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Philippe Bernardi est directeur de recherche au CNRS (LaMOP). Médiéviste, il 
est spécialiste du monde de la construction.

Caroline Bourlet est ingénieur de recherche (h) au CNRS (IRHT).

Maxime L’Héritier est maître de conférences en histoire médiévale à l’Université 
Paris 8, spécialiste des domaines de la construction et de la métallurgie.

Corine Maitte est professeure d’histoire moderne, spécialiste d’histoire du 
travail, particulièrement en Italie.

Judicaël Petrowiste, maître de conférences en histoire médiévale à l’Université 
Paris-Cité, consacre ses recherches à l’économie d’échanges et aux pratiques 
de consommation des populations.

Les règles des métiers ne se limitent pas, entre les XIIIe et XVIIIe siècles, aux 
seuls règlements intérieurs des corporations – qui ont trop longtemps consti-
tué l’objet unique de l’attention des chercheurs. Dans le cadre d’un projet sur 
« les formes de réglementation des métiers dans l’Europe médiévale et 
moderne », ce volume, issu d’une troisième rencontre internationale, s’est 
concentré sur les objets et les contenus des textes réglementaires encadrant les 
activités professionnelles. Il s’est agi de les considérer dans leur diversité et de 
dépasser la lettre même de ces coutumes, règles éparses ou statuts, pour 
s’interroger sur les intentions des rédacteurs. C’est, en effet, par l’analyse des 
contenus que les auteurs cherchent à saisir les finalités effectives de la régle-
mentation pour mieux appréhender, au-delà des buts revendiqués dans les 
préambules de certains textes, les visées sous-jacentes ou implicites de ces 
normes. La première partie montre la variété des objectifs des règlementations, 
tandis que la seconde est consacrée plus précisément aux métiers de bouche et 
la troisième aux métiers du cuir et des métaux.
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Leatherworkers Under Rule in Portugal, 
12th-16th  Centuries*
Joana Sequeira (Lab2PT, Universidade do Minho, Braga)

This chapter presents a comparative approach on the evolution 
of the objects and contents of leatherwork regulations in Portugal 
between the 12th and 16th centuries, in the main cities of the kingdom, 
Porto, Coimbra, Lisbon and Évora, with a particular focus on the first 
professional statutes.

Leather industry was one the major activities in European 
medieval towns and employed many people, which explains the 
early appearance of leather work guilds1. Portugal was not an 
exception. Research on Portuguese medieval urban history showed 
that leatherworkers, namely shoemakers, were among the most 
numerous craftsmen in towns, and it was not by chance that the first 
Portuguese guild was created by leather craftsmen.

In the city of Porto – one of the largest of the kingdom – a survey 
based on property registers from the second half of the 15th century 
(1450-1497), identified the names of 30 different shoemakers among 
406 workers, a number only surpassed by that of blacksmiths (50)2. 
An identical survey was conducted in Guimarães, another important 
city in the North of the country. Of the 179 workers identified between 
1425 and 1451, 41 (23%) operated in the leather sector3. In Alenquer, 

*  This work was funded by the Portuguese government through FCT – Fundação 
para a Ciência e a Tecnologia in the framework of the project MedCrafts – “Crafts 
regulation in Portugal in the Late Middle Ages: 14th - 15th centuries”, Ref.ª PTDC/
HAR-HIS/31427/2017. Joana Sequeira is Assistant Researcher, with a contract fi-
nanced by FCT at Lab2PT, University of Minho (2020.02528.CEECIND).

1  Swanson 1989, 53.
2  Franco, Melo and Amaral 2002, 225-226.
3  22 shoemakers, two tanners, one harness maker, one currier and one saddler (Ro-

drigues 2020, 488).
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an average-sized town from the Centre region, in the 15th century, 
one quarter of the identified 104 artisans were shoemakers4. In Évora, 
one of the most important cities in the kingdom (South region), 
the thorough survey conducted by Ângela Beirante identified 1793 
craftsmen between 1260 and 1500. The number of shoemakers (136) 
was second only to that of tailors (142), but about 200 other leather 
workers were identified, namely tanners, curriers, saddle makers, 
bottle makers, parchment makers, and scabbard makers 5.

Although leatherworkers tend to be viewed as a group, it was far 
from being homogenous, since this industrial sector was made up 
of many different skilled artisans, sometimes with opposed interests. 
This relates directly to the operational chain of leather, which 
comprises multiple interlinked phases. It started with slaughtering 
and skinning the animals (cows, sheep, goats and others), meaning 
butchers must be taken into account when considering the whole 
leather sector. The skins were then treated by a tanner, a process 
that took several months and involved different infrastructures and 
materials. Once tanned, leather could be treated by a currier for 
strength and flexibility. It was only after these stages were completed 
that the leather was ready to be employed in the production of 
various objects of daily life at the hands of shoemakers, saddlers, 
harness makers, bottle makers and glovers, among others6. 

To avoid conflict, tanning should be kept separate from 
shoemaking, but, in fact, in medieval times they were frequently 
joint. Naturally, this caused conflicts between different artisans and, 
as Heather Swanson states, “the extensive legislation and regulation 
relating to the organization of the leather industry is in itself evidence 
of the constant battle between cordwainers and tanners for control of 
the supply of tanned leather”7. As will be shown below, this kind of 
conflict can equally be seen in leatherworkers’ regulations in Portugal.

Important studies were undertaken regarding regulations and 
professional statutes of this sector of activity in Portugal, although 

4  Ferro 1996, 156-58.
5  Beirante 1995, 500-502.
6  Córdoba de la Llave 1990, 145-217.
7  Swanson 1989, 54-55.
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restricted to particular cities or compilations of rules8. From an 
international perspective, guilds statutes have received particular 
attention in recent years, namely with the wide research on European 
guilds conducted by Sheilagh Ogilvie9. This trend, developing since 
the last decade of the 20th century, finally helped ‘release’ normative 
professional documents. For a long time, they had been associated to 
an apologetic type of historiography promoted by fascist European 
political regimes10. Also recently, a group of historians started to 
explore the social construction of professional regulations, not only 
in their corporative aspect, but beyond. The goal is to analyse the 
multiple forms they could take as an approach to the complexity of 
the world of labour11. This chapter aims to contribute to the debate 
by analysing all types of leatherwork regulations in Portugal. The 
use of a comparative approach, geographically and chronologically, 
will shed light on the differences in the substance of the regulations 
from city to city, and before and after the publication of professional 
statutes. Considering the scope of this book, leather crafts regulations 
will be analysed in their social-historical context, with the goal of 
identifying the contents and objects of regulation. Particular attention 
will be paid to the following questions: does the type of regulation 
have an influence on the content of rules? How do the different actors 
influence the contents of rules?

