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and in ancient times it was simply termed yi 75, According to legend, weiqi originated during the
period of the sages Yao #£ and Shun #%: during the Spring and Autumn period the game became
popular. During three major historical phases —the Qin-Han, Sui-Tang and Ming-Qing periods — the
game peaked in popularity.

From the Han dynasty onwards treatises on the game began to make their appearance and,
g the game which were billed as "classics” (jing %), as well as

with them, prose works discussin
escriptions of the weigi pieces themselves appear in many of

voluminous poetry in various genres. D

these texts.
The first prose work on weigi 1o appear was Yi zhi 255 (Prolegomenon of Chess), by the

eminent historian and literatus of the Han dynasty, Ban Gu FIfE (CE 32-92). Ban Gu describes how,
"The board must be square to demonstrate the regularity of the earth; the lines must be straight so that
intelligence can reveal its virtue: and the pieces must be biack and white so that they can be

discriminated by [the contrast of] yin-yang". In the Cao-Wei period {220-265), Handan Q:Smﬁﬁw.\w
iing §540

described weigi as follows in the section titled "The Way of Chess" (Qidao ¥L3H) in his Yijing

(Classic of the Arts): "The board is laid out with 17 vertical and 17 horizontal lines, which form a
total of 289 paths (dao E or [u i), and there are 150 black and white pieces”. The Southern Liang
Emperor Wudi g, Xiao Yan BT (r. 502-548), wrote many treatises on the game. His "Prose-

poem on weigi" [#HLAR includes the couplet:

The round casket containing the pieces is shaped like Heaven
The square board for the play resembles the earth;

The board is wide and covered with ram's horn patterned lacquer,
The pieces are white jade and black precious stone.

JEIRTCH.

R,

TR K, Ak, BRI

{{ere the character "JC" is the equivalent of vz meaning "black”, and so the pieces are described as
made from fine black and white jade.
The founding emperor of the Tang dynasty Taizong Ho (1. 626-649), Li Shimin Z={I R,

was fond of playing weigi, and he eulogised the game in two poems titled [n praise of chess (Yong gi

5
%1, the first of which reads:

Fondled in conversation for their ancient beauty,
At leisure, the chessmen bespeak foretold virtue:
But then, they are interwoven as rival forces.
Guided down grid-lines in paired black and white.

FRRA s 7 #4|HAT15)

"Biography of Li Mi" # 8 in New History of Tang ¥ Hids recounts how Emperor
Xuanzong (r. 712-756), Li {Longji £ H, once commanded Zhang Yue i to compose 2 poem on

the theme of weigi, and the resulting work reads:

Square is the board.

Round are the pieces.

Moved. the chessmen come 10 life.
Seitled, the chessmen die.
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These welqi pieces arc quite definitely cireular, as they arc in the following lines from Zhang Qiao's
i & poem "In praise of chess pieces presented to the chess playing monk” A T e ZE 4

With these black and white pieces, you will enter the Realm of Mystery
Having, through cycles of rebirth, experienced heaven and earth.

o

s ee A L, TR TTE. (4]

he weigi pieces are described as black or white, as well as round.

{a the 1930s a Chinese schiolar described a work titled “The Classic of Weiq " (Qijing 55)
(§3574) among the Dunhuang manuscripis held in Britain, which was regarded as being a Northern
7hou or at least pre-Tang work.[5] It includes the following passage: "The weigi picces were round to
wwaco_._mn heaven, while the board was square to denote the earth. There are 361 lines on the board in
imitation of the degrees of the heavens”. Also: "The black pieces contend with the white, and to lefl
and right is @ box 1o hold them. Again we note the points in common with the texts citéd above.

