




Pichet Volumes and Their Names4 

The French drink wine. The quart or qllarte 
and pint or pillte were the most widely used 
measures ofvolullle. The pin/e, defined in Paris 
to contain a little less than a liter, was a natural 
standard vo lume for wine.s But subunits of the 
pinte were also defined, and their names and 
volumes varied with the date and the region. 

[n Paris, the pin/e contained 0.931 liters, and 
the su bunits, each decreasing by half, were the 
dell1i-pin/e, setier or chopine- note the Scottish 
link- , the dC/1/i-setier, the posson, the demi­
posson, and lastly the roquille at 1132 pinte. 
But this was only in Paris and its environs. 
In TOLlraine, the grande ph//e contained two 
chopines while the pinte contained half a 
chopine. G In Burgundy, the pinte was subdivided 
into the chopine, the chaveall, and the demi­
chaveall; within Burgundy, Dijon valued apinte 
at 1.615 Iiters while Semur considered it to be 
1.904 liters.7 In the Champagne region, a pinte 
contained 1.166 I iters in Troyes, 1.6826 Iiters 
in Joinville, and J .4282 liters in Langres. 8 A 
thirsty man in Normandy at the beginning of 
the nineteenth century could have purchased 
a pinte, a chopine, a dell10iselle (no doubt an 
amount more appropriate for a young lady) or, 
if short of cash, a miserable, 1116 of a pinte or 
about 60 ml based on the Paris pinte, the size 
of a couple of generous swa Ilows.9 Altogether, 
there were at various times over a hundred 
different names for volumes in lI se throughout 
France, and many more than a hundred volumes 
associated with those names. 

A third important volume standard, the pot, was 
not exclusive to the so uth of France but was 
espec ially common there. Sometimes it was 
equivalent to a quarle, sometimes to a pin/e, 
or even to subunits of a pin/e. The measured 
contents of a series of pots from Flanders varied 
from 1.82 liters to 2.24 Iiters. Lyon even had two 
standard pots: the pOI de ville or town measure, 
J .058 liters in 1682,10 and the 1'0/ de clOltre or 
chll1'ch measure, which was about 20% larger. 
The P iJl le and quar/e have been lost to the metric 
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system, but the pot has survived as a measure 
of wine in France. In many parts of southern 
France today, the house wine is ordered as a pot, 
460 ml or roughly 2/3 of a bottle, or as a.!illefte, 
half the s ize of a pot or about I Y2 glasses. Both 
are served in heavy-bottomed glass bottles made 
and sized for the purpose. Figure I shows both 
sIzes. 

Fig. 1. Contemporury Lyonnais glass pot (left) containing 
460 ml , he ight 11 Y, inches, andfilletle (right) containing 
230 1ll1, height 9 inches. Author's collection. 

Volume verification marks varied with the city 
and the period. Often the city to which they 
belonged is known, but few are dated. The fact 
that a city verified the volume of a pichet does 
not mean that it conformed to the Paris standard; 
it means that it conformed to the standard in use 
at that time in that city. 

The table compares the amounts of liquid, 111 

milliliters and U.S.fluid ounces, contained in 
several standard volumes, assuming a I iqu id 
density of 1.0 grams/m!. 



Measure ml oz 
Pre-Imperial Scottish pint 1721 60 
Post-Imperial English pint 568 20 

French pinte, Paris 931 32 
f------------.-.---.--.--

Contemporary bottle of wine -750 '-,,--,-26 
Contel11poraty Lyon pot 460 16 
Posson (1/8 Paris pinte) 116 4 

Post-Imperial English gill (1/8 quart) 142 5 

Picl,et Forms 
The forms of pichels were as varied as 
their volume names were. The pichet form s 
characteristic of particular regions have existed 
for very long times- from "time immemoriaL" 
one writer says .!! Nor were these regions 
confined within the present national borders. 

The United States shared 110 borderwith a pewter­
producing country during the seventeenth and 
e ighteenth centuries. American pevvterforms can 
be sa id to have been influenced only by pewter 
impolted f"om England and by the pewter made 
by a few skilled immigrants who brought with 
them the form s of their homelands. But France 
shares its eastern border with Belgi um , Germany, 
and Switzerland .!2 It is separated by only a few 
miles of water from the British-owned Channel 
Is lands, and the NOIth Sea crossing from 
1l00thern France to Scotland, while hazardous 
at times, was a standard trade route.!3 In eras 
of rapidly shifting power, commerce was more 
likely to be dictated by cultural links or natural 
features rather than by political allegiances. It 
is not surprising that pewter made in France 
and pewter made in a reg ion of a ne igh boring 
country with longstanding ethnic, cultural or 
com mercial ties to France should demonstrate 
s imilarities. 