1. Regulations Before and Beyond the Professional Stat-
utes 

The appearance of craft guilds in Portugal had a late awakening, 
especially when compared to some other European regions, namely 
England or France. In fact, the first Portuguese guild statute appeared 
in 148912. Notwithstanding, as already mentioned, more recent works 

8  Melo 2009, vol. 1, 296, 302-356, vol. 2, 87-95; Melo 2021a; Pereira 2009 and 2012; Feio 
2017, 111-117, 137-166; Martins 2019.

9  Ogilvie 2019.
10  Jéhanno 2015, 9-10.
11  Rivière 2020, XI-XIII.
12  Statute of leatherworkers, Lisbon, 1489, published in Rodrigues 1974, 324-331.
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and projects have demonstrated that professional statutes not only 
appeared at different times in European regions, but also were not the 
only way through which labour was regulated13.

Municipal authorities played an important role in regulating 
economic activities, before and after the existence of professional 
statutes. Crafts related to the supply of essential daily items were 
subjected in particular to regulation by the city council which was 
responsible for warranting good quality and quantity of supply in 
urban areas14. The aspects subject to regulation included weights and 
measures, wages and prices, among others. This model of integrated 
regulation of both production and trade stems from the Islamic 
tradition of the Iberian Peninsula. During the Muslim occupation, the 
figure of the muthasib was responsible for the market, also controlling 
the craft workers. With the help of representatives of the crafts, the 
muthasib supervised the quality of the products (to avoid fraud), the 
uses of weights and measures and sometimes they also controlled 
prices and mediated conflicts between artisans15. After the Christian 
conquest, this municipal office and officer survived in cities and 
towns of Iberia and that was visible in the late medieval languages: 
almotacé in Portuguese, almotacén in Castilian or mostassaf in Catalan16. 

Therefore, the first regulations of crafts were issued by municipal 
authorities. The earliest in Portugal dates back to 1145 and is related 
to Coimbra (Central region)17,with the kingdom of Portugal having 
guaranteed its independence a mere two years earlier. This particular 
city had remained under Islamic occupation for a long period (until 
1064) and had reached a level of sophisticated urban development. 
The regulations from 1145 clearly demonstrate its high economic 
level and the municipal capacity of creating internal rules with an 
officer responsible for supervising its application: the almotacé18. This 
compilation from the 12th century essentially comprises market rules, 
mainly linked to the production and selling of foodstuffs (wine, 

13  Melo 2009, vol. 1, 124-132; Rivière 2020, XII-XIII.
14  Melo 2018b, 339-340.
15  García-Sanjuán 1997, 220, 229-233.
16  Pinto 2016, 290-291 and Pinto 2021; Victor 2020, 135-138.
17  Municipal laws, Coimbra, 1145, published in Coelho 2013, 125-128.
18  Coelho 2013, 35.
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cereal, meat), but besides the alimentary sector two other crafts were 
the object of regulation: shoemaking and blacksmithing. The fact that 
these two activities are included in the city’s regulations is evidence 
in itself of their importance in the urban economy. The complete set of 
laws was established by the large assembly of the city, composed by 
the so-called homens-bons (the ‘good men’), under the authorisation 
of King Afonso Henriques (r. 1143-1185), as stated on the preamble 
of the juridical text. The objects of these laws are in line with the idea 
of common good that municipalities were expected to defend, which 
meant protecting both producers and consumers.

Despite the existence of this early document from the 12th century, 
we can only find more crafts’ regulations issued by municipal 
authorities in Portugal from the 14th century onwards. This can 
be explained not only by the relatively late urban development of 
most Portuguese cities and towns but also by the fact that much of 
the municipal archives suffered from deterioration across centuries, 
which results in a significant lack of documents from the Middle 
Ages19. Nevertheless, some rich compilations of municipal laws 
remained for the city of Évora (one from the 14th and another from the 
15th century), the city of Lisbon (mainly from the 15th-16th centuries) 
and Coimbra (12th and 16th centuries). As for Porto, regulations can 
be found mainly in the minutes of the city council meetings that are 
preserved from the late 14th century onwards20. 

The general laws of the kingdom established that the definition of 
prices and salaries of crafts was an attribution of city councils and the 
legal documents specified some of those trades: blacksmiths, tailors, 
and shoemakers21. But the fact that the municipal authorities were the 
formal authors of most of the regulations does not necessarily mean 
that craftsmen were excluded from the decision-making process, 
as the historian Arnaldo Sousa Melo has been demonstrating in his 
research. Although the scenarios could differ from trade to trade 
and from city to city, the craft’s representatives were often consulted 
during the elaboration of the rules and could also be responsible 

19  Ribeiro 1798, 1-58.
20  References will be quoted when specific examples are presented.
21  Royal Ordinance, 14th century (c. 1339-1357), published in Rodrigues 1971, 279-80; 

Royal Ordinance, 15th century, published in Costa and Nunes 1998, 182.
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for inspecting its application, occupying specific positions for that 
purpose22. Other agents could also participate to a varying degree 
in the elaboration of the regulations, namely the king or seigneurial 
authorities. In fact, my recent study on the regulations of textile 
crafts in Portugal demonstrated that the king and/or royal officers 
often pressured the municipal authorities to regulate craft activities, 
reminding them that it was their duty23.

As will be demonstrated, until the appearance of guilds, the 
regulation of craft activities was an attribution of certain institutions, 
mostly the municipalities, but even after the publication of guilds 
statutes, some specific regulations, of particular contents such as 
prices or urban planning questions, remained under the municipal 
authority and the statutes themselves were elaborated or negotiated 
within the city council institutions. 

2.  The Earliest Professional Statutes of Leatherworkers in 
Portugal

As mentioned above, the earliest Portuguese professional statute 
dates from 1489. It addressed the leatherworkers from Lisbon and 
was devised during a regular meeting that the craftsmen had in 
their hospital (Hospital de S. Vicente)24. Seven different leather crafts 
present and sign up to the statute, by the following order, as stated 
in the document: borzeguieiros (boot makers), shoemakers, soqueiros 
(clog makers), chapineiros (producers of chopines, cork sole shoes), 
tanners, curriers and bottle makers. This matches the classical model 
of a confraternity/hospital evolving to a guild, but furthermore 
it reveals an apparent – still intriguing– internal cohesion between 
workers from two different phases of the production chain. In the 
document, they claim that it was a habitude for them to discuss 
some issues related to their work during the hospital meetings. So, 
before the elaboration of these written rules, it is known that this oral 
tradition existed resulting in consuetudinary rules. But at this time, 

22  Melo 2013, 150.
23  Sequeira 2020, 866.
24  Statute of leatherworkers, Lisbon, 1489, published in Rodrigues 1974, 324-331.
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they felt they needed to take a step forward and write down those 
rules. The motive was clear: in order to impose fines upon offenders, 
they needed validation and authorisation from the institutions of 
firstly the city council and then the king. After carefully elaborating 
seven rules (they simply called them apontamentos, that is, notes), 
the document was sent to the city council, and it was validated in a 
municipal meeting of September 1489. After that, a representative of 
the leatherworkers asked King João II (r. 1481-1495) to confirm those 
rules and respective penalties, which happened in March 1490. The 
intended penalties were all monetary.