From the Song dynasty onwards texts proliferate, yet throughout these later works weigi
pieces continue 10 be described as round, black and white. In the preface to the Northern Song Classi¢
of Chess HU4E by Zhang Ni 9E L [see fig. 2] we read: "The paths on the board are 361 in number, -
and there are 360 pieces, half of them black and half white, symbolising the forces of yin and pang
The board is square and passive, the pieces are round and dynamic”. This passage is typical. Although
these texts are fragmentary, all demonstrate that the pieces used 1o play the ancient Chinese game of
y unchanging — round, black and white — even though the materials from

Againt

weigi remained remarkabl
which they were fashioned could vary.
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Although the quality of mroundness” is not elaborated upon in any early weigi manuals, other
texts clarify this. The Eastern Han dynasty prose-poem Weiqi fu HLRK by Ma Rong S praises the
pieces: "Separated like the eyes of horses, yet linked in lines like migratory swallows" BEBESS H,
8 MEAT. And in the Wei dynasty writer Ying Yang's fE¥; Chess Deployments (Yishi 258 they
are described as "fish scales linked like waves of swallows” 8%l or "nebulae clusters in stellar
nets” EA& BB The poem "In praise of chess" (Yong g1 % Ht) by the Tang Emperor Taizong AR
speaks of, "Swallows in flight with no apparent wings, In formations of vapour not dispersed as
clouds" MEFT R PSR A R EE. :

In response to this couplet Xu Jingzong FFH 2 (592-672) in his poem of the same title
wrote, "As the swallows slowly migrate so are the clouds deployed, Like scattered dots pursuing
chains of stars" JMTi#f2E [, £L2Y5:% B 1.[6] Metaphors of horse's eyes, fish scales, the humped
wings of migratory swallows or the stars linked in constellations all suggest a tangible roundness but
not sphericity and so the weigi pieces described by these similes resembled flattened spheres, much as
they do today.

Li Dong's 251 poem Playing Chess (Duigi #4) contains the following couplet:

The knocking of the moves on the chessboard* rouses me from my sleep,
As the stone pieces punctuate the intoning of poetry.

R BR RE, B RS (7]

[* The character “4#k" meaning chessboard, originally signified the catalpa tree
and its timber.) ’

1n this description of a recluse playing weigi chess the pieces are made of stone. However, Youhuan
Jjiwen HFE &LH (Anecdotal Chronicle of a Roaming Official) describes Daoists playing weigi using
iile fragments as pieces.[8] In Tang poems by Yuan Zhen 7CHE (779-831)[9] and Liu Yuxi BEH
(772-842),{10] deployed chessmen are likened to jade plaques, sheets of ice, and sandy expanses,
metaphors all showing that the chess pieces sat low on the board, while a passage in the Tang dynasty
essay collection Yunxian zaji E{L3EFT (Miscellaneous Records of Immortals among Clouds)
describes how if Li Shao ZE#Y were to lose a game of weigi he would scoop up several pieces and
swallow them; clearly the pieces had to be no larger than the largest 1ablets that could be swallowed.

Wangyou gingle ji B s 9450 (Manual for Forgetting Worries in Quiet Pleasure), the Song
dynasty weigi manual written by Li Vimin Z:# M, contains ancient board diagrams of the Three
Kingdoms, Western Jin and Tang dynasties that are identical to those we see today.[11] [see fig. 31
Thus, we can conclude that since ancient times weigi chess pieces have been flat, rounded black and
white movers, quite unlike the green and brown conical pieces discavered in the Sui dynasty tomb in
Xi'an.

Weiqi had widespread popularity in ancient China; played by all strata of society, the boards
and pieces came in materials of different value. Pieces could be made of either stone or tile as
mentioned above, but seem to have invariably been of a fairly fixed design. — black and white
flattened discs. Even if the Sui dynasty set of conical playing pieces were mortuary items (mingqi
#]9%) for burial in a tomb, they would nevertheless have still conformed to conventional designs
familiar to the living. No ancient text mentions tall conical weigi pieces of diverse colours, and s0
they must have been pieces, tokens or counters used in a game other than weigi.

