Tali
Tali, commonly known today as Knucklebones, was perhaps the most popular game played among the Romans. It resembled the game of dice except that sets of marked bones were used, called tali. Tali was inherited from the ancient Greeks, who had originally made the pieces from astragaloi, or the knucklebones of sheep or goats, like the ones pictured here. Notice the tali on the bottom, which is made of brass. The Romans would also make them from silver, gold, ivory, marble, wood, bone, bronze, glass, terracotta, and precious gems.The original shape of the tali, however, was preserved. These shapes would sit on one of four sides when dropped.

The four sides of the tali were inscribed with symbols, perhaps sometimes Roman numerals, and each had a different value of 1, 3, 4, or 6. Four tali were dropped from a moderate height over a gaming table or the ground. There were variations on scoring. Numerical values did not have precedence over a Venus, Vultures, or a Senio. Numerical values for the other possibilities would represent a simple variation. In place of numerical values, the concept of pairs of numbers could take precedence, as it does in modern cards. Other rules could be agreed upon at the start of the game, in much the same way as is done at the beginning of a poker hand.

· Click here to see an images of a youth holding a tali. 

The scoring presented below is based on simple numerical superiority, except for Venus, Senio, Vultures, and Dogs (lowest of the Vultures). In the case of tying values, poker-like rules prevail, that is, a triple beats a pair, but two pair beat a triple. More advanced players could adapt other poker-like rules as they please.

	SCORING RULES FOR TALI :

	(1,3,4,6) :Venus -- all four tali with different sides.

	(6,6,6,4) : Total = 22

	(6,6,6,3) : Total = 21

	(6,6,4,4) : Total = 20

	(6,6,6,1) : Total = 19 (high)

	(6,6,4,3) : Total = 19

	(6,6,3,3) : Total = 18

	(6,6,4,1) : Total = 17

	(6,6,3,1) : Total = 16

	(4,4,4,3) : Total = 15

	(6,6,1,1) : Total = 14 (high)

	(4,4,3,3) : Total = 14

	(4,4,4,1) : Total = 13

	(4,4,3,1) : Total = 12

	(4,3,3,1) : Total = 11

	(4,4,1,1) : Total = 10 (high)

	(3,3,3,1) : Total = 10

	(4,3,1,1) : Total = 9

	(3,3,1,1) : Total = 8

	(4,1,1,1) : Total = 7

	(3,1,1,1) : Total = 6

	(6,x,x,x) : Senio -- a single six and anything

	(6,6,6,6) : Vultures -- all four tali the same

	(4,4,4,4) : Vultures -- all four tali the same

	(3,3,3,3) : Vultures -- all four tali the same

	(1,1,1,1) : Dogs -- lowest of the Vultures


Surprisingly, only one ambiguity occurs with the above numerical precedents, at the value 14. In this case the highest pair (the sixes) is assumed to have numerical precedence over the other highest pair (of fours).

In a variation played by the Emperor Augustus, anyone throwing the Dogs put 4 coins in the pot, and the first player to throw a Venus would take all.

One could create a simple set of tali playing pieces by blanking the 2's and the 5's on four dice, but then the ones that came up blank would have to be re-dropped. Tetrahedra might be a good modern alternative, but one could also cut up a pair of chopsticks and mark the sides.

Tropa
One variation on Tali involved throwing the dice into the narrow neck of a glass jar. Players would compete in this game and it clearly involved skill as well as chance. Three dice were tossed, or perhaps four astragaloi, and only the score of those that entered the jar would count. The scoring may have followed that of Tali, as detailed above.

Tesserae
Playing Dice was very popular game among the Romans. The Romans called these tesserae, but they also had a type with only four marked faces called tali. The only difference between these Roman dice and modern dice is that the numbers were arranged such that any two opposite sides would add up to seven. Dice were shaken in a cup then tossed, as croupiers do today. Bets were placed the same manner as we place them today. Greeks played with three dice, but Romans played with [image: image11.png]=




two, except for the board game Duodecim Scripta.

This game was played in taverns as well as gambling houses, brothels and on the street. The emperor Commodus was fond of gambling with dice, and once turned the Imperial Palace into a brothel and gambling house to raise money for the treasury he bankrupted. In this he may have followed a precedent set by the mad emperor Caligula.

The game of dice could be played with other pieces, such as knucklebones, or Senet sticks, which would be tossed in the same way. The Romans, in fact, played a variety of games of chance for the purpose of gambling. Coin tossing was known as capita aut navia, which means "heads or ships," (early Roman coins always had a ship on the tail side). These games were often played in the streets.

