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Abstract
The game pieces found at the site of Mosonszentjános-Homokbánya (Györ-Moson-Sopron County, Hungary)

are unique to the 6
th
century Carpathian Basin in respect of their design and choice of material. Although

only a few close parallels are known from England and Italy, many gaming sets were found in prominent

burials across Europe from the 6–7
th
century. The context of the artefacts and their craftsmanship presume

that the game pieces of Mosonszentjános were of high value, which is in line with the image of the members of

the elite being fond of board games that can be perceived from written sources. The game set is probably not

complete, therefore only indirectly and based on the various sized and di�erently painted pieces can we make

assumptions on the nature of games that were played.

"In their dwellings at peace
they played at tables,

Of gold no lack
did the gods then know."

Völuspá 8.

The site

In 1965 a grave dating to the 6th century (labelled as 12)1 was discovered during mining works
on the periphery of Mosonszentjános (today known as Jánossomorja, Győr-Moson-Sopron
County) 40 meters from the already known Avar period cemetery. A signi�cant part of the
grave was destroyed but thanks to Rezső Pusztai who was at the site, part of the �nds could
be saved. In 1967, an additional grave dating to the 6th century (labelled as 13) was found in
the gravel quarry, which unfortunately was likewise severely damaged due to the exploitation.
With the lead of Rezső Pusztai the remaining part of the burial was excavated during which
another grave was also revealed (labelled as 14). While graves 12 and 13 were inhumation
burials according to the �nds (artefacts and human remains), grave 14 contained animal bones.

The exact location of the game pieces that were found in the �rstly discovered grave 12 cannot
be reconstructed. Although the burial place was not disturbed in contemporary times based on
the observations, the mining destroyed two-thirds of the grave. Out of the ten known game
pieces only seven are directly from the burial, the remaining three were obtained by Rezső
Pusztai from the son of the mine’s warden.

1 The numbering of the graves is continuous with the nearby Avar period cemetery. The research was granted by
the National Research, Development and Innovation Office (NKFIH), Mobility and Population Transformation in the

Carpathian Basin of the 5th to 7th Century A.D. Changing Societies and Identities, decision number: OTKA NN 113157.
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István Koncz – Zsuzsanna Tóth

Fig. 1. The game pieces from Mosonszentjános grave 12. 1: 66.5.23.5; 2: 66.5.23.8; 3: 66.5.23.7; 4: 66.5.23.6;
5: 66.5.23.4; 6: 66.5.23.2; 7: 66.5.23.1; 8: 66.5.23.3; 9: 66.5.24.1; 10: 66.5.24.2 (Drawing: Katalin Nagy).

The pieces recovered from the grave were scattered, primarily located around the right femur
of the deceased and alongside the missing lower leg. One of the pieces was lying on the outer
side of the left thighbone. This part of the burial was the least damaged compared to the torso
which was completely destroyed, but only the left lower and upper, and the right lower leg
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6th century ivory game pieces from Mosonszentjános

remained in situ. Based on their location it cannot be ruled out that originally the game pieces
were placed in the grave in a sac or a pouch made of some kind of organic material,2 and
consequently they got scattered because of the disturbance of the grave.

The game pieces

The form and the decoration of the ten game pieces are uniform.3 The sides of the disc-shaped
objects are decorated with a contoured rib ornament at their upper and lower rims. Their
bottom is straight, their top beyond the rib of the upper rim has the form of a truncated cone
which is indented in the middle. Out of the indentation, a quarter sphere emerges which is
pierced in the middle. Considering their size two groups can be distinguished. The �rst group
consists of eight bigger counters; their heights vary between 1.3–1.4 cm and their diameters
between 2.6–2.8 cm. The remaining two smaller pieces have similar heights; between 1.2–1.3
cm, while their diameters are only 2 cm (Fig. 1–2).4

We considered our principle task to be the inspection and the verification of the earlier classification
of the raw material, and if it was needed, the correction as well. As expected, we managed to
confirm the validity of the previous observation without doubt. Even under low magnification
on all the examined objects the Schreger lines were well visible, which proves that the discs were
made of ivory (Fig. 3). Although the observation of the Schreger lines does not make it possible to
identify the exact elephant species (Loxodonta africana Blumenbach, 1797; or Elephas maximus L.
1758) the size of the included angles of the Schreger lines allows us to decide whether the tusk of a
today living species or the fossil tusk of the extinct woolly mammoth (Mammuthus primigenius

Blumenbach 1799) provided the raw material of the objects. Our artefacts in all cases gave values
that are typical for species living today,5 thus we can exclude the utilisations of fossil materials.

In addition, we sought to gain knowledge on the production of the game pieces. It is essential
to observe the objects under di�erent magni�cations, a technique which allows us to perceive
and identify the signs of the di�erent stages of production, thus in the end enabling us to
reconstruct the whole process.