The pieces recovered from the Sui tomb in Xian are also quite unlike any weigi pieces
previously excavated or depicted in ancient paintings. In recent years archaeologists from the Shaanxi
Provincial Archacology Institute discovered a Western Han dvnasty ceramic weigi set in the course of
the southern tower-gate (quenien B al the Yangling ; [mausoleum] of Emperor
(r. BCE 171-131) in Xianyang, The board was squarc and cach side was incised with a

95 SUSPICIONS <5

%)
S

BEER

B 2 o

Fig. 3 Game layout from the Three Kingdoms period in the Song weigr manual Wangyou gingle ji

regular grid of 17 lines (dao jf) in each direction; 289 playing pieces were found.[12] To date, this is
the oldest weigi chessboard discovered in China, and, as a prototype, it is remarkably similar to the

Aweigi sets used for play today.

In May 1959 a green glaze porcelain (celadon) weigi board was found in the Sui dynasty
tomb of Zhang Sheng 3&J in Anyang, Henan. [see fig. 4] The board is incised with a grid of 19 lines
running in both directions; at the corners where the external lines meet and in the centre of the board
are five small holes; these "five stars” T B demonstrate that the base of the board was supported [by
five legs] in a manner similar to some boards today. Moreover, the layout and dimensions of the board
were the same as those of loday's boards.[13] Although no playing pieces were found, the identical
nature of these ancient boards and today's boards would suggest that the pieces themselves were also
the same.

In August 1978 a team from the Sichuan Provincial Museum, excavating the tomb of the
early Tang dynasty prefect (cishi #]5) of Yongzhou A, Ran Rencai M=, in Wanxian #4%
[county], Sichuan province, unearthed a celadon (green glaze porcelain; gingci # #) weiqi board and
five glass chess pieces. The board was square and incised with a grid consisting of 19 lines running in
owos direction, but there were no "five stars”; the pieces were flattened discs measuring 2 cm in
92:.22 and 0.4 em in thickness at the centre.f14] Again. the design of the sets was completely
consistent with today's weigr sets.

Three stone weigi pieces — flattened spheres, one white and two blackish-navy blue, and
each measuring 1.5 cm in diameter and 0.8 cm in thickness at the thickest central point — were
:ﬁ.m::mg n 1984 at a Tang dynasty tomb in the ¢ ounds of the Cotton Weaving Plant in Fengxiang
J# county. Shaanxi [15] The Shaanxi History Museum has in its collection a group of 94 white
stone weigi pieces uncarthed from a Tang tomb in Ni'an: again these are flat round pieces that swell
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wergi board from the Sut dynasty tomb of Zhang Sheng
uncarthed in 1959 in Anyang, [Henan

slightly at the centre of either side. They measure 1.5 cm in diameier and 0.7
They too resemble pieces used in the modern game.

A painting on plain silk {juan 43 depicting court ladies playing chess was unearthed in 1972
from the early Tang dynasty tomb of an aristocrat curnamed Zhang 3% in the Astana 3 A8
cemetery in Turfan, Xinjiang. [see tig. 5] The painting is a life-like depiction of a group of eleven
ladies at the centre of which two are seated across a chessboard: the right hand of the lady on the right
i extended as she goes to place a black chess piece held between her index and middle fingers.
i3ehind her, waiting in attendance, stands a maid holding a container for chess pieces (giyu FL ). The
hoard consists of a grid comprising 17 vertical and 17 horizontal lines, and black and white pieces,
resembling those used in the modern game. are spread across it{17}) The collection of the Palace
Museum in Beijing contains another painting depicting a weigi chess match — the Five Dynasties
artist Zhou Wenju's X Chongping huigi e TIEE 11l (The weigi game before the double
sereen). [see fig. 6] One of the players is identified as the Second Emperor (zhongzhu i 32) of the
Southern Tang dynasty Li Jing 235 (r. 943-961). Play has progressed to the point where there are
cicht black picces, seemingly flattened spheres. lined up on the board. which is the regular square
I8 ] This pictorial evidence supplements that provided in ancient texts and confirms that,
aithough weigi chessmen could be made from different materials in the Sui dynasty, they conform
¢ the playing pieces discovered in the Sui tomb in

cm in thickness.[16]

modern sets in shape and colour, quite
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o 6 Detail of painting Changping hwgi e by
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glass and agate conical pieces of
different colours uncarthed in the
Sui tomb in Xi'an could not have
been weigi pieces.

