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Divining from the Game Liubo: An Explanation of A Han Wooden Slip
Excavated at Yinwan o .
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Although many boards with the TLV design for the game liubo 7518 have been discovered at
Han archaeological sites, the rules of the game during the Han dynasty are unclear. In 1952, Lien-
sheng Yang tried to reconstruct the rules through a series of historical documents, the most useful
being a formula for the game composed by Xu Bochang #F{# & (a. 156-141 BCE), a Han expert
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player.[1] The formula, in the format of a palindrome, states:

Fang pan jie dao zhang, zhang pan jie dao fang,

Zhang jiu qu xuan gao, gao xuan qu jiv zhang.

Zhang dao jie pan fang, fang pan jie dao zhang;

Zhang jiu qu xuan gao, gao xuan qu jiu zhang.
7 BHR B R, SR IETT;
RITE L &, B LERR.
SRIE TR RETT, TR IE ik,
AL, BLEITE.

Identifying fang 75 as the Vs of the TLV
design, zhang ik as the Ts, and qu Ji as
the Ls, Yang conjectured that a fiubo
player may start at the open end of an L,
move his men to the corner of a square
marked by a V, and reach a T at the
centre of the board via a diagonal line
(Fig.1).

In 1964, Lao Gan proposed a
different reading of Xu's formula.[3]
According to his interpretation, the Ls,
Vs, and four points on the board were
various conditions for specific moves,
with the Ls serving as starting points; a
player was allowed to attack opposing
chessmen in the open Ts and at the four
points, but not those protected by the
closed Vs (fig.2). Dividing the board into
four squares, Lao identified Xu's fang 75
as the domain to the immediate right of
the player making a move, zhang & as
the domain to the right of that player,

xuan % as the domain to the far left, and
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Fig.1 Diagram showing Lien-Sheng Yang's explanation of
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gao T to the immediate left. Lao then

suggested that a liubo player would try to a % Xuan
find ways of moving his pieces from the fang }
to the zhang domain, where he could reach
the gao through the xuan.

Since Xu's formula is a highly
condensed palindrome, it was not easy to
confirm Yang and Lao's theories until a
wooden slip containing instructions for
divination was excavated from Tomb No. 6
(dated 10 BCE) at Yinwan F*#&, Jiangsu, in
1993.14] The 23x7 cm slip has characters ,t

and diagrams on both sides. The verso bears
a diagram resembling the TLV design (Fig.

3) and a chart consisting of five rows and ten ° P, . Y,

columns (Fig. 4). The diagram includes the \'A r——_' 4
character fang 77 at the centre, the characters - ?I i L I d
nanfang FiJ)7 at the top, and Chinese C %, gao ’6« # fang

chronograms  (traditionally ~ known  as

celestial stems and terrestrial branches) on at

least one, and often on both sides of each Fig,. 2 Diagram showing Lao Gan's explanation of
design line.[S] The rightmost chart column the game liubo

lists events that require divination —

marriage, travel disease, and death. The first

characters on the chart's top row are

divination signs, reading from right to left:
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Fig. 4 Transcription of the TLV divination on lower section of verso of Han wooden divination slip from Yinwan

(directly below Fig. 3)
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fang 7. lian HE. jie 4, dao i, zhang TR, qu i, chu 3. chang & and gao . Where columns and identical
rows cross, one finds the oracles for making predictions. matches ¢
While it is certain that the TLV diagram on this wooden slip was used for divining, exactly the divin:
how is unknown. As the authors of Slips from the Han Tomb at Yinwan speculated, the divination posts,[9]
signs in the charts may represent various positions in the TLV diagram; when practising divination, comparat
one would look for an oracle in the chart based on the sign of the intended day in the diagram.[6] signifying
More specifically, to learn if the day guihai %% is suitable for a marriage ceremony, as explained by : bank of a
Li Xuegin, one would first search for the day in the diagram — locating it in the north of the central 4 efjgf{ of a
square and obtaining its sign fang 7 — then explore where the column identified as fang 77 significar
intersected with the row for marriage.[7] The oracle at that point — family would be sustained and b the form
children would be born — insinuates that it would be auspicious to hold the marriage on the day & On the ot
guihai. Li's explanation appears comprehensive, but except for fang, the positions of the eight signs in # the order
the TLV diagram are uncertain. The practice of the TLV divination remains yet a riddle. 4 reversible
The first key to the riddle is the signification of the signs at the top of the chart.[8] The nine ’

