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The academic study of games, known as ludology, underwent a foundational shift in 1952 with the publication of 

Harold James Ruthven Murray’s A History of Board-Games Other Than Chess. While Murray is perhaps more 

widely recognized for his exhaustive 1913 treatise on chess, his later work expanded the horizon of historical 

analysis to include thousands of years of human play across every inhabited continent. This technical analysis 

explores the core frameworks established by Murray, detailing the mechanical classifications, archaeological 

reconstructions, and the diffusionist theories that explain how games like Nao-guti, Mancala, and Draughts

evolved into their modern counterparts.

The Theoretical Framework: Murray’s Five Categories

Murray’s methodology was rooted in a strict taxonomic approach. He recognized that board games are not merely

cultural artifacts but mathematical systems defined by their objectives and movement constraints. He categorized

board games into five primary groups based on their core mechanics and winning conditions. Understanding these

categories is essential for any technical analysis of game evolution.

1. Games of Alinement and Configuration

These games focus on the spatial arrangement of pieces. The primary objective is usually to achieve a specific 

geometric pattern (linear, diagonal, or square) or to occupy specific positions on the board. Nao-guti (nine-game) 

and Bara-guti, mentioned in the technical records from Punjab and Bengal, are quintessential examples of this 

category. The mechanics often involve two phases: the placement phase (dropping pieces onto the board) and the 

movement phase (shifting pieces to adjacent empty points).

2. War-Games

War-games involve the capture of opposing pieces through various methods of replacement or leaping. Unlike 

alignment games, the focus here is on attrition and tactical elimination. This category includes the Alquerque 

lineage, which eventually evolved into modern Draughts(Checkers). The technical complexity in war-games arises

from the branching factor of possible moves and the necessity of anticipating an opponent's counter-maneuvers.

3. Hunt Games

Hunt games are characterized by asymmetry. One player controls a small number of powerful pieces (the

hunters), while the other controls a larger number of weaker pieces (the prey). The objective for the hunters is to

corner the prey, while the prey attempts to surround or immobilize the hunters. These games serve as a unique

study in balanced asymmetrical design, where the numerical advantage must be perfectly calibrated against the

mobility advantage.

4. Race Games

Race games introduce stochastic variables, usually in the form of dice, cowrie shells, or casting sticks. The 

objective is to move pieces along a track to a finish line. The complexity in race games lies in the management of 

probability and the strategic decision of which piece to move given a specific random outcome. Examples include 

Pachisi, Backgammon, and the ancient Egyptian Senet.



5. Mancala (Sowing Games)

Mancala is a distinct category defined by the sowing mechanic. Instead of moving individual pieces across a grid,

players pick up all seeds from a pit and distribute them one by one into subsequent pits. These games are purely

mathematical and involve no hidden information or luck, making them a subject of intense interest for algorithmic

analysis.

Technical Analysis of Game Mechanics

To understand the depth of Murray’s research, we must examine the specific mechanics of the games he

reconstructed from archaeological and ethnographic data. The following table provides a technical comparison of

the primary game categories identified in the 1952 Oxford publication.



Category Core Mechanic Winning Condition Stochastic Element Board Type

Alinement Pattern Formation Forming a 'Mill' None (Deterministic) Grid/Geometric Lines

War-Games Capture by Leaping Total Elimination None (Deterministic) Square/Latice Grid

Hunt Games Asymmetric 
Blockade

Immobilization None (Deterministic) Patterned Board

Race Games Linear Progression Reaching the Goal High (Dice/Shells) Track-based

Mancala Sowing/Rundown Seed Accumulation None (Deterministic) Pits/Rows

The Mathematical Logic of Alinement Games

In Nao-guti and similar games of the Punjab region, the game state is defined by a finite set of vertices (points) 

and edges (lines). The technical challenge for a player is to manage the state-space complexityduring the

placement phase. If a player fails to block an opponent's alignment during the first 18 moves (in a 9-on-9 game),

the game often enters a terminal state where the advantage becomes insurmountable. Murray noted that these

games are often played on the ground or etched into stone, suggesting a low barrier to entry but a high ceiling for

tactical mastery.

Reconstructing Ancient Near East Gaming Boards

One of Murray's most significant contributions was the reconstruction of games from the Ancient Near East. 

Utilizing boards found in Ur and Egyptian tombs, he applied a reverse-engineering methodology. He looked at the 

frequency of markings on specific squares to determine the likely path of play in race games. For instance, in the 

Game of Twenty Squares , the central row serves as a contested zone where pieces can be captured, introducing

a risk-reward calculation that predates modern game theory by millennia.

