
History of Footwear Production

An outline of major periods, technological advances, cultural influences, and key milestones.

1. Prehistoric Beginnings (? 40?000?–?4?000?BCE)

Era Materials & Techniques Notable Features

Upper Paleolithic

Wrapped plant fibers, bark, animal

hides, and furs. Simple “foot wraps”

tied with cords.

First protective coverings; primarily

functional, no defined sole.

Neolithic

(Agricultural

Revolution)

Leather tanning (wet?process),

woven plant mats, early stitching

with bone needles.

Emergence of distinct left/right shoes;

evidence of sandals in Çatalhöyük (

??7?500?BCE).

Bronze Age

Bronze rivets & plates added to

leather soles for durability; early

sandal straps.

Social status signaled by ornamented

bronze fittings (e.g., Mycenaean

“gilded” sandals).

2. Classical Antiquity (??4?000?–?500?BCE)

Civilization Footwear Types Production Highlights

Egypt
Sandals with papyrus or leather

soles; “pad?shoes” for the elite.

Early use of glue (resin) to attach soles;

hieroglyphic depictions show standardized

sizes.

Mesopotamia
Leather boots with nailed soles;

“Minoan” “crocodile” sandals.

First evidence of leather?working guilds;

specialized craftsmen (cobblers) documented

on clay tablets.

Greece
“Kothornoi” (closed boots),

“Syndesmos” (sandals).

Introduction of the cobbler’s last (wooden foot

form) to shape shoes.

Rome
“Caligae” (military sandals),

“Calcei” (closed shoes).

Mass production for legions using standardized

patterns; use of iron nails and leather stitching.

3. Medieval Period (500?–?1500?CE)
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Region Dominant Styles Technological / Social Developments

Western

Europe

Turnshoes (sewn inside?out, then

turned), pointed “poulaines.”

Guild system formalized; apprenticeships

regulated quality.

Islamic World
Soft leather slippers, embroidered

fabrics.

Introduction of suede (split leather) and

decorative stitching patterns.

East Asia

(China, Japan)

Straw sandals (waraji), lacquered

wooden clogs (geta).

Early use of rubber (natural latex) for

waterproofing in southern China (13th?c.).

Key innovation: Lasting – shaping shoes on a wooden or bone foot form to achieve a consistent

fit. Became a standard across Europe by the 13th?century.

4. Early Modern Era (1500?–?1800?CE)

Century Major Advances Impact

16th
Introduction of high?heeled shoes for men

(Spanish “cavalier” style).

Fashion-driven production; emergence of

specialized high?heel cobblers.

17th
Development of welted construction (cork

or leather welt sewn to upper).

Improved durability; groundwork for

modern “Goodyear welt” later.

18th
Mass?produced “turn?shoe” factories in

England (e.g., Northampton).
First true factory?
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