The wall drawing shown below comes from a tavern in Pompeii. The image was redrawn from Gusman's Pompeii, the City, its Life and Art. Treatments were provided by the author. The Latin captions read "Exsi" and ''Non tria duas est," in the first frame. In the second they appeared to read "Noxsii amii tria iigo fui," then "Urtii. Piillatorii hgo tui," and the barkeeper says "Itis foras rixsatis." Though this Latin seems archaic, it is charmingly slang-like and was probably all cliches to the Romans.
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Below at the left is provided an English equivalent colloquialized by the author. Bell and others considered this to represent Duodecim Scripta, and "exsi" makes sense in this regard. However, how a two can be rolled with three dice has never been explained by anyone, but then, one should not underestimate the Roman sense of humor.
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Gambling became such an obsession for some Romans, and such a social problem in general, that the government was forced to restrict it. This was indeed unusual for the Romans, as they rarely restricted any type of civil or business activity. The Republic restricted gambling to the week-long festivities surrounding the Saturnalia (the modern Christmas and New Year's holidays).

Under Roman law, games of chance played for money were forbidden under the penalty of a fine fixed at four times the value of the stakes. We can imagine how effective this must have been. It probably caused most gaming tables to simply be moved indoors to so-called private clubs. Furthermore, gambling chips would have replaced actual money in the games. Considerable evidence for this exists in the large number of marked gambling chips that have been found throughout the Roman Empire, examples of which are shown here.
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These chips, called roundels, are generally made of bone and carrying numerical markings on one side. The most common markings are X, V and I, with only a small proportion marked with other numbers such as II, III, VIII, IX, or other numbers up to 18. Many of the chips marked with an X have an extra vertical line through the middle, which symbolizes a denarii, or a Roman coin. Some of the chips are even labeled remittam libenter ("I will gladly repay"). This is the Roman equivalent of an I.O.U. and, presumably, the repayment would have been made to or from the tavern or gambling club, much the same as is done with gambling tokens in Las Vegas today. These chips bear a great similarity to those colored roundels that would have been used for other board games, such as Calculi and Tabula. This should not be surprising since they were made by the same process, turning and grinding sections of bone on a lathe. In fact, many of these gaming pieces could have served dual purposes.

[image: image5.png]®» OO




Betting on horse races and gladiatorial combat was never restricted and this left the gamers some leeway in satisfying their gambling habits legally. In the later Empire it seems enforcement was spotty or neglected altogether, since even the emperors would gamble. Augustus Caesar regularly played dice or knucklebones with his family in the Imperial Palace, giving them handfuls of coins to start with.

Latrunculi 
Here is a peculiar description of a game from the Persian writer Firdawsi (300?), who presumed to describe the origin of chess in the East. His description, however, seems to confuse Latrunculi with a game played with dice. This is the description, ignoring the reference to dice, of the [image: image12.png]4 WALL DRAWING FROM POMPEI!




King of India answering the King of Persia's challenge to learn this game.

He arranged an army similar to that of chess; he placed the two sides in order of battle and distributed the troops, ready for battle and for the assault of the town, among eight houses. The field was black, the battle-field square, and there were two powerful kings of good disposition who should both move without ever receiving injury. Each had at his side an army in its arrangements, collected at the head of the field, and ready for the fray. The two kings advanced upon the field of battle, their troops moved on all sides around them, each trying to outgo the other; now they fought on the heights, now on the plains; when two on one side had surprised a man by himself, he was lost to his side, and the two armies remained face to face until it was seen who was beaten.

This particular game was supposed to have been played on an 8 x 8 board with 8 men and a king on each side, although this description seems to exaggerate all the proportions and actions. This passage suggests at least two types of players, the king and the ordinary troops, which makes it distinct from Petteia (single stone Latrunculi).

A tantalizing clue to the nature of the game comes from the Vikings, who played a very similar game called Hnefatafl. This game is related to a group of games played by the Danes, the Swedes, the Lapps, the British and the Irish. Although the initial arrangement is different, and the board includes one king, in all other respects, this games appears to be the same as Latrunculi. Since the players in this game all have the move of a rook, we can conclude that the same must be true in Latrunculi. Also, the king in Hnefatafl cannot be captured, but can be immobilized.

A game in progress was discovered at Stanway in Essex, England, in 1996, on a board which had a length of 12 spaces, and a width of 8. The board has disappeared, but the hinges and metal fittings were still present and the stones remained essentially in place where they were left. Two or three had apparently been played, as shown in the diagram at right.

· Click here to see an example board. 

