figure 76. From left: a bag with bracelet-shaped handle (Image 13, 
1938, 5); a bag with loop-shaped handles attached with a dec-
orative knob (Image 3, 1937, 3); a soft voluminous wrist-bag 
(Moenädalaringvaadet, 1938, 6 Nov) and a flat slim leather wrist-
bag (Image 2, 1938, 12)

Figure 77. Handbags with side panels and bases standing when placed 
on flat surfaces. From left: a bag with embroidery of contrasting 
shades of the same colour (Kodus oot’vad kingitused, 1938, 12); 
a summer bag made of raffia (Kaks huvitavat raffiast käekotti, 
1939, 5); a zipped bag with braiding instead of connection 
seams (Moodsad käsitaskud, 1940, 5)

Figure 78. A cartoon mocking capacious handbags (Moodsa daami 
käekott, 1937, 17 Jan)
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Figure 79. Beach bags. From left: a dotted beach bag made of oilcloth 
and coordinated with hat, cuffs and collar (Suured rannataskud, 
1936, 28 June); a crocheted beach bag in white, lemon, light-
blue and pink squares (Ranna kott, 1934, 5)

Figure 80. Drawstring bags of the 1930s. From left: a pouched bag 
with a handle (Pilk daami garderoobi i-punktidele, 1935, 14 Apr); 
a beach bag, combining linen fabric and leather, is gathered 
together with the help of a Galalith ring and is carried over the 
shoulder or even as a backpack (Rannamood on hetkel tähtsaim, 
1936, 28 June)

Figure 81. Drawstring bags of the 1930s. From left: frilled drawstring 
bag resembling former workbag (Moodsaid pisiesemeid, 1938, 30 
Oct); a soft frilled handbag (Image 39, 1940, 4)

Figure 82. Shoulder bags of the 1930s. From left: an image of a woman 
carrying a flat shoulder bag, while introducing a new jumper 
(Jumper, 1935, 11); four shoulder bags made of bass-fibre for 
summer wear (Mitmesuguseid kootud käsitaskuid bastist, 1936, 7)  

Figure 83. Shoulder bags. From left: a flapped bag made of lin-
en and decorated with embroidery on the flap (Moodsaid 
käsitaskuid suveks, 1938, 6); a shoulder bag for a hiking costume 
(Kübaramood tujukam kõigist 1938, 24 July).

Figure 84. Bags hanging from a belt. From left: a white leather bag 
attached to the belt with red Galalith chain (Rannamood on hetkel 
tähtsaim, 1936, 28 June); a pocket attached to the belt and worn 
as a belt-bag (Moenädalaringvaadet, 1938, 6 Nov); a sequined 
belt with a drawstring pouch (Moodsaid pisiesemeid, 1938, 30 
Oct: 6); two versions of pockets attached to the belts (Mantlid 
iga kleidi juurde, 14 Apr: 7)

Figure 85. Flapped leather clutch bags in 1939 and 1940. From left: 
Moodne käekott, 1940, 7; Image B, 1939, 12; Moodsad käsitaskud, 
1940, 5

Figure 86. Ruffled evening bags. From left: a framed frilled clutch 
made of black silk (Kaks nägusat õhtukäsitaskut, 1940, 1); a 
ruffled handbag with decorative tassels (Image, 1924, 3); a 
soft frilled bag with bracelet shape crystal handle (Pisiasjad on 
tähtsad, 1935, 24 Nov)
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Figure 87. Evenings bags with thin handles. From left: a framed 
evening bag (Moodsa naise käsitasku ja selle sisestu, 1929, 25 
Nov); a flat slim clutch with tasselled handle (Image, 1924, 8)

Figure 88. Embroidered handbags. From left: flower motif patterns 
for embroidered and appliqued fabric bags (Undritz, 1920, 28 
Jan; Nr.40 Käekoti muster, 1921, 5 Jan); a drawstring handbag is 
suggested to be made of silk, suede or soft leather and decorated 
with floral embroidery. Blossoms of embroidery were coloured 
with two shades of purple and rusty brown and leaves with 
green (Nr. 2, 3. Käekotid, 1924, 6 Feb)

Figure 89. Flat bags with minimal decoration from the first half of the 
1920s. From left: handle-less flapped clutch with a decorative 
button (Image, 1925, 9) and an antelope leather bag with a 
single ornament on front panel (Image, 1924, 2)