Charles Boucaud divided French pichelso into 
three prototypes based on their shapes: baluster 
or bulboLls, shouldered, and truncated cone. The 
bulbous and shouldered forms often coex isted 
in the same regions, especially in the north of 
France. The truncated cone, wh ich Boucaud 
believed to be the oldest form , generally did not 
over lap geographically with the other two .! '! 
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The most obviolls example of a link between 
the French truncated cone and one from another 
country is the striking s imilarity of Alsacian 
pichets to German flagons, hardly a surprise 
s ince Alsace has been at tim es part of France, 
at times pmt of Germany. Figure 2a shows an 
ear ly-e ighteenth-century Strasbourg pie het 
made by Jean-Frederic Borst, and Figure 2b 
shows a familiar and similar Gel111an flagon 
form , this one made by Johann Gottfried Rothe 
of Nuremberg in the late eighteenth century. 

Fig. 2b. Wine flagon 
made by .Tohann 
Gottti'ied Rothe 
(1767-1804), 
Nuremberg. Height 
10 inches. Reproduced 
fr0111 the Bullelill article 
"The Rise ~U1d Fall of 
European Pewter" by 
[(enneth D. Bmkin, 
Volume 9, Number 7, . . 
p. 134. Private collcction""'~' . 

Fig. 2a. Pichet mark~d 
by .Iean-Frederic Borst 
(1703-1767), Strasbourg. 
Height 12 Y:, inches. 
Author 's collection. 



The truncated cone is also found farther south in France, in Lyon and Vienne on the Rhone River 
and in Clcrmont-Ferrand in the south-central Auvergne . In all three cities it is the dominant if not 
the only p ichet form. Figure 3 shows a Lyonnais pichet dated to the last quarter of the seventeenth 
century. Especially noteworthy in the pichet is the slllall hole drilled into its neck, which marks hal f 
a pot de ville at 0.525 liters. Filled to the top, the pichet holds half a pot de cloitre, 0.620 liters. A 
ncat example of how to pour two vo lumes with one pichet! A similar p;chet tt'om C lermont-Ferrand 
is shown in Figure 4. 

F ig. 3. Unm arked pichet fi'ol1l Lyon on the Rhl)ne in 
southeastern France. The pichet contai ns 0.525 I iters to 
the sma ll ho le puncbed in the neck, half a POI de VillI! 

standard, or 0.620 liters to the top, half a Pot de Clortre 
standard. Height 7 inches; late seventeenth century. 
Aut hor's col lection. 
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Fig. 4. Unmarked pichet from Rion. near C lermont­
Ferrand ill so uth-central France. Height 7'.1, inches; l1lid­
eighteenth century. Pho tograph courtesy of Jan F. H. H . 
Beekh ui zen. 



Lyonnais and Swiss pewterers and merchants regularly moved back and forth between the two 
countries, following the natural conduit formed by the Rhone River that ran betvveen the Alps and 
the Jura mountains. Like France, Switzerland boasts a wide variety of measure forms, including the 
truncated cone. Figures 5 and 6 show two variants of the form frolll Sion, the capital of the Valais, 
on the Rhone river. The comparability ofthe Swiss and the French forms is apparent. 

Fi g. 5. Swiss tlagon marked by Pier Toni SimavaL Siol1. 
on the Rhone in the Valais in southwestern Switzerland. 
Height 8 inches; mid-eighteenth century. Photograph 
Coultesy ofJan F. H. I-I. Beekhui zen. 
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Fig. 6. Small Swiss flagon marked by A. Prcvot. Sion . 
Height 3.3 inches; mid-e ighteen th century. Photograph 
courtesy ofJan F. H. H. Beekhui zen. 



Variants of a general bulbolls flagon shape were made all along the northern European coast from 
Normandy and Picardy through Lorraine and into Belgium. Whatever the evolutionary timeline of 
thet-lagon forms now identifiable as unique ly Guernsey or Jersey. their genera l resemblance to both 
the English baluster measure and the more bulbous northern French pichet is evident. Jersey and 
G uernsey measures were made not only in the Channellslands but also in England, in some cases by 
native Channel Islanders working in London. Nonetheless, the Jersey and Guernsey forms are closer 
to those of France. Woolmer and Arkwright pointed out some of the s imilarities and discussed the 
linguistic, cu ltural and physical links betvv'cen France and the Tslands, which are only fifteen miles off 
the French coast. IS Th ey singled out the remarkable similarity between some baluster type Normandy 
pici1e/s and the Guernsey form . Th is similarity is illustrated in Figure 7 with a Guernsey flagon and 
apichet from Falaise in lower Normandy, very near the Channellslands. 

Fig. 7. (Left) Half ga llon lidded Guernsey measure marked by A. Carter, England. Height 11 Y, inches; mid-eighteenlh 
century. Author 's collection. (Right) Unmarked liddedpichet b'om Falai se in Normandy, Height 12 inches; later eighteenth 
century. Author's collection. 
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The northern European bulbous pichet varied in fOI1TI \V'ith both date and place, but was not limited 
to France. Boucalld noted that it can be very difficult to determine whether certain bulbous pichets 
were made in France or in Belgium, particularly si nce both regions favored makers ' marks contain in g 
roses. IQ Figure 8 illustrates this difficulty with a pichet made by Antoinc Joachim Joseph Chllffart 
in Lille in the last quarter of the eighteenth century and a "kannetje" made by Michel-Balthazar­
Franyois Boisacq in Doornik (Tournai) in Belgium in the same time period. Clearly this specific form 
extended throughout a region that spanned the two adjoining countries. 

