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1.  Curved metal frame,  
 Nancy's Notions

2. Jelly clip frame with  
 boxed bottom

3. Jelly clip frame with  
 darted bottom

4. Kiss-lock sew-on  
 metal frame 

5. Retreat Bag with  
 internal frame from  
 Emmaline Bags
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Shaping Up
Bag frames for structure, silhouette, and style

BY LINDA TURNER GRIEPENTROG

T
he key to a professional-
looking bag is structure. 
It doesn’t matter whether 
your style is soft and 
slouchy or sharp-edged 
and geometric; crisp con-
struction and thoughtful 

use of interfacings and other structural 
materials will bring out the best in 
your bag either way. One of the surest 
ways to pull off that structured look is 
to give your bag its own skeleton. Purse 
frames can be a visible feature on the 
outside of the bag, or discreetly hidden 
inside. They can help the bag stand up 
proudly or hold a specific silhouette, 
provide a firm closure to keep your 
stuff secured, and pop open wide for 
easy access. If you love making bags as 
fashion accessories, for practical pur-
poses, or as gifts, there’s a huge variety 
of purse frames out there waiting to be 
explored.

INTERNAL FRAMES
Even in a bag that doesn’t make a vis-
ible feature of it, a purse frame can 
provide hidden structure and shape. 
Internal frames fit into a casing along 
the top of the purse, and may be com-
pletely hidden or have a visible hinge 
area. These hidden frames vary in size 
and shape, depending on the finished 
bag style. Some are simply made of 
sturdy wire, while others are large 
tubular structures like you’d find in a 
carpet bag.
 Internal frames can also be straight, 
made from spring steel to pop (and 
sometimes stay) open. These fit into a 
casing at the top of the bag, and only 
the side hinges show. (1) Some flex 

steel frames have multiple hinges so 
the bag opens in a hexagon shape, and 
others have a loop for handle attach-
ment at the side hinges.

EXTERNAL FRAMES
For a bag sure to attract those “Wow! 
You made that?” remarks, a stylish 
external frame lends instant struc-
ture and polish to the most basic bag 
designs. Frames can attach to the bag 
body in a number of ways, so long as 
the method is secure as (in most cases) 
it must be able to support the weight of 
the bag contents.
Kiss-lock
These decorative frames, available in 
many sizes and shapes, close with two 
interlocking knobs or tabs that snap 
together at the upper edge. Almost 
any attachment method can be used. 
The knobs can be basic metal or plas-
tic tabs that match the frame, or may 
be decoratively shaped or embellished. 
Likewise, the frames can be simple 
and sleek, or incorporate elaborate 
filigree patterning or jewels. Some 
have integrated loops where you can 

attach chain or fabric straps, either 
permanently or with small detach-
able clasps. The loops may be on the 
top or side of the frame, and either 
permanently extended or hinged to 
fold down so the bag can also be used 
as a clutch. Other frame options may 
have permanently attached handles 
or keyrings. You may also see kiss-
lock frames with three frame sections 
hinged together instead of two, (2) 
so the finished bag actually has two 
separate compartments.
Sew-on frames come with pre-molded 
holes to stitch through. You can attach 
them with a running stitch, backstitch, 
or overedge stitch, depending on the 
desired look. If you wish, pick up beads 
on your stitches for added embellish-
ment and to help hide the stitches. 
Screw-on frames have no visible 
attachment method on the outside, but 
have screw holes on the inside of the 
frame. Once the upper bag edges are 
slotted into the frame channel, tiny 
screws are inserted into the holes and 
tightened against the fabric to hold 
the frame in place. A bit of glue can be 
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added in the channel before attaching 
for an extra secure hold.
Glue-on frames have a channel at the 
lower edge, into which the bag edge is 
inserted and glued. The frame manu-
facturer may suggest a specific glue 
brand for best adherence. With some 
glue-on frames, the channel may be 
wider than the actual bag thickness, 
so it’s helpful to insert a large string 
or small cord into the channel on the 
lining side to ensure the channel width 
is filled for maximum adhesion. Some 
frames come with the cord size recom-
mended by the manufacturer; others 
require a separate purchase. Especially 
when glue is the sole method of attach-
ment, make sure that both the inside 
and outside surfaces of the bag are fully 
secured to the frame.
Crimp-on frames must be clamped 
closed with flat-jaw pliers or purse 
crimpers after the bag edges are insert-
ed. A few frames have inside prongs to 
grip the fabric for added security, while 
some manufacturers suggest the addi-
tion of glue for a secure hold. To pre-
vent your tool from marring the metal 
frame during attachment, cover the 
jaws of the crimpers with scraps of soft 
fabric or multiple layers of felt on each 
side of the frame.
Miniaudière
Also called a clamshell frame, these 
metal clasp-top frames come in a 
variety of shapes and sizes. In addi-
tion to the visible frame, this type of 
bag is built around rigid side panels 
that you cover with the fabric of 
your choice on both the outside and 
inside. The no-sew process is done 
completely with glue, and some care is 
needed to adhere the fabric smoothly 
to the shell. Some manufacturers sell 
the metal frame only, without the 
side insets, and you can use Mylar or 
cardboard to make your own sides. 
Others sell a frameless form (much 
like a rigid eyeglass case) with a snap-
together closure that you can cover 
with fabric. Miniaudières are meant 