signs strongly resemble the nine words used in Xu's liubo formula — four are exact matches, one is a}ithouglh*
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identical in terms of the pronunciation and reference, and two are comparable in meaning. The exact
matches are fang, dao, zhang and gao. The pair with identical pronunciation and reference is jie ¥4 in
the divination signs and jie #5 in the formula, both containing the meaning "marker": jie #3 refers to
posts,[9] while jie ¥ suggests the things that help to raise high or to reveal.[10] The two pairs with
comparable meanings are chu i and qu J&, lian BE and pan BE. Chu and qu are exchangeable,
signifying "to bend."[11] Lian and pan both include the implication "side". Pan usually indicates the
bank of a river or a lake; /ian, meaning "edges and corners," can be extended to represent the opposite
edge of an angle.[12] The similarity between the divination signs and the /iubo formula are of great
significance. On the one hand, as the divination signs denote various positions in the TLV diagram,
the formula words most likely had the same function of signifying positions on the game board.[13]
On the other hand, the nine positions were rendered as a palindrome in the formula, which reveals that
the order of the nine positions, either on the game board or in the divination diagram, could be
reversible.

The second key to the riddle is exactly the order of the nine positions. As mentioned,
although the nine positions are crucial to both the TLV divination practice and the liubo game, fang is
the only one that can be located in the diagram and on the game board. Since the Chinese
chronograms in the diagram bear a strong sense of order, arranging these dates in sequence may help
in determining the other eight positions. Before doing so, it is important to note that south is located at
the top of the diagram, as it was on early Chinese maps. It is also essential to know that dates in
ancient China were calculated through the collocation of celestial stems and terrestrial branches; ten
of the former (jia, yi, bing, ding, wu, ji, geng xin, ren, gui) and twelve of the latter (zi, chou, yin, mao,
chen, si, wu, wei, shen, you, xu, hai) were combined to form 60-day cycles. In the diagram, the sixty
days start at jiazi B F at the north-western V and end with guihai %% 2 t=%88(Fig.5). Writing errors
may explain three missing days: 9 (renshen T H), 28 (xinmao 39I1), and 29 (rencheng I-J%); also,
18 (xinsi SEE), 19 (renwu T-49), 37 (gengzi BiF) and 59 (renxu T-/X) are repeated. Both kinds of
errors make reading the diagram very difficult; only the order in the south-western zone is error-free
and therefore fully comprehensible. Days 43 to 51 move out from the square and consecutively
through a T, and L, and a diagonal line to a V before the movement is reversed for days 52 to 60. The
nine moves should be what the nine signs in the chart represent (Fig.6). Most likely, fang (43) to the
inside of the square; /ian (44) to the outside of the square; jie (45) to the vertical line in the T; dao
(46) to the horizontal line in the T; zhang (47) to the vertical stem of the L; qu (48) to the base of the
L; chu (49) to the diagonal line, chang (50) to the left stem of the V; and gao (51) to the right stem of
the V.