Whilst the seven crafts appear as a whole, the group was 
clearly dominated by footwear producers, and amongst those the 
borzeguieiros. Among the four judges that they elected, three of them 
were borzeguieiros and the other a clog maker: these choices clearly 
do not reflect the diversity of the crafts represented. Finally, the 
document is said to be signed by “all or most of”25 the workers, which 
suggests that the agreement was appreciated by some but perhaps 
less so by others. The statute from 1489 was still in force in the first 
decades of the 16th century, being confirmed and slightly adapted 
by successive monarchs: by Manuel I (r. 1495-1521) in 1497, and by 
João III (r. 1521-1557) in 1532.

The second most ancient professional statute related to leather 
workers dates from 1512 and addresses the shoemakers of the city 
of Porto («  Regimento dosvedores dos Çapateiros desta cidade  »)26. It 
appears in a minute of a city council meeting and integrates what 
appears to be a global municipal initiative of elaborating statutes for 
different urban crafts. In that same year, tailors, pewterers and rope 
makers also received statutes27. Although the title suggests that only 
shoemakers were subject to the regime, in fact two of the eight written 
rules concern other crafts, namely tanners and curriers. The penalties 
provided for were mostly monetary, but some also implied the loss 
of product or expulsion from the craft (this, only in case of reoffence).

25  My translation.
26  Arquivo Histórico Municipal do Porto, Câmara Municipal do Porto, A-PUB/9, fls. 

43-45.
27  Ferreira 1997, 147.
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The process by which the statute was elaborated is not described, 
but it seems plausible that the craftsmen had the possibility of 
negotiation, since the document was validated only upon their 
approval. The city’s shoemakers were called, by pregão (proclamation), 
to take part at the city council meeting. Eleven appeared, signed the 
document28 and communicated the results of the election of the fiscal 
positions29 that had taken place during their confraternity meeting 
« as it used to be »30. So, as seen in Lisbon, there was a direct relation 
between this confraternal institution and crafts. This confraternity had 
existed in Porto since at least 1307 (Confraria dos Sapateiros/ Hospital dos 
Palmeiros)31 and, according to its statute from 1592, had included both 
shoemakers and tanners32, but only the first were called to approve 
the 1512 document: they also took all the four fiscal positions – three 
were shoemakers and the other was a clog maker. Again, as seen in 
Lisbon’s case, footwear producers appear to be controlling the sector, 
subjecting other leather craftsmen to their will. In fact, according 
to research carried out by Arnaldo Sousa Melo, it seems that since 
the 14th-15thcenturies in the cities of Évora, Porto and Guimarães, 
shoemakers and merchants appear to be the entrepreneurs of the 
leather making processes, buying the raw materials, renting spaces 
and structures, and hiring tanners for specific tasks33.

The last statutes analysed here all date from 1572 and were issued 
in Lisbon upon a global reformation of professional statutes34. The 
evolution of the juridical mentality that took place at the time, and the 
willingness to put an end to the confusion of the multiple municipal 
rules, encouraged the city council of Lisbon to hire a prestigious jurist 
– Duarte Nunes de Leão (1530-1608) – to organise the municipal rules, 

28  Since, in this case, we have the original document, we can analyse their signatures: 
five can sign their own name, while the others use crosses or symbols.

29  The fiscal positions were those of vedores and examinadores, the first responsible for 
inspecting the rule’s compliance and the second responsible for the organisation 
and evaluation of the exams to access the job.

30  My translation.
31  Melo 2008, 11.
32  Oliveira 2001, 30.
33  Melo 2021a.
34  Statutes of craftsmen, Lisbon, 1572, published in Correia 1926.
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specifically those related to the crafts35. This huge reformation had the 
objective of creating statutes in cases where they did not exist, and 
to compile, organize and reform those extant, some of which were 
considered outdated and in need of updating36. The global process 
of creating and reforming statutes for every professional sector at 
this time should be seen “as an expression of the royal centralisation 
process”, through which “the municipal authorities – this is, the urban 
elites – and the king reinforced their dominance over craftsmen”37.

Regarding the leather sector, the statutes of 1572 represent a total 
innovation in relation to the previous known document of 1489. While 
in the 15th century decree, several different leather crafts appear as a 
group under the same rules, in this reformation each craft received its 
own statute, resulting in a total of ten different documents: shoemakers, 
tanners, curriers, correeiros (harness makers) and adargueiros (leather 
shield makers), saddlers, bottle makers, glovers, scabbard makers, 
peliteiros (furriers), guadamecileiros (producers of guadamecis, this 
is, decorated leathers) and book makers. The great achievement of 
Duarte Nunes de Leão was the standardisation of the regimens, by 
using rigorous juridical writing and creating a form common to all, 
with organised topics: election of the fiscal positions, description of the 
exam, access to the job, access to raw materials, quality control and 
penalties for offenders38. Penalties ranged from fines to loss of product, 
physical punishment, or jail. The number of rules and the level of detail 
increased significantly with regard to the previous regimens and these 
statutes remained in force until 1755 (with some updates), frequently 
serving as a model for other cities of the kingdom39.

3.  Evolution on the Contents of Leatherwork Regulations 

Prices were probably the most constant object of leatherwork 
regulation during these centuries. In fact, the controlling of prices was 

35  Caetano 1943, XVI-XIX.
36  According to a city council document published in Correia 1926, XVII-XVIII.
37  Melo 2009, vol. 1, 407-408 (my translation).
38  Caetano 1943, XXI; Correia 1926, XV.
39  Caetano 1943, XXI.
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quite common during medieval times on goods considered essential, 
namely foodstuff40. The Christian ideal of just price, which combines 
both the interests of producers and consumers, was frequently 
invoked when tables of prices were set41. The establishment of prices 
was a municipal legal attribution, as seen, and the earliest known 
example in Portugal dates back to the first years of the kingdom: 
the already mentioned municipal laws of Coimbra from 1145. Prices 
were set for more than ten types of shoes and soles, ranging from 
three to twenty dinheiros42. The whole set of these laws from 1145 was 
established by the municipal assembly, as shown, but it is unknown 
if the shoemakers participated in the decision process. 

