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31. A unique piece of ivory carving — the oldest known chessman
J.E. VAN LOHUIZEN DE LEEUW

On 16 July 1981 Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth opened
an exhibition entitled ‘Sri Lanka - Ancient Arts' in the
Commonwealth Institute, London. The smallest object
which was on display is the subject of this paper. At the
request of the Government of Sri Lanka I collgcted the
material for this show from various museums, monas-
teries and archaeological sites in the island and subse-
quently wrote the catalogue of the exhibition (van
Lohuizen, 1981). While searching for suitable objects in
the Archacological Museum at Anuridhapura [ came
across a tiny ivory (Fig. 31.1; Idem: 80, no. 30; Museum
no. 67) which immediately drew my attention, not only
because I have always been deeply interested in ivory
work but also on account of the object’s small size and its
delicate carving (van Lohuizen, 1959). It is 1.7 cm high
and represents a chariot drawn by four sturdy little
horses together resembling a Roman quadriga. Accord-
ing to the Museum’s register it was discovered at Mintai
or Mintotd, the site of the andent Mahitittha, This
town, situated on the north-west coast, was the most
important harbour of Sri Lanka and, apart from the capi-
tal Anuridhapura, the only other walled city (Ray,
1959-60). It is already mentioned in the second century

Fig. 31.1. Chariot from Mantai, ivory, h. 1.7 cm, Arch. Mus. Anurid-
hapura, Mus. no. §7 {[copyright Arch, Dept. 5r Lanka),

BC and maintained its eminent position for at least four-
teen centuries, if not .oswuw (Idem: 161 and pr. I1: p. 626).

During the early centuries of our era Sri Lanka was in
close contact with the Roman empire and a Sinhalese
embassy even visited the court in Rome during the reign
of the emperor Augustus (Idem, pt. 1: 225). That these
relations were based on trade is proved by archacological
evidence such as Roman coins, cameos and pieces of glass
imported from the West and discovered all over the
island, but especially along the coast. As Mahitittha was
Sri Lanka’s most important harbour for many centuries,
the town undoubtedly occupied a pre-eminent place in
this international trade (Wheeler, 1954: 138 and fig. 16).
[t is probably for this reason, and on account of its
resemblance to 2 Roman quadriga, that the Museum
authorities consider the ivory chariot discovered at that
site to be a Roman import from the West (Boisselicr,
1979: 117). However, ivory is a fypical South Asian
material and quadrigas were also known in andient India
from at least as carly as the second century BC, as for
example at Bhiji {Coomaraswamy, 1927: PL. VI, Fig.
24), Bhirhug (Coomaraswamy, 1956: Pl. XXX, Fig. 83)
and Bodh Gayi (Coomaraswamy, 1935: P1. LIL, 2). If
this ivory carving was indeed made in the Mediterranean
world, then we would have to assume that a piece of raw
ivory was first exported from South Asia to the Roman
empire, then carved there into a quadriga, after which it
was re-exported to Sri Lanka. Although this is not
entirely impossible, it is certainly an extremely compli-
cated explanation; all the more so as ivory carving was
and still is a typical South Asian skill and, in addition, the
examples of Indian ivories discovered in the West prove
that ivory was not imported there in the form of raw
material but as carved objects.! In view of all this it seems
more than likely that the chariot under discussion was
made in South Asia, the area which in andient days was
the source of ivory and from where carved ivories were
regularly exported, as proved by the famous treasure of
Begrim (Hackin, 19543: Figs. 1-239). .

On taking the object out of the showcase in the
Anuridhapura Muscum and plading it on the palm of my
hand to study it more closely, 1 immediarely nodced its
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smooth base. Turning it upside down it was apparent
from the marks on the surface of the base that the object
had been pushed around frequently, as is the case with
game picces. Now the most important board game which
India gave to the world is chess (Murray, 1962: 27), and
a5 we know that one of the chessmen in ancient India was
the chariot, the ivory from Mantai is almost certainly a
chess piece. This supports our view that the o ject was
“hot a Roman import, for the game of chess remained
unknown in the West ill the mediaeval period,

When discussing the products of india in the middle of
the tenth century, al-Mas'adi informs us that: by far the
most frequent use of ivory is for the manufacture of men
for chess and nard. Several of the chessmen are figures of
men or animals, a span high and big, or even more’
(Idem: 37). This statement further supports our view that
the chariot from Mantai was not an imported Roman
picce of ivory carving. However, as chess was introduced
to Sri Lanka from India and, as the piece in question was
discovered at the site of Sri Lanka’s most important har-
bour, it may well have been imported from India.

The ancient Indian game was called caturanga,
because its elements represented the four divisions of an
Indian army: elephants, horses, chariots and footmen. It
probably developed from astapada ~ a racing game with
dice which could be played with two or four partners —
into the war-gamie known as caturanga or chess. Both
forms of game continued to exist alongside one another

! for along time (Idem: 42). They are mentioned in ancient
N Indian literature as early as the fifth century BC {Idem:
9 34), and the oldest representation of a chiessboard can be

found in 2 relief on the stipa railing ar Bharhut dating

Although the chariot eventually became the tower, it was
still used in South Italy in the late eleventh century, as
appears from an ivory war chariot drawn by four horses,
now in the Cabinet des Médailles, Paris (Fig. 31.3).