2 This can be observed in multiple cases during this period, for example: The 57 game pieces and dices made of
bone found in the ’princely grave’ of Prittlewell (UK) dated to the �rst half of the 7th century were probably
preserved thanks to the stachel they were contained in (Blackmore 2008, 332). In the 7th century burial
of Eschwege (Germany) 24 game pieces were found together with a small buckle, iron knife, scissors and
whetstone – the contents of the pouch (Sippel 1987, 145). From grave 11 of the similarly dated cemetery of
Speyer-Germansberg (Germany) three �at game discs came to light with small buckles, iron knife and bone
buttons again as probable contents of a pouch (Kaiser 1969, 183, Taf. 4).

3 For the study of the objects we have chosen optical microscopy as a completely non-invasive and non-
destructive method. The examination was made at the Archaeometry Laboratory of the Institute of Archae-
ological Sciences at Eötvös Loránd University with a Zeiss SteREO Discovery.V8 zoom stereomicroscope
(6.3–80x). Picture documentation and micro photographs in this paper were made by Zsuzsanna Tóth with the
imaging system of the microscope (Camera : ZEISS AxioCam MRc5; Software: ZEISS AxioVision version 4.9.1;
Extended focus system: Helicon Focus version 6.0). The Laboratory was founded with the help of the project
KMOP-4.2.1/B-10-2011-0002: Interdisciplinary, innovative research directions and development of infrastructure

for industrial cooperation and the introduction of new educational technologies at ELTE.

4 About the exact size and weight of the pieces in detail see the appendix.
5 Drauschke –Banerjee 2007, 115–118. Regarding the game pieces the certain identification whether they were

made of the inner (S1) or outer (S2) part of the elephant tusk is impossible. The measurement of the angle of the
Schreger lines can lead us to misconclusions in connection with specific species, because the angle is smaller at the
inner part of the tusk than the angles of the outer part.
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Fig. 2. The game pieces from Mosonszentjános grave 12. 1: 66.5.23.5; 2: 66.5.23.8; 3: 66.5.23.7; 4: 66.5.23.6;
5: 66.5.23.4; 6: 66.5.23.2; 7: 66.5.23.1; 8: 66.5.23.3; 9: 66.5.24.1; 10: 66.5.24.2 (Photo: András Király).

Fig. 3. The visible Schreger lines on one of the
game pieces.

We established that all of the game pieces, ir-
respectively of their condition and size were
produced with the same technique. They are
very similar to each other, presumably they
were created in the same workshop. On the
surfaces of the objects there are no signs that
could shed light on the primary processing tech-
nique of the tusk. All of the pieces are smooth,
the pattern of the Schreger lines of the tusk’s
orthogonal cross section is adequate, thus we
can con�dently determine that the processing
started by transversely slicing up the material.
Unfortunately, we cannot say without doubt
what technique was used in this regard, but the

smoothness of the surface suggests that sawing took place with a sharp tool. Furthermore, we
lack knowledge on how the ivory slices were cut into smaller pieces, and eventually formed
into discs.
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6th century ivory game pieces from Mosonszentjános

Fig. 4. Signs and traces of the production.

The discs were complemented if necessary with parts of ivory to cover or wedge the nerve-canal.
The �nished objects do not reveal more, and no production waste was preserved. The shaping
of the objects was continued on a lathe, where the discs’ basic form and their ornamentation
were developed. Traces of the turning can be observed on the objects only in a few instances,
apparently in the scope of additional processing the surface was smoothen and the �nal form
was reached by polishing. The most notable sign of the lathe work is the middle indenture
that can be observed on the top of the discs in the sphere segment. The indenture is a typical
sign of where the object was �xed to the lathe. The pierced hole show well visible concentric
circles, but presumably the marks were not removed because they were also seen as ornaments.
This explanation is strengthened by the fact that their parallels on the bottom of the discs were
worked o� (only on two objects the traces of the bottom �xing remained, see 66.5.23.6 (Fig. 4,