Although the control of prices was a municipal duty, mainly 
due to the intrinsic facility of supervision at a local level, there were 
some attempts of imposing rules across certain regions. That was the 
intention of King Afonso III (r. 1238-1253) with the Lei de Almotaçaria 
from 1253, an extensive law with tables of prices and salaries, 
created in a period of carestia (scarcity) with the main purpose of 
preventing monetary devaluation and which should be applicable 
to the region of Entre-Douro-e-Minho (corresponding to the current 
Northwest of Portugal)43. Prices were set for many different products, 
namely livestock, imported and nationally produced fabrics, shoes, 
saddles, tack and also tanned leathers, fresh skins and furs. The list 
is illustrative of the wide variety of leathers consumed in Portugal 
at the time: rabbit, otter, mink, deer, goat, cow, sheep, fox and cat, 
among others44. However, this kind of regional law did not seem very 
successful, mainly due to the difficulties in implementation in such a 
vast area45.

From the 14th century onwards, municipal tables of prices become 
more frequent – or, at least, more testimonies have survived. The most 
detailed come from the city of Évora (Southern region), dating from 

40  Stunault 2018, 216-21.
41  Wood 2004, 132-158; Herlitz 1960, 71-76; Melo 2009, vol. 1, 381-82.
42  Municipal laws, Coimbra, 1145, published in Coelho 2013, 125-128.
43  Viana 2013, 45-46. Royal law from 1253 published in Herculano 1858-1868, vol.1, 

191-196. 
44  The full list of skins and leathers with the respective prices can be found in Viana 

2013, 66-67.
45  Melo 2009, vol.1, 316. Cf. Viana 2013, 56-57.
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1375-95. More than 40 professional activities are regulated within this 
huge compilation of urban laws, with prices and salaries likewise 
being set46. Among those are found shoemakers, saddlers, tanners 
and respective products. More interesting than the established prices 
is the description of the process through which they were calculated47. 
The city council called different representatives of the shoemakers 
of the city, both Christians and Moors, and also two butchers to 
discuss the prices for different kinds of skins and the how much to 
pay for each phase of tanning, including salaries for the tanners, the 
materials, and the renting of structures and equipment. The mental 
process of calculating is fully described in the document, almost as a 
direct speech. Finally, after calculating the costs of production, they 
were able to determine the selling prices of shoes. 

The compilation clearly suggests that there was a division of 
labour between Christian and Moorish shoemakers: the first were 
responsible for cordovan, goat and sheep leather shoes and the latter 
for cow, deer (Cervidae) and fallow deer (Damadama) leather shoes. The 
decisions on the goat leather shoes didn’t seem to be very consensual, 
since short after some shoemakers claimed that they didn’t want to 
produce shoes with this kind of leather, alleging that the gains were 
too low. In response, the city council established that each shoemaker 
should always have three finished pairs of cordovan and goat leather 
shoes in their workshops48. 

The discussion and negotiation of prices with the representatives 
of the Moors was also a very hard one. Initially, the municipal officers 
and three representatives of the Moorish shoemakers agreed on a 
detailed list of prices of bovine leathers, shoes and different services 
and tasks related to the tanning process. In a subsequent meeting, 
however, some royal officers and members of the municipal assembly 
contested the prices previously established, accusing the Moorish 
shoemakers of being “negligent” (“e foram a ello negrigentes”) and 

46  Municipal laws, Évora, 14th century, published in Sesifredo, Farrica and Meira 2012.
47  Prices tables for leatherworkers, Évora, 14th century, published in Sesifredo, Farrica 

and Meira 2012, 64-75.
48  Municipal law, Évora, 14th century, published in Sesifredo, Farrica and Meira 2012, 

67; Feio 2021, 51.
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proposed new prices for some shoes and services49, obviously at 
inferior rates to those set. Next, the Moorish shoemakers were called 
upon once again, and the parties met halfway: some of the initial 
prices were kept and some others were reduced – an interesting 
testimony of the comings and goings of negotiation processes. The 
prices for fallow deer leathers and shoes were also hard to negotiate. 
Only the fiscal officer (vedor) of the shoemakers appeared, while 
the other Moorish shoemakers refused to attend the meeting. With 
merely the vedor’s opinion, costs and prices were calculated and 
presented. The decision was contested once again, but this time by 
the Moorish shoemakers: they claimed that the price of fallow deer 
shoes was too low and proposed new, higher ones. The final decision 
was unilateral: the royal judge (juiz por el-rei) and the council men 
agreed on increasing the prices by one soldo, thus meeting halfway 
with the pretensions of shoemakers. In this case, another authority 
(a royal officer) came on stage, showing that in case of conflict, the 
ultimate word would be that of the king.

A royal officer (corregedor) was also the intervenient in establishing 
prices for shoemakers in the town of Loulé (South region, Algarve), 
in 1402. For that purpose, the corregedor consulted the municipal 
officers, some members of the municipal assembly (homens bons) 
and the Moor and Jewish shoemakers. The table of prices is said 
to have been established by the presence of these shoemakers but 
by the authority of the corregedor. Prices were set for soles and deer, 
sheep and cordovan shoes50. Although the details of the discussion 
are not provided in the city council meeting minute, it is interesting 
to note that shoemakers were specifically convened for the meeting 
and consulted during the elaboration of the price list. This probably 
happened due to the intervention of the royal officer, because more 
than eighty years after, the king accused this specific town of not 
having the habitude of consulting craftsmen when prices and wage 
tables were discussed51.

49  The services could consist of applying soles.
50  City council meeting minute, Loulé, 1st July 1402, published in Duarte and Mach-

ado 1999, 95-99.
51  Melo 2013, 155.
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In 1401, a new council man from the municipality of Porto imposed 
a price table for shoes during a meeting at which some shoemakers 
were present, alleging that there was a previous municipal law 
determining such, authorised by D. Afonso52, son of King João I (r. 
1385-1433)53. In the same meeting, the shoemakers protested, claiming 
that they could not agree to such a thing because they were not 
present when that law was passed. They also argued that the costs 
of raw materials were higher than the prices established for shoes: 
even so, what is interesting in the discussion is that they were aware 
that their opinion and approval was necessary to validate the law. 
Therefore, they immediately appealed to D. Afonso and his officer. 
We do not know what the answer was, but all the shoemakers of the 
city were then called to a city council meeting in order to establish an 
agreement on the prices of shoes54. What happened next is intriguing. 
Only one of the shoemakers spoke, presenting not a set of prices, but 
a whole price for eight pairs of shoes in foreign coin55. This attitude 
was interpreted by Arnaldo Sousa Melo as an “evasive and ironic 
intervention”56. A creative way of contestation, it could be added. 
It is not known if any real price tables had been established at the 
time, but eventually, in May 1413, the city council designated price 
tables for eight professional activities, after being pressured by the 
corregedor (royal officer)57. Prices were set for ten types of shoes, and 
the whole set of tables was approved some months later, in a large 
assembly in which two workers of each craft participated, signing 
the document58.