In addition to the glass stones, additional white and black pieces appeared. These could represent the king of hnefatafl, a game probably derived from Latrunculi, but the Romans would never have used the term "king". More likely is that this extra piece was either a commander or an Eagle (aquila). The eagle was carried by the standard-bearer and protecting it was of great importance.
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The Stanway board has no center for an eagle, and the extra white and black pieces were placed on the fourth line. The eagles must have been moved once each, and the only symmetrical positions they could possibly have moved from are shown in the diagram at left.

This game could actually represent the transition of Roman Latrunculi (single stone) into the Celtic/British precursor to hnefatafl. In this case they were still using a Latrunculi board. The additional pieces, the eagles, in this version would seem to be a Roman innovation, since Latrunculi does not appear in Greece or in Egypt. Or they could be a British innovation, hence the name "kings" in hnefatafl (the Celts had no Eagles or standard-bearers). The conclusion can be drawn by similarity that the eagle cannot be killed but could engage in capturing enemy stones. A game could be won by penning up the eagle or killing all the men and penning up the eagle. Although in Henfatafl the king could only move one space at a time, it is clear from the Stanway game that the eagles have moved several spaces in one move.

A layout of the gameboard is shown below, based on the game found at Stanway in Essex, England. The eagles are located symmetrically opposite one another. The similarity to the placement of the kings in modern chess should not go unnoticed. Each eagle is placed right of center in front of twelve latro on a 12 x 8 board. Furthermore, the eagle cannot be captured, but can only be penned up. In all other respects, this version is played the same as Petteia. Two men may capture an enemy player by enclosing him on two sides, horizontal or vertical. When all the enemy's men are either captured or enclosed, the game is over.

Proposed Rules for Latrunculi
1. Use 12 x 8 board arranged as above, or a 10 by 11 with the king centered between 5 men. 

2. Stones are lined up as shown on the board diagram, and Black plays first. 

3. Stones may move any number of spaces in the horizontal or vertical direction. 

4. Eagles cannot be captured but can be immobilized. 

5. A single stone is captured if it is surrounded on two sides (similar to latrunculi). 

6. The outside walls cannot be used to capture men. 

7. First player to block up or kill all the enemy stones and immobilize the enemy eagle wins. 

Duodecim Scripta
Duodecim Scripta means "Twelve Lines" and was played on a board like the one below. Two players sat across from each other and placed their 15 black or white pieces (presumably stacked) on the first square on their side of the board. They then each tossed a set of three dice fom a cup and would move their pieces according to the value of the throw.
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The pieces were like the lathed bone roundels. These seemed to be the standard pieces for most games of this type. Gambling chips looked essentially the same, but were scratched (on the backside) with numerals representing money values. Game pieces were also distinguishable by the fact that they were often inscribed on the back with the owner's name or initials. The colors have faded, but pieces that were not bone-white were either blue or black, but some pieces have been found that were red or even yellow.

The object was to get all one's pieces across the board to the final square. If you landed on a square that had an opponent's piece already on it, that piece would return to (their) square one. If two or more opponent's pieces were already on the square, then it could not be occupied. Presumably you would be forced to fall short, or rearrange the moves of your own pieces.

Some of the squares had names. Square 14 was called Antigonus. Square 19 was Summus. Square 23 was Divus. The special meaning, if any, of these names is not certain.

Obviously this game has a great deal in common with modern Backgammon and with Egyptian Senet. In fact, Duodecim Scriptorum may derive from its Egyptian precursor, since Senet dates to about 1000 years before the founding of Rome in 753 BCE.

Some historians believe that Duodecim Scriptora is the same as the game of the six six-lettered words, which we call Felix Sex. They have assumed that an extra row was added to create 36 squares, and that the squares were changed to letters so as to form words. But why they would continue to call the game "Twelve Lines" when there were neither twelve items nor any lines is unexplained by proponents of this theory. See the page on Felix Sex for further discussion on this matter.

Games sometimes split into two major variations. Just consider that Football and Rugby both evolved from Soccer. In the same way, Duodecim Scriptora may have led to the development of Felix Sex, but it most certainly led to the spin-off version called Alea or Tabula. And Tabula is the forerunner of a group of similar games played in Medieval Europe (Ad Elta Stelpur & Sixe-Ace) and Arabia (Nard) which have produced the modern game of Backgammon.
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When the above depiction of a Duodecim Scriptorum board is expanded widthwise, and the playing pieces are set alongside each other, rather than stacked, we immediately see the resemblance to modern backgammon. In fact, the typical bone playing pieces were so unevenly cut that they may not have stacked well, and this may have caused the board dimensions to change out of necessity.