bottom right) and 66.5.23.8). The symmetrical form of the discs and the even thickness of the
decorating contoured ribs suggest that indeed turning took place and it was performed in a
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rather thoughtful way, which by the way does not come as a surprise because the material was
very valuable and were used for objects of high prestige. This is slightly contradicted by a �aw
that was made on one of the discs (66.5.23.4) (Fig. 4, top left). On the object in question a second
line can be observed on one of the sides of the upper rib, the error was corrected with a shift
in the object’s axis but in the end, was not removed. Although we are talking about prestige
materials and objects, it seems that perfection was not always sought, objects with minor �aws
were not discarded, they were used the same way as the other ones. During the examination,
we came across with pieces that were repaired by wedging (as plugs were used to �ll in the
holes). In this regard the question arises as to whether these objects were damaged during use,
and consequently got repaired or the section of the tusk was utilised where the nerve-canal
ran, and therefore the ivory had to be supplemented. In our opinion the later assumption is
correct. Concerning piece 66.5.23.4 the �lling is missing from its bottom thus it is visible that
the material is cavernous (Fig. 4, top right). In contrast piece 66.5.23.5 has a peg wedged in its
middle with the width of a grain of rice. The plug goes through the whole object and does
not �t perfectly to its bottom (Fig. 4, center left and right). The material of the plug is from a
completely di�erent part of the tusk; the cracks also di�er from the cracks that can be observed
elsewhere on the object. In this case the object was probably repaired. On the bottom of disc
66.5.23.6 a rectangular gap can be seen, which must be intentional (Fig. 4, bottom left and right).
The gap was either not �lled or the �lling got lost.

The existence of �awed, repaired and spoiled objects makes us wonder how prestigious ivory
was as a raw material after all. We can conclude that the material which was hard to obtain
surely held a high value, and this is the reason why the section of the tusk where the nerve
canal ran was also used. Furthermore, the ivory that was damaged during the production was
likewise repaired, and in the end the slightly faulty objects were also kept. It is possible that
minor �aws were less visible in their original state than today. The neat polishing of the surface
made the replacements hardly visible, but painting or other substance that perished over the
years could have covered the imperfections, thus the objects could have seemed perfectly intact.
In addition, we cannot exclude the possibility that minor �aws were acceptable and did not
decrease the value of the objects.

Similar items to the discussed game pieces are known from England and not from the Carpathian
Basin. From the site of Lyminge (UK) a very similar piece of ivory game piece was recovered.6

The object was found on the �oor level of a longhouse, which can be considered as an example
of elite residencies of the 7th century (Yeavering, etc.) based on its measures and design.7 The
upper side of the disc was identically ornamented even though the production technique was
di�erent. While the pieces from Mosonszentjános were solely made of ivory, the �nd from
Lyminge has a bronze rivet in the middle, but it is also decorated with a pierced hole (Fig. 5).
On the side of disc found at Lyminge the contoured rib ornament cannot be observed as on the
�nds from Mosonszentjános. From England, further game pieces are known that were made
with a lathe.

6 We would like to thank Gabor Thomas (University of Reading) for the help.
7 Thomas et al. 2016, 744–745.
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Fig. 5. Game piece from Lyminge, Kent (UK)
(Reproduced with kind permission of Gabor
Thomas, University of Reading).

For example, the Taplow burial contained nine
whole game pieces which were made of antler.8

These are hollow tubes capped at either end by
discs held in position by bronze rivets. Based on
their position in the grave it is possible that the
pieces were placed on a board or in some kind of
case located at the leg of the deceased.9 A very
similar gaming set made of antler10 was found at
the site of Cividale Santo Stefano ‘in Pertica’ in
grave 24.11 The pro�le turned discs are likewise
contoured, their upper sides are similar to the �nds
of Mosonszentjános, but the ribs from the sides are
missing.12 Altogether 24 pieces were recovered and
in respect of their design they can be divided into
three groups; the �rst containing 12 pieces and the
second and the third containing 6–6 pieces each.13

Although the grave was disturbed in contemporary
times14 the pieces remained in one heap around the
lower leg. Probably they were placed there in some
kind of organic sack. Further game pieces made of
ivory and produced with a lathe were discovered
in grave A of Cividale ‘Gallo’.15 Their production
quality is inferior to the pieces found at the sites of
Lyminge, Cividale ‘in Pertica’ or Mosonszentjános.

Most of them are heavily worn but the circular decoration encompassing the quarter sphere
on the upper side is still visible.16 Altogether 18 game pieces were recovered, which can be
divided into two groups considering their build, similarly to the set found at Santo Stefano in
Pertica: the �rst consisting of 12, while the second of 6 pieces.17 Unfortunately, due to the lack
of grave plan, the reconstruction of the location of the game pieces is not possible. Both of the
burials and the cemeteries themselves can be dated to the beginning of the Lombard period in
Italy, between the end of the 6th and the beginning of the 7th century (Fig. 6–7).18

8 Stevens 1884, 65; Webster 2007, 70–71.
9 http://culturalinstitute.britishmuseum.org/asset-viewer/set-of-gaming-pieces/dAGphnI8o2yyiw?hl=en

(2016.11.14.)
10 In literature it is also described as ivory (Stauch 1994, 66), but these are made of antler. Brozzi 1993, 262;

Ahumada Silva 1990, 50.
11 Beside the game pieces also dices and fragments of a game board(?) came to light: Ahumada Silva 1990,

50–51.
12 Ahumada Silva 1990, Fig 32, Tav. 21.
13 Stauch 1994, 66.
14 The grave is heavily disturbed, no parts of the skeleton remained in its anthropological position. Ahumada