Figure 90. Embroidered clutches in geometric patterns (Nr. 4, 5, 6, 
1929, 2)

Figure 91. Crocheted clutches. From left: Läbipõimitud heegeltöö, 1933, 
4; Heegeldatud müts ja käekott, 1933, 8

Figure 92. Clutches made of fabrics specially woven to coordinate 
with coats and costumes. From left: three zipped and flapped 
clutches made of woven fabric (Rõõmusoks, 1931, 6); woven 
fabric clutch with leather gussets (Moed, 1933, 1); a combination 
of a tapestry and leather for a clutch (R., 1931, 1)

Figure 93. Pattern sketches for clutches. From left: multi-coloured 
(seven colours) applique on dark blue woollen fabric (Moodsaid 
käekotte aplikatsioon ja madalpiste tehnikas, 1932, 3); multi-colour-
ed raffia embroidery all over the canvas surface (Moodsaid käekotte 
aplikatsioon ja madalpiste tehnikas, 1932, 3); multi-coloured leath-
er applique (four colours) on grey woollen fabric (Juse, 1932, 11)

Figure 94. Evening bags. From left: a sketch of either a dark red, 
black or dark blue velvet evening bag decorated with golden 
and silver beading and fringes (Undritz, 1927, 2 Feb); a framed 
evening bag made of light beige silk and beaded (Mõningaid 
töid virkadele näppudele, 1931, 1)

Figure 95. Black leather handbags with a small ornamental plague on 
the front panel (both: Eeloleva suve moe pisiasju, 1930, 5)
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Figure 96. Black afternoon bags. From left: a framed flat clutch dec-
orated with a monogram (Milliseks kujuneb kevadmood, 1929, 
25 Feb); a leather bag with silver-coloured frame (Jää nooreks, 
1929, 21 Jan)

Figure 97. Contrasting colours in bags. From left: a sketch of a flapped 
bag with contrasting brown and white materials (Nr. 51. Moodne 
barett, käekott ja vöö, 1935, 6); a crocheted brown and beige bag 
with a brown button as a flap fastener (Villane müts ja käekott, 
1932, 9); a sketch of a flapped bag with the middle section and 
the edge of the flap in contrasting colours, for example, black 
on white, red on white or black, blue or brown on yellow (Siim, 
1935, 6)

Figure 98. Simple bags made of exotic leathers. From left: a snake-
skin flapped clutch (Elegantsed käsitaskud, 1939, 11); lizard skin 
clutches by Haupt (K. Haupt, 1935, 2)

Figure 99. Padded bags. From left: a red shoulder bag with blue cord 
pattern on a flap (Image 6, 1940, 4); a flapped linen bag with 
vertical padding (Käekotte, 1934, 4); a zipped clutch with zigzag 
padding (Käetasku õpilaste tööna, 1935, 2)

Figure 100. Patent leather bags. From left: a framed wrist-bag com-
bining patent leather and suede (Image 7, 1937, 10); a round 
patent leather bag and a trapezoid-shaped patent leather bag 
with padded handle (both: Käekott, kinnas ja king, 1937, 31 Oct)

Figure 101. Summer and beach bags. From left: a round bag made 
of raffia (Jänes, 1937, 4); a summer bag made of bast fibre 
(Valmistame endale suveks niinest käekoti, 1937, 5); a capacious 
beach bag made of bast fibre (22. Rannakoti, 1940, 6)

Figure 102. Evening bags. From left: a beaded and sequinned black 
velvet handbag with golden chain handle and velvet blossoms as 
décor (Moestart algab pisiasjadega, 1937, 29 Aug); gold beading on 
black bags (Kuidas vanast uut luua, 1938, 30 Oct); a fabric evening 
clutch decorated with a single flower, the bouquet of which is 
decorating the evening dress (Veebruar dikteerib, 1938, 13 Feb)