* k¥

The question then arises:
If the Sui glass and agate playing
pieces were not weigi "chessmen",
then what were they? After having
examined records of all ancient
Chinese games, | believe that they
are pieces once used in the game of
shuanglu B ("double sixes"), in
that they conform with descriptions
of the game and are consistent with
archaeological evidence regarding
this other early form of Chinese
"chess".

The documentary record
provides evidence that the game of
shuanglu originated in India, and
entered China through Serindia.
The game first became popular in
the Cao-Wei period, and it
flourished in the Liang, Chen, Wei,
Qi, Sui and Tang dynasties. It
began to decline in the Song and
Yuan dynasties, and in a more
pronouriced manner in the Ming
and Qing; its demise was complete
by the 19th century. A number of
ancient collectanea, and of course
manuals, contain materials on the
game, e.g, Shuangpu #Ht Leiyao
i35, Shilin guangji FHIT,
Shantang-si ~ kao B,
Lanpan  changyu  WERHE,
Shiwu ganzhu FHHIK, and
Gezhi jingyuan FEE(E . From
Pushuang and other works we
jearn that shuanglu had a number
of wvariant names, L€., shuangliu
#7<, dashuang $T% and Boluo-
saivi G FEER, and that it was @
gambling game played with pieces
called horses. a board and dice.
The board "was half as long again
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Fig 7 Diagram showing tayout of shuangiu board (after Chen Zengbi)

as a weigi board, and on it two portals (men B9 and 24 pathways (/u ) were incised". [see fig. 7]
The game was played with two dice-shaped cubes, each face of which was marked with from one to
six dots. "The tallies used by the players to record wins and losses were not fixed in number, the
amounts at stake being agreed upon in advance by the players”. The game was played according to
different rules in different areas, demonstrating that it had a very wide geographic spread. From texts
we know of regional varieties of the game called "northern shuanglu® JLEEE, "Nanpi shuangl”
B # 5 (from Nanpi in Hebei province), "Panyu shuanghd" T B (Panyu being the ancient
name of Guangzhou), "Zhenla shuanglu” LI e[ (Kampuchean shuanglu), "Shepo shuangly" %
(Javanese shuanglu), "Dazhi shuanglu" HKf (Arabic shuanglu) and "Riben shuangh B2 &%
(Japanese shuanglu).

Chinese materials referring to shuangfu are terse and it is difficult to find detailed accounts,
but in the Tang dynasty shuangli was introduced from China to Japan and a fairly detailed description
of the rules of the game is contained in the Japanese text in classical Chinese titled The Brocade

Satchel of Double-Sixes 58,3 (Sooriku kinnoo):

Twelve lines run the length of the board. and there are 15 black and 15 white pieces.
The black pieces are moved from the upper left of the board to the right, and then
back from the right to the left: the white pieces are moved from the lower left of the
board to the right, and then back from the upper right to the left. The players sit
facing each other and they take it in turns to throw the dice and make their moves.
The game is played with two dice, and these six-sided cubes have dots ranging from
one to six in number on each face, the sequence of dots running from the top and
down around the four sides and then from front to back. If a player throws a "2" and
a "3", he could move one piece two spaces and another three spaces. More than one
piece of the same colour could be deployed on the one path, and if there were two
pieces of the one colour on a path, the other colour could not enter it otherwise the
piece would be taken by the opponent. The seized piece could be played by the
opponent with the next throw of the dice. If the captured piece was not played by