Based on the moving pattern found in the south-western zone, we are able to rectify the
written errors listed earlier. In the south-eastern zone, for instance, if we replace the repetitive days
along the T — 18 (xinsi *£E.) and 37 (gengzi Bi-f) — with the missing 28 (xinmao Y1) and 29
(rencheng FJ), the days from 26 (jichou T ) to 34 (dingvou T #§) would form successive nine
chronograms. In the north-western zone, likewise, if we replace the repetitive 19 (renwu) inside the
square with the missing 9 (renshen T F), then the days from 9 (renshen TH) to 17 (gengchen FEfi)
would become another group of successive nine chronograms. The following day 18 (xinsi EE),
misplaced far to the north-eastern corner, should be moved back to the position beneath 17 (gengchen
Bifi%). The displacement further produces continuous nine chronograms from 18 (xinsi ¥E) to 26
(jichou T 1). As to the north-eastern zone, after the irrelevant 18 (xinsi 1) is moved elsewhere,
the repetitive 59 (rerxu) should be deleted. The days from | (jiazi B T) to 9 (renshen L H1) hence
become consecutive. After the corrections, the days in the TLV diagram are no longer intangible. By
sharing three days located inside the square — 9 (renshen F-H1) 26 (jichou T.H) and 43 (bingwu
1NJX) — the sixty chronograms perfectly accommodate the TLV design through the arrayal of nine
days in seven groups (1-9-17, 18-26-34, 35-43-51, 52-60).[14] Since six out of the seven groups show
a consistent moving path, we can further fix the first group by displacing 7 (gengwu BE4F) to the west
of the position jie, and 8 (xinwei 3 ) to the west of the position lian.[15]
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1. ¥ F jiazi

2. L& yichou

3.7 ¥ bingyin

4.7 98 dingmao

5. %/ wuchen
6.2 & jisi

7. %% gengwu

8. % k xinwei
9. % ¥ renshen
10. 8 B guiyou
11. ¥ A& jiaxu

12. 2 X yihai
13. A ¥ bingzi
14. T # dingchou
15. 7% K wuyin
16. . 9F jimao
17. % & gengchen
18. % € xinsi
19.F ¥ renwu
20.2 % guiwei

&
Y]
South
48
zhaﬂg dﬁqu
56 k47]55

21. ¥ ¥ jiashen
22. L8 yiyou
23.# A&, bingxu
24. T ¥ dinghai
25. &% F wuzi
26. ¢, & jichou
27. % % gengyin
28.% 9F xinmao
29.% & renchen
30.% B guisi
31. ¥ ¥ jiawu
32.Z % yiwei
33.7% ¥ bingshen
34. T & dingyou
35. %A wxu
36.% % jihai
37. % F gengzi
38, & & xinchou
39.% % renyin
40.% 99 guimao

F)

50

chang &

53
51 #% 52
gao

41. ¥ & jiachen
42.2, & yisi
43.@ 4 bingwu
44. T %k dingwei
45. 5% ¥ wushen
46.2. B jiyou
47. % A, gengxu
48. % % xinhai
49. % ¥ renzi
50.% & guichou
51. ¥ X jiayin
52. L 9P yimao
53.% & bingchen
54.T & dingsi
55. /% 4 wuwu
56.2. %k jiwei
57.%& ¥ gengshen
58. % & xinyou
59.F A renxu
60.% & guihai

Fig. 6 Restoration of the Yinwan TLV divination

60

B T RN e s i 1 e

i
o

longer m
diviner i
the condi
ascertain
under th
second e
him is thi
his wife's
have a di
21 rash
then sele
the TLV
livbo for
terminolc

wooden s
First, in J
said to be
statement
framewor
of the nir
were witl
groups of
chart and
and that ¢
based on .
disclose tl
chronogra
Lao's hyp:
~— from n
is still obs

This articl
R

Notes:

[1] Lien-s
15 (1

{2] Xiang
Shang]
shows.
forth n

pan jie

the Ins
to incli
there g
be am
howev.



95 THE YINWAN LIUBO SLIP 25

The recognition of the nine signs in the diagram makes the practice of the TLV divination no
longer mysterious. Because the diagram contains two modes of index — chronograms and positions, a
diviner is welcomed to employ either mode to meet his need. For example, if one would like to know
the condition of his sick father on the day yisi £ & (42), he would first search the day in the diagram,
ascertaining that its position is /ian; and then, he would turn to the chart for the corresponding oracle
under the sign /ian, learning the grim possibility that his father would be soon beyond cure. The
second example is using positions as an index. If a man is to get married, and if what most concerns
him is the personality of his wife-to-be, he can learn from the oracles that the sign dao would enhance
his wife's being easy-going, and the sign gu would grant him a discreet wife. If he finally decides to
have a discreet wife, he can locate in the diagram all the dates in the position gu — 4 (dingmao 179,
21 (jiashen FH), 31 (jiawu B 4F), 38 (xinchou 3 1), 48 (xinhai ¥ 2) and 51 (wuwu L4F). He can
then select a suitable day among the seven for his marriage to take place. Apparently, the practice of
the TLV divination is convenient but mechanical. It is in all respects an appropriation of the game
liubo for ready use, not truly involved in the play of the game, but borrowing all its devices — design,
terminology and rules.