Silva 1990, Tav. 13.
15 Brozzi 1970, 102–103.
16 Some of the pieces could be undecorated. Stauch 1994, 63.
17 Stauch 1994, 66.
18 Brozzi 1993, 261; Ahumada Silva 2001, 324–327.
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Fig. 6–7. Game pieces from grave 24 (above) and grave A (below) in Cividale ’Gallo’ (The pieces are
conserved in Museo Archeologico Nazionale di Cividale del Friuli. The pictures are used with permission
of Ministero dei beni e delle attività culturali e del turismo, Polo Museale del Friuli Venezia Giulia).
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In the Carpathian Basin, at Kölked-Feketekapu cemetery A in grave 539 an additional game
piece made of ivory was found.19 The grave can be dated to the middle of the 7th century.20 Only
one �gure, which had a rounded cone-shape and was perforated in the middle was recovered.
Similarly, the cemetery of Daruszentmiklós can be dated to the 7th century as well, where a
carved cylinder made of antler was discovered.21 The upper side of the disc is decorated with
three concentric convex circles and two punched dot motifs.22 The object was without doubt
placed in the pouch of the deceased.

Grave 12 of Mosonszentjános can be dated to the second part of the 6th century based on a pair
of buckles that was found at the site. This means that the �nds came from the same period
as the artefacts from the site of Lyminge, but the similarity is especially salient in connection
with the �nds from Cividale, which were buried sometime between the end of the 6th and
the beginning of the 7th century. According to Eva Stauch the shape has Roman origins.23

A signi�cant group of Roman game pieces made of bone or antler has the characteristics of
being produced on a lathe and on their upper side being decorated with concentric circles,
cuttings or some of them even have a stepped form. In addition, similarly to the pieces of
Mosonszentjános the pierced hole in the middle is present, which clearly proves their way of
production.24 Although their diameter is smaller, their form is truly the predecessor of game
pieces of the 6th century.

Right at the beginning the �rst survey of the objects made it apparent that the pieces can be
divided into two groups. The �rst group consists of well-preserved, bright, yellowish-white,
ivory colour objects. The surface is mostly intact, only a few cracks can be observed. In contrast
the second group consists of darker, yellowish-brown heavily cracked objects. Taphonomy
could provide an answer for this phenomenon but unfortunately we have insu�cient data
to give an adequate explanation, only assumptions can be made. In our opinion the objects
after being buried lay in di�erent microenvironments, which must have caused the well visible
di�erence in their appearance.

Our goal was also to determine whether the well visible red and black discolorations on the
surface are the remnants of former paintwork or it should be explained by taphonomy. Although
the examination of the objects’ condition, their decomposition and the human interference with
the material were not initially among our aims, after all seemed rather important. In conclusion,
the 10 game pieces were restored with the intent of preservation. In doing so the shattered
discs were glued together and the surface was coated with a thick layer of gloss varnish, which
limited the scope of our research. All the debris that was not removed before applying the coat
is now trapped under the glaze, which made it di�cult to separate the pigments of the painting
from the particles sticking to the surface of the objects. Due to the coating, it was not possible
to examine the �ne details of the production and the traces of the utilisation of the objects.

19 Kiss 1996, 142–143, Taf. 94–95.
20 The burial is dated to the earliest phase of the cemetery, so between the end of the 6th and last third of the

7th century by Attila Kiss. (Kiss 1996, 284–285) Phase 5 by Zsuzsa Hajnal, third quarter of the 7th century.
Hajnal 2012, 630.

21 Szenthe 2009, 178–179.
22 Bárány 2014, 401.
23 Stauch 1994, 66.
24 Kenyon B types: Kenyon 1948, 266–267; Holliger–Holliger 1983, 8–9.
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Fig. 8. Traces of black discoloration on game pieces from Mosonszentjános.

The optical analysis of the objects revealed that irrespectively of their size and condition all the
discs have black and in less extent, red discolorations. The colour black in most of the time
appears without a pattern therefore the spots must have stuck to the surface from the ground
after being buried. Our assumption was validated by the analysis of one of the broken objects
(66.5.24.2) (Fig. 8). Spotted black discoloration is observable on the surface of the crack, which
means that it cannot be the result of former painting. However, our observation suggests that
in certain cases indeed the discs were painted (Fig. 9). To verify the paintwork on the objects
we used the methods of natural sciences, which in the end proved that the red marks on the
ivory game pieces are from natural organic colourant, while the base material of the black mark
is iron oxide. This means that the black marks probably appeared because of taphonomic pro-
cesses.25 To determine the composition of the red paint further analysis must be performed (Fig 9).26

Fig. 9. Traces of red paint on a game piece from Mosonszentjános.