Case Study: The Evolution of Draughts (Checkers)

The history of Draughtsserves as a perfect case study for how game mechanics diffuse and mutate. Based on the

1952 Clarendon Press records, we can trace the lineage of Draughts through several technical stages:

1.  The Alquerque Foundation: Originally a game played on a 5x5 grid where pieces moved along lines to 

capture by jumping.

2.  The Transition to the Chessboard: In the 13th century, the Alquerque mechanics were transposed onto the 

64-square chessboard. This changed the movement from orthogonal/diagonal to purely diagonal.

3.  The Introduction of Forced Capture: A technical refinement known as the huff was introduced in France, 

requiring players to take an opponent's piece if the move was available. This significantly increased the tactical 

depth by allowing players to set 'traps' by sacrificing pieces.

4.  Mathematical Formalization: By 1668 (as cited by Mallet and later Murray), the rules were standardized, 

leading to the version we recognize today as 'Straight Draughts'.

Geographic Distribution and Cultural Diffusion

Murray’s work includes a comprehensive distribution tablethat summarizes how games moved across the globe.

He challenged the notion that games were invented independently in multiple locations, instead proposing that

most complex board games share common ancestors in the Near East or Central Asia.



The Silk Road and Game Transmission

The transmission of Nao-gutifrom India to other parts of Asia is a prime example of cultural diffusion via trade

routes. The game appears in various forms (under different names) along the Silk Road. The board geometry

remains consistent, but the 'flavor' of the pieces and the secondary rules (such as the ability to fly pieces when only

three remain) vary by region. This suggests a modularity in game design where the core 'engine' remains constant

while the 'user interface' and 'expansion rules' adapt to local cultures.

Mancala: The Global Sowing Game

Mancala represents perhaps the most successful game engine in history. Found in nearly every part of Africa, the 

Middle East, and Southeast Asia, the technical variations are staggering. Some versions use two rows of pits, while 

others use four. The arithmetic complexity of four-row Mancala (often called Omweso or Bao) is so high that it

has been studied by modern computer scientists as a benchmark for AI strategic depth.

Field Guide: Reconstructing Historical Play Styles

For modern researchers or game designers looking to implement these ancient mechanics, Murray's work provides

a procedural guide for reconstruction. Follow these steps to analyze a historical game board:

•  Identify the Topology: Is the board a grid, a track, or a set of pits? This determines the movement constraints.

•  Determine Symmetry: Are the starting positions and goals identical for both players? Asymmetry suggests a 

Hunt Game.

•  Analyze Markings: Are certain squares highlighted? In race games, these usually indicate 'safe zones' or 

'multipliers'.

•  Measure Piece Density: The ratio of pieces to board points determines the maneuverability index. Low density 

favors long-range movement; high density favors short-range tactics.

•  Rule Extrapolation: Using the 1952 Murray framework, match the board type to the most likely category (e.g., 

a 3x3 grid is almost certainly an Alinement game).

Common Technical Challenges in Game Reconstruction

Reconstructing games from antiquity is fraught with operational challenges. Murray identified several common

'failure modes' in previous historical accounts:

Incomplete Hardware

Often, only the board survives, not the pieces or the dice. Researchers must infer the stochastic element based on

the length of the track. A very long track usually requires high-variance dice (D6 or D12 equivalents), whereas a

short track works better with low-variance binary lots (cowrie shells).

Philological Ambiguity

Ancient texts often describe games using metaphorical language. A 'king' in a text might refer to a specific piece, a

winning state, or a specific square on the board. Murray used cross-referencing between multiple languages

(Arabic, Sanskrit, Latin) to resolve these ambiguities.

The Problem of 'Living' Rules

Rules evolve faster than boards. A board found in a 1st-century Roman site might have been used to play three 

different games over 300 years. This requires a stratigraphic analysisof rule sets, identifying which mechanics

were 'standard' and which were 'house rules' or regional variations.



Synthesis of Ludological Evolution

The technical legacy of A History of Board-Games Other Than Chesslies in its ability to strip away the cultural

aesthetics of games to reveal their mathematical skeletons. By categorizing games into Alinement, War, Hunt,

Race, and Mancala, Murray provided a periodic table of play. This framework allows us to see that a game played

in a 4,000-year-old Sumerian city shares the same algorithmic DNA as a modern strategy game.

As we move into an era of digital game design, these ancient mechanics remain remarkably relevant. The 'sowing'

mechanic of Mancala is reflected in modern resource management games, and the 'asymmetric blockade' of Hunt

games is a precursor to modern stealth and counter-terrorist gameplay. Murray’s work proves that while technology

changes, the fundamental ways in which humans engage with logic, probability, and spatial reasoning are timeless.

The 1952 Clarendon Press publication remains the definitive reference for anyone seeking to understand the deep

history of strategic thought through the lens of the game board.
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