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ABSTRACT 

LEATHER CRAFTING 

AS A MOTIVATIONAL ART EXPERIENCE 

by 

Frederic Fontaine Perkins 

Master of Arts in Art 

The value of art experiences is that they develop 

feelings of self-worth, they enable exploration of the inner 

self, and that they may open areas of self discovery that 

were previously closed off. 

Many people refuse to open themselves to art experi

ences, judging them to be impractical. This prejudice 

crosses age barriers for many individuals. Every individ

ual needs experiences that reach the inner self by explor

ing artistic perception. 

To overcome this reluctance to make the attempt at 

artistic expression a strategy is needed. The strategy 

which is the basis for this graduate project is to select 

a popular craft ::-1.rea, generally regarded as being practical, 
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and to use this area to entice people into making artis-

tic efforts. 

The area of leather crafting has traditionally had as 

its practical goal the making of useful objects. This pop-

ular craft is in need of re-direction. Its strength is its 

emphasis on the practical. The great weakness evident in 
, 

current uses of the medium is that imitation has become the 

standard. 

The project here undertaken attempts to re-direct 

this craft toward the individual choices which are a char-

acteristic of creativity. The project consists of a thesis, 

a motivational visual presentation, and an instructional 

program. 

The first chapter of the thesis contains information 

regarding the strategy and goals of the project. Included 

here is a discussion on motivation as it relates to the 

medium. 

The second chapter describes the slide-tape presenta-

tion. The presentation is a basic tool in achieving the 

objectives of the project. The goal of this slide-tape 

presentation is to build an interest and to encourage the 

viewer to attempt artistic expression in this braft. The 

color slides in this presentation include historical craft 

examples from several primitive societies, samples of stu-

dent work, and views of some steps used in making the pro-

jects shown. 
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The third chapter contains information that would be 

helpful for any teacher planning to implement a craft pro

gram in this medium. It represents the final step in 

achieving the goals outlined in the project. It contains 

a list of projects, tools and materials needed, and sugges

tions which would be practical to the teacher. 
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Chapter 1 

INTRODUCTION, A CRAF'I' EXPERIENCE IN LEATHER WORK 

There are many approaches to the teaching of art. 

One is to use a variety of media, including the craft medi

um as an opportunity for allowing the human capacity for 

creation to find expression. Artistic learnings are poten

tial to any media, and any specific media can be selected 

as ~ .strategy for teaching art. 

A survey was conducted in 1975 when I was teaching at 

Robert Frost Junior High School in Granada Hills, Califor

nia. The survey, administered by the Art Department, was 

taken in English classes from the entire school. From an 

extensive list students were asked to choose the kind of 

art experiences they would like to have as part of the 

schools art program. Three areas were found to be of 

highest student interest. One of these areas was leather 

work. I began to teach a mini-course in leather the 

following semester. Since then, I have taught leather work 

to students of various ages, in durations from six to 

twenty weeks. I have also taught leather crafting as a 

segment of other craft classes. ~hroughout the time from 

1975 to the present, student interest in the media has re

mained very high. 

As a secondary school teacher I have had experiences 

in teaching eager, interested, and motivated pupils and I 
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have had the difficult task of teaching those students who 

lack interest in a subject. One finds this problem to be 

diminished in teaching certain subject areas, especially 

within the crafts. The problem is further diminished with-

in certain craft experiences, notably those producing use-

ful objects. Part of the teachers job is of course to pro-

vide motivation regardless of the subject selected or the 

object produced. Various techniques to arouse interest and 

maintain it are sugges d in educational literature and in 

teacher training experiences. In this project, however, 

an effort has been made to utilize an area where high stu-

dent motivation already exists. Support for such a scheme 

is found in an article by Richard Holzman and Robert Byrne 

as is included here: 

''The art program has electives in countless shifting 

areas which reflect the style and taste of the students 

and community being served." And, '"rhe mandate is not to 

shun but to encompass and upl t the sometimes erratic 

intrigues of disciplines in the rudimentary stages of their 

b . l e1ng." 