Figure 103. Coordinated clothes and accessories. From left: coordi-
nated material and ornamentation on a vest, hat and clutch 
(Vest I, 1928, 7); coordinated costume, shoulder bag and hat 
(Image 8, 1937, 7); coordinated material on a dress, hat and 
bag (Image 11, 1931, 7)
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Figure 104. Coordinated accessories. From left: a set of a pair of gloves, 
a fan and a clutch made of black leather with rhinestone em-
broidery (Õigesti ostmises peitub kunst riietuda, 1928, 10 Dec); an 
ensemble of a handbag, a belt, a pair of gloves and shoes made 
of two contrasting colours (Kas teate, et, 1937, 23 May); two ver-
sions of matching leather shoes and fashionable bags (Kas teate, 
et, 1935, 3 Nov); appliqued gloves and a clutch (Aplikatsiooniga 
kaunistatud käsitasku ja kinnaste kätised, 1934, 3)

Figure 105. An image presenting the cost of an outfit of a fashionable 
lady who carries a crocodile leather clutch (Palju maksab teie 
abikaasa, 1930, 21 June)

Figure 106. Front view of the handbag (Photo by Jaana Süld)
Figure 107. Logo of the Estonian Academy of Arts in 2017
Figure 108. An everyday handbag with round base corners and trian-

gular flap (J. Tallikas, 1938 19 June) and a framed silk evening 
bag with round corners and silver embroidery (Mõningaid töid 
virkadele näppudele, 1931, 1)

Figure 109. A soft shopping bag with round handles (Nr. 2, 3. 
Käekotid, 1924, 6 Feb) and a stiff square bag with round han-
dles (Viimane mood, 1936, 11) 

Figure 110. A leather bag with decorative folds and round upper cor-
ners (Moodne käsitasku, 1940, 21 April); a cross-stitch covered 
zipped handbag with decorative folds on the front panel and 
round lower corners (II Ristpistes õmmeldud käekott, 1939, 12)

Figure 111. A square bag with a triangular line on the surface and 
vertical lines mimicking folds (Mida kannab Wiin, 1928, 3 

Figure 112. Front view of the shoulder bag (Photo by Jaana Süld)
Figure 113. Two shoulder bags in a pile.
Figure 114. Sketch of a handbag from 1917 (Nr. 5. Käekott, 1917, 

20 Dec)
Figure 115. A tab as a small flap to close the bag (Linane käekott, 1935, 

4) and a bag with an ornamental tab (Uusimat kõige uuemast, 
1929, 8 April) 

Figure 116. Front view of the clutch (Photo by Jaana Süld)
Figure 117. Back view of the clutch (Photo by Jaana Süld)
Figure 118. A framed clutch open (Moepildi pudemeid, 1938, 6)
Figure 119. A clutch containing the logo of the centenary on the 

front panel
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Figure 120. Bags with cut-off corners (Isevalmistatud käekott, 1939, 
5; Käsitasku, 1930, 3)

Figure 121. A drawstring bag (Linane südasuve moetrump, 1936, 12 July)
Figure 122. Display at the museum shop of the Estonian Museum of 

Applied Art and Design
Figure 123. Display at Kaubamaja
Figure 124. From left: an advertisement of A. Berg’s workshop (A. 

Berg, 1924, 1)
Figure 125. An advertisement for the fine leatherwork enterprise 

K. Haupt contained the same image with the same heading 
‘Fashionable leather handbags’ that had been published in the 
same magazine Maret three months earlier without comments 
(Moodsaid nahast käekotte, 1935, 8)

Figure 126. From left: J. Tallikas offering fashionable handbags, brief-
cases and hand luggage (J. Tallikas, 1938, 25 May); O.Zim-
mermann offering a great variety of the most elegant handbags, 
wallets, briefcases and suitcases (O. Zimmermann, 1926); J. 
Tallikas advertising fashionable handbags for ladies (J. Tallikas, 
1935, winter)

Figure 127. From left: a bag sketch and its floral pattern. Two colour 
options suggested light fabric with colourful embroidery or 
black textile with green and copper brown embroidery (Nr.2. 
Käekott, 1926, 7 Apr; Undritz, 1926, 1 Dec) 

Figure 128. From left: a flapped clutch with cross-stitch belt-pattern 
decoration (Käsitasku, 1935, 8); a geometric cross-stitch border 
pattern on a fabric summer handbag (Käekotid suveks, 1939, 7); 
a linen summer handbag with belt-pattern decoration, where 
colours were suggested to coordinate with summer dresses or 
stylised folk costumes (Moodsaid käsitaskuid suveks, 1938, 6) 

Figure 129. A beach bag embroidered with bast fibre and its tracing 
pattern (Tammark, 1940, 6)