Around 1480, another attempt at imposing price tables for leather 
and iron goods in a specific region took place. For that purpose, the 
city council of Évora was contacted in 1477, to provide a table of prices 
to serve as a model to be applied to the whole region of the Entre-

52  Count of Barcelos and then Duke of Braganza (1377-1461).
53  City council meeting minute, Porto, 2nd July 1401, published in Ferreira 1980, 13-15.
54  City council meeting minute, Porto, 16th July 1401, published in Ferreira 1980, 28-

29.
55  City council meeting minute, Porto, 23rd July 1401, published in Ferreira 1980, 30.
56  Melo 2009, vol.1, 324, note 148 (my translation).
57  City council meeting minutes, Porto, 1412 and 24th May 1413, published in Cruz 

1943, LXXXIV-LXXXVII.
58  Melo 2009, vol.1, 334-336.
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Tejo-e-Odiana (in the South of Portugal, corresponding to the current 
Alentejo). Prices were set for fresh leathers and tanned hides, shoes 
and a wide list of items produced by correeiros (harness makers)59. 
The king’s request specifically mentioned the need to establish prices 
with the advice of the craft workers. What is interesting to note is that 
the structure is very similar to that of 1375-95: the calculating process 
is fully described, providing details of the costs of raw materials, 
wages, and profits. The fact that Évora was selected as a model and 
the repetition of the previous form clearly suggests that setting prices 
and negotiating them with craftsmen were a common procedure in 
the city. 

It did not, however, happen the same way in all towns and cities 
of the kingdom. Due to this discrepancy, in 1487 King João II sent 
letters to all municipalities, establishing their obligation to annually 
set tables of prices for different professional activities (the list is 
extensive) and to consult two or three representatives of each craft for 
that purpose60. Even so, the king’s direct intervention could still take 
place: in 1498, the city council of Lisbon received a compilation of 
laws from the king, determining the prices for foodstuffs and different 
types of shoes61. During the 16th century, tables of shoes prices became 
even more common: evidence can be found not only from these cities, 
but also from others such as Guimarães (North region), for example62.

The professional statutes did not address the issue of determining 
prices, not only as that was a municipal duty, but also because it 
was subject to more regular updates. The imposition of prices by 
the municipal authorities continued to cause conflicts during the 
16th century. This occurred in Porto in 1538 when the city council 
imposed new prices for certain crafts including shoemakers. Some 
craftsmen protested by closing their workshops and refusing to sell 
their products. After the menace of prison, the craftsmen apparently 
calmed down and, in the following year, they collaborated with the 

59  Price tables for leatherwork (c.1480), published in Serra 1793, 512-15, 518-24, 527-
32.

60  Melo 2013, 155.
61  Price table for shoes, Lisbon, 1498, published in Rodrigues 1974, 222-223.
62  Fernandes and Oliveira 2004, 150-152.
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municipal authorities on the definition of prices and wages63. Some 
years later, the king again ordered the establishment of prices for 
several goods in the city, mentioning the need of consultation with 
the craftsmen to make those decisions. This list from 1545 is probably 
the most extensive regarding prices of leather products: it comprises 
more than 70 types of shoes, 60 types of harness objects and belts 
and around ten types of products made by saddlers64. It constitutes 
an interesting testimony on the evolution of fashion and the great 
specialisation of craftwork.

The exigence of an exam to access a job did not exist in Portugal 
before the constitution of craft guilds, with the only exception being 
the carpenters of the royal shipyards of Lisbon65. During the reunion 
of the Cortes (Parliament) in 1481-82, members of the bourgeoisie 
clearly manifested their discomfort with the growing presence of 
craftsmen in the governance of cities and towns and they requested 
the imposition of an exam to access a craft66. They alleged that many 
craftsmen were ignorant, but the king denied their request by stating 
that everyone should have the freedom of choosing and practising 
any craft they wished67. This was a quite unexpected response, since 
that was a practice in many other European places at the time. In fact, 
when the leatherworkers of Lisbon presented their statute in 1489, 
they included the obligation of the exam by arguing precisely that it 
was common in “all other foreign cities and towns”68. This passage is 
also demonstrative of the knowledge that Lisbon leatherworkers had 
about foreign regulations, thus proving the circulation of models of 
rules in Europe at the time.

In the first professional statutes (Lisbon, 1489 and Porto, 1512), the 
components of the exams were not described, laying the definition to 
the will of both examiners and examinees69. This apparent flexibility 

63  Cruz 1943, XCIV.
64  Cruz 1943, XCV-CXXV.
65  Melo 2009, vol. 1, 263.
66  Sousa 1993, 416-417.
67  Parliament reunion minute, 1481-82, published in Santarém 1828, 215-216.
68  Statute of leatherworkers, Lisbon, 1489, published in Rodrigues 1974, 327 (my 

translation).
69  Statute of leatherworkers, Lisbon, 1489, published in Rodrigues 1974, 324-331; Ar-

quivo Histórico Municipal do Porto, Câmara Municipal do Porto, A-PUB/9, fls. 43-45.
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on the exam’s contents would not last for a long time, however. In the 
statutes reformed under initiative of Duarte Nunes de Leão, in 1572, 
all components of the exam were fully described, by defining the 
specific types of products that the candidate should make. Each craft 
had its own exam and there were also specific exams for different 
specialities within the same craft70.

Division of labour was also an important issue within 
leatherworking, not only among different crafts, but also among 
different creeds. As already mentioned, the municipal laws of Évora 
from the end of the 14th century reflected the division of labour 
between Christians and Moors with concerns to the types of leathers 
they worked with71. The legislation itself did not regulate this issue: 
it apparently only reflects what could be a tacit or oral agreement. 
However, the first professional statute from Lisbon (1489) included 
a specific regulation on this theme, specifying that Christians should 
work only with white and coloured sheep leather, leaving the black 
only for Jews and Moors72. This clearly stands as a problem of 
concurrence, however, as in the sixteenth century, these rules were 
not applicable since Jews and Moors had been expelled from the 
reign from 1496.

