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This disguised purse gun was invented by Oscar Frankenau of 

Nurnberg, Germany.1 Frankenau appears to be a man who wanted 

to cover his bets and protect his invention to the maximum ex-

tent possible, so he ¿led patents in a number of ¿rearms produc-

ing countries.  In what appears to be a well-planned maneuver he 

applied for and was granted patents in a number of countries at 

around the same time.  The countries are: Germany, (German Pat-

ent 225 dated September 2, 1877), the United Kingdom (British 

Patent 3375 dated Sept. 5, 1877), the United States (US Patent 

196,794 dated November 6, 1877), French Patent 120223 dated 

September 6, 1877), and Belgium (Belgian patent number 42,982 

dated September 15, 1877).  It is possible that Frankenau also pat-

ented his “purse revolver” in other countries.  

Outwardly the Frankenau Purse Revolver is a small, common 

leather covered purse.  But looks can be deceiving.  While one 

side opens to show a coin and bill purse, the other side opens to 

reveal a small nickeled-plated, open-frame revolver that was spe-

ci¿cally designed to ¿t into the purse’s narrow space and made as 
an integral part of the purse.  This side is normally opened only for 

loading, unloading and cleaning the built-in pistol.  The purse’s 

frame and sides are made of sheet metal or nickel-plated brass.  

The metal sides are covered by leather.  The center frame divides 

the purse into its two sections when it is opened.  

Although the American, British, Belgian, French and German 

patent drawings, which all appear to be the same, show the hidden 

pistol to be a pepperbox (Figure 2), the actual production gun is a 
small, open-frame, double action, pin¿re revolver that ¿res 5 mm 

pin¿re cartridges.  Like many inventions, the actual production 
model differs from the patent drawings.  Upon close examination, 
the barrel itself does not appear to be a conventional riÀed pis-

tol barrel.  Plus, the barrel’s bore is slightly larger than the 5 mm 

caliber of the ammunition.  Apparently, the muzzle blast from the 

pepperbox caused damage to the interior of the case which could 
also pose a danger to the user.  The addition of a short barrel was 

presumably found to alleviate that problem.2 The barrel is actually 

a tube with no clearance between the barrel and the cylinder on 

one end and between the barrel and the frame at the muzzle end.  

This tube would serve to channel powder gas out of the enclosed 

compartment.  The tight tolerances and minimized gaps at the bar-

rel’s cylinder and muzzle end would minimize gas leakage into the 

compartment while the bore was made oversized to possibly pre-

vent pressure buildup.3 For example, the bore of the barrel of the 
Frankenau Purse Revolver in the Thurston Collection at the NRA 

National Firearms Museum is smoothbore and measures 5.94 mm 

diameter.  In addition, the metal outer lid of the gun compartment 

is perforated with small holes or vents presumably to dissipate heat 

or to let any residual gas escape.  The barrel length is described as 

being between ½ inch and 1 inch long (Figure 3).  The length of 

the barrel of the gun in the NRA National Firearms Museum is .69 

inch.  The cylinders held either ¿ve or six cartridges.4

The center frame divides the purse into two sections when it is 

opened.  The main section holds the small nickeled-plated, open-

frame revolver and is opened only for loading, unloading and 

cleaning the built-in pistol.  The revolver has a simple self-cocking 

action and is permanently mounted in its compartment.  A loading 
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Figure 1. Frankenau Purse Revolver.  

Photo courtesy of Morphy Auctions, 

Denver, PA. 
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Figure 2. US Patent drawing 

showing that the original design of 

the Frankenau Purse Revolver was 

for a pepperbox revolver with no 
barrel.  From US Patent 196,794 

dated November 6, 1877. 

Figure 3. Frankenau Purse Revolver 

with gun compartment open 

showing the 5mm pin¿re revolver. 
Note that the hinged ¿ring port over 
the gun muzzle is open.  Note the 

empty ejector rod holder.  Photo 

courtesy of Morphy Auctions, 

Denver, PA. 
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gate on the left side of the gun at the rear of the cylinder facilitates 

loading the revolver and ejecting ¿red cartridges.  The loading gate 
is held closed by a catch.  (Figures 3, 4 and 7).  A bracket for hold-

ing a separate rod ejector is permanently attached to the inside of 

the gun compartment’s cover.  This rod ejector is basically a stur-

dy pin with a knob for gripping and is often missing in surviving 

purse revolvers (Figure 5).  

The pistol is ¿red with the gun compartment closed.  The idea 
was that when a person was accosted by footpads, muggers, or 

other scoundrels of evil intent, he or she would produce the purse 

and pretend to fumble with it as if to give the robber money.  To 

¿re the gun a well concealed folding trigger, which normally sits 
Àush with the frame, is snapped free and down.  At the same time 
as the folding trigger is lowered an ingenious spring mechanism 

snaps open a pivoted cover or port to clear the revolver’s muzzle.  