Figure 130. Bags from the beginning of the twentieth century. From 
left: TLM 11806 is an 11 x 11 cm leather bag with decorated 
frame and chain handle; TLM 10774 is a 13 x 16 cm black 
leather bag with leather-covered frame and handle; AM TE 
7243 is a 13 x 21 cm leather bag with a frame stylised as frames 
of travel bags
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Figure 131. TLM 21 684 is a leather bag with a compartmentalised 
interior

Figure 132. From left: AM TE 1561 is a light summer bag made of 
linen with the same colour lining; AM TE 3991 is a red cotton 
drawstring bag with the same colour lining

Figure 133. TLM 25 555 is a 1950s handbag made of two different 
types of leathers. The yellowish flap has a manually decorated 
stamped pattern and edge braiding, the rest of the bag is made 
of brown cliché printed leather. The handle is decorated with 
a single braided leather ball but attached to the bag with the 
help of two minimalist metal tubes. The bag closes with a 
briefcase lock

Figure 134. A clutch bag from a private collection demonstrates the 
use of different clichés on one bag aiming to cover the whole 
surface of otherwise low-quality leather

Figure 135. From left: a braided leather bag from different types of 
leather, and ornament on the flap only (private collection); the 
back panel of a braided bag with a braided strap (TLM 27 420)

Figure 136. Newspapers used inside the bag can reveal hints about 
the context of making the bag. From left: the first bag in the 
private collection with Estonian language newspaper containing 
Gothic letters inside as part of the reinforcement; a novel frame 
leather handbag from a private collection. Frame closures for 
both compartments are elegant half silver, half black coloured 
bolts, an old newspaper fragment from 6 July 1935 is revealed 
near the frame hinting at the time of the production of the bag

Figure 137. The place of a mirror under the flap of an unregistered 
bag at ETDM revealing Gothic letters in Estonian

Figure 138. From left: AM TE 3439 is a black velvet handbag with 
brownish Bakelite frame and ruffled body; AM TE 1422 is a 
11x14.5 cm small flat framed black silk handbag with an asym-
metrical figurative closure; AM TE 2234 is a black framed silk 
bag with wrist handle, Bakelite closure and decorative tassel 
under the base; AM TE 4896 is a black silk clutch with a fig-
urative frame and rhinestone decorated closure
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Figure 139. From above: AM TE 3471 is a simple 14x22 cm framed 
purse made of salmon pink pleated silk; AM TE 4280 is a 
flapped evening clutch with round corners and covered with 
embroidery and beading all over; TLM 28 953 is a flat round 
framed silk handbag covered with a beaded black-and-white 
net; AM TE 1944 is a 15x18.5 cm rectangular framed clutch 
with an oval floral pattern with bow and arrows in the central 
position

Figure 140. A specific version of W-base construction on multiple 
bags. From left: TLM 23 332 and TLM 23 333

Figure 141. Related bags from left: private collection, AM TE 1530, 
TE 258 and TE 1715

Figure 142. Folded bags with two incisions in the front panels. From 
left: TLM 23 333 and two bags from the private collection

Figure 143. Braided handles from left: ETDM NA 2016 has a braided 
residual handle on the back panel; TLM 11 119 has a braided 
handle on the top of its flap; closer view of the handle of TLM 
11 119

Figure 144. Cross-structured handles of TLM 25 536, a bag from a 
private collection and TLM 18 794

Figure 145. A figurative handle and tabs on the back panel of AM 
TE 3396 and on a bag from a private collection

Figure 146. The handle of TLM 24476 is asymmetrical. From left: 
stretched out and in normal position 

Figure 147. Framed bags with convertible handles. From left: a pri-
vate collection bag with handle visible; the same bag open 
with the handle flipped inside demonstrating the interior coin 
purse, whose frame is working as a hinge for the bag frame; an 
opened bag AM TE 1943 with the handle in the outside po-
sition, revealing multiple interior compartments. The private 
collection bag frame extends to half of the bag’s height, while 
the frame of AM TE 1943 extends to the base allowing a more 
compartmentalised interior

Figure 148. The interior details of leather day bags. From left: an 
integrated coin purse in a flapped bag (AM TE 1942); two 
interior pockets in a framed handbag with three compartments 
(private collection) 
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Figure 149. AM TE 4125 has a typical interior for framed handbags; 
the brown leather handbag has a brown silk faille lining com-
bined with beige leather for the coin purse interior. The coin 
purse is framed and divided into two compartments by a folded 
leather gusset