Tabula
In Roman antiquity this game was known as alea, meaning 'gambling', but came to be called tabula, 'board' or 'table', since it was played on a board. Alea dates back to several centuries BCE and appears to have evolved directly from Duodecim Scriptorum, the game of Twelve Lines. Tabula bears some similarity to Egyptian Senet, which dates back to at least 3000 BCE.

Popular with soldiers, Tabula reached Arabia by Roman expansion into the Mideast in the first century.Tabula spawned a series of games throughout Europe, such as Ad Elta Stelpur in Iceland, Taefle and Fayles in England (1025), Sixe-Ace in Spain (1251), and Tourne-case in France. The Arabian game Nard appears to be a slightly modifed version of Tabula, perhaps incorporating aspects of Egyptian Senet. Nard spread to the Far East in about 220 and became widely popular. Chinese tradition attributes the invention of Nard to western India. The considerable diversity of these types of games, called race games by Bell, all center around common themes of play, and therefore parallel development and mutual interchange of ideas over the millennia may preclude assignment of absolute credit.
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The general principles of these race-type games are well known, and detailed explanations exist in Medieval documents for some of the European variants. Our knowledge of the rules of Tabula, however, comes primarily from the record of a game played by the emperor Zeno in 480, which is illustrated above. Zeno found himself in such a remarkably untenable position, that the details of the game have been preserved by posterity. Zeno, playing white, threw a 2/5/6 with the dice and was forced to break up his three pairs, as his men were blocked across the board. No other moves were possible, and the result is ruinous for white.

Tabula is the gambling game of which the Emperor Claudius was most fond. Around the year 50, Claudius wrote a history of the game of Tabula which, unfortunately, has not survived. His imperial carriage was equipped with an alveus, a Tabula playing board, so that he could play while travelling.

Tabula is also the game which was primarily responsible for the gambling mania which swept Rome prior to its being declared illegal under the Republic. The fine for gambling at any other time except the Saturnalia was four times the stakes, although this law was only weakly and sporadically enforced.

The gaming pieces used in Tabula were evidently the same as the bone roundels used in other games such as Duodecim Scriptorum and Calculi. The colors seem to have been mostly black and white, or blue and white, but some other colors have been found. Occasionally colored glass pieces were used.



The Rules of Tabula

1. The board, as illustrated above, can be a backgammon board. Each player has 15 pieces. 

2. All pieces enter from square 1 and travel counterclockwise. 

3. Three dice are thrown, and the three numbers determine the moves of between 1 and 3 pieces. 

4. Any part of a throw which could not be used was lost, but a player must use the whole value of the throw if it is possible. Zeno's fatal situation resulted from this rule. 

5. If a player landed a piece on a point with one enemy piece, the enemy piece was removed from the board and had to re-enter the game on the next throw. 

6. If a player had 2 or more men on a point, this position was closed to the enemy, and these men could not be captured. 

7. No player may enter the second half of the board until all men have entered the board. 

8. No player may exit the board until all pieces have entered the last quarter. This means that if a single man is hit, the remaining pieces may be frozen in the last quarter until he re-enters and catches up with them again. 

Calculi
This game is the familiar game of "Five in a Row," which was played on the same boards as Latrunculi. This game has been named Calculi, which means "stones" (or "pebbles" or "counters") in Latin. The Romans referred to this game as ludus calculorum, "the game of stones," but the references are general and unclear. Some experts believe the Romans used the term ludus calculorum to refer to any game played with stones including ludus latrunculorum. This view can lead to confusion between the games, and therefore the name Calculi has been coined to distinguish this game from Latrunculi.

Stones were used for counting before the abacus was introduced, hence the word 'calculate.' Some historians and archeologists have referred to this game as Roman Draughts or Checkers because of the similarity of the board and pieces. However, few boards were checkered in black and white -- many were just made of lines.
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Directions 

This game requires a bit larger board, and a lot more stones, than Latrunculi, but can be played on 8 x 8 boards. Some large bags of stones have been found, which include roundels (gambling chips) as well as glass latro (glass soldier-stones). 

The traditional rules of Calculi, or "Five in a Row," are as follows:

1. Black plays first. 

2. First person to line up five stones in a row orthogonally or diagonally wins. 

3. It is illegal to make a "double open-ended three" unless one is forced to do so. 

4. If the board becomes filled, the game is a draw. 

A double open-ended three, or three in a row simultaneously in two directions, is banned because it is too easy to win, and occurs frequently. This rule makes for a much more interesting game, and leads to the strategy in which one tries to make a double "three and a four," which is like a double open-ended three, except that one line is made of four in a row.

