
Traditional Caturanga

Preserved in Kerala

ln the reconstruction ofthe history ofchess,

comprehensive documentation of all the available facts

,"tuLa to its practice in difflerent parts of the world

urrrrn", immense significance due to a variety of reasons'

First ofall, we do not possess any traditional account ofthe

;i;il 
";d'""olution 

oithe game from wlich we could

ur""..tuin the course of its development down the ages and

speculate on the manner in which it was played in its

;G;"i form. Instead, we only get patches.of information

oiti" gurr" at different periods of time and even here all

the sorirces of information have not been tapped enough'

Speaking of India, which is generally taken to be the birth

ii^i iirrr"ranga,documentation of literary sources has

te"n dorr".or" o. less satisfactorily and some earnest

un"-p, made to explain these references' But many other

=o*""t 
remain unexploited, and the facts' related to the

S;" u. played in remote parts of India like Kerala' are not

recorded proPerlY'

Thus one finds that no mention is made of the

Coturrngortrka of Melputtur Narayana Bha.ttathiri n the

list of Salnskrit works in caturanga prepared by modern

scholars. This small work, fragments of which are

uruituUt., throws light on several aspects oftraditional

"orrronio,such 
asihe pieces, their movements' and some

key positions in tne garie at it *u' played in the 16'h

l.niury in Kerala' Adiligent search would yield in much

n o.. infor*ation of the Iraditional caturanga of Kerala'

which is now on the verge of extinction due to the invasion

of modern chess.
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The present paper aims at the documentation of all the

"""ifuUf. 
data ielated to caturanga as traditionally

o."."*.4 in Kerala which will be of great significance in

[".**,t. rristow of tr,e game in India,.since Kerala has

."ircir"*rv preserved uuiiout other cultural aspects of

ancient krdia like the sacrificial tradition, herbal medicine,

Sanskdt theatre and architecture'

Inviewofthefactthatwedonotfindanydirectreference
to the game of caturanga in ancient literature of

Tamilikamof which Kirala was a part, it is safe to assume

i"i ,io**srfound its way to Kerala,in the process of

Aryanisatioricharacterised iy *uu"t of in{tux of Brahmin

settlers in the West coast' This must have been before the

12th century AD.

The earliest available reference to caturanga in Kerala

seems to be that of Payyannur Pattu' which is assigned to

the 13-14th centuries by literary historians like Ulloor't

This long song, now preserved in Tiibingen University

from the"co11"-.tio, oipt. Hermann Gundert' deals with

the extraordinary story of revenge by the heroine Nilakesi

*ho ur"ng.d th; deatit ofher brothers at the hands ofher

husband by killing her own son' In the invocatory verses

called AnihaLi, ,"-* in the beginning of this work' all the

pieces of caf trangct are mentioned like the king

i* o r, * 11, hor sJ lkut ir a), el ephant 
\v 

ar a.n a). ch ar i ot

iin"r1, t*i^en (natakkum chekavan) and minister

imaniri).There is an allusion here to a tradesman

ivo"tiy*lbeing defeated in the game and forfeiting

;""rythi"g he possessed as a result' lnthe Nilakesipattu

,f*, *ftiJf, seems to be a continuation of Pay'vannur Pattu'

there is a reference to Nilakesi defeating Tariyaran who is

noneotherthanherson.Aninterestingfeatureofthese
referencesisthatthewordcutu(dice)isusedalongwith
cqtlranga,but the copious references to varrous pteces

mean th-at the game is classical caturanga itself'

The Rama.,'ana Camptt2 of Punam Namboodiri written in

irr. Giil century also contains a very interesting reference

to caturangq' Here, when Hanumat is about to burn the

city of Laika. he encounters demons engaged in the game

of'rorurorgo' oblivious of even the death of their mothers'

and exclaiiling words lke aracu (checkmate)' vaccaracu

G;;k-;" by"a chariot), etc' The passage.also refers to

ihe unblinking glance oithe players' absorbed in the game

and the arrangement of pieces immediately after the end ol

"r. 
g"*., sufgestive of th" d"gt"" of the typical addiction

of the PlaYers to the game'

The anonymou s Candrotsqva, assigned to the 16th centur)

AD,containsaninterestingverse'(II.62)whichrefersto
;il strategies of caturinga' Here theauthor refers to

itte a"UU".ate-sacrifice of an-unwanted piece (tinituka)