The above analysis resolves the riddle of the TLV divination preserved on the Yinwan
wooden slip. It also partly contributes to our understanding of the game /iubo in at least two aspects.
First, in Xijing zaji PERCERD, a work attributed to Liu Xin 2J¥k (2-23 CE), Xu's liubo formula was
said to be so widely known that even children around the capital Chang'an could recite it.[16] The
statement is proved not groundless, because only the most well-known game rules can serve as the
framework of daily practices of choosing a good day. Particularly, there are no hints, except for fang,
of the nine positions in the divination diagram, which precisely confirms how familiar Han people
were with the game /iubo. Second, the nine moves in the divination diagram, expressed by seven
: groups of nine chronograms, should be the positions to which both the nine signs in the divination
chart and the nine words in Xu's formula refer. And yet, whether the moving sequence in the diagram
and that on the game board are identical is ambiguous, because the reciprocation in the diagram is
based on series of nine, but the reciprocation in Xu's formula is units of five. Or, the ambiguity may
disclose that there was more than one way to play the game in the Han period. Moreover, the sixty
chronograms are arrayed along the four zones of the diagram, which, interestingly, is not far from
Lao's hypothesis of the four quarters of the game board. Nevertheless, to what extent the moving path
— from north-east via north-west and south-east to south-west — reflects the reality of game-playing
is still obscure. These indefinite points may be further clarified by future archaeological finds.

This article, formerly published as "An Explanation of the TLV Diagram for Divination from Yinwan
FHEEE <R L>ARERE" in WW, 1999:8, pp 62-65, has been revised by the author.

4 Notes:

[1] Lien-sheng Yang, "An Additional Note on the Ancient Game Liu-bo", Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies
15.(1952): pp 124-39.

[2]  Xiang Xinyang [E1#7 /. Liu Keren %i52E, Annotated Edition of Xijing Zaji ViR 32 07E (it
Shanghai: b %% i+ Shanghai Ancient Books Publishing House, 1991), p. 203. As this research
shows. there may be a wrilten error in the first sentence of the formula. Considering the possible back-and-
forth movement of chessmen and the format of a palindrome. the first sentence can be rearranged as "Fang
pan jie dao zhang, zhang dao jie pan fang T5BHEIE MR, JRIEHIBE 7" When | first reported my research at
the Institute of History and Philology in the Academia Sinica. Taipei, in 1998, Dr. Liu Tseng-kui urged me
to include the correction of the ancient text in my 1999 article. My hesitation was due to the thought that
there should be more than one way to play the game in the Han dynasty: the beginning of the formula could
be a mistake made by later compilers, but what if it was one of the rules unknown to us? More confidently,
however, Li Jiemin followed up the clue. proposing to correct the first sentence in his response to my
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article. See Li Jiemin ZfR 1L, "Supplement to ‘A tentative interpretation of the Han dynasty wooden stip Suspici
from Y inwan bearing the liubo board divination™ << e ) AR A>T . WW.L 2000:8, pp 7 Glass ai
73-4. ¥

[3] Lao Gan #5#k. "The evolution of liubo and the liubo gaming board" 7~ 14 K R #E 2, Lishi Yuyan : "FE I

Yanjiusuo jikan &5 5 F AT H T (Journal of the Institute of History and Philology). Academia
Sinica. Taipei. 35 (1964). pp 15-30.