to be small clutches or shoulder bags; 
some are so small they only hold a lip-
stick or loose change.
Hollow
Hollow frames completely surround a 
set of pop-in side panels. Those pan-
els can be made from fabric-covered 
cardboard, foam, or plastic cut to the 
frame shape. Glue is used to hold the 
panels in place.

TOOLS
Most purse frames require a few com-
mon tools to use. If your internal frame 
has hinges, you’ll likely need a small 
screwdriver or hex key to unhinge the 
joint so it can be inserted in the bag. 
The tiny screwdriver from your sew-
ing machine accessory tray is often the 
right size. It can also work for the mini-
screws that come with screw-on frames.
 If you have a crimp-on frame, a purse 
crimper tool is helpful, though you can 
simply use flat-nose pliers if you protect 
the frame from damage by padding the 
metal jaws with batting or foam.
 A stiletto or flat-tip screwdriver is 
helpful for poking the upper edge of 
your bag into the frame channel. It can 
also help with pushing in any paper 
string or cord needed to help fill the 
channel gap and to work fabric around 
any hinge area.
 Many channel-type frames must 
be glued in place, either as the sole 

method of attachment or for added 
security. For the sake of neatness, it’s 
best to select a glue that dries clear 
in case you get overzealous with the 
application. Be sure the adhesive is 
recommended for your frame mate-
rial, whether metal or plastic. Glue is 
also helpful for adhering the rubber 
tips that come with some internal wire 
frames, to keep them from falling off 
as you insert them into a casing. The 
rubber tips are important to prevent 
sharp metal frame ends from poking 
through the bag fabric.

WORKING WITH PURSE FRAMES
Many frames do not come with any 
instructions, so you’re left to your 
own resources to find or make a pat-
tern for the purse shape. Here’s how 
you would pattern and assemble a 
basic clutch with a rectangular, glue-
on kiss-lock frame. (But keep in mind 
you can personalize it with gathers, 
tucks, darts, inside pockets, and/or 
embellishments of all sorts.)

Make the Pattern
Lay out paper that’s larger than the 
desired purse size. Fold it in half and 
mark the vertical center line. Mark the 
center point of the upper frame with 
removable tape. Matching up the cen-
ter points and keeping the upper frame 
edge perpendicular to the center line, 
draw a line out to the beginning of the 
frame’s curve. (3)  
 When you reach the curve, pivot the 
frame outward and continue mark-
ing the line. Mark the hinge position 
as well, and the corner of the bag 
¼" (6mm) below the hinge (4)  The 
amount of pivot you add will determine 
the purse fullness along the sides—
matching the bag pattern to the exact 
angle of the frame edge will make a 
flat-looking bag. There’s no set amount; 
it depends on your preference. 
 To shape the bag, determine the 
desired height plus one-half the depth 
of the bag (plus a seam allowance), 