Leather work in its present state fits quite well 

into the definition of an erratic intrigue in·the rudimen-

tary stages of i development as an art discipline. With-

in the craf , leather work held in low es em. The 

1Holzman, Richard B., Byrne, Robert. "Arts: a Bridge 
to I,earning," C1earinr:; House, 52: 111-15, November, 1978. 
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most important reason for this is the lack of originality 

displayed in most leather work. Mass marketing has made 

this craft available to all, but in a very standardized 

form. 'The advertisements imply that anyone can produce 

professional leather products by using kits. The major 

commercial company in the retail field promotes leather 

craft as a hobby. This approach is carried into the most 

minute detail of each project they promote. Patterns to 

trace, tracing devices, and steps in working the design to 

successful completion are all provided. No emphasis on 

alternatives and few general directions making choices 

available to the craftsman are given. The problems with 

such an approach are many. Most importantly, following 

such procedures is deadly to individual creativity or 

originality. It robs the user of the real opportunities 

of creation and the insights into self that creation can 

provide. It will limit potential artistic arnings by 

eliminating discovery. Yet that is where the commercial 

use of the craft has put it today, It is the artistic po-

tential of the medium that has been neglected. To counter 

the current direction in leather work will depend primarily 

on encouraging originality or individual creativity within 

the medium. 

The usual items created in a leather crafting class 

are personal and portable. They are used daily and thus 

provide a reminder of success. This cannot be separated 



from the students feeling of self worth. The artistic ex-

pression involved, if the craft is well taught, is person-

al. Secondary students are just discovering who they are. 

Successe[-3 in creating personal imagery will help build a 

positive self-concept. This is in itself a reward or re-

inforcer for the student. 

In identifying the reasons that such high levels of 

interest are connected with experiences, in leather work, 
I 

several factors have emerged. One factor is the tactile, 

manipulative nature of leather work, surely appealing as a 

break from academic routine. Another is that each student 

receives as a reward for finishing a project a tangible 

object. This completed leather product provides its own 

reward. The tangible reward is reported to be the most 

effective reinforcer of all for certain children. 2 The 

reward is used as a strategy to reach certain students. 

The strategy involves using the reward as an incentive to 

the appropriation of art concepts and good design princi-

ples required in construction of the tangible, useful ob-

ject. It is therefore a teaching limitation in the early 

use of the media that "art for Arts' sake" experiences be 

avoided in the project choice but not in the surface 

decoration. 

Leatherwork seems to divide itself naturally into tVJo 

2s · J ... n • · ~ d · - t · .... · · pJ __ erman, Seymour. na1s uv~ ~...._ca cm1c f:.o 1 va 1,1on ln 

Lower Cla~3s Adolescents. i,:adison Wisconsin: Institute for 
Research on Poverty, University of Wisconsin, Auf;. 1970. 



design stages. The first is the construction of a tan(";ible 

item, the second is the decoration of the surfaces of the 

i tern. 1J.lhere is a historical precedent for such a separa

tion. This is shown best by examining the leather work of 

nomadic people. In their leather products a function is 

always present, yet the surfaces of these functional ob

jects are used for purely artistic expression. A variety 

of decorative techniques appear on these functional objects 

and the decoration is most often unrelated to function. 

Much of what has been said about the teaching experi

ences outlined here could hold true as well in the adult 

school, extension school, or the rehabilitative setting. 

Adults can also discover a new capability, can also develop 

a facility that has been neglected_, and can be encouraged 

to resume their artistic training where it left off. One 

problem in working with adults is that many adults have 

had experiences of failure in artistic areas and are there

fore reluctant to again risk failure. Many adults have 

also assigned to art a very minor role. A successful craft 

experience would be a good place to re-introduce art con

cepts and goals indirectly to the adult. The craft of 

leather working is a good place for this arti~tic re

introduction to begin. The idea that something is useful 

makes it important to us. The opportunity to reach artis

tic involvement makes it valuable to us in a more subtle 

way. The experiences gained from such an artistic involve-



ment allow the exploration of our human potential. In

sights into the inner workings of our mind can be provided 

through experiences in creation. 