[4] Lianvungang Municipal Museum er al HE T 8%, Slips from the Han Tomb at Yinwan
R SE B (Beijing: Zhonghua Shuju HFEE . 1997). pp 21, 125-126, 162-166. Dong Li

[5] As Liliemin pointed out, 1 mistakenly included two characters-jiufan-irrelevant to the diagram in my 1999 Shaanxi F
article. but it does not influence the accuracy of decoding the diagram. g

[6] Lianyungang Municipal Museum et al BE T YA % Slips from the Han Tomb at Yinwan
IR p. 3. §

(7] Li Xueqin %548, "Boju divination and the TLV pattern” <<{i§ Fy (5>> BB HL, WW. 19971, pp 49-51. E

[8] Li Xuegin and the authors of Slips from the Han Tomb at Yinwan have noted the similarity between the [n June 1
fWwo. 3 the Xi'an

[9] As used in "If there is someone who dies on the road. then have him buried and erect a post EHH R E district #4
¥ W4T B, See Sun Yirang ik, Zhou li hengyi FEA8 IF % (Siku beivao edition U B % 4 made of
A Taipei 23t Chung-hwa Shu-chy thFEE ) 1983), juan 70, p. 6b. zg exception

[10] For instance, Mt. Emei was said to be the sign that marks the position of a nearby city called Quanyang pointed tc

(I 15 B 52 15 2 $8). See Guo Pu BREL, "Jiang fu" TLIR, in Yan Kejun A Y9, Quan Shanggu Sandai Qin < height an

Han Sanguo Liuchao wen & by SR ERE = BN EA 3, (Beijing: Zhonghua Shuju HEEE 5, 1958), '_ . .
Quan Jin wen 2% 3. juan 120, H2147-8. fd plt;ce E))elr
{¥1] In Xunzi. for example, "chu" was used to describe "bending five fingers #F 2" Yang Jing annotated that a|.1 22
"ehu® is the same as "gu". See Wang Xiangian 58k, Xunzi jiedu B+ 5% (Zhuzi jicheng ben S ? diameter -
R4S, Shanghai: Shanghai Shudian [¥§8JE, 1990), juan 1, "Quan xue” EhE p. 9. é been rarel
[12] lia Yi once used the metaphor of steps and a hall to illustrate the relation between subjects and their ruler. display ir

He said. "when the fian is far from the earth, the hall is high FeE b, fI| 2 %5 - when the lian is close to the attracting
carth, the hall is low FEfcHe, B #." Here, lian can be understood as either the raised angle of the steps or /

the height of the steps. If latter, /ian means the opposite edge of an angle. Sec Ban Gu PEE, Han shu %8 author the
(punctuated edition, Beijing: Zhonghua Shuju W 1990), juan 48, pp 2254-5. for displa

[13] The formula was thus a compilation of positions, instructing moves of chessmen; no verbs or adjectives, as this classi
Yang and Lao suggested, were interwoven to make the sentences comprehensive. ancient pz

{14} Another article on the Yinwan diagram came out when I had delivered mine for publication by the end of were put ¢
1998. As Li Jiemin already pointed out. it reads the diagram as a mathematical document, making the put
corrections as 1 did. but it does not penctrate the relationship between the TLV divination, the [iubo game picces” i ;

s"

and Xu's formula. See Liu Lexian BI44%, "Yinwan Hanmu chutu shushu wenxian chutan” FEEEN 1.
#4 CERY) 1% (A preliminary investigation of the numerological texts unearthed from the Han tomb at
Yinwan). A General Discussion of the Slips Unearthed from the Han Tomb at Yinwan HEHEEE
#x# (Beijing: Science Press B B AR, 1999), pp 175-86.

[15] I did not include these two corrections in my 1999 article. After Liu Lexian had noticed the oddity of 7
(gengwu) and 8 (xinwer), Li Jiemin proposed a remedy by moving only 8 (xinwei) to the position /zan.
However, 1o strictly follow the moving path of the other six groups, we should also rearrange 7 (gengwu) to
the west of the position jie.

[16] Xiang Xinyang [n/#Ff. LiuKeren %% F, Annotated Edition of Xijing Zaji Vi TR IE (Shanghai:

|ifi £ 4 47 £1 Shanghai Ancient Books Publishing House. 1991). p. 203.