If you have an embroidery machine, 
Designs in Machine Embroidery’s 
Stitch Swag collection (inspiredbydime.
com) includes a range of embellished 
clutch designs that you stitch out in 
your hoop, then cut out, assemble, and 
insert in the frame. 
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9

and draw a line that distance below 
the upper horizontal frame line. This 
line does not need to be straight, and 
can be curved or otherwise shaped if 
you prefer. You can also add darts if 
you would like to give the bag more 
dimension. (5) 
 Connect the mark below the side 
hinge to the bag bottom line. Again, 
this is a matter of preference and you 
can choose to join the lines with an 
angled line or curve if you choose. Add 
seam allowance. (6) 
 Fold the paper in half along the 
center line and cut out the bag pat-
tern. Note that there is no need to 
add seam allowance along the top 
edge, where it is inserted in the 
frame. Remember also that the shape, 
height, and depth of the bag is totally 
up to you, so you may want to play 
with muslin before committing to 
your actual project fabric.

Assemble the Bag
Using the pattern you just created, cut 
two outer bags, two linings, two fusible 
fleece pieces, and two fusible interfac-
ing pieces. To reduce bulk, you may 
want to trim the side and bottom seam 
allowances away from the fusible fleece 
pieces. The fleece should continue all 
the way to the edge at the top of the 

bag, as bulk there will help it to sit 
securely in the frame. Fuse the inter-
facing to the wrong side of the outer 
bag pieces, then fuse the fleece on top 
of the interfacing.
 Place the outer bag pieces right sides 
together and sew the side seams and 
bottom seam. Repeat for the lining 
pieces. Press the seams open. (7) 
 To give your bag a flat bottom, box 
the corners by matching the side and 
bottom seams exactly on top of each 
other. Mark a diagonal line across the 
corner, positioned so that the length 
of the diagonal matches the depth 
that you determined above, and stitch 
through all layers along the line. (8-9)  
Repeat for the other bag corner, and for 
the lining corners. Trim the extra bulk.
 With right sides together, tuck the 
lining into the outer bag, matching the 
side seams. Mark 1" (2.5cm) on each side 
of the side seam along the top edge. 
Because this area will show at the hinge 

Emmaline Bags offers a free pattern, the Retreat Bag, designed to use a small or 
large internal wire frame. Get it at: 
emmalinebags.com/collections/sewing-patterns/products/the-retreat-bag-pdf.
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of the finished bag, it needs to be fin-
ished. Sew a ⅛" (3mm) seam between 
the marks on both sides of the bag. (10) 
 Turn the bag right side out and 
press. Matching the upper edges,  
edgestitch through all layers around 
the bag top. It’s ready to insert in the 
frame. (11) 

Attach the Frame
To insert the bag in the frame, first mark 
the center point of both bag and frame. 
Open the frame hinge as far as it will 
go and lay the frame flat on a protected 
table surface. Carefully run a line of clear 
glue along the channel of one half of 
the frame. If the tip of your glue bottle 
doesn’t fit into the channel, use a tooth-
pick. Match the bag side seam to the 
hinge of the frame and insert that sec-
tion first, being sure the lining side faces 
the wrong side of the frame. Then match 
the center of the bag to the center of the 
frame and insert that section. To make 
this process easier, use a flat-tip screw-
driver, nail file, or other flat tool to push 
the purse edge into the frame. When 
the side and center areas are inserted, 
continue pushing the remainder of the 
upper purse edge into the frame along 
the frame length. Some frames come 
with a cord of paper or fabric that can 
be glued into the frame channel to help 
secure the bag; whether or not you use 
it will depend on the thickness of your 
bag fabric and how well it fills the frame 
channel on its own.
 After one half of the frame is 
attached, let the glue dry thoroughly 
before attaching the remaining half of 
the bag to the frame.  ✂

RESOURCES
Depending where you live, purse frames may 
be difficult to find locally, so check out these 
online sources.
emmalinebags.com
etsy.com/shop/3dansupplies
etsy.com/shop/life2creation
etsy.com/shop/upstyle 
factoryguy.com
nancysnotions.com
supply4bag.com
tallpoppycrafts.com 

12. Modern clutch frames,  
 Upstyle on Etsy

13. Hollow frames,  
 supply4bag.com

14. Miniaudière frame,  
 supply4bag.com

15. Internal frame,  
 Emmaline Bags

16. Close-up of barrel  
 hinge on an internal  
 frame, Emmaline Bags

17. Companion Carpet  
 Bag by Mrs. H,  
 Emmaline Bags
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