The Royal Game of Ur. More correctly, ‘The Game of Twenty Squares’ as they hadn’t built the Babylonian city of Ur yet.
This game was played all across the Middle East from as early as 3,000BC. It has all the hallmarks of a good game in that strategy is important, but the eventual winner really can’t be known until the game is over and luck can upset the game at any time. In a nutshell, the game involves you moving all your counters over the board and off the end. First to do this, wins.
Game board. The one you have is based on the one found in Tutankhamun’s tomb.
Movement. There’s a lot of learned discussion about how the pieces were moved on the board. Unfortunately, all those years ago everybody knew how to move the pieces so nobody bothered to write it down. It’s a bit like someone today carefully describing the rules of noughts and crosses; why bother, everybody knows. Irving Finkle, of the British Museum, suggests a very simple path which only has contest down the centre. His path makes for a gentler game.
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But some early boards had that 2x3 tail straightened out so the board looked more like a tadpole. Also note that, at the start of the game the rosettes occur every four squares. There is another path which I call the ‘long game’ which results in more conflict and keeps the ‘every four squares’ rosette spacing going through to the end. They say a picture is worth a thousand words, so here it is.
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The only really important squares that we know about are the red/blue ‘rosettes’. If you can land on one you get a second throw of the dice. In addition, a counter on a rosette is safe from being knocked off the board.
NB. Tutankhamun’s board was meant to last all of eternity. Mine, not quite so long! The plastic used is PLA, (Poly Lactose Acrylate), which is biodegradable and will warp if it you leave it out in the sun to get hot. It’s fine if you don’t leave it in the garden for a week!
Dice.
They hadn’t invented dice back then. The game set in Tutankhamun’s tomb had a set of four tetrahedral dice with two vertices on each ‘pyramid’ a contrasting colour. The value of a die was if the coloured tip was uppermost. I found these really hard to pick up and handle. Luckily a game set was found where the ‘dice’ were simply flattened sticks with one side burned. These are the design I have used. Throw all four sticks and count the dark faces. So you can throw any number between 0, (no dark faces), and 4, (4 dark faces). Needless to say, if you throw a 0 then you don’t move at all.
I have given you five sticks in case you lose one. Only four are needed in the game.
Counters.
I have given you nine black and nine white. The normal game needs seven for each player. Finkle suggests that some games were played with only five for a shorter game. 
Any counter that gets knocked off the board by an opponent must start from the beginning again. 
Only one counter can occupy a square, but you can hop over counters on the board. Don’t forget, landing on a rosette gives you an extra throw of the dice. Also, the fact that a counter on a rosette can’t be knocked off.
You must move if there is a legal move available to you, that is you are not allowed to ’pass’ because the move would be disadvantageous to you.
When a counter has completed its run it should be placed well away from the gaming area so that it is clearly out of the game. I’m in two minds about making the counters have different faces to show which ones have been retired. Maybe a cross on one side? Vamos ver!
Strategy.
The rosettes are obviously crucial. They’ll act like castles; you’re invulnerable while on one and any counter that passes you is open to attack.
If you leave a counter two squares ahead of one of your opponent’s counters he will have a good chance of knocking you off on his throw. The odds for each number are:
0 or 4.		1 chance in 16.
1 and 3		1 chance in 4.
2		3 chances in 8.

Some stuff I found out while researching the game.
Finkle, who reads cuneiform clay tablets for fun, found a tablet that showed that there was a gambling version of the game, but the rules are lost. He also found a tablet that described how the game was somehow used for divination. For that the counters each had different patterns and the combination of counter and square you landed on gave a reading for the future. It seems that only the name ‘The Swallow’ for one of the counters has survived the passage of time so we’re a bit stumped to find a way of getting the lottery numbers out of the game.
You may enjoy doing a Google search on Irving Finkle. He has some YouTube videos about the game; how it was resurrected and some of the history. In any case he’s a perfect example of the lesser-known Darwin’s second theory of evolution, “Any erudite bugger with a brain my size will eventually evolve a beard that you can use to hide a small chicken”. Whatever, have fun with the game. And remember that you’re playing a game which was played from modern day Turkey right across the Middle East, certainly as far as Egypt and probably as far as Iran and Yemen for three housand years. I just love the idea of a merchant from Syria wandering into a smelly drinking place in Egypt and being able to play a game with one of the locals  while enjoying his camel-piss beer even if he couldn’t understand a word being said.
Chris.
curnow@sapo.pt
image1.jpg
<oh

o





image2.jpg
ST