'l'wo settings, mentioned above, in which leather craft

ing could be used to encourage artistic development are 

the adult schools and extension schools in which profes

sionals seek interests outside their field. The rehabil-

it~tive sett is another. Th setting includes people 

hospitalized or under outpatient care, but characteristi

cally people who are not totally incapacitated. This 

could include people with physical or mental d orders, 

people in alcohol or drug rehabilitative programs, and 

older people. The unusual combination of gross and fine 

motor coordination used in working with leather may prove 

to have theraputic value. Perhaps with the efforts under

way to mainstream handicapped children into public school 

some rehabilitative value wi be established. 

Students working in leather crafting show a growing 

self-esteem and a developing sense of self-worth. Stu

dents have increased their competency and matured in their 

artistic abilities through the use of this media, Programs 

such as the one included here, which take into considera

tion student needs and community interests in their devel

opment are valuable. Such prop,rams can serve as models for 

other programs that teach art concepts through any media of 

hieh student interest. 



Chapter 2 

PROCEDURES; 'rHE SLIDE-TAPE PRESENTATION 

The graduate project here undertaken does three 

things. It presents a slide-tape presentation as a moti

vational tool for encouraging leather crafting, it presents 

a program for implementing such a class, and it presents 

arguments regarding the value of a crafting experience in 

leather. 

The slide-tape presentation designed to be motiva-

tional. It is therefore attractive visually, varied, and 

upl ting. It is encouraging and informative. It stresses 

achieving original design.· It encourages the viewer to 

make the attempt at working in the medium of leather. 

The presentation is divided into four basic sections, 

beginning with a historical section. This section contains 

North American examples from the Northwest Coast Indians 

and several Plains tribes. Also included in this portion 

are examples from Siberia and North Africa, Modern work is 

represented as well as work from Latin America. 

The second section shows student examples from the 

classroom, the third shows steps used in leather working, 

and the final section contains a brief encouraging summary. 

An expected outcome of this presentation that a de-

sire to undertake leather crafting be instilled in the 

viewer, and that success in that area seem attainable. 



The script of the project is included here. Slash 

lines (I) indicate a change of the slide shown. 

The Script 

I Leather has been the basis of life for many primi

tive societies, I It has also served as a vehicle for mans 

artistic yearnings. I I 

Thus, the medium of leather has from the beginning 
I 

served in two capacities, the practical, I and the 

artistic, I 

Early societies in North America, I Siberia, I and 

North Africa I have continued the tradition of artistic ex

pression in this media into recent times, I This makes it 

possible for us to gain insights into their artistic out-

look as well as their material culture. I Examples of art 

from these widely scattered societies show a remarkable 

similarity as seen by comparing this North American exam-

ple with this I from North Africa, I 

For nomadic people, leatherwork has served as the me

dium of highest artistic expression. I The nomadic way of 

life leaves its imprint on many of these items. I Their 

size is limited and a practical function is usually 

present. I 

A tendency to over decorate is sometimes a problem in 

leather work. I This has been a problem even in traditional 

uses of the media. I 



Modern uses of leather can gain much from a knowledge 

of mans early uses of the medium. I Traditionally, useful 

or practical items provide surfaces for various decorative 

techniques including painting, I the addition of quill or 

beadwork, incising a design into the surface and removing 
I 

layers, I modeled or incised designs, applique, and in re-

cent times the use of modern tools has been experimented 

with, I as can be seen in this North African pillow cover 
I 

decorated in part with ball point pen. 