By the seventh century the game had become known in
Iran and around the year 1000 it was transferred by the
Muslims to the Christian worfd. Until cecently the oldest
known chessman was the famous picce from the Trésor
de St Denis, now in the Cabinet des Médailles, Paris (Fig.
31.4). It was traditionally supposed to have been a

(
\Q\ »»w_ V from the second half of the second cenrury BC (Fig. 31.2).
I .

v
Bﬁ«hs) present from Harun al-Rashid to Charlemagne. In view
csi

of its Arabic inscription it is now usually considered to be
a Muslim copy of an Indian example (Wichmann, 1960:.
281). However, its stylistic "details, its material and
Mas’iadi’s remark quoted above seem to indicate that the

piece was carved in India, more specially in the north- .

west as its style is'clearly related to that of early Sihi
2L s Ceary e L
sculpture, which would date it roughly berween the late
seventh and the ninth centuries and not in the fifteenth as

Barrett believed.? In my opinion the Arabic inseription

was simply added later on, afrer the object had been
exported. The twelfth-century chessman in the Museo
Nazionale, Florence (Fig. 31.5) shares a few derails with

_the wory from the Trésor de St Denis (Fig. 31.4) but in

indeed 2

this case | would suggest that the object
Muslim copy of an Indian example.

in 1965 Hirtel bought an ivory chess picce for the
Museum fiir Indische Kunst, Berlin {Museum no.
1.10001). Itis stightly smaller and shows less details than
the famous, so-called chessman of Charlemagne, but in
view of its stylistic peculiarities it would seem to be of
roughly the same date, i.c. the late seventh to ninth cen-
turies {Fig. 31.6). An even smallerivory chess umnnn,ir_.nm
appeared recently on the London market should prob-
ably be attributed to about the same perio (Fig. 31.7).
Finally, in 1977 Buryakov discovere the fornfic
settlement of Afrasiab a group of ivory chessmen which
he published in 1980 (Buryakov, 1980; 171-2). He dates
them not later than the seventh century. In some respects
these ivories resemble the chessmen discussed above,
though they show less detail, probably because they seem
to be much smaller.

Let us now return to the ivory chariot discovered at
Mantai (Fig. 31.1). lts shape is slightly different from that
of the chariots often depicted in carly Indian artin that
the banister is straight and does not show three lobes.? In
this respect the ivory partly rescmbles a Roman chariot,
which also has a straight banister in front though it slopes
on either side. However, we have seen that there are too
many arguments against a Roman provenance for the

Fig. 31.2. A game of chess, Bhirhur, second half second century BC

Fig. 223)

{copyright Coomaraswamy, 1956: PL XLV



picce and so the ivory probably represents 2 type of

Indian chariot unknown so far. For, apart from the type

ly Indian art, there seem to have
been many other types of chariot. Some had banisters
sloping on cither side, others had no banister on the
front and only on both sides and again others had no
banister at all {Marshall, 1951: vol. 1,452, nos. 58—60:
602-3, nos. 390-1; vol. 111, Pls. 134 and 185).

With regard to the date of the ivory from Mintai, itis
obvious that it is a very early piece. Chariots are known
(o have been used in India fcom the Aryaninvasion down
<o the second or third cencury AD, afer which the evi-
dence suggests that their use declined steadily (Allchin,
1958: 154). Quadrigas drawn by four horses are men-
tioned in the Ramayana (V1.110.9) and are depicted.in

_zarly indian ant from the second century BC onwards

usually represented incar

s e o e e S

Fig. 31.3. Chessaan, south _G_.i. late cleventh century, ivory, b
12.6 cm, Cabinet des Médailles, Paris {copyright Wichmann, 1960:
™27
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(Coomaraswamy, loc. ¢it.). Stylistically, the sturdy
horses of the Mantai ivory with their bulging chests and
their flat hindquarters are reminiscent of the horses 3t
such carly sites as Bodh Gaya {Coomaraswamy, 1935: Pl
LI, 2), Jaggayyapetd {Coomaraswamy, 1929: PL. 2),
Mathura {Vogel, 1930: pl. VIl b; XX b) and Nagar-
junakonda (Longhurst, 1938 PI. IX a, ¢; XXVIIl ¢
XXV b (toy)). Their nearest paraliel is, however, the
famous lirtle terracorta horse excavated at Kondapur,
Hyderabad (Fig. 31.8), which so far has been wrongly
belicved to be a toy.* This site is located in what was once
che ancient Satavahana redlm. The close religious, cul-
rural and political relations berween this partof india and
Sei Lanka are well known and our jivory chessman may
consequently have been imported from Andhra Pradesh.
The date of the lictle horsc from Kondipur is generally
accepted to be the second or ¢hird century (Ashton, 1950:
33, no. 79). Later on horses become more elegant, with
slim bodies and long legs. For various reasons, especially

1o ninth century,
yright Wichmann:

Fig. 31.4. Chessman, north-west India, late seventh
ivory. h. 15.6 cm, Cabinet des Mé&dailles; Paris (cop:
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, the close parallel between the terracotta from Kondapur

¢ and the ivory from Mintai, we would therefore be

Y indlined to attribute the larter to the second or third cen-
tury AD. In view of this early date we should from now
on be more alert with regard to the possible occurrence of
game pieces among the small elephants and horses which
have come to light at various early Indian sites and which
have hitherto been interpreted as toys. As the Mintai
chessman is roughly five centuries carlier than the other
ivories discussed in this article, the charming little chariot
from Sri Lanka would seem to be — at least for the time
being — the oldest known chess picce in the world.