*f,* 
"onuinced 

of its uselessness' The footman becoming

,.iritt". through his movements is also clearly

mentioned. Another move mentioned is the strategic

pi"".**, of a minister to support a chariot' which is

iacrificea to get rid ofthe opponent's horse' The author

also refers to the strategic retreat and the ensuing

onslaught to create a dlfeat in the game' The verse is of

to.r" t"*iof"gical sigrrificance also since caturanga is here

."* ut the aicomplishment of a young courtesan' who

inflicts a checkmate on her opponents within 'half a

moment'.3

I Pawannur Pattrz, Ed. by P. Antony, Centre for Kerala Sodies'

si. r{i*rr-*t college, ihangnacherry' 1994'

; Bhashoramoyona Campu, Kerala Sahitya Academy' I vo / '

3 Candrotsavam, II. 64 - continued next page



The Caturangastakam of Melputtur Narayana Bhqttathiri
also throws valuable light on ihe caturaigaof Kerala,
though only six verses of the work are exiant now. The
pieces.mentioned by the author are footmen Qtatt),chariot
(, 

" 
t 
lo.), 

el eph ant (d ant), horce (t nr a g a), miii ster im a nt r i)
and king (deva). The first verse of th-e work gives an
account of the permissible moves for each piece, while the
last five, somewhat obscure, discuss ,or" fu., of strategic
arrangements of chess pieces. According to the author, tile
horse is to move to the corners of adjaceit squares. The
king moves to the corners, by meanJ of whic'h the author
probably means that the king moves to all the adjacent
squares, vertically and diagonally. The chariot, described
as calo"i, is supposed to move to the near squares, but
according to the actual practice it moves horizontally and
vertically. The minister, described as mantrin, moves
diagonally only to the next square. The elephant is
supposed to move towards the squares at its corners. The
footmen move straightaway and no mention is made of
their capturing pieces on either side of the next row.

An important move mentioned by Narayana Bhattathiri is
that of a footman who attains the status of a minister,
eventhough the text is not very explicit about the
mo{ement by means of which this is effected. The practice
in Kerala's caturanga in this regard is that the footman,
reaching the other end of the board, becomes a minister in
subsequent moves.

Melputtur also refers to some combinations calledvyuha
(anay) involving the deployment of the king, minister and
other p i eces. The expressi on, p at ty ap rako slha s ub al e r it a
hastivaryah' occurring in the astakirefers to an
interesting array ofthe elephant which is supported by a
pawn in an unassailable position. The authoi also refers to
the combination of the king and minister (nrpamantrikam').
The r.vord used to denote a square is , kosthal as in many
other texts.a The author refeis to diagonal movement wiih
the word 'kono' . The word ,sataka, 

is used to denote cloth.
Interestingly, the term Vithi occuntng in lvlanasollasa and
Vilasamanjari to denote row and line occurs rn the Astaka
in the expres sion 'Irilhilvtya vidaritam, etc. in verse no.6.

A general review of Caturangastaka makes clear that
caturqnga as practised in Kerala involved all the pieces
recognised by classical cqturqngq. Their movements also
are more or less the same. Also significant is the fact that
the text does not show any persian/Arabic influence at all.
Thus we do not find any reference to the camel (ustra) n
the place of chariots, a feature which we also fild in the
Manasollasa of Somesyara. written at the beginning of the

fl]h 
century. This would mean that 

"r;;or;hKeraladid not come under any foreign influence. ,{gain, the so

called four-armed caturanga, played with dice in other
parts of the coultry was practically unknown to Kerala.

ln traditional caturanga of Kerala, the movements of
various pieces are as follows: The king moves to his
adjacent squares, diagonally as well as straight. The
minister moves diagonally to the adjacent s{uare. The
elephant also moves diagonally, to ihe third square. The
horse moves arourd all the eight squares of thl third
square on all its four directions. The chariot can move in
straight lines on all the four directions. In the case ofthe
footman, the moyement is to the immediate front square.
Caturanga could be either played on a wooden board
(cahtrangappataka) or, alternatively on the board being
drar.rn on ground (c aturangakkalarn).

The pieces in the game were distinguished on the basis of
their size. Accordingly, in the place of black and white
pieces of modern times, they were distinguished as 

.big

qiecel' (v al iy akaru) and' sm al I pieces, (i er iy akaru). Il w as
the big piece which opened the game. The caturanga piece
movement was called ,karunikkam', 

which has now
acquired the idiomatic sense of a 

.strategic 
move,.

According to the oral tradition, each move was
accompanied by an oral description of it and the game thus
had acquired the nature ofa vocal war ofwits. The
checkmate, which was also of course orally announced,
represented the climax of the game.

Tinittu palkaruti vannoru manhina kal
mutticru nalkutirakontaniter kalannu
Alappiticcu caturangavidhau tatuttu
lv{u lpporukontatiyarukkumaraksanena.

