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      Chat·e·laine “shaht uh len”, or the word chatelaine, derives from the Latin word for castle. It refers to the lady who, in the Medieval times, was in charge of the day-to-day castle functions, or the keeper of the keys. In 18th and 19th centuries, women in charge of their estates wore decorative clip of long chains holding important household items around their waist e.g. key to pantry and valuable tea, spices and food, small notebook, sewing items, magnifying glass, watch, nail file, or compass. Many of these castles, chateaux, and grand houses had several wings which meant it was too far to walk back to retrieve a forgotten item. Easier to keep them all hanging about the person.

      In the 18th Century, this type of waist-hung ornament was called an equipage and the main part was normally an étui, a tiny container for small tools, or sometimes a watch. In the early 19th century, these essential items became known as chatelaines. Essentially a chatelaine is a hook that attaches to a belt or waistband, from which a series of chains are suspended with each chain having a tool on the end.

      Sometimes, chatelaines held small bags for sweets or mint for breath freshening. Men also wore chatelaines that carried essential toiletry and health items and occasionally a corkscrew or an animal foot for good luck or to protect from illness.
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      1610-1630 ca. Chatelaine, pincushion and Sweetbag, English. via Manchester Galleries.
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      17th Century Late-18th Century Early Chatelaine Purse, Western Europe. Embroidered with a vase of flowers motif. Silk ground, silver and silk threads, sequins and silver mounting. Hand embroidered in satin, knot and couched stitches. via Heritage Museum, Russia.  heritagemuseum.org
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      The Chatelaine: An Antique Multi-tool for Women. The lady of the house shows her chatelaine just received as a gift from her Beau or Husband. Like many other fashionable accessories, chatelaines started out as practical items for day-to-day use.

      The type of materials used to make chatelaines in the 19th Century were often mass produced base metals, but the majority were made from Sterling silver, silver, or silver plate, and often with elaborate pierced and embossed decoration.
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      Sterling Silver Chatelaine Pieces.

      Metal chatelaines were made as early as Anglo-Saxon times, but the majority of metal chatelaines were made in the 18th or 19th centuries.  Some metal pieces were still being made after the First World War, especially those made for a specific purpose, such as nursing tools or for hanging watches and keys when it was necessary to keep the item within reach while still keeping the hands free.

      In 1883, The Art Journal reported: "... The long and uncomfortable chatelaine, with its noisy toys, has been reduced to the dimensions of a clock chain and swivel, worn on the lady's waist in order to show off her dress ..."

      These sort of lady's hanging chains and essentials were generally called an equipage in the 17th and 18th centuries, and not often called a chatelaine until the 19th century.  (Information from the curator of Victoria and Albert Museum, London, UK.)
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      In the 18th Century especially, Etui, or Necessaire, or any tiny carrying cases for essentials were attached to chains and carried on the person. And fobs were another essential for men that were attached at the waist to pants or to a vest or waistcoat and were the female equivalent of a housekeeper’s chatelaine.

      ‘Etui’ were carried by affluent members of society, especially in the 17th and 18th Centuries when noblemen and women were required to attend court many times through the year,  to carry secret correspondence between lovers or other cohorts. Confidential notes would be tucked inside tiny boxes or tubes. They were then sealed with wax for optimal security and often attached to a chatelaine or chain for added security.

      A Nécessaire is a small box-like container, similar to an Etui, but designed to carry more items, such as pencils, notepads, tweezers, or scissors and other sewing essentials.  These could also be attached to a person via a fob or chain so they were always accessible.

      In some places, a chatelaine might also be called an equipage, as in an advertisement on April 28th, 1768, in the Boston News Letter. Although, not every equipage is what we think of as a chatelaine.