25 The analysis was performed by Judit Sándorné Kovács (Hungarian Institute for Forensic Sciences, Budapest).
Fourier Transform Infrared Spectroscopy (FTIR) and Raman spectroscopy were used for the analysis. The FTIR
measurements were carried out on a Vertex 70 - HYPERION 2000 FTIR spectrophotometer with MCT detector,
where the spectral resolution was 4 cm-1 and the wavelength range was between 4000-400 cm-1. With Raman
Spectroscopy we gained the Raman spectra of the same samples in situ. The Raman Spectroscopy measurements
were carried out with a HORIBA Jobin Yvon Lab-Ram ARAMIS dispersive Raman Spectroscope with inducing
lasers with the wavelength of 532, 633 and 785 nm, applying a 3000 1/mm cell.

26 Game pieces painted red are known from the Ludgershall Castle (UK) dated to the 12th century. Related to these
objects Arthur MacGregor draws attention to the diverse – of different animal and vegetable origin – methods
used to paint red during the historical periods. MacGregor 1985, 67–70; MacGregor 2000, 160–168.
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What did they play?

Besides the archaeological �nds, our most important source on board games are the written
sources. Although dice games had already appeared in the works of Tacitus27 we know very
little about their rules, but nonetheless we are aware that they required luck, but some of them
also practice and skills.28

The most known game from written sources is the hnefata�.
29 It is played on a board similar to

chess30 by two players, one of them took the o�ensive while the other the defensive position.
The pieces were divided in 2:1 ratio among the players in favour of the attacker, but the player
in defensive position received a special piece called the hne�, which is mostly translated by ‘the
�rst’ or the ‘the king’.31 The goal of the game is to capture the king or alternatively to avoid
the capture. Strategy board games as draughts, backgammon, Nine Men’s Morris or the not
well known Ludus latrunculorum got spread beyond the borders of the Roman Empire due to
its in�uence.32 Possibly these games had an impact on the development of the predecessors of
hnefata� or its variations, which later became widely known in Western and Northern Europe
during the 8th–9th century.

Most of the board games required to have at least two sets of di�erent pieces distinguishable
by colour, form or size. The set found at the site of Mosonszentjános cannot be considered
as a full kit due to the circumstances of the recovery, but two di�erent groups of pieces are
well observable based on their size. Another distinction is their colouring, the ivory and red
game pieces also suggest two opposing or at least distinct teams. We can make assumption
on the nature and the rules of the game based on the build and distinctions of the pieces and
the design of the board. However, we have to take into consideration that the set could be
suitable for playing multiple games, therefore it is possible the distinct pieces in size and
colour were not used altogether for one type of game. The build of the sets that were found in
the cemeteries of Cividale resembles the 2:1 division of hnefata�, but we cannot make that
assumption for the set of Masonszentjános as it is fragmented and not complete.

Who played these games?

The words of the fortune-teller at the beginning of the article suggests that playing board games is
worthy of the Gods.33 The written sources mostly mention board games only in connection with
the elite, but probably this is not the full picture as the sources in question are not interested in

27 Tacitus, Germania 24.
28 The description by Tacitus emphasize the �rst, but in the Orkneyinga saga at the appreciation of Earl Rognvald,

playing board games appear as a smiliar skill to rowing, reading or the understanding of the runes. Orkneyinga
saga, The Story of Earl Rognvald 61.

29 Bauchhenss et al. 1978, 458. In detail: Helmfrid 2005.
30 Game board and game pieces came to light from Mound 8 at Valsgärde (Arwiddson 1954, 93–94, Taf. 27), but

also Mound 6 and 7 contained artefacts connected to board games: fragments of a game board, a dice and 63
game pieces from the former (Arwidsson 1942, 83–85, Taf. 37), and three dieces and 36 game pieces made of
stone and bone from the latter. (Arwiddson 1977, 79–80, Taf. 27) The burials are dated to the end of the 6th,
beginning of the 7th century. Arrhenius 1983, 44.

31 Helmfrid 2005, 1.
32 Holliger – Holliger 1983, 17–22; Stauch 1994, 54–55.
33 Völuspá 8. Translation by Henry Adams Bellow.
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the daily life of the common people. According to Tacitus dice games were famous in all segments
of society: What is marvellous, playing at dice is one of their most serious employments; and even

sober, they are gamesters: nay, so desperately do they venture upon the chance of winning or losing,

that when their whole substance is played away, they stake their liberty and their persons upon one

and the last throw.
34 The game can be played by either man or woman, for the former there are

numerous examples, while for the later probably the most telling example can be found in the
accounts of Gregory of Tours, who in connection with the disturbing conditions in the Abbey of
the Holy Cross at Poitiers informs us about the accusations against the abbess: . . . In answer they

asserted that they could not endure any longer the risk of starvation, nakedness, and above all of