The intrinsic characteristics of the leatherwork production process 
motivates some problems on the division of labour, that is, on 
determining who can make what, with the middle phase of the process 
– tanning – probably being the most disputed. As seen in the examples 
from Évora and Lisbon, shoemakers seemed to be in control. There 
were, however, other craftsmen interested in the business of tanning. 
That was the case with the butchers from Porto, who were accused, 
in 1390, of being involved in tanning, disrespecting city practices73. 
The city council specifically called four representatives of tanners to 
give their testimony on these customs. In the following year, a new 
complaint was presented by both merchants and shoemakers against 

70  For instance, in the statute of shoemakers, six different exams are described (Cor-
reia 1926, 76-81).

71  Prices tables for leatherworkers, Évora, 14th century, published in Sesifredo, Farrica 
and Meira 2012, 64-75.

72  Statute of leatherworkers, Lisbon, 1489, published in Rodrigues 1974, 325.
73  City council meeting minute, Porto, 8th July 1390, published in Basto 1937, 29-30.
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butchers involved in tanning and the city council took the decision of 
prosecuting the butchers, insisting on a municipal law that forbade 
them to tan74. Once again, shoemakers appear to have a dominant 
voice within the leather sector.

In the professional statutes of Lisbon from 1572, an interdiction 
was established for glovers. They were not allowed to work with furs, 
since that was an exclusivity of peliteiros (furriers)75. Divisions could 
also be set between different sectors of activities, namely between 
textile and leather workers. That was what happened in Porto, in 
1588, when the sirgueiros76 were forbidden from selling belts and 
bandoliers, which was an exclusivity of correeiros (harness makers)77.

The access to raw materials in equal conditions within the 
leather sector was a constant preoccupation from very early on. The 
12thcentury municipal laws of Coimbra (1145) established that tanned 
hides at the market should be made available only to shoemakers, 
both Christians and Jews, who were actively producing leather 
items. Concurrently, shoemakers were forbidden to buy hides and 
resell them to merchants outside the city78. Both rules were thought 
to warrant the supply of raw materials to all the shoemakers in the 
city and to limit the possibilities of trading and speculating on tanned 
hides. Four centuries later, similar laws were still in force in the city: 
no one could sell leathers outside the municipality and no tanner 
could buy tanned hides outside the city for resale79.

Although supply obligation was not very common within the 
leather sector as it was in the alimentary one, some evidence can 
be found in municipal laws. One example was already mentioned: 
after refusing to produce cordovan and goat leather shoes, 
shoemakers from Évora, by the end of the 14th century, were obliged 
to permanently display three pairs of shoes in their workshop made 

74  City council meeting minute, Porto, 9th March 1391, published in Basto 1937, 59.
75  Statute of the Peliteiros (furriers), Lisbon, 1572, published in Correia 1926, 99-100.
76  A sirgueiro was an artisan specialised in making articles with silk, namely burses 

and strings.
77  Cruz 1943, 162.
78  Municipal laws, Coimbra, 1145, published in Coelho 2013, 125-128.
79  Municipal laws, Coimbra, c. 1514-23, published in Carvalho 1938, 130-37.
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of those materials80. In Loulé, in the 1stjuly 1402, the corregedor (royal 
officer) enforced a law to oblige shoemakers to participate in the 
town weekly fair (every Monday) and to bring four pairs of shoes 
and also soles with them. In that same day, the corregedor established 
that every shoemaker was obliged to serve and to repair shoes of all 
Loulé’s inhabitants; selling shoes or leathers outside the town was 
also forbidden81. These testimonies provide interesting evidence on 
how common was standardised production and ready-to-wear items. 

In Lisbon, by the middle of the 16th century, a set of laws was 
published to impose the obligation of sharing raw materials between 
all leatherworkers and to prohibit operations of resale of tanned hides. 
Tanning infrastructures were also subject to regular inspection by the 
craft’s judges in order to control the level of production and avoid 
illegal sales82. The already mentioned attempts at controlling prices 
for leathers were also a way of warranting equal access conditions 
to raw materials. In fact, across times, authorities found different 
solutions to solve the problem of access to raw materials: supervised 
redistribution, obligation of sharing, prohibition of selling outside 
the city, forbiddance of resale, limitation of quantities and control of 
prices.

Professional statutes were also insistent on these matters. For 
instance, in the 1489 Lisbon statute, tanners were obliged to share any 
salted leather or tanning substances they bought with other tanners 
from the city. Also, some craftsmen outside the city were allowed to 
take their share of these raw materials, under the same conditions 
as the local inhabitants83. In the reformed statutes from 1572, all 
the individual statutes included one or more rules concerning the 
distribution of raw materials. The craft’s judges and councilmen 
were responsible for an equal distribution of the materials among 
craftsmen. Tanners were forbidden from making wholesales with 
merchants and selling outside the city. They were also subject to 

80  Municipal law, Évora, 14th century, published in Sesifredo, Farrica and Meira 2012, 
67.

81  City council meeting minute, 1st July 1402, Loulé, published in Duarte and Mach-
ado 1999, 95, 98.

82  Municipal laws, Lisbon, 16th century, published in Rodrigues 1974, 333-337.
83  Statute of leatherworkers, Lisbon, 1489, published in Rodrigues 1974, 324-331.
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strict selling conditions: obliged to sell to everyone, to set prices 
on visible boards and to trade until 4 p.m. during winter and until 
6 p.m.in summertime. The obligation of sharing was applicable also 
to the case of raw materials bought outside the city84. Shoemakers 
could not buy any leathers directly from the stable or the customs 
house without previously informing the craft’s judges, so that they 
could assure equal redistribution85. Besides the obligation of sharing, 
limitations could also be imposed to the quantities one could buy in 
anticipation. For instance, bottle makers were allowed to buy up to 
100 animals for themselves, but if they bought more they had to share 
them with all other craftsmen86.

All these rules are clear attempts to avoid speculation by keeping 
the supply within the production chain and strongly limiting the 
intervention of intermediaries, should they be merchants or the 
craftsmen themselves. This kind of rules seems to increase within the 
professional statutes, but this period is also one of mass exportations of 
Portuguese fresh leathers towards the Mediterranean87. Therefore, the 
consequent shortage of raw materials could provide an explanation 
to the expansion of such strict measures.