5 China Archacology and Art Digest €5

the opponent, then the opponent could not play any other of his pieces. If a player
was unable to make a move. then his opponent had the throw of the dies. 1f one
player's pieces had all entered the six paths (black having the lower six paths and
white the upper six), then he was the winner.{21]

From the above description we can see that shuanglu, in terms of playing moves and end-
came, is similar to the modern game of draughts. The pieces moved in playing shuanglu were
ariously designated shuangluzi #e - shuangma B 1, gucha il %% or va £, One text describes
how:
The white horses were made of white wood and the black horses of  black wood (ebony),
while the wealthy would have pieces made of rhinoceros horn and ivory. The bases of the
horses were circular and flat, and for “play” {(sha #%) they were raised, being three cun <f and
two fen 43 in height; the upper part of each piece had four flanges and these extended down
the piece for one cun and one fen, greatly resembling the clothes-beaters used by
washerwomen with which we are today familiar.

And:
In Panyu (=Guangzhou) the white pieces were made of huangvangniu AR (boxwood)
timber and the black of guanglangmu FEHEA (gomuti palm, which is purplish-black in
colour); the pieces had flat bases and short “handles" resembling rounded persimmon halves
or stupas.

And:

In Sririjaya (an ancient kingdom in Sumatra), Java, Annam, Kampuchea and Nanpi -+ ivory
is used to make the white picces. while wumeintu $4 A (black peachwood timber) or ivory
dyed red (hongya $L47) is used to make the black pieces.

However Japanese shuanglu pieces were made from blue or white glass (i HE5) or they followed
the Chinesc type. [22]

These various sources show that shuanglu pieces were of two colours, generally black and
white, but sometimes blue, red. yellow or other colours.|23] The material could be natural timbers,
rhinoceros hom, ivory, glass or jade. The pieces could be conical like clothes-beaters, rounded like the
upper halves of persimmons cut horizontally through the middle. squat like stupas or even only
stichtly raised like weiyi pieces. [sev lig 8] The sources describe playing pieces similar in colour,

T3
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material and shape o the “ehessien” uncarthed at the Sui tomb in Xi'an; they are of two colours, and
mpave flat bases and are like rounded cones", or are rounded like persimmon halves. There can be no
doubt that they are shuanglu pieces.

Moving from texts, an examination of uncarthed and provenanced shuanglu pieces provides
corroborative evidence of the identity of the Xi'an pieces. To the present day a number of shuanglu
sets, especially of the Tang-Song petiod, have been unearthed. An artefact described by its excavators
45 a “table-shaped item" B, unearthed from the tomb of Ran Rencai in Wanxian {county],
Sichuan, which is mentioned above, has been examined by the author. This "celadon” funerary item,
measuring 9.5 cm in length and 7.3 em in width. is in fact the earliest example of a shwanglu board
unearthed in China to date. The rectangular board has curled legs and the skirt of the table is decorated
with alcove-shaped (kunmen #P9) decorations; [see fig. 9] the upper surface of the board is incised
with twelve opposed pathways with two fenced off areas at the middle of each long side. At the centre
of the board a boundary is marked. It conforms with textua! descriptions of shuanglu boards, but
unfortunately no playing pieces were found.

Fig. 9 Shuanghi table with kunmen openings and mother-of-pear! miay unearthed from
a Tang dvnasty tomb at the Astana cemetery. Turfan. 1973

A In 1965 a mural depicting & person moving a shutanglic board set up for play was discovered
ina l'ang tomb at the Astana cemetery in Turfai, Xinjiang. The board is rectangular, and incised with
lines for play. On the board are more than ten rarely secn "peach-shaped” playing pieces.[24] The
collection of the Shoosao-in in the Todai-ji temple in Nara contains two 8th century sets with stupa-
shaped pieces. The picces could be readily hundled, allowing a clear view of the board and facilitating

aleisurely aesthetic game. These sets were designed with the same considerations as are required for 2
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Archaeologists found 30 paying pieces made of facquered timber; half of them are black, the other
half white, and all are shaped like small stupas. [26]