beating; and they added also that several men had bathed in their bath contrary to decency, and that

the abbess played games, and that worldly persons dined with her, and that a betrothal had actually

taken place in the monastery; that she had impiously made a dress for her niece out of a silk altar

cloth, and that she had frivolously taken the golden leaves which were on the border of the altar

cloth and sinfully hung them about her niece’s neck; and she had made a fillet with gold ornaments

for her niece without any need for it, and that she had a masquerade in the monastery. . . .
35 Thus the

game was mentioned along with misdemeanours which were seen more sever at time such as the
misuse of the silk altar cloth or organising a masquerade ball in the monastery. The abbess’ reply
is likewise interesting: . . .As to the games she played, she answered that she had played when lady

Radegunda was alive and it was not regarded as a sin, and she said that neither in the rule nor the

canons was there any reference in writing to their prohibition. . . .
36 Consequently, playing with the

games in not a sin, but at the same time it becomes clear that playing can be mentioned in both a
positive (e.g. in the appraisement of Earl Rognvald37) and a negative context. Besides the case of
the abbess, another example is Paulus the Deacon’s description on Rodulf, the Herul king who
was so confident that his army is going to be victorious against the Lombards that he remained
in the camp to play board games.38

The archaeological �nds paint a similar picture to the written sources (Fig. 10). Most of the
gaming sets that are presented in the article are from rather wealthy and aristocratic burials.
The burials of Taplow and Prittlewell are prominent sites of the Anglo-Saxons in England
with their build, �nds, imported artefacts (including sometimes even the game pieces!) and
widespread cultural network.39 Similarly, the three ship burials of Valsgärde belong to the most
powerful members of the elite at the time.40 Although the game disc of Lyminge was not found
in a grave, based on its surroundings we can safely link it to the elite as well.41 In Northern
Europe and England during the 6–8th century it can be established that wealth, being member
of the elite and possession of games were related, but meanwhile it seems that the pieces are
almost exclusive to male burials.42

34 Tacitus, Germania 24. Translated by Thomas Gordon.
35 Gregory of Tours, Historia francorum X, 16. Translated by Earnest Brehaut.
36 Gregory of Tours, Historia francorum X, 16. Translated by Earnest Brehaut.
37 For more details see note 25.
38 Paulus Diaconus, Historia Langobardorum XX:3
39 Taplow: Scull 2011, 855–856; Prittlewell: Blackmore 2008, 333–336.
40 For more details see note 30.
41 Thomas et al 2016, 744–745.
42 Whittaker 2006, 104–106. The situation is similar in the Viking period as well as shown by Mark A. Hall,

who also argues for the connection between board games and elite (or warrior) lifestyle. Hall 2016, 440.
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Fig. 10. Distribution of game pieces and game sets mentioned in the paper: 1. Mosonszentjános
(Hungary); 2. Daruszentmiklós (Hungary); 3. Kölked-Feketekapu (Hungary); 4. Cividale (Italy); 5.
Speyer-Germansberg (Germany); 6. Eschwege (Germany); 7. Lyminge (UK); 8. Prittlewell (UK); 9.
Taplow (UK); 10. Ludgershall (UK); 11. Valsgärde (Sweden).

Although the two burials from Cividale, where the gaming sets were found are not as outstand-
ing as the examples mentioned so far, they can be likewise considered as wealthy burials. From
grave 24 of the site of Cividale Santo Stefano ‘in Pertica’ among other pieces a bronze bowl, a
damascened belt and a golden foil cross were found alongside the deceased male and his full
armour (spatha, umbo, spear and axe).43 In grave A of Cividale ‘Gallo’ also an adult male was
buried with his weapons, mounted belt and golden foil cross. Besides the rich �nds the fact
that the grave is the deepest in the cemetery could tell us something about his social status.44

Unfortunately, it is not possible to conduct a full survey of grave 12 of Mosonszentjános due
the circumstances how it was found, but if we assess the whole site it can be said that the
cemetery consisting of three graves is a prominent site of the 6th century Carpathian Basin.
This would mean that it �ts into the line of the mentioned foreign examples.

Playing is not crucial to life and it is not an activity which is essential for communities, not
productive, but rather it is an end in itself and performed for joy. Therefore, it is mostly
the privilege of those who can spare time for it. In this regard spending time to play is a
representation itself meaning that one can a�ord to engage in such an activity. Thorstein Veblen
coined the term ‘conspicuous leisure’ to describe forms of leisure that represents social status,
which is by the way present in every community where hierarchy exists.45 These activities are
performed not just for personal joy, sometimes they are exaggerated and ostentatious – but in
the case of board games the later is only relevant in connection with Rodulf and the abbess
who allowed themselves to play in situations where it was indecent and they were expected

43 Ahumada Silva 1990, 43–59, Tav. XIII–XXIII.
44 Brozzi 1970, 102–103.
45 Veblen 1934, 35–67. Reference to ‘conspicuous leisure’ related to board games appeared already: Whittaker

2006, 103.
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to act di�erently. In conclusion, the gaming sets directly or indirectly could signal the social
status of the deceased.

