
The Unofficial Rules of Pétanque 

Glossary 

• Terrain. An area where many games of pétanque can be played. 
• Piste. A discrete area on a terrain where one game takes place. 
• Boules. The metal objects thrown at the jack. 
• Jack. The small wooden object that boules are aimed at. 
• Dead. No longer in play. Out of Bounds. 

Rule 1. Composition of teams  

1. Teams can be triples, doubles, or singles. 
2. In triples, each player has 2 boules. In doubles & singles 3 boules.  
3. Triples may play doubles if the total number of boules in the game is 12. 

Rule 2. Characteristics of boules  

1. To be made of metal.   
2. To have a diameter between 7cm and 8cm.  
3. To weigh between 650g & 800g.  
4. To be a set of three matching boules 

Rule 3. Removing material from the terrain. 

1. Clubs may rake and tidy their terrain before the games begin. 
2. Players must not remove anything from the piste once a game has started. 
3. However the player who is about to play, or one of his partners, may fill in a 

hole made by one boule played previously.  

Rule 4. Time allowed to play  

1. A player has one minute to play his boule.  
2. This starts from when the previous boule or jack stops or after measuring or 

after removal of dead boules.  

Rule 5. Behaviour of players and spectators during a game  

1. During the time allowed for a player to throw a boule the spectators and 
players must observe total silence.  



2. The opponents must not walk, gesticulate or do anything that could disturb 
the player about to play. Only his team-mates may remain between the 
throwing circle and the jack.  

3. The opponents must remain beyond the jack or behind the player and at 
least 2m from the person playing.  

Rule 6. Start of play and the circle  

1. A coin is tossed to decide both choice of piste and who throws the first jack.  
2. If a piste has been allocated by the organisers, the jack must be thrown on 

that piste. The teams cannot move piste without asking the organiser.  
3. A member of the team winning the toss chooses the starting point and 

draws or places a circle on the ground. The throwing of the jack by one 
member of the team does not mean that he is obliged to be the first to play.  

4. A drawn circle should be between 35cm and 50cm in diameter. Where a 
prefabricated circle is used, it must be rigid and have an internal diameter of 
50cm. Use of the prefabricated circles is the decision of the organiser who 
must supply them.  

5. This circle must be more than a metre away from any obstacle and at least 
2 metres from another throwing circle in use.  

6. The team throwing the jack must erase all throwing circles nearby.  
7. The player’s feet must be entirely inside the circle and they must not leave it 

or be lifted completely off the ground until the thrown boule has landed. No 
part of the body may touch the ground outside the circle.  

8. Those disabled in the lower limbs may place only one foot inside the circle. 
For wheelchair players the wheel on the side of the throwing arm must be 
inside the circle.  

9. If a player picks up the circle before the end is complete his team will not be 
allowed to play their remaining boules. 

Rule 7. Throwing of the first and following boules  

1. The first boule of an end is thrown by the team that won the toss or won the 
previous end. After that, it is the team that does not hold the point that plays.  

2. The player must not use any object or draw a line on the ground to guide 
him in playing a boule or mark its landing point. Whilst playing his last boule, 
it is forbidden to carry a boule in the other hand.  

3. The boules must be played one at a time.  



4. Any boule thrown cannot be replayed unless it has been stopped or 
deviated accidentally from its course by a boule or jack coming from another 
game, or by any person, animal or moving object. 

5. It is forbidden to moisten the boules or the jack during a game. 
6. A player must remove any trace of mud or similar deposit before throwing. 
7. If the first boule played leaves the piste, it is for the opponent to play then 

alternately while there are no boules on the piste.  
8. If no boules are left on the piste after they have all been played it’s a dead 

end. The team who threw the jack throw it again. 

Rule 8. Valid jacks  

1. The jack is between 6m and 10m from the internal front edge of the circle. 
2. The jack is 1 metre from any obstacle and any out-of-bounds area. 
3. The jack is visible to the player whose feet are placed astride the extreme 

limits of the interior of the circle and whose body is upright.  
4. If the jack could not be thrown to 10m the player may step back, in line with 

the previous end's play, without exceeding 10m. 
5. The team throwing the jack has one attempt to throw a valid jack. After that 

the opposition may place the jack at any valid length. 
6. If the thrown jack is stopped by any person, animal or any moving object it is 

thrown again without being included in the three throws.  

Rule 9. Times when the jack is dead. 

1. When it hits the perimeter of the piste, even if it rebounds on to the piste.  
2. A jack straddling a boundary string is dead only after having completely 

crossed the boundary of the piste when viewed from directly above.  
3. A puddle on which a jack floats freely in out of bounds. 
4. When the jack is no longer visible from the circle.  
5. When the jack is more than 20m or less than 3m from the throwing circle. 

