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More than just fun and games:  
the past, present, and future  
of the materiality of play
INTRODUCTION

Studying play in the past is a serious matter and 
games are about far more than just having fun ;1 
there is now a need to explore the materiality of 

play. In the Oxford English Dictionary, materiality is 
defined as “the quality of being composed of matter: 
material existence; solidity; material or physical 
aspect or character.”2 However, since the material 
turn of the early 2000s, the term has taken on new 
and still developing meanings in the Humanities. 
The uniting theme of recent scholarship inspired 
by the material turn has been a renewed interest in 
the meaning of objects, focusing on the ways that 
analysis of material culture — broadly defined as 
“the objects produced by human beings, including 
buildings, structures, monuments, tools, weapons, 
utensils, furniture, art, and indeed any physical 
item created by a society” — can contribute to our 
understanding of past societies.3 The materiality of 
gaming and related activities, has, however, not yet 
been subject to detailed study. In this chapter, we 
outline what we know about how ancient games were 
played. We then review methodological challenges 

1 �Dasen (2019), 15-16.
2 �As noted by Demarrais, Gosden, Renfrew (2004), 2.