The control of quality and measures was important to defend 
consumer interests, avoiding fraud. In the case of leatherwork, that 
control could address the tanning substances and process itself. In 
the municipal laws of Évora from the 14th century, tanners were 
forbidden from using certain harmful substances in tanning88. The 
same occurred in Lisbon in 1484, when certain shoemakers and other 
inhabitants complained about tanners who used a harmful substance 
for tanning leathers89. That complaint also addressed those who sold 
wet hides. In 1480 Lisbon municipal law90 and in the professional 

84  Statute of tanners, Lisbon, 1572, published in Correia 1926, 81-86.
85  Statute of shoemakers, Lisbon, 1572, published in Correia 1926, 80-81.
86  Statute of bottle makers, Lisbon, 1572, published in Correia 1926, 102-103.
87  Berti 1994; Tognetti 1999; Carlomagno 2001, 323-339; Cardoso 2020; Sequeira, 2018; 

Guidi-Bruscoli 2014, 87-88; Hinojosa Montalvo 1987, 760, 770.
88  Price tables for leatherwork, Évora, 14th century, published in Sesifredo, Farrica 

and Meira 2012, 74.
89  Municipal law, Lisbon, 1484, published in Rodrigues 1974, 160.
90  Municipal law, Lisbon, 1480, published in Rodrigues 1974, 135.
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statutes from 1512 (Porto)91 and 1572 (Lisbon)92, the selling of wet 
hides was strongly forbidden because that was defrauding the buyer. 
Similar rules existed in Córdoba and Seville at the time93.

The mixing of different leathers in a finished article, falsification, 
or the use of bad quality hides was also considered fraudulent, and 
regulations specifically forbade such94. The Lisbon municipal laws 
from the 15th century prohibited shoemakers from mixing sheep 
hides with cordovan: shoes should be made in only one of these 
two materials in all parts95. In the following century, municipal laws 
continue to describe situations in which sheep leather and cordovan 
were sold together with no differentiation. The same laws registered 
the sale of mixed leathers in bad condition – this is, with parasites – 
condemning its sellers to 20 days in jail96. In the shoemaker’s statute 
from 1572, multiple rules established the exact types of leathers that 
shoemakers could and could not use for each section of the shoe 
and the kind of yarn they should use for sewing97. Furthermore, the 
selling of used and old shoes was strictly regulated98.

Regulations on measures were not very common in the leather 
sector, although one exception can be found. In 1480, a municipal law 
from Lisbon determined that all soles should be produced and sold 
according to the specific city’s measure99. This could also be seen as 
an important sign of standardisation of production.

The best and universal way of controlling the quality of the 
products was the imposition of an exam to access the craft, which 
appeared within the first professional statute, as already mentioned. 
Craftsmen could only produce the objects for which they had been 
previously approved, and they could only sell the products made 

91  Arquivo Histórico Municipal do Porto, Câmara Municipal do Porto, A-PUB/9, fls. 
43-45.

92  Statute of tanners, Lisbon, 1572, published in Correia 1926, 81.
93  Córdoba de la Llave 1990, 170.
94  Swanson 1989, 55.
95  Municipal law, Lisbon, 15th century, published in Rodrigues 1974, 69.
96  Municipal laws, Lisbon, 16th century, published in Rodrigues 1974, 335-339.
97  Statute of shoemakers, Lisbon, 1572, published in Correia 1926, 78-79.
98  Municipal laws, Lisbon, 16th century, published in Rodrigues 1974, 337-338; Statute 

of shoemakers, Lisbon, 1572, published in Correia 1926, 81.
99  Municipal law, Lisbon, 1480, published in Rodrigues 1974, 135.
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by themselves. In the statutes from 1572, crafts’ judges were also 
responsible for a regular inspection of the products of some artisans. 
Harness makers and leather shield makers had to show the products 
they would sell at fairs, and the shields only received the mark from 
the city after inspection and approval by the judges. Those who 
didnot follow the rule would be condemned to 15 days in jail and a 
fine100. In the saddler’s statute, examiners would inspect the products 
shown in tents and those not matching the standards would be taken 
and sent to Guinea, in Africa101.

In fact, the statutes from 1572 seem to constitute a genuine step 
forward on the control of quality, by imposing numerous strict rules. 
One of those rules is the prohibition, applicable to shoemakers, of 
making any type of innovation without the previous authorisation 
from the city council102. According to the research of Sheilagh Ogilvie, 
European guilds were resistant to innovations in numerous sectors 
of activities, thus resulting in an obstacle to economic growth103. 
However, in this specific case from the shoemaker’s statute of 1572, 
innovation wasn’t totally forbidden, but subject to previous approval. 
This prohibition can be explained by the simple fact that innovations 
demanded an update of the regulations and by previously knowing 
and authorising them, authorities could prevent the statutes to 
become obsolete.

As observed in a previous study, defining the conditions of 
apprenticeship does not seem to be a preoccupation for the authorities 
– it was an issue for the internal environment of crafts to be concerned 
with104. No apprenticeship contracts survive for the Middle Ages in 
Portugal and, even in the 16th century, they were not very common, 
since most were simply oral and based on consuetudinary rules105. 
However, as already mentioned, this was an important matter for 
craftsmen and it is not by chance that the document written by 

100  Statute of correeiros (harness makers) and adargueiros (leather shield makers), Lis-
bon, 1572, published in Correia 1926, 91.

101  Statute of saddlers, Lisbon, 1572, published in Correia 1926, 93.
102  Statute of shoemakers, Lisbon, 1572, published in Correia 1926, 79-80.
103  Ogilvie 2019, 438-510.
104  Sequeira 2020, 864.
105  Machado 2010, 342.
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craftsmen themselves – the statute of the leatherworkers of Lisbon 
from 1489 – is precisely the one with the most rules on this issue. 
Among the seven rules constituting this statute, two addressed the 
issue of apprenticeship, clearly demonstrating the importance of the 
subject106. One established that masters could not pay money to their 
apprentices but only give them clothes. It also determined the number 
of years of apprenticeship: four years for boys between 10 and 12 years 
and three for boys older than 12 years. The other rule established that 
the master could only ask an apprentice to sew the shoes if he paid 
him on a daily basis, forbidding them from hiring apprentices for that 
purpose on a monthly basis. This served not only to control quality, 
but mainly to prevent masters from accepting apprentices to work 
just on those elementary tasks without teaching them all the other 
skills required to become a master in the specific craft. In the statutes 
of 1572, written by a jurist, the only rule referring to apprenticeship is 
one that forbade a master from taking an apprentice that was working 
with another master during the contracted apprenticeship period107. 
This reflected a problem of concurrence between masters.

Regulations on the placement of industrial activities could take 
one of two forms: prohibition or obligation, with some responding 
to urbanistic policies – namely sanitary conditions – with others 
acting as a better way for supervising the activity and/or serving the 
consumers108.

This second trend is explicit in the impositions upon sole makers 
(tanners) found in the municipal rules of Lisbon from the 16th century. 
The retail sale of soles could only take place in the Ribeira zone 
(riverside area) in pre-determined market stalls or in fairs109. As such, 
the consumer had easy access to products and could compare prices – 
the supervision of quality and the verification of compliance with the 
city’s measure were also facilitated. The main reason, however, was 
to avoid speculation as retail merchants usually bought soles from 
tanners and then resold them to consumers for much higher prices110. 