A Northern Song dynasty copy of a Tang dynasty painting of court ladies shows two
aristocratic women playing shuanglu; there are more than ten black and white shuanglu pieces shaped
like clothes-beaters on the board.[27] In 1977 archaeologists excavated the early Ming dynasty tomb
of Xia Quan B # in Jiangyin YLE&, Jiangsu. Twenty-two shuanglu playing pieces were unearthed
from the tomb, and these are also shaped like clothes-beaters.[28] A number of shuanglu chessmen in
the collection of the National Museum of Chinese History in B g are also shaped like clothes-
beaters; these belong to a Ming-Qing period shuanglu set, of which 22 pieces remain — ten black
pieces made of zitan timber, and twelve white pieces made of baiyangmu (boxwood).[29]

These archaeological discoveries and paintings make it clear that shuanglu sets were of many
different types: they could be made of wood, crystal and glass; or they could be black and white, or
even yellow, blue and green. The pieces could be shaped like weigi pieces, or resemble stupas or
clothes-beaters; the mare recent the pieces in time, the taller they tend to be. The pieces found in the
Sui dynasty sarira tomb in Chang'an conform with ancient examples.

In terms of the practicality of play, shuanglu pieces and sets also changed over time.

Shuanglu is played like modern draughts, and so apart from each player's pieces being a distinctive

colour, there also needed to be a fixed number of pieces on the board; to facilitate moving the pieces
on the board, the pieces needed to be few in number and the layout of the board clear to players so
that the complex multiple moves and jumps could be executed. [see fig. £0] The clothes-beater and
halved persimmon shapes were ideal. The shuanglu sets in the Shoosoo-in collection belong to an

| s meanem—————
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cartier period in the history of the game, and the pieces are flatter discs resembling the pieces used in
playing weigi, the far more popular, as well as older, board game at that time.

The number of pieces used in the game also varied over time. The ancient texts cited above
mention a total of 30 pieces, but other texts mention 12 or 18 pieces. A note by Hu Sanxing $1=%4
on a passage in Sima Guang's T/ ¥ Comprehensive Mirror for Aiding Government (Zizhi
tongjian E A8 B )(juan 208) describing events during the Ist year (705) of the Shenlong #'#H reign
of Emperor Zhongzong 155 notes that shuanglu was a dice game, in which there were twelve
playing pieces, each player having six pieces, hence the name "double sixes" (shuanglu). The
Northern Song scholar Yan Shu £5% in his work Lei yao ¥HE describes shuanglu as a game that
came from India and was called Boluo saixi {#EZEM; (Sanskrit: prasena) in the Nirvana sutra
(Niepan jing 12%:#8). An independent work by the Tang master Dharmakara (Fazang) ¥:%% titled
Fangang fazang shu AR describes the game of prasena: "Prasena was a military game
played in the Western Region (Central Asia), and two players each have more than twenty small jade
tokens which serve as elephants or horses and these must take strategic command of all roads on the
board". Pushuang %% mentions each player having 15 pieces. In texts discussing the game the
number of pieces can vary, but the number of pieces also varies in unearthed sets - as many as 30 have
been found, but sets with fewer pieces have also been discovered.

Shuanglu was played over such a vast geographic sweep that the ways in which the game
was played varied greatly. More or less than 30 pieces could be used in a game, and the number was
determined by the form of the game and the rules of play. Generally there were between 24 and 40
pieces, but never as many as the several hundred "chessmen" deployed in weigi. The 27 chessmen
discovered in the Sui sarira tomb would thus fall within the range of shuanglu. Judging by the
appearance of this set, the 24 glass and agate uniform pieces would have formed the set, while the two
stunted pieces were damaged, but because they were of a valuable material had been ground to form
new pieces. These two, with the large agate piece, were used as back-ups.

We can only conclude that the "chessmen" in the Sui dynasty sarira tomb in Xi'an were used
in the game of shuanglu, not weigi.
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