“1OTES

1. For instance the ivory discovered at Pompeii (see Wheeler,
1954: Pl. XIX, or During Caspers, 1981: 342).

2. Barrett, 1955: S1. However, comparison of the so-called
Chaclemagne chessman with the ivory diptych from Kansu,
which Barrett correctly dated in the late seventh or cighth
century (Barrett, 1967: 14, PL 11, Fig. 12}, and which is
clearly related in style, confirms the date suggested by us.

3. It should be pointed out that the front of the banister is not
always semidrcular but occasionally tends to be straight
(Sivaramamurti, 1942: PL. X, 13) as in eacly China and the
ancient Near East.

4. Sastri, 1957: 705. Sce, however, my forthcoming article,

Jm. 31.5. Chesspiece, Arabia, twelfth century, ivory h. 6.9 cm, Musco
Naz., Florence {copyright Wichmann: 1. 37}

‘What was the purpose of the terraconta animal figurines dis-
covered at Kondipur?' to appearin the volume in honour of
Dr C. Sivaramamurti.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Alichin, B. 1958. Morhana Pahar, a rediscovery, Man 57, no.
207, 153-5.

Ashton, L. (¢d.) 1950. The Art of India and Pakistan — A Com-
memorative Catalogue of the Exhibition held at the
Royal Acadery of Arts Loadon, 1947-8. London.

Barrett, D. 1955. Note on the elephant ivory in the Cabinct des
Médailles, Oriental Art (n.s.) 1, no. 2,51,

1967. An ivory diptych, Lalit Kald 13,11-15.

Boissclier, J. 1979. Ceylon — Sri Lanka, Archaeologia Mundi.
Munich/Panis. . :

Buryakov, Y.F. 1980. On the dating and attribution of some
chess sets (in the light of finds of 1977 at Afrasiab),
Sovetskaja Archaeologija 3, Akademija Nauk SSSR,
162-72. 3

Coomaraswamy, A.K. 1927, History of Indian and Indonesian
Art. New York.

1929. A royal gesture and some other motifs, Feestbundel
Koninklijk Bataviaasch Genootschap van Kunsten en
Wetenschappen 150 Jarig Bestaan, 17-78-1928, 1, 57—
61.

1935. La Sculpture de Bodhgaya. Paris.

1956. La Sculpture de Bharbut. Paris.

During Caspers, E.C.L. 1981, The Indian ivory figurinc from
Pompcii - a reconsideration of its functional use, in H.
Hirtel (ed.), South Asian Archaeology 1979, 341-53.
Berlin: Dietrich Reimer.

Hackin, ). 1954, Nouvelles Recherches archéologiques @
Begram (ancienne Kapici) (19391 940). Panis.

Lohuizen de Leeuw, J.E. van. 1959. Indian ivories with
special reference to 2 mediaeval throne leg from Orissd,
Arts Asiatiques 6,195~216.

1981. $ri Lanka — Ancient Arts. London.

Longhurst, A.H. 1938. The Buddhist antiquities of Nagirjuna-
konda, Madras Presidency, Mem. Arch. Survey S4.
Delhi.

Marshall, J. 1951, Taxila. 3 vols. Cambridge Universiry Press.

Murray,H.J.R. 1962. A History of Chess 2nd edition. Oxford.

Ray, H.C. {ed.) 1959-60. History of Ceylon, 1, pts. 1-1L.
Colombo.

Sastei, K.A. Nilakanta (ed.) 1957. A Comprehensive History of
India, 2. The Mauryas and Satavahanas — 325 BC-
AD 300. Bombay.

Sivaramamurti, C. 1942, Amaravati Sculptures in the Madras
Government Museum. Madras.

Vogel, ).P. 1930. La Sculpture de Mathurd. Patis—Brussels.

Wheeler, M. 1954. Rome Beyond the Imperial Frontiers.
London. .

Wichmann, H. and 5. 1960. Schach ~ Ursprung und Wandlung
der Speelfigur in qwélf Jabr-Hunderten. Munich




The oldest known chessman 249

TS

ivory. h. 10 cm, Mus. fur Indische Kunst, Berlin.

Fig. 31.6. Chessman, north-west India, Jate seventh to ninth century,

Fig. 31.8. Horse, Kondipur, second to third century AD, terracona,
Fig. 31.7. Chesspicce, north-west India, late seventh to ninth century, h. 6.7 em, Govt. Mus. Hyderibid {copyright Ashton, 1950: P1. 23.
worv, h. 5 em {copyrnight Spink and Son Ltd., Londen}. Fig. 79).
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