106  Statute of leatherworkers, Lisbon, 1489, published in Rodrigues 1974, 324-331.
107  Statutes of craftsmen, Lisbon, 1572, published in Correia 1926, 10.
108  Sequeira 2020, 858.
109  Municipal laws, Lisbon, 16th century, published in Rodrigues 1974, 334.
110  Municipal laws, Lisbon, 16th century, published in Rodrigues 1974, 340.
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That is also why the later statutes from 1572 established schedules for 
tanners on the market, as previously mentioned.

The organisation of crafts into specific streets was not dominant in 
Portugal, but when it existed it normally resulted from an imposition 
by the city council111. A municipal law from Lisbon, dated around 
the 15th century, specifically forbade the activity of shoemakers and 
scabbard makers in Rua Nova (‘New Street’) and, at the same time, 
it incentivised the presence of workshops from tailors, shearers, or 
doublet makers112. This street had beautiful buildings and a very 
cosmopolitan air, where alien merchants and travellers circulated, 
and for these reasons, the city council was particularly engaged in 
keeping it clean and attractive for foreigners113. Consequently, noisy 
and malodourous activities were not welcome there. To the same 
logic, the city council also forbade leather drying inside the city’s 
walls114– quite a common rule in other European cities115.

Among all the industrial activities of a medieval city or town, 
tanning was one of the most noxious and caused pollution, namely 
in watercourses, rendering the water unfit for human consumption116.
This is why the municipal council of Évora strictly prohibited the 
use of pits and fountains for washing leathers from the beginning of 
the 15th century117.Tanning activities were one of the major polluting 
factors of the water consumed by the friars of the Monastery of São 
Domingos, in the city of Porto, which was supplied through a long 
water pipe crossing the city. Several documents, dated between 1342 
and 1429, described the long-lasting problems and the many attempts 
to solve them. The multiple edicts issued by the kings determined that 
those activities should not take place in the proximity of the water 
pipe, or that they should be subject to certain physical conditions to 
avoid the spill of polluting substances118.

111  Melo 2009, vol. 1, 413.
112  Municipal law, Lisbon, 15th century, published in Rodrigues 1974, 68.
113  Sequeira 2020, 859.
114  Municipal law, Lisbon, 15th century, published in Rodrigues 1974, 142.
115  Leguay 2012, 38, 56-58.
116  Leguay 2012, 27, 56-58.
117  Regiment of the city of Évora, c. 1415, published in Vilar 2018, 50.
118  Melo 2007b, 136-145.
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In 1444, the Monastery of Santa Clara, from the city of Coimbra, 
sued three shoemakers that had washed their leathers in a water 
stream that crossed the Monastery’s domain. The almotacé from the 
municipality gave one week to the shoemakers to clean the water 
stream to avoid a fine and forbade any shoemaker from washing 
leathers in that water stream without the previous authorisation of 
the Monastery from then on119. 

Due to the use of high tannins, the places where leathers were 
tanned should not be used for other things, namely for alimentary 
purposes. It was not by chance that the tanner’s statute from 1572 
clearly forbade the washing of lupins in the same places where leathers 
were tanned120. Washing clothes in the same water where leathers 
were washed was also not appropriate and, in 1517, the councilmen 
of Braga determined that shoemakers could not wash their leathers 
in the fountains were some women washed their clothes. Two years 
later, after getting the support of the archbishop, shoemakers were 
authorised to wash their clothes in those fountains, although with 
certain conditions: they had to build a tank, they could neither use 
lime nor let the leathers soak121.This is an interesting testimony on 
how craftsmen sagaciously managed to benefit from the tensions 
between different institutions that ruled the city.

Conclusion

Leatherworkers were strongly present in medieval Portuguese 
towns and played an important role in the kingdom’s urban economy. 
They represent probably the earliest and most regulated of crafts: they 
were envisaged in the 1145 municipal laws of Coimbra, and they were 
responsible for creating the first Portuguese professional statute in 1489. 

Returning to the questions presented in the introduction, it can 
be concluded that the type of regulation and its authors influence the 

119  Arquivo Nacional Torre do Tombo (Lisbon), Mosteiro de Santa Cruz de Coimbra, 
liv. 2, fl. 129v. Many thanks to Pedro Pinto for pointing out and sending me this 
document.

120  Statute of tanners, Lisbon, 1572, published in Correia 1926, 86.
121  Lencart 2020. 
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contents of rules. Subjects like controlling prices, activity placement 
and sanitary conditions are more common in municipal laws than in 
the professional statutes. In these laws, the ‘voice’ of the consumers is 
always traceable. Questions regarding quality control are transversal 
to all types of rules but become more detailed and stricter within 
the later professional statutes – which, it should be remembered – 
were written by a jurist hired by the city council of Lisbon. Internal 
questions, namely those related to apprenticeship rather seem to be 
a preoccupation of the craftsmen and not so much of the external 
authorities. The analysis of the process of elaboration of regulations, 
namely of controlling prices and the first professional statutes (1489 
and 1512) suggest that leatherworkers actively participated in the 
decision-making processes and often assumed divergent attitudes 
towards the authorities, which was particularly visible in Évora and 
Porto, but also in Lisbon. Although that was not the scope of this study, 
the survey revealed that, among leatherworkers, shoemakers had the 
most active voice and seemed to control and take the leadership among 
other leatherworkers, namely tanners, in all the cities analysed.

In comparison to other sectors of activity, the leather sector presents 
some specificities regarding the contents of regulations. Leather work 
was the constant object of price control, probably more than any other 
artisanal sector, besides the world of foodstuffs. Moreover, the access 
to raw materials was a central object of regulation, becoming almost 
obsessive in Lisbon in the 16th century. This can be explained by the 
intrinsic nature of the production chain and the consequent need to 
eliminate intermediaries between the different phases of production, 
but also due to the economic context of massive exports of Portuguese 
leathers during the 15th and 16th centuries.

Regulations of leatherwork increase in number and become more 
diverse in the type of contents during the 15th century. But, if in the 15th 
and early 16th centuries, the participation of leatherworkers was quite 
visible, their voice starts to fade away from the middle of the 16th century 
onwards. As other studies have been suggesting, the standardisation 
of professional rules and their growing control by the king and the 
municipal elites led to a limitation on craftsmen’s intervention122. The 

122  Melo 2007a and 2009, vol. 1, 405-408.
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very complete and well organised statutes from 1572, reformed by the 
jurist Duarte Nunes de Leão –which would last for the centuries to 
follow–created rigid hierarchies within the crafts, and enforced more 
detailed and strict rules, complemented by harder sanctions, therefore 
contributing to a progressive loss of autonomy for artisans.
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