Leather is a tangible, manipulative media. I Its 

weight, textur~, I and malleability provide direct experi

ences in construction and design. / Student work in this 

media can begin at whatev~r artistic level the student has 

attained. I 

Utility in an object is a definite appeal of leather 

today as it must have been in primitive times. I The more 

portable, practical items are those students will choose 

to make, I yet within this limitation exists a tremendous 

opportunity for artistic expression. I 

Providing the opportunity for original design experi

ences I is the real goal in these examples of work by 

junior high school students. I 

Original designs are encouraged by setting limits, 

encouraging experimentation, and reserving complete de-

signs, such as alphabet stamps I for later use in the 

medium. I 



These beginning projects in learning the craft I show 

student choices in design, I yet choices are made within 

the practical limits of certain projects. I 

The ways to encourage original design are to require 

alternative designs within the limits of a given project. I 

Setting limits is more vital in beginning projects than it 

becomes in later ones, The limits are lifted as students 

become more familiar with various possibilities. I This 
I 

avoids choice of the easy design solution which may not be 

the best·artistic choice, I The goal in setting limits is 

to present the ·opportunity for original creation. By 

teaching students ways to transfer a design shape as it 

was conceived, I by showirig methods of cutting, I moisten

ing, I carving and tooling; I I by showing ways of finish

ing, I ways of fastening hardware, I I ways of attaching 

pieces, I / and various design applications, I the stu-

dents own artistic resources can be drawn upon. I 

A variety of projects is possible in leather work just 

as a variety of design solutions is possible within each 

project idea, I 
As you become more familiar with the media of leather, 

you will find the possibilities for original work expand

ing. I I Experience will open new possibilities for origi

nal work in this traditional media, I 



Chapter J 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS; 

A GUIDE FOR IOCPLEMENTING A LEATHER CRAFTING ClASS 

The program included here is a guide for implementing 

a leather crafting class. Suggestions made are based on 

teaching experiences in the area. The expected outcome of 

the program is that students gain a sense of artistic com-
I 

petency through accomplishments in this craft area. 

To achieve the goals outlined above and in Chapter 1, 

it will be nec~ssary to teach the craft as an in-depth 

experience. An in-depth experience will be necessary be-

cause only repetition can provide mastery of the tools 

used in leather work. Only experience in using the mate-

rial will develop an understanding of the possibilities 

and limitations of the media. The investment of time will 

therefore be necessary in order to achieve success. Stu-

dents will be able to evaluate their own progress when 

comparing early results in.the craft with those done later. 

This visible progress should result in a developing pride 

and sense of accomplishment. 

The minimum time devoted to the program should be six 

weeks. A twelve week experience could truly develop exper-

tise. Twelve weeks approaches the maximum time for the 

average classroom in continuing the in-depth experience in 

leather work. 
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Projects in the first few weeks of the program teach 

basic operation~ which must be mastered in order to make 

success achievable in later, more complex projects. The 

sequence of projects is graduated in terms of difficulty, 

complexity, and most often cost. By beginning with small 

projects and limiting design possibilities, success can be 

almost universally guaranteed. A suggested sequence of 

projects is included in the appendix. 

The reasons for setting limits are further discussed 

in the script. An example of a limit that ensures success 

is the requirement that no pictorial or symbol representa

tion be included in the first project. This is necessary 

because of the difficulty of first learning to work with 

the swivel knife. Once the use of this tool is mastered, 

its use is encouraged in pictorial efforts of many kinds. 

Only one design solution to the physical construction 

of early projects is supplied, though at any point changes 

and choices are encouraged. In treatment of the surfaces 

of leather however, the emphasis is on original design 

solutions from the beginning. This is necessary in order 

to fulfill a major goal of the program, that of fostering 

originality. As students progress in completing the se

quence of projects, more choices are provided with the 

ultimate goal of students making their own design choices 

at every level. The role of the teacher becomes that of 

the resource person, providing a variety of possibilities 
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to the student. A required number of alternative designs 

is a limit that should be continued even at this advanced 

stage of student progress, 

General information on ways to treat leather surfaces 

is supplied gradually as the project sequence unfolds, 

Leather surfaces can receive a variety of treatments. 

' Inlay and onlay, embroidery and applique, tooling and 

stamping, and mosaic are some treatments.J In addition 
I 

leather surfaces can be treated in a variety of ways to 

achieve tone, color, and line. Some of these techniques 

are displayed in the visual section of the graduate pro-

ject, The occasional review of techniques for treating 

surfaces can be used to encourage experimentation. 