' Dr. C. Rajendran, "A Note on Caturangastaka of Melputtur Narayana
B.hauatirf',-papr presented at the Internitional symposiu- : 

approaching
the Roots of Chess", pondicherry University, pondiche,rry, November 1996

The pieces were sometimes made of wood, but in the more
popular version of the game, prepared from the trunk of
the plantain leaf cut into pieces. The big pieces were made
of the thick part of the trunk and the small pieces out of its
tapering portion. The manner in which these were cut and
placed would indicate their identity. Thus the big horses,
would have the concave surface on the front, and the small
ones the other way round. The king and the minister of the
'big' variefy were slanted on the top from front to back and
those of the 'small' variety from back to front. The cut
trunk of the plantain leaf placed with concave surface on
top indicated the 'big' piece and the reversely placed one
the 'small' piece in the case of footmen.s (H. page 23)

The caturanga board was imagined to be north-oriented
like g map and the two kings were to be placed face to
face.6 There is always some scope for the confusion of the
place of the king and minister on the board, especially
when the squares are not distinguished into black and
white. The principle,the King should not be placed either
on the North or the East of the Minist er', (yaiakila Arasu
Vala) was used to avoid such confusion.

The main differences in the movements of the traditional
caturanga from the modern form of chess can be
summarised as follows:

5 
See Dr. A Bock-Raming, ..The'Gaming 

Board in Indian Chess and Related
Board Games", paper presented at the Intirnational Symposium
' Approaching the Roots of Chess,,, pondicherry University, pondicherry,
November 1996.
6 

"Caturanga", C.V. Vasudeva Bhataliri, Keralavijnanakosam,p. 1036.



(1) rhe elePhant *11".::#:.K:il f':;il:i'J:i:;
t}:i"ffi 

ffi.'f#;;iry e'"'vnvh ue provided there

is no impedim "n''-ii 'o'i'onga'the 
elephant can

ignore anv- im y::ff::kt 
can move onlv diagonallv

(2) The minister]:"t;;;'the 
queen of modern chess

::f ; :i'",iilJffi ;;;' ;oni trv - o- u'rti ca*Y to

;;;;o;*' if-not impeded bv another lllli;' forward

(3 ) ij,irv ir,. o"l,TilH,]TH}ffi ll'*oa",n

'l1:i:i:{^"iffii#il"ir"i" ", 
pawrls in their

initial movement'

ln the case ofthe king' chariot (rook) and horse (knight)'

there is no differencJb"*t' -'" anga and modern

The king got the message and aner ma}'ing ine, suggcled

move. emerged uictorrolus from tht cun'': T-t-ttory 
gtBs

that the King asked 
'n" 

oL' t" n*itt the ston of I'risl:i;;

in the metre used by n"l"po* on the occasion' and

' ;;;;;;;;:- :1i,:::f*5i:'*H'*# X,*"', 
- :

i;,:;:;:;:;;:':#i;:r:;;';i;o4b1'r''he-saw'lheking
was engaged 

" "'"i1iiiu'*" 
unitt'it $orv sho\^s the

extant of addiction tr,e fily"*."'.. in a person '8

From au the above' - ::;:x:::::J:,i""c;T":tillll ,,
tr aditi onal c atur angq -ii#"::i 

;-rem arkabl e th at ev en

least from the medievat 
ificant Arab presence.rn Kerala

rhough there was 
" lltiil"#;; *r:y ,.rurt.o in Arabic

from the distant past' tnrs. "'"' :':'^,,:;;.oo Thereason

:#,'i;-n;;.,,*,l"ll,tl":::'^,;##f,i;,'J;;,;,,*,,,
seems to be that 

'o'"'?{!tr#rrq, ili.l, was more or less

preserve ofthe ArYantl

i^trr","a from outside influence'chess.

The word denoting checkmate in the Malayalam language

i::";;;;;i',^:-l"T::H;lf*U",""*:*"L"".*
c at ur qnga i s.the dt st tnur N 

;;ilii-i. made. Accordingly,

li," :l'J#[flT: il#.;n is calted untur as u' that

by an elepha nt, ponar:aiu'ii'*" *t"tt 
?::*l-'o'ot"'ot

the horse, isflrasu'trliUyii" "tt 
ar\ot'v11c^a17su' 

The

,rp", 
"i ",, ".*.. 