The purse is pointed at the target and the trigger pulled.  Five or six 

shots (depending on the cylinder’s capacity) could be rapidly ¿red, 
giving the would-be robber a nasty surprise.  Unfortunately, the 

revolver’s 5 mm caliber was not exactly a man stopper and except 
at point blank range accuracy would be problematic.

Two ways of lowering the trigger and opening the muzzle port 

to prepare the purse gun for ¿ring have been described or demon-

strated.  The usual way is to push a button above the muzzle port 

on the short side of the frame.  Normally the muzzle cover/port and 

the button are closed Àush with the frame (Figure 6).  The muzzle 
port and button are hinged so that pushing the button in swings the 

cap over the muzzle port out opening the port.  Pushing the button 

in also acts upon a spring actuated rod or post that is attached to the 

inside of the button end of the hinged mechanism, pushing it down 

and unlatching the trigger.  This allows the folding trigger to swing 

down into ¿ring position (Figure 7).5 The purse revolver can also 

be prepared for ¿ring by unlatching the trigger and pulling it down 
out of its resting place Àush with the frame.  This pulls down the 
spring-loaded rod/post which acts on the hinged button, opening 

the muzzle port.6,7 To close the port, one pushes the trigger up into 

its groove in the frame so that it rests Àush with the frame.  The tip 
of the trigger pushes up the spring-loaded rod/post against the in-

side of the hinged button/¿ring port cap closing the port .7  Figures 

8 and 9 show Frankenau purse revolvers with the trigger unfolded 

and the muzzle port open.  

Figure 4. Frankenau Purse Revolver 

with gun compartment open 

showing the 5 mm pin¿re revolver 
from a different angle. Note the 

separate rod ejector in its holder and 

the loading gate behind the cylinder.  

Photo courtesy of ADER, Maison 

de Ventes (Auction House). Paris, 

France. 

Figure 5. Ejector rod from a Frankenau Purse Revolver.  The gun/

purse is part of the Doc J. Thurston collection in the NRA Museum.  

Photo by author. 
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The Frankenau Purse Revolver is probably the only one of its 

type to be made in signi¿cant numbers and widely sold.  Although 
relatively scarce today, serial numbers observed suggest that pro-

duction of the Frankenau purse pistol was substantial and that over 

a thousand may have been produced under the Frankenau patent.  

According to Kenneth Cope, the highest observed serial number 

is 1,632.3  The serial number of the example in the Doc Thurston 
collection in the NRA National Firearms Museum is 1086.  Rock 

Figure 6. Frankenau Purse Revolver muzzle ¿ring port closed Àush 
with the frame.  One pushes on the screw-head button to open the 

hinged port and lower the trigger to ¿ring position. Photo courtesy of 
Morphy Auctions, Denver, PA. 

Figure 8. Frankenau Purse Revolver showing trigger down and 

muzzle ¿ring port partially open.  The latch for securing the trigger is 
visible in the slot.  Photo courtesy of Morphy Auctions, Denver, PA. 

Figure 7. Frankenau Purse Re-

volver diagram of the pin¿re re-

volver compartment showing the 

folding trigger down in the ¿ring 
position and hinged muzzle port 

open.  Note the spring-loaded rod 

between the hinged muzzle port 

cover and the tip of the trigger 

when it is in its closed position.  

Author’s drawing. 

Island Auction Co. had one on auction in September 2021 with 

serial number 602 and Cowans’s offered one for sale in a Novem-

ber 2015 auction that had serial number 1666.  The serial number 

on the example in the Royal Armouries in Leeds is 299.  And Ian 
McCollum on Forgotten Weapons displayed one with serial num-

ber 1085.7 

Most proof marks are those of Belgium but London and Bir-

mingham, UK proof marks have also been seen.2  A common Bel-

gian inspector’s mark or proof mark on the frame is a Crown over 

the letter Z (Figure 10).  A Belgian inspector’s mark of a Crown 

over the letter G has also been observed.3,8  The Royal Armouries in 

Leeds, United Kingdom has an interesting Frankenau Purse Pistol 

on display in the Self Defence Gallery that has mixed proof marks.  
It has a Belgian inspector’s mark of a Crown over Z on the frame 

and a London proof mark of a Crown over GP and view marks of 

a Crown over V on the barrel assembly and cylinder.9,10  A Franke-

nau Purse Pistol sold by ADER auction house in Paris, France also 

appears to have a Belgian inspector’s mark of a Crown over Z on 

the frame and London proof and London view marks of Crown 
over GP and Crown over V on the cylinder and barrel assembly 

(Figure 11).11 The fact that it has inspection, proof and view marks 

from both Belgium and England suggests that the purse revolvers 

were manufactured in Liege, Belgium with some being exported to 
England where they would be proofed before sale.  The example in 
the Thurston Collection in the National Firearms Museum has just 

the Belgian Crown over the letter Z, indicating that it was likely 

sold on the Continent or exported to the United States.

All photos and specimens seen by the author show that the purs-

es are stamped on the long side of the top center frame (the side 

that opens) “FRANKENAU’S PATENT” (Figure 12).  The man-

ufacturer’s name is not evident.  However, this is not unusual with 

some weapons made by Belgian gun makers.