Leather i~ not usually supplied by most school sys-

terns. Therefore, financing a class in leather work has 

involved collecting money for each project from each stu-

dent. This activity has proven to be a positive inter-

change, Since the teacher can buy in bulk, the cost for 

each project is small. Very few students are unable or 

unwilling to pay, The few who can't pay will work on the 

same projects but wjll not be able to keep the results. 

This announcement, accompanied by the su~gestion to see 

the teacher in private if there is a money problem, has 

made it unnecessary in almost all cases to keep any 

)Moseley, Johnson, and Koenig. Crafts Design. Belmont 
Calif, : Wadsworth Publishing Co, Inc. , 1962. 
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projects. Students unable to pay can work on projects that 

will be used as teaching aids such as project samples or 

examples of various finishes and decorative techniques. 

The tools needed for leather work are available 

commercially. A grant of funds from the school will be 

necessary to purchase enough tools to teach a class. The 

appendix contains a list of tools necessary for leather 

work in general, then a separate list of tools for student 

use, and one listing those used by the instructor. There 

are tools available that should be avoided. The lists do 

not contain these. Some examples are tracing templates 

and complete design stamps such ~s a stamping tool that 

makes a frog or a butterfly. 

Tool sets can be checked out to an area of the room 

and shared by four or five people. Utility knives or 

other tools for individual use should be checked out indi

vidually and returned as soon as other work can precede. 

Passing aids will make tool collection easier. 

tion and pattern is provided in the appendix. 

A descrip

Time should 

always be allowed to clean up areas of the room, to return 

tools, and to pu.t materials in neat order following a work 

period. 

Student monitors will be needed to check out the 

tools. This task should be rotated on a weekly or bi

weekly basis. By using two monitors at a tjme, monitor 

absences can be allowed for. 



The appendix contains a list of tools the teacher will 

need. It will be necessary to prepare leather for students 

to purchase before a class begins. The method used is to 

cut off a strip with the strap cutter and section it with 

the utility knife, in a standard size in the needed 

quantity. 

Implementing such a program in leather craftinr, is an 

abs,orbing activity. It is gratifying to see the high level 

of student interest in the medium, and their obvious inter

est in making the practical items which result. It is even 

more gratifying to the teacher to see students making ma

ture design choices, choosing original solutions, and 

developing their artistic abilities. 
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APPENDIX 

A. Glossary of Terms 

l. Grain side- the only side of leather that will 
accept tooling, carving or stamping is the out
side. The "grain" refers to the Dores on the 
outside of the skin. Hair is removed in the 
tanning process, but would normally come out of 
these pores. 

2. Cutting- separating the leather into pieces. The 
strap cutter or utility knife are used on dry 
leather. A soft surface must be used under all 
types of knives or other tools going through the 

.leather. 

J, Casing- dampening leather. A clean, wet sponge is 
rubbed onto both sides of the leather, the grain 
side can be moistened a second time. 

4. Modeling- drawing a desie{n onto leather, also 
shaping its surface with pressure. 

5. Carving- use of the swivel knife to cut designs 
into ·the surface of the leather. These cuts 
should begin and end shallow, and can go up to 
half way through the leather. A hard surface is 
required to work on. 

6, Stamping- use of a mallet to strike a tool. This 
will leave a permanent impression in cased 
leather. It must be done on a hard surface. 

7, Dyes- various materials used to color the leather. 
Leather readily accepts commercial stains, water 
colors, inks, and food coloring. 