Figure 150. Clutches with asymmetrical flaps. From left: AM TE 
3396, private collection bag, AM TE 2335

Figure 151. AM TE 3396 interior fillet samples
Figure 152. From left: Interior of AM TE 1625 is decorated with floral 

motif fillet ornament; both exterior (upper edge of a compart-
ment on the back panel) and interior edges of AM TE 1403 
have the same floral motif fillet ornament

Figure 153. From left: the interior of TLM 12 663 demonstrates dif-
ferent geometric fillet motifs decorating the edges of details; 
an unregistered bag from ETDM demonstrates geometric fillet 
ornament both inside and outside the bag; the interior of ETDM 
R 1584 has a radial geometric fillet on the edges of the flap of 
the interior pocket

Figure 154. An embossed and stamped leather bag with a marbled 
interior, private collection

Figure 155. Samples of fringed leather bags from Taska’s workshop. 
From left: AM TE 605 and AM TE 606; a closer view of the 
fringes of AM TE 605

Figure 156. Multicolour but faded bags from left: AM TE 1403 is 
16 x 25 cm flapped bag of Taska with a handle, made in the 
1920s; ETDM R 8074 is 16 x 20 cm flapped and handled bag, 
signed ‘Ateljee – Ed. Taska – Tallinn’, made in 1927-1932; 
TLM 11 119 is 10.5 x 16.5 cm handled envelope style flapped 
bag, signed ‘Ed. Taska Ateljee ja õppetöökoda – Tallinn’ and 
made in 1925-1927

Figure 157. Indications of the original colours. From left: AM TE 
1625 has a multicolour but faded pattern; a detail of a photo-
graph taken in 1932 (Taska’s photo album in ETDM) reveals 
contrasting colours of the same pattern

Figure 158. From left: Both ETDM R 8074 and AM TE 1403 are 
flapped clutches. In addition to the main compartment, there 
are two additional flapped pockets; one is on the front panel, 
the other under the flap, on both bags
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Figure 159. The main interior compartment of Taska’s bags. From 
left: AM TE 1625 has two additional flat pockets inside the 
main compartment; ETDM R 8074 has a small flapped pocket 
and one big and one small open pocket inside the main com-
partment

Figure 160. TLM 12 663 was made in 1933-1940. The exterior of the 
bag has a multicoloured geometric abstract pattern, the division 
of the interior is also multicoloured copying the colours of the 
exterior. Different size fillet ornaments divide and finish the 
details of the interior

Figure 161. AM TE 2141 is a 25 x 30 cm zipped leather handbag 
with fabric lining. The silk lining has figural leather borders 
to strengthen the construction. Flat interior pockets are still 
added and attached using leather braiding

Figure 162. AM TE 3438 is a flapped clutch with framed and ma-
chine-sewn interior 

Figure 163. TLM 255 36 is a flapped clutch with press stud closure, 
machine stitching and turned construction

Figure 164. TLM 28 752 is a simple portfolio with three compart-
ments but indicates fine craftsmanship and finishing style down 
to the smallest details

Figure 165. AM TE 4020/1 is a simple brown leather portfolio with 
two compartments and a zipped pocket demonstrating finishing 
style down to the smallest details

Figure 166. Exterior and interior view of AM TE 1942
Figure 167. Exterior and interior of a bag from the private collection
Figure 168. Sample of a newspaper-print
Figure 169. The tote, three-quarter view (Photo by Toomas Tikenberg)
Figure 170. Interior of the tote. The hand-cut edge of the leather collar 

is visible, also the golden hardware. Newspaper- print leather is 
visible inside the lining pocket (Photo by T. Tikenberg)

Figure 171. Detailed interior of the tote presenting the snake-pat-
terned lining leather, folded magnet tab piece with round cor-
ners and golden top of the gusset (Photo by T. Tikenberg)

Figure 172. The large handbag, three-quarter view (Photo by T. 
Tikenberg)

Figure 173. Framed handbags (private collection; Moode uueks aastaks, 
1940, 1)
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Figure 174. Interior view of the large handbag. Interior pocket has 
a strap for closing. Leather braiding is used as decoration and 
as a tab. The braiding-like technique joins the collars and the 
rest of the lining (Photo by T. Tikenberg)   