.Hff 
,o;1*ffif t^l:')?:: :;;,,

*Xl ;""m::.T 
",ii.l$'J ffi ffi * ;m**ott 

"t 
Pi.""t and wait

"i"ri.i",, 
which are relatively minor pteces'

lriut"*ut" is known as itarqvu'

Anotherinteresting'::J,tf;::t#;$:';'$".r}#"
with the Sanskrit terms useu ":;::;;-:;;niecei and

#ffi ;;;i."."*._T,,:"":'f lr"Tri::llil't,'i,"9,i1.11rv
characteristic *^t"*:.'Ti;ir,u*nfocame to attain a

i:5il"ffi"ll,fJ1l,ii;i#;;'kJil:zTl:ortheAYurvedic
medical system, "'no "itil'imanifestations 

that took root

l;?;;, ;l in. t::l,U',Hl': ff .iifl T' ryi?iH:
of, Kerala's is manttesteo :: "l:^:::;; *r. hnard drawn on

l;;;il *lti' rnuttt-'t'ift Pieces 
andthe boz

sround. All these r.'*"t'"Jt"me great significance in the

ieconsrruction of the ;;;;";|?lco \:"dia' 
becau-'e

Kerala provides o' u tontinuo"s tradition of the game'

Anotherio,pgTun'li?lxl;"::::i;xt;:;;;!,":i,:;*'

ffi l':T":'fll{,f x[1.3"i:*m,:;n:;).:;:wo.
:i;':::1:i:)*#lu;i^"'vpi'aiantrikkoppu'the
minister will be ,uooo'iJoi' " 

i"J'1l'1,13.$r;lHi"",

,"r"".a, the footman can destroy the ptece wt

i"t ""tii[r"t 
the removal of the minister'

It is interesting to note that sorne of the technical terms

::::;;;;;;;i"r:1T,H:"*l""#;*1'il"|l:f;:;:T','..

\?:;',i'#';::tr;#ffi ilil;concel13;.""!,,ff ?;:

#;;J.#edins a defeat' The exPresst'

illatqvukn' simiturryLl;;'M' a piecl dol not have anv

safe square to move' il;;i; h"s also come to mean that

;il;" has no reco,rse left'

The story of the genesis of the Ooln \s1aS'11!'a 
of

cherusseri tt o*t'otniii""rttitti""a 
to iaturansa play'

The famous po"t *u. on"" ri"n", cg!.urang.:with 
King

;;;;;;;,.{"3f "ffi:'#"]L[tr-H'1i",1l"'{i{
the same ** hk Il';;'il#;,;;.Jdd ,u* the same'

H: :#frl.lJ.i:'il:"-; ili** *::* asons' a set

maniariverse, ostenst" tt"t"*i" fuffuUv to her child'

iiiijurujuu armo', sahitv asahvan' p' 63'

"a
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Appendix - A
References to Caturanga in Ptyyannur Pattu

Appemdix - B

Glossary of Technical TerrNls

,{. Board. Drar.ving

I) Kalum'. Drarving

Il) Pqlukq (fi'om Sansl';rit Fhalaka): Boarrl

lll) Sutqkum'. Clat-l't

B. Sqr-Lares

l) Kalli, Ktt:ititti: The Ciituranga Squaie

C. Pieces

I) Pcttluti. Pcttti, Kalal, Natakhun Cekm'un"

Footmat.t

II) Cakri. Ther, Ratha'. Chariot

III) Asva, Ghotaka, Kutira'. Horse

IV) Devan (from Sanskrit Deva), It'Iannavan,

Nrpan (from Sanskrit NrPa): King

V) lulantri. Minister

VI) Danti, Kari, Ana: ElePhant

. VID Karu'. Gaming-piece

YIll) Ceriyakara: Small Piece

IX) Vall'akaru'. Big Piece

l). Movement

l) Kanmikkam: Movement of Piece

lulannrn qnerum kut irakalum muvatiyot ina v aranwum

Kannikalerum terotum kuruvikel nuppattu rantumata

Munn e I n at akku m c e k av arum m ant ir i mw arum o t t ukut i

Ennumenikke iayamaka elilar kaccil pattine

E. Checkmate

I) Atiyaravu: Checkmate

Il) Araxtparakct: Declare that enem-'r King

is in danger (check)

1U) ['et'ccn'trstt'. Check by Chariot

iV) Lsturusr. Chcck bY Horse

V) Pottcrttsr. Check bY ElePhant

Vl) Ktiitit'tu'ctstL'. Check by Minister

VII) Llntivurastr. Check by Footman

F. Stalemate

D ltarwu: Stalemate

G. Arrays

D Koppu'. Reinforced Position

II) Anakkoppu:Reinforcedposition

involving ElePhant

III) Anamctntrikkopper: Reinfbrced position

involving ElePhant and Minister

IV) Mantrikkoppu: Reinforced position of Minister
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