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Among all Indian board games it is the game of chess which has so far received the greatest scholarly attention. Howeûer, nearly all the books and articles written in the past on the rules of Indian chess are based on relatively few indigenous literary sources. These are above all two Sanskrit texts from the 15th and 16th centuries A. D. which both describe the rules of four-handed chess played with dice. The first is entitled Tithitattva and was composed by a certain Raghunandana. It was edited and translated for the first time by the Indologist Albrecht Weber (1872:59-89). The second is the CaturangadTpika ** ascribed to a certain Sûlsp6ni which was made accessible to scholarly research by Manomohan Ghosh (1936). The four-handed dice chess which is also mentioned by the Arabic traveller and scholar 6l-BTrûnT in the eleventh century A. D. was evidently quite different from the two-handed chess as we know it today. Each of the four players had a boat, a horse, an elephant, a king and four pawns only. The aim of the game was not to checkmate the king, but to capture as many prisoners as possible.



For the rules of two-handed chess, we have another Sanskrit text called



NïtimôgùkhÊ which was composed between 1600 and 1700 by a certain NTtôksnthô. It



was Weber again who published it in 1873, together with a German translation and detailed annotations. These three texts, the Tithitattva, the CaturangadTpikE and the NTt i m s U û k h a along with a few others 1 are the only Indian literary sources on which most investigators have founded their sometimes far-reaching assumptions about the origin and the rules of lndian chess. Our knowledge of the primary literary sources of Indian board games other than chess is even more scanty. The most detailed information about these games is contained in books by H. J. R. Murray (1952) and R. C. Bell (1960). The latter describes chess and its variants as well as the following board games which are played to the present day in India: Pachisi, Thaayam, Tablan, Pallanguli and several others. However, both Murray's and Bell's descriptions of these games are nowhere based on primary texts, but only on secondary sources. Also the important article by W. N. Norman called The Indian Games of Pachisi, Chaupar, and Chausar is not based on a critical investigation of primarl sources, but only on the translation of a Persian text, namely the ÀÎn-i-AkbarT composed in the 16th century A. D. by Abù'l Fszl AllEml, the minister and chronicler of the Mughal ruler Akbar. Strictly speaking, however, textual sources for Indian board games are not at all that scarce. Scholars have been unaware of the fact that there is a considerable body of texts written not only in Sanskrit, the classical cultural language of India, but also in * Dr. Andreas Bock-Raming is affiliated wilh the Orientalisches Seminar, Universitât Freiburg, Germany ** The author is nol responsible for the absence ofdiacritical marks in the Sanskit texts. (de Voogt, Ed.)



l E.g.the5thchapteroftheKÊvU6lËmkËrËcomposedbyeuorata (2ndhalfofthegthcenturyA.D.); for the details of this text see H. Jacobi, Ûber zwei âltere Erwâhnungen des Schachspiels in der SanskitLitreratur. In: ZDMG 1896:50. p.227-233 = Kleine Schriften, p 540-546. 112
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which may be adopted optionally instead of the normal initial position, are technical terms for such battle arrays and have their place in Sanskrit texts on the conduct ofwar. Probably even more interesting than the Ms.'s description of chess is another passage in the same work (Ms. 5,634-712ab) describing a game which in many respects resembles our modern backgammon. So far, it is the only Indian literary source which gives us detailed information about the form of the game-board, the pieces and the dice as well as the rules for playing this galne. The size ofthe game board-as well as that of the pieces is given in the Indian measùïe anguta which literally means 'finger's breadth' and approximately corresponds to 314 inch or 1.9 cm (cf. Michaels 1978). For the game board, the Ms. prescribes a length of 48 a. which is equivalent to9I.44 cm and a breadth of 20 a. which is equivalent to 38.1 cm. Interestingly enough, the text also gives a measure of height, namely 20 â. which is 38.1 cm. The question is how to interpret this detail. Possibly, it means that the game board did not lie directly on the groundbut was placed on a table or something like that. Furthermore, the text says that the game board should be equipped with 24 points - in Sanskrit they are called grha-s which means 'houses' -, each of them 4 a. that is 7.6 cm wide and 9 a. that is 17.1 cm long. According to the Ms., these points were not triangular as they are in modern backgammon, but werè rounded off towards the middle of the board. They were arranged in two rows, each row being divided into two groups of 6 points. From these details we can draw the conclusion that at the time of the Ms. the Indian backgammon board was very similar to the kind of board we use today. The modern backgammon board too has 24 points,the12 points of each row being divided into two sections, namely the inner and outer tables of each of the trvo players. However, the Ms. does not give us any clue whether the points on the board were painted in two alternating colours on a board of a third colour as it is the case with today's backgammon boards.



Backgammon as is attested in the Ms was played with altogether 30 pieces - in Sanskrit they are called s6ra-s - , 15 white ones for the first player and 15 colôured ones for the second. With respect to the size of the pieces, the Ms. prescribes a height of 3 a. that is 5.7 cm and a width of 2112 a. that is 4.7 cm. The pieces are said to have the shape of a female breast.



A very interesting point in the Ms.'s description of what is known today as backgammon concerns the initial positions of the pieces on the board. It is generally known that in modern backgammon at the beginning of the game the pieces are positioned in the way shown in diagram 2 on page 1 1. In the Indian backgammon, however, 6 different initial positions were allowed, two of which I have illustrated in diagrams 3 and 4 (for the sake of simplicity, I have retained in these diagrams the conventional terms White and Black, although the Indian text speaks, as I have already mentioned, of white and coloured pieces). Of special interest is the second example illustrated in diagram no. 4, where all pieces of one colour, e.g. Black, are placed on the 7th point of the outer table of Black. Besides the game board and the pieces, dice were necessary for playing the game. They were either prismatic or cubical in fbrm. The prismatic dice named posJt 
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