Rule 10. Rules to apply if the jack is dead  

1. If both teams have boules to play, the end is dead. 
2. The both teams have no more boules in hand, the end is dead.   
3. If only one team has boules left, this team scores a point for each boule. 

Rule 11. Jack masked or moved  

1. If a leaf or a piece of paper masks the jack these are removed.  



2. If the jack is moved by the wind or the slope of the terrain, or by a player or 
spectator accidentally treading on it, a boule or a jack coming from another 
game, an animal or any other mobile object, it is returned to its original 
position, provided this was marked.  

3. No claim can be accepted regarding a jack that has not been marked.  
4. If the jack is moved by a boule played in a game it is valid.  

Rule 12. Jack moved into another game  

1. If the jack goes onto another piste it is still valid if there are no piste 
boundaries. If there are strings once it crosses the string it is dead. 

2. The players using this jack will wait for the players in the other game to 
complete their end, before completing their own.  

3. All players concerned must show patience and courtesy.  
4. At the following end the teams continue on the piste allocated to them and 

the jack is thrown again from the place it occupied when it was displaced. 

Rule 13. Test throwing of the boules. 

1. No-one may test throw his boule during the game.  

Rule 14. Dead boules  

1. Any boule is dead when it leaves the piste where the game is taking place. 
This may be by hitting the perimeter or crossing a string. 

2. A boule straddling the stringed boundary of the piste is not dead.  
3. The boule is dead only after having completely crossed the boundary when 

viewed from directly above.  
4. If the boule then comes back onto the piste, either because of the slope of 

the ground or by having rebounded from an obstacle, moving or stationary, 
it is immediately taken out of the game and anything that it has displaced is 
put back in place.  

5. Any dead boule must immediately be removed from the game. It will be 
considered live the moment another boule is played by the opposing team.  

6. Players about to throw should wait for dead boules to be removed before 
playing. Any team may remove dead boules once they are agreed as dead. 

Rule 15. Stopped boules  

1. Any boule that is stopped or deviated by a spectator will remain where it 
comes to rest.  



2. Any boule that is stopped or deviated accidentally by a player to whose 
team it belongs, is dead.  

3. Any boule that is stopped or deviated accidentally by an opponent, can, 
according to the player’s wishes be replayed or left where it comes to rest.  

4. When a marked boule is shot, or hit and is stopped or deviated accidentally 
by a player, the opponent may leave it where it stopped or replace it. 

5. The player purposely stopping a moving boule is immediately disqualified, 
along with his or her team, for the game in progress.  

Rule 16. Boules that are moved 

1. Marked boules can be replaced if moved by wind, dead boules rebounding 
onto the piste or third parties not playing in the game.  

2. Non marked boules cannot be replaced. 
3. However, if a boule is moved by a boule played in a game it is valid.  

Rule 17. A player throwing a boule other than his own  

1. The player who plays a boule other than his own must immediately replace 
it with his own when the error is discovered. 

Rule 18. Boules thrown contrary to the rules  

1. Any boule thrown contrary to the rules is dead and anything that it has 
displaced, if marked, in its travel is put back in place.  

2. However, the opponent has the right to apply the advantage rule and 
declare it to be valid. In this case, the boule is valid and anything it has 
displaced remains in its place.  

3. A boule not played at the appropriate time is dead. 

Rule 19. Picking up Boules  

1. Players must not pick up played boules before the completion of an end. If 
they do their team’s unplayed boules cannot be played. 

2. All boules picked up before the agreement of points are dead.  

Rule 20. Boules equidistant from the jack  

1. If the two teams have no more boules to play the end is dead and the jack 
belongs to the team which threw it previously.  

2. If only one team has boules left, it plays them. 



3. If both teams have boules left, the team which played the last boule plays 
again, then alternately until one team holds the point.  

Rule 21. Measuring of points  

1. The measuring of a point is the duty of the team who last played. The 
opponents still have the right to measure.  

2. If teams cannot agree a trusted 3rd party will measure. His decision is final. 
3. Measuring must be done with appropriate instruments, which each team 

must possess. It is forbidden to measure with feet.  
4. Measuring should be from the mid point of the boule to the edge of the jack. 
5. The team, whose player moves the jack or one of the contested boules 

while measuring loses the point being measured.  
6. In order to measure a point, it is permitted, after marking positions, to 

temporarily remove boules between the jack & the boules to be measured.  
7. After measuring, the boules which were removed are put back. If the objects 

cannot be removed, the measuring is done with the aid of callipers.  

Rule 22. Complaints  

1. Complaints must be made to a club official of the host club and/or the event 
organiser who will rule using common sense. This ruling is final.  

2. If a situation is not covered by these rules a decision will be made using 
common sense having regard to the views of the players involved.  

Note. Common sense 

1. Many infringements and penalties are linked to having umpires. With no 
umpires it is difficult to enforce. 

2. Where there is an infringement and no umpire team captains should agree 
an equitable solution between them without outside help. 
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