The material and the workmanship of the game pieces of Masonszentjános is paramount. For
example, in the grave of Prittlewell simple, hemispherical game pieces were found which are
very similar to the pieces recovered from the ship-burial of Valsgärde. They were made of
antler or bone, not ivory. Consequently, it can be said that even a rich burial can contain simple
game pieces. In this light the set found at Mosonszentjános must be seen as a status-symbol or
at least treated as an indication of wealth.

From grave 8 of Lužice alongside the deceased male, 58 pieces of �at river pebble stones came
to light which could have been game pieces as well.46 The stones were scattered around the
head and the neck of the deceased. Probably the pieces ended up there when the corpse was
disturbed at his chest and left arm. Although the grave contained weaponry, a spear, the �nds
and the grave itself do not suggest that the owner had a high social status. The pebble stones
show that for playing they even used the simplest, most common objects. Presumably board
games were widely spread in all strata of society, they were played by both the rich and the
poor. The di�erence can be seen in what kind of games they played and with what objects.

Therefore, placing full game sets or at least multiple pieces in graves can be partly explained
by the need to represent the status of the deceased in society, but in the meantime, we cannot
exclude the possibility that the deceased just wanted to continue his beloved leisure activity in
the afterlife. Symbolically speaking, based on the principle of pars pro toto a single game piece
can represent the whole set, thus symbolise pleasure. In addition, it is likewise possible that
they were buried as amulets to bring good luck in the afterlife or during the journey.47

Catalogue of the game pieces

The form and the decoration of the ten game pieces are uniform. The sides of the disc-shaped
objects are decorated with a contoured rib ornament at their upper and lower rims. Their
bottom is straight, their top beyond the rib of the upper rim has the form of a truncated cone
which is indented in the middle. Out of the indentation, a quarter sphere emerges which is
pierced in the middle.

Based on their size two groups can be distinguished. The heights of the eight bigger pieces
vary between 1.3–1.4 cm and their diameters between 2.6–2.8 cm. The reason why the cross
section of disc 66.5.23.5 greatly di�ers is the su�ered damage. The height of the two smaller
pieces is almost similar to the larger ones: 1.2–1.3 cm, but their diameters are only 2 cm. The
height and diameter of object 66.5.24.2 are in�uenced by its severe deterioration.

46 Klanica – Klanicová 2011, 231, Taf. 32.
47 A link between board games and death can be observed in di�erent cultures. In Egypt the Senet is not only

connected to good luck, but to the underworld itself and got a religious signi�cance. (Piccione 1980) The
Chinese liubo is not a single game, but a way to communicate with the spirits and foretell the future. (Röllicke
1999, 32) An interesting connection also exists between board games and boat burials in the Viking period.
(Hall 2016) One interpretation of checkmate is that it origins from the term ‘the king is dead’. For other
examples in detail about the connection of board games, life and death, see: Whittaker 2004.
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ID weight (g) diameter (cm) height (cm)
66.5.23.1 19.5 2.8 1.3
66.5.23.2 21.9 2.8 1.3
66.5.23.3 18.3 2.7 1.3
66.5.23.4 15.9 2.7 1.4
66.5.23.5 19.2 2.6-2.8 1.4
66.5.23.6 20.3 2.8 1.4
66.5.23.7 19 2.8 1.3
66.5.23.8 17.1 2.7 1.4
66.5.24.1 10.9 2 1.2
66.5.24.2 10.5 1.8–2 1.2–1.3

The variation in their mass can be well explained. Concerning the larger objects, game piece
66.5.23.3 can be used as a reference point. Pieces 66.5.23.1, 66.5.23.3 and 66.5.23.7 have lower
mass because of either the eroded surface or the cracks (absence of material). The low mass of
disc 66.5.23.4 is salient because of the missing �ller from the tusk’s nerve canal. Disc 66.5.23.6
is lighter because of the arti�cial kerf on its bottom. The di�erence in mass of game pieces
66.5.23.5 and 66.5.23.8 is also due to the nerve canal and the material used to �ll the holes.
In these cases, through the cracks it is observable that not the whole canal was �lled, which
means that the objects have recesses.

66.5.23.1. (Fig. 1.7; Fig. 2.7)

Weight: 19,5 g

Diameter: 2,8 cm

Height: 1,3 cm

Larger, turned disc. Made from one piece. On its
lower side parallel cracks can be observed. Along
these cracks it fell apart, but it was possible to re-
store it completely. Its whole surface is deformed,
rough and etched. It occurs most strongly on its
sides where most of the original surface and the
decorating contoured rib are missing. On its side
spots of black discoloration can be observed.