8. Finishes- a protective coat which seals the 
leather. .Usually used over dyes and when all 
decorative work is completed. Combination dye 
and finish is available, it is called "Antique 
dye," 

B. 'l'ools - An Infor:r.ation3.l List 

l. 
2. 
J, 

Mallet- wood or rawhide. 
Utility knife 
Rubber mat or other soft surface. Used for any 

tools that cut throu{jh or punch throuc:;h the 
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leather. 
4. A hard surface- masonite, marble, or formica 

covered pressed wood. 
5. Modeler 
6. Sponge . 
7. Swivel knife 
8. Stamping tools- a recommended basic set 

a. beveler 
b. pear shader 
c. camouflage tool 
d. veiner 
e. seeder 

9. Drive punches- four sizes suggested, #l, 2, 4, 6, 
OR 

lO. Revolving punch 
1~. Rivet setters 
12. Snap setters 
13. Strap cutter 
14. Metal square- l' or 2' carpenters square suggested 
15. Needles~ two prong lacing needles 
16. Thonging chisels- a one prong and a four prong 

chisel 
17. Brushes, daubers, rags 

C. lila ter ials 

l. Top grain vegetable tanned cowhide. Most eco~omi
cally bought by the side, Trim at the back for 
a straight edge, then cut with a strap cutter. 
Hides come in various thicknesses. Purchase 
these two basic thicknesses to begin. 

7 to 8 oz. for belts, key rings, etc. 
3 to 4 oz. for billfold or coin purse 

2, Garment leather, suede, assorted scraps of finish-
ed leather 

3, Lacing (remnants work quite well) 
4. Snaps- belt and glove 
5, Rivets- medium 
6. Rubber cement (contact cement is a nice addition) 
7. Dyes- two or three colors. 
8. Finishes- carnuba wax, laquer, clear acrylic spray, 

or antique dyes. Antique dyes both color and 
finish the leather. 

9. Assorted pieces of hardware are commercially avail
able and may be needed for some projects. Exam
ples are key rings, eyelets, d-rings, o-rin~s, 
and key plates. 

D. Tools for Students (32) 

l. Mallets- 24 
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2. 
J, 
4. 
5. 

Utility knife- 6 
Rubber mat- 8 (size 6x6") 
Hard surface- 16 
Eight tool sets each containing: 

a. modeler- 1 
b, swivel knife- 1 
c. beveler- 1 
d. pear shader- 1 
e. camouflae;e tool- 1 
f. veiner- 1 
g. seeder- 1 

6. Thone;ing chisels- 3 sets, each with a one and a 
four prong chisel. 

E. Instructors Tools 

1. Rubber mat- (l'x2') 
2. Utility knife- 1 
J, Strap cutter- 1 
4. Pliers- 1 
5. Screw driver- l 

F. Passing Aids 

Passing aids make it possible to easily keep track 
of tools by a simple visual check at the end of a work 
period, They also prevent tools from rolling or 
bouncing which can damage the tools. 

'l'wo blocks of lx6x6" wood can be lamina ted cross 
grain to one another, Holes should be drilled through 
one block before lamination. A useful pattern for the 
eight tool sets suggested above is included here. 

0 swivel knife hole 

.0 modeler hole 

0 0 0 0 0 stamping tool holes 
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G. Projects and Project Sequence 

First /or six
week segment 

1. Bookmark 

2. Key Ring 

3. Wrist Band (extra-

solid braid wristband) 

4. Coin Purse or Billfold 

5. Belt or 

Pet Collar and Leash 

6. Leather Covered Doorstop 

(R.R. Board glued to a 
f 

brick, applique in 

patterns) 

7. and 8. Two projects of 

student choice, or use 

these provided sugges-

tions. 

a. Drawstring Bag (gar-

ment leather) 

b. Key Case or· Comb 

Case 

c. Six Hook Key Case 

Second six-week segment 
(advanced student projects) 

1. Enamel and Leather 

Jewelry 

2. Covered Bottle or Tin or 

Leather Box 

J. Sunvisor or Headband 

4. Pencil Holder 

(a block of drilled wood 

leather covered) 

5. Purse 

6. Bookends 

7. Notepad Cover 

8. Book Cover 

Alternate project 

choices are available to 

students in the second six 

week segment, however the 

repetition of basic begin-

ning projects may not be 

substituted for those above. 

Some exceptions can be 

allowed where an approach 

not taken before is 

anticipated. 
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