      Mid-18th-century chatelaines were usually made from gilt metal, an alloy such as pinchbeck, or silver and gold. They were often ornately embossed with Rococo scrolling and sometimes had mother of pearl or agate panels.
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      1730-1735 ca. Pinchbeck Cut Steel Chatelaine, Probably England. Incorporating scissors case, needle case, etui and two thimble cases. Pinchbeck, like brass, is an alloy of copper and zinc specially mixed to resemble gold. The process was invented in the 18th century by a London clockmaker, Christopher Pinchbeck. via Victoria and Albert Museum, London, UK. collections.vam.ac.uk.
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      1762 Chatelaine, French. Louis XV Gold, Enamel and Rock Crystal. Scent Bottle, Bonbonniere and Thimble-Case. Mark of Jean-Marc-Antoine Ecosse, Paris. via Christie’s Auction Rooms.  ~ christies.com
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      18th Century  Silver Chatelaine, American. With Lorgnette Or Eye Glasses, perfume bottle and coin purse. via  Metropolitan Museum,  N.Y.C.,  U.S.A.
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      18th Century Late Chatelaine, British. Colored and chased gold and silver, Swiss. Via British Museum, London, UK.   britishmuseum.org  (PD-Art)
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      18th Century Chatelaine, Continental. The Philadelphia Museum of Art.
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      18th Century Late  Steel, Enameled, and Gold Chatelaine, French.  via Metropolitan Museum,  N.Y.C.,  U.S.A.
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      1770 ca. Steel Chatelaine with colored gold decoration, England. Height: 14cm, Width: 5.3cm, Depth: 1.8cm. via Victoria and Albert Museum, London, UK. collections.vam.ac.uk
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      1790 ca.  Chatelaine Signed John Barton, London. Gold and enamel open face key wound watch with matching gilt metal and enamel Chatelaine. via Christie’s Auction Rooms.  christies.com
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      18th Century Mid. Chatelaine, French. Gold châtelaine with 'nécessaire de toilette'. Includes razor, scissors, toothpick, nail file, etc. via larsdatter.com.
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      18th Century Late. Chatelaine in Case. Gilt, metal, and bloodstone mounted chatelaine, or Etui (Necessaire ) and companion box. Via Live Auctions ~  liveauctioneers.com
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      1779 Chatelaine Purchased By Physician Sir James Napier for 63 pounds and 10 shillings. Gold chatelaine and quarter repeating watch both with painted enamels. Via British Museum, London, UK.  britishmuseum.org (PD-Art)
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      1775-1765 ca. Enamel Chatelaine, West Midlands, England. This equipage consists of 8 parts including a Chatelaine, Instrument, Tweezers, Instrument, Knife or Cutting Tool, and a Box. Painted enamel on copper, with gilt-metal mounts and attachments.  Via Victoria and Albert Museum, London, UK.

      
        
          [image: 1775-1765 ca. Enamel Equipage Or Chatelaine,            West Midlands, England.            This equipage consists of 8 parts including            Chatelaine, Instrument, Tweezers, Instrument,            Knife or Cutting Tool and a Box.            Painted enamel on copper, with gilt-metal            mounts and attachments.           via Suzi Love  suzilove.com            Victoria and Albert Museum, London, UK.            collections.vam.ac.uk.]
        

      

      The main element of this chatelaine is an étui, a container fitted with a penknife, a bodkin for threading ribbon through lace, a combined nail-file and tweezers, and a combined toothpick and earscoop. Because these items are a selection from a fairly standard list of étui equipment, it is possible to tell from the shape of the remaining empty slot that this étui once also contained a hinged pair of ivory memorandum leaves (these could be written on, using a pencil). The small egg-shaped screw-top containers known as breloques may have been for small breath-freshening sweets. Chatelaines were not just attractive ornaments for ladies; their contents were useful too, and not unlike today's manicure sets, sewing kits and Swiss army knives.

      Mid-18th-century chatelaines were usually made from gilt metal, an alloy such as pinchbeck, or silver and gold. They were often ornately embossed with Rococo scrolling and sometimes had mother of pearl or agate panels. Enameled chatelaines are comparatively unusual. They were quite complex to assemble, and few West Midlands workshops, except enterprises as large as that of Boulton and Fothergill of Birmingham, were capable of producing all the components, including mounts and enameled parts. This is therefore the product of a larger factory, or if from a small workshop, a composite of parts bought in.

      The enamel on this chatelaine uses decorative motifs from contemporary German porcelain but its mounts are typical of the West Midlands. They were made from one of the many varieties of brass-like base metals imitating gold. The most famous was 'pinchbeck', a brass-like alloy made to imitate gold, that was invented by Christopher Pinchbeck.
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