66.5.23.2. (Fig. 1.6; Fig. 2.6)

Weight: 21,9 g

Diameter: 2,8 cm

Height: 1,3 cm

Larger, turned disc. Made from one piece. On its
lower side parallel cracks can be observed. Along
these cracks it fell apart, but it was possible to
restore it completely. Its original surface is well
preserved with a minimal loss of material by the
cracks and small breakings of the ribs.

66.5.23.3. (Fig. 1.8; Fig. 2.8)

Weight: 18,3 g
Diameter: 2,7 cm
Height: 1,3 cm
Larger, turned disc. Made from one piece. On its
lower side parallel cracks can be observed. Along
these cracks it fell apart, but it was possible to re-
store it completely. Its surface is heavily deformed
and uneven – the original surface is mostly miss-
ing – the decorating ribs are only partially rec-
ognizable. On one side a probably modern split
can be observed. On the lower side Schreger lines
speci�c to the elephant tusks are visible with the
naked eye.

66.5.23.4. (Fig. 1.5; Fig. 2.5)

Weight: 15,9 g
Diameter: 2,7 cm
Height: 1,4 cm
Larger, turned disc. Made from at least three
pieces. Its basic form was made of the section
of the tusk where the nerve-canal ran. The round
nerve-canal was occluded at both ends – the top
one is missing, this explains why this piece is
so much lighter. On the side that is closer to the
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nerve-canal, a wide crack is running through. The
whole surface of the game piece is lightly eroded.

66.5.23.5. (Fig. 1.1; Fig. 2.1)

Weight: 19,2 g
Diameter: 2,6-2,8 cm
Height: 1,4 cm
Larger, turned disc. Its basic form was made of
the section of the tusk where the nerve-canal
ran. The nerve-canal widening from top to bot-
tom was complemented with an ivory spline. On
the top side the complement – although moved
a bit – follows the decoration accurately. The re-
pair on the lower side is less accurate. The piece
cracked lengthwise probably because of the ten-
sion caused by the wedging. The surface is well-
preserved, polished, one side was lightly damaged
probably during the excavation. Spots of black
and red discolorations can be observed. On the
lower side the Schreger lines are clearly visible.

66.5.23.6. (Fig. 1.4; Fig. 2.4)

Weight: 20,3 g
Diameter: 2,8 cm
Height: 1,4 cm
Larger, turned disc. Made from at least three
pieces. Its basic form was made of the section
of the tusk where the nerve-canal ran, but it can
be only observed on the top of the piece and was
complemented with an ivory slice. On its lower
side an arti�cial, square-shaped kerf can be seen
that reaches the nerve-canal. The gap was either
not �lled or the �lling got lost. One side of the
piece is split. The surface is well-preserved, pol-
ished, a small part of the lower decorating rib is
missing. On multiple locations red discolorations
with di�erent size and shades – remains of paint
– can be observed.

66.5.23.7. (Fig. 1.3; Fig. 2.3)

Weight: 19 g
Diameter: 2,8 cm
Height: 1,3 cm

Larger, turned disc. Made from one piece. On its
lower side parallel cracks can be observed. The
whole object is heavily deformed that it a�ects
the form of the disc as well. The original surface
survived only on the top side. On the lower side
the Schreger lines speci�c to the elephant tusks
are visible with the naked eye.

66.5.23.8. (Fig. 1.2; Fig. 2.2)

Weight: 17,1 g
Diameter: 2,7 cm
Height: 1,4 cm
Larger, turned disc. Made from at least three
pieces. Its basic form was made of the section
of the tusk where the nerve-canal ran. The nerve-
canal was occluded by two ivory slices. the com-
plements follow the decoration accurately. Start-
ing from the nerve-canal a wide crack with loss of
material runs through that shows that the piece
is hollow inside. On multiple locations black dis-
coloration and on the top side a spot of red paint
can be observed.

66.5.24.1. (Fig. 1.9; Fig. 2.9)

Weight: 10,9 g
Diameter: 2 cm
Height: 1,2 cm
Smaller, turned disc. Made from one piece. Its
surface is mostly well-preserved or only lightly
eroded. On its side a fracture with loss of material
can be observed that also a�ects the upper rib. A
narrow band of black discoloration from top to
bottom is visible on its side.

66.5.24.2. (Fig. 1.10; Fig. 2.10)

Weight: 10,5 g
Diameter: 1,8-2 cm
Height: 1,2-1,3 cm
Smaller, turned disc. Made from one piece. Its
whole surface is deformed, rough and etched
so heavily that most of its decoration has dis-
appeared. On multiple locations spots of black
discoloration can be observed.
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