A Reproduction of a 15" Century Style Falconer’s Gauntlet

By Lady BriannaMcBain CoM, CoSC

This style of gauntlet appears to have been used throughout Europe from the 10™ to the 15"
centuries. | have chosen to call it a15™ century style, because | have based it largely on the
examples seen in the Devonshire Hunting Tapestries (circa 1450) which offer the most detailed look
at these gloves. (Fig. 1) These are intended primarily for the left hand, (which isthe hand that carries
the hawk while on foot) though there are examples of mounted falconers carrying the hawk on the
right hand.
The development of the Falconry Gauntlet

Whilel joined the SCA in 1982, | have only been studying falconry in earnest for the past four
years. One of the things | noticed when researching period falconry was the development of the
falconer’s gauntlet into its modern form. The current form of gauntlet used is made of thick, stiff
leather, (often cow or ek hide) with awide gusseted cuff (usually made of a separate piece) an
overlay of stiff leather on the hand, and having aleather tassel at the cuff. A modern falconer’s
gauntlet is on the table for comparison. This style of gauntlet first begins to appear in the late
1500's. Hereisapicture of Henry VIII’sfalconry glove, from the University of Oxford, Ashmolean
Museum. (fig. 2)Y ou can see there is a double thickness overlay on the hand, much like a modern
falconry glove, and the cuff is gusseted. (In all likelihood there was once atassel as well, which,
along with some cuff edge embroidery is now missing.
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Theoriginsof the tassel

While the tassel is de rigueur on modern falconry gloves, when | asked other falconers what was
its purpose and meaning, the only answer | received was “Its Traditional!” But no one knew why. But
one day | came across this detail in the Devonshire Hunting Tapestries, (circa 1450) and | began to form
atheory. (fig. 3)

Asyou can see, the falconer has made a hole in the cuff of his gauntlet, through which he has tied
his hawk’sleash. Thisisthe earliest depiction | can find of afalconer having something dangle off the
cuff of hisgauntlet. But it is aclever and useful thing, as he can easily secure the leash, yet have it close
at hand. Now, supposing hetied and knotted the dangling leash, it would resemble atassel, yes? It is
interesting to note that of all the falconers depicted in this tapestry, thisis the only one who had
modified his gauntlet in this manner. | believe we are seeing here the beginning of atrend. Aslater
falconers begin to copy this style, and fashions changed so that the wearing of gloves becomes more
common, | believe it became necessary to distinguish the falconer’ s glove from an ordinary glove (asthe
falconer’s gloveis as much a symbol of his office as anything) So that by the late 1500's, every
falconer’s glove sports a leather tassel dangling from the cuff. Compare thisto the facsimile of thetitle
page of a 1614 treatise on falconry, (fig. 4) where the falconer’ s glove isimmediately recognizable by
the tassel, which by now is a purely decorative element, and serves no function.
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However, prior to this, falconry gloves are simple affairs, with the cuff and hand cut as asingle piece,
and with as few seams as possible, and little or no ornamentation. These were simple, practical affairs.
It isthis style which | have chosen to duplicate, asit is the precursor to the modern form.



Material

| confessthat at first | was rather surprised to see the way that this type of gauntlet appeared to fold
and drape, compared to a modern gauntlet which is arather stiff affair. | had doubts that such a
lightweight looking glove would offer suitable hand protection to the falconer. But then | learned that it
was the custom in those days to dull the talons of the newly-caught hawk. And after the hawk istrained,
she will then grip so lightly that it isindeed possible to carry her bare-handed. Modern falconers do not
dull the talons of their birds, so a heavier glove is needed, particularly when the hawk is new and wild.
But if it is possible to dispense with the glove entirely, why use it? The glove does offer one distinct
advantage; human skin is slippery and wiggly and difficult for ahawk to grip lightly and still maintain
her balance. With aleather glove fit snugly over the hand, the bird has a firm gripping surface.

Asfor what sort of |eather was used, this passage gives us an idea. Thisis attributed to Hywel the
Good, a Welsh prince (¢ 925) but his “laws of the court” from which thisis taken, were copied and
incorporated into English law as well, and appear well into the thirteenth century. This section deals
with the rights and duties of the royal falconer:

*“ He is to have the skin of a hart in autumn, and the skin of a hind in the spring, to make gloves for
bearing his hawks, and for making jesses™1

This shows us that the soft, drapey leather used in the glovesisindeed deerskin, and interestingly,
it was the falconer himself who made his own gloves. | am fortunate in having a husband who bow-
hunts, so he had no difficulty obtaining a deer hide for me. | had it tanned by a professional tanner
(vegetable tanned) with the result that | now had soft leather that would fold and drape as the period
gloves appeared to, yet be of suitable thickness. Surprisingly | also discovered that for all its softness,
the deerskin is also quite puncture-resistant, and does indeed offer good hand protection. For the hand
stitching, | used a sturdy linen thread. (Aswas used in the extant glove in fig. 2)

Pattern

| spent nearly ayear examining glove patterns, from period to modern. There are very few period glove
patterns, and most of those were drawn from examining extant gloves. But the problem with that is that
the few extant gloves we have are either ceremonial or highly ornamented. The everyday work glove
was used until it wore out, and then discarded. So we have no actual examplesto see, only pictures. So
what | did to create my glove pattern was to compare pictures of period gauntlets with a modern
falconry gauntlet, and developed my own pattern. That is, it should have the same lines as the period
falconer’s gauntlet, but it should also be uncomplicated. Remember, this would have been made by a
falconer, not a professional glover, and it was a hunting glove, not adress glove. It’s going to get
scratched, stained, and bloody. | believe my result is a credible imitation of what afalconer’s glove of
the period would have looked like. It fits me well and functionswell. Hereisathirteenth century
description of what afalconer’s glove should be:

“...it should reach to his elbow and be wide enough to be drawn off and on with ease. It must be made
of stout leather of a quality that will not permit the talons of the falcon to cling to it, and thus be easily
pierced by the beak or claws. When the falcon is thrown from the hand she will rise more freely from
such a properly fitting glove.” 2 — — —
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Summary

| had alot of fun with this project, and researching it gave me new appreciation and insight into the
history and construction of the glove, asimple object | had hitherto taken for granted. | learned that
gloves were highly symbolic, as well asfunctional. 1t was also more challenging than | expected, as the
hand is a uniquely shaped object, which must flex and move. The most difficult part was the fitting and
positioning of the thumb piece. Much of the construction seemed counter intuitive, and it was only
during the assembly that it all began to make sense. Overall, it was quite alearning experience, and | am
glad | challenged myself to do it.
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