Besides holding a tiny hidden revolver, the Frankenau Purse Pis-

tol also acts as a genuine purse.  When pushed, an oblong button 

(Figure 12) opens a second section of the purse on the side op-

posite that of the revolver to reveal an accordion compartmented 

change purse that can hold coins and/or paper money (Figure 13).
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Reported dimensions of the closed purse seem to vary slightly 

among surviving specimens.  Variance is between 4 inches and 

4.72 inches long x 2.5 inches to 2.75 inches high and 1.25 inch-

es to 1.77 inches wide.  The dimensions of the example in the 
Doc Thurston Collection in the National Firearms Museum are 4.2 

inches long x 2.6 inches high x 1.3 inches wide.  Pollard’s Histo-

ry of Firearms gives the dimensions as 4 inches long x 2 inches 
high x 1.25 inches wide.2  Louis Winant in Firearms Curiosa gives 

the dimensions as 4 inches long x 2.5 inches high x 1.25 inches 
wide.6  Cope in his article in Arms Collecting magazine gives the 

measurements as about 4.125 inches long x 2.625 inches high by 
about 1 inch thick.3  And the one on display at the Royal Armouries 

has dimensions of 4.25 inches long x 2.75 inches high.9  Reported 

barrel lengths also vary between 0.5 inch and 1 inch.  This sug-

gests (along with both Belgian and British proof marks), that the 

Frankenau purse pistol may have been produced and/or sold by a 

number of different ¿rms. 

The 5 mm pin¿re ammunition ¿red by the Frankenau Purse 
Revolver was relatively weak by modern standards and by 1877, 

the year of the Frankenau patents, was rapidly becoming obsolete.  

Speci¿cations varied from ammunition manufacturer to manufac-

turer.  The typical 5 mm pin¿re cartridge (Figure 14) had a powder 
charge of about 2 grains and a bullet weight of about 18 grains.  

The cartridge has an overall length of approximately 7.62 milli-
meters with a diameter of about 5.258 millimeters.12,13 As more 

than one wag joked in a private conversations, it was just big and 

powerful enough to irritate the attacking criminal.

Figure 10. Belgian Crown over Z inspector’s mark on the rear of the 

frame of a Frankenau Purse Revolver.  Photo courtesy of Morphy 

Auctions, Denver, PA. 

Figure 9. Front end view of a Frankenau Purse Revolver showing 

trigger down and muzzle ¿ring port open.  The end of the revolver’s 
muzzle can be seen inside the open ¿ring port.  Photo courtesy of 
ADER, Maison de Ventes (Auction House). Paris, France. 
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Figure 12. FRANKENAU’S 

PATENT stamp on frame.  

The top latch is to open 

the gun compartment, the 

bottom button opens the 

coin purse compartment.  

Photo courtesy of Morphy 

Auctions, Denver, PA. 

Figure 13. Frankenau Purse 

Revolver opened coin purse.  

Photo courtesy of Morphy 

Auctions, Denver, PA. 

Figure 11.  Frankenau Purse 

Revolver with London proof 

and view marks and Belgian 

inspector’s mark.  Photo text 
and lines by author.  Photo 

courtesy of ADER Maison 

de Ventes (Auction House), 

Paris, France.
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CONCLUSION

All in all, the Frankenau Purse Revolver is a fascinating example 
of ¿rearms curiosa that was designed to ¿ll a need for a disguised 
defensive weapon.  Although its effectiveness is questionable, it did 

appear to enter serial production, unlike other imaginative curiosa 

which never got past the patent or prototype stage. 

In the world of Frankenau Purse Revolver studies, there is still 

much that isn’t known:  Who manufactured it?  Was there more than 

one manufacturer?  Who sold it?  How much did it cost?  Are there 

any examples of it actually being used?  Are there any newspaper or 
magazine advertisements or reports out there?  Exactly how many 
were made?  This could be a big long-term research project for such 

an obscure tiny gun.  But I’ll leave that to you readers.

Figures 15, 16a, and 16b are Oscar Frankenau’s US Patent No. 

196,794 for a “Combined Pocket-Book and Revolver.”  The US 
patent application was ¿led September 14, 1877, around the same 
time as the European patent dates, and the patent granted on No-

vember 6, 1877.Figure 14. Two 5mm pin¿re cartridges.    Photo courtesy of Aaron 
Newcomer, AaronNewcomer.com. 

Figure 15.  Patent Drawing of Frankenau’s US Patent No. 

196,794 for a “Combined Pocket-Book and Revolver” dated 
November 6, 1877.  US Patent Of¿ce. 
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Figure 16a.  Page 1 of Frankenau’s US Patent 

No. 196,794 for a “Combined Pocket-Book and 
Revolver” dated November 6, 1877.  United 

States Patent Of¿ce.  

Figure 16b.   Page 2 of Frankenau’s US 

Patent No. 196,794 for a “Combined Pock-

et-Book and Revolver” dated November 6, 

1877.  United States Patent Of¿ce.  
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