Fig. 8a. Pichel marked by Antoine-.Ionchim-Joseph 
Chu!hll'1 (b. 1764). Lille. Height 9 inches. Author's 
collection. 
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Fig. Bb. Flagon marked by Michel-Balthazar-Franc;ois 
Boisacq (1739-1830), Doornik (Tournai), Belgium. 
Height 9 inches. Photograph courtesy of .Ian I;'. H. H. 
Beekhuizen from his November 2004 cata log. p 6. 



Shouldered forms were also made along the 
north coast of France, paliicularly in Normandy, 
as well as in and around Paris. The shouldered 
measure is characteristic of Scotland but not of 
England, suggesting that the established trade 
linkages between France and Scotland may 
have facil itated an interchange of pewter forms. 
Although the Scottish tappit hen (Figure 9a) 
does not closely resem ble the typical nineteenth­
century shouldered Normandy pichet, shown 
in Figure 9b, a relatively rare early French 
form , one of three associated with Picardy that 
BOLlcaud assigned to the end of the seventeenth 
century, is much more suggestive of a tappit 
hen (Figure 9c). The tappit hen as well as the 
later shouldered Normandy pichets could have 
derived from early prototypes similar to the one 
shovv'n in Figure 9c. 

Fig. 9a. Onc-eighth Imperial gallon tappit hen marked 
by R. Fullertoll. Paisley, Scotland. Height 8 inches: mid­
nineteenth century. Author 's collection. 
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Fig. 9b. Unmarked Normandy pichet. Height gy., inches; 
nineteenth century. Author 's collection. 

Fig. 9c. Emly iann of Normandy pichet dated 10 th e cnd 
of' the sevcnteenth century and designated by Charles 
Boucaud a Type II Normandy pichel. Reproduccd t"om 
BOllC3Ud (note I). P 227. 



The few examples in this atticle are by no means representative of the full range of pichet forms 
produced in France prior to 1800. They were selected specifically to illustrate the more striking 
re lationships of French pichets to measures made in other countries. In one example, the Normandy 
p;cIJet, the best comparison to the Scottish tappit hen is not even the form that is most characteristic 
of Normandy. Many other variants of the three basic form s are found throughout France, often 
demonstrating evolution within a single region. But whatever their sizes and shapes, all of the early 
French pichels were made for lIse, not for show: they have in common simple lines and unadorned 
surfaces that showcase the naturalluster of pewter. 

The author would like to thank Jan F. F. l-J. Beekhuizen, Amsterdam, The Netherlands, for graciously 
making his photographs available for this alticle. 

I Except as noted. all the data in thi s section arc taken trom Charl es Boucoud .. Les Pichets 0 'Elaill: lI1eSllres cl vin de 
I'ancienne France (Paris: the author, 1958). Chapter 11 , pp 28-29 and Chapter Ill. pp 37-44. 69-80. 
Tardy, Les tlains fi'all~:(lis (Pari s: Tardy, xxxx ) (in lour vo lumes), Volume I, p 12. 
Some of these are Michel Bellonclc. l.es tlains (Paris: GrOnd. 1968); D. SUm!, Pewter Marks of the World 
(London: Ham Iyn, 1977); ABC Collection, Les l~/ains; B. A. Douroft: tlOills Frallr;ais des X lll1' et .\'Fm " Siecles 
(Paris: Massin. xxxx); and most importantl y, Tardy (note 2), especially Volume 4. 

4 Boucaud (note 1 ). Chapter VI, pp 244-263. 
In contrast to the ubiquitous bulbous British pub measures containing tiny fi'actions of a pint, which are used for 
dispensing insufficient whiskey to l10at an ice cube. 

<> Boucaud (note I) , P 237. 
Boucaud (note I). P 15 I . 

8 Boucaud (note I), p 163. 

t) Boucaucl (note I) ~ p 214. Currently in the United Stales~ an UlnoLlllt eq ui valent to the Iniserable. about 1"\"0 ounces, can 
be found in a tas ting l1ight of wines or, in some wine bars, as a "s ip"' to be added to a five- or six-ounce glass. 

10 Boucaud (note I). P 193. 
11 DourotT(note 3). piS. 
12 Its borders with Italy and Spain are less important tor the manufacturc of pewter. since with a fi::w notab le e'(ceptions 

1110st French pewter was l11ade in the north. 
13 Wh en wc lived in Newcastle upon Tyne. about 1970, I bought strings of onions ancl garlic h'om Cl northern French 

Canner who came regul arly to northern England. probably on a Il shing boat. Also emblematic orthe trade network 
between Scotland and the north coast or Europe is the Scottish volume the l11utchkin, which was probably derived Ii'om 
the Dutch word 11I11tsekcn. 

14 Boucaud (note I), pp 11 - 13,83-85. 
15 Stanley C. Woolmer and Charles H. Arkwright. Pewter of the Channel Tslandl' (Edinburgh: Bartholornew. 19 73), 

pp 15-16, 20-24. 
16 BoucClud (note I). p 41. 
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