Figure 175. The shoulder bag, three-quarter view (Photo by T. Tiken-
berg)

Figure 176. Back view of the shoulder bag (Photo by T. Tikenberg)
Figure 177. Square-shaped flapped bags of the 1920s and 1930s 

(Mõnda uutest modellidest, 1934, 30 Dec; Linane garnituur, 1935, 
6)

Figure 178. The raised flap of the shoulder bag reveals the curves and 
red leather (Photo by T. Tikenberg)

Figure 179. Interior of the shoulder bag. Red flowery patterned leather 
continues inside the bag (Photo by T. Tikenberg)

Figure 180. AM TE 3438 is a rectangular flapped bag decorated with 
a geometric pattern but its interior surprises us with curved-
edged pockets 

Figure 181. The small handbag, three-quarter view (Photo by T. 
Tikenberg)

Figure 182. The small handbag with opened flap. The lifted flap 
reveals a golden leather lining and a zipped pocket. The edges 
of the flap are handmade matching the edges of the zip (Photo 
by T. Tikenberg)

Figure 183. Asymmetrical flaps of handbags (From left: Moeuudiseid, 
1929, 5; Kleidi juurde sobiv käsitasku, 1930, 1) and asymmetrical 
decoration (Ja selliseks on kujunenud tänavune king, 1934, 28).

Figure 184. Interior of the small handbag shows golden sequinned-like 
leather. Interior pocket has a newspaper-print leather interior 
(Photo by T. Tikenberg)

Figure 185. The briefcase with a shoulder strap, front view (Photo 
by T. Tikenberg)

Figure 186. The briefcase with a shoulder strap, back view (Photo 
by T. Tikenberg)

Figure 187. Flapped bags of the 1920s and 1930s (Siim, 1935, 6; 
Käetasku, 1934, 9; ETDM unregistered bag)

Figure 188. The interior of the briefcase with a shoulder strap (Photo 
by T. Tikenberg)

Figure 189. Fillet tool and samples of gilding
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Figure 190. The briefcase, three-quarter view (Photo by T. Tikenberg)
Figure 191. The opened main compartment of the briefcase (Photo 

by T. Tikenberg)
Figure 192. Hexagonal wrist-bag (Image, 1927, 3) and handbag TLM 

17322
Figure 193. Textured leather clutches TLM 29516 
Figure 194. The interior of the central compartment of the briefcase. 

Interior pocket with a strap closure is decorated with leather 
braiding (Photo by T. Tikenberg)

Figure 195. The interior of the zipped compartment in the briefcase. 
The gilded fillet pattern is located under the zip (Photo by T. 
Tikenberg)

Figure 196. Leather braiding technique inside the leather handbag 
AM TE 1625

Figure 197. The clutch, three-quarter view (Photo by T. Tikenberg)
Figure 198. Interior of the clutch showing the gold leather finishing, 

silk lining and layers of leather frame both of which have folded 
edges (Photo by T. Tikenberg)

Figure 199. Clutches with ornamental tab piece (Image 22, 1930, 4; 
AM TE 2237; Kas teate, et, 1938, 30 Jan)

Figure 200. A framed black and a flapped dark blue bag; both have 
white silk linings (the private collection)

Figure 201. Cross-section of skived leather (from left to right): sharp 
edge for bags, a smooth edge for bookbinding, double skiving 
for stiff coated leather

Figure 202. Interior of the large handbag. The assembled folded up-
per edges and skived edges of the collars look thin and like a 
one-layer material

Figure 203. Interior of the briefcase. The folded edge of the gusset 
covers the upper edge of the lining material; the same method of 
finishing can be seen inside the upper edge of the lining pocket

Figure 204. The shoulder bag with an open flap. The folded top 
edge has a stitch inside the compartment not visible from the 
exterior. The curved edge has a stitch visible from both interior 
and exterior. The fold finishes the upper edge of the lining and 
hides the red lining leather when the flap is closed

Figure 205. A detailed view of the tote. The golden leather piping is 
visible under the frame
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Figure 206. Fillet testing on the lining leather of the briefcase. Ad-
hesive fabric is partially visible from the edge of the leather 
that was glued there to avoid stretching during fillet tooling

Figure 207. A private display after an interview, held in one of the 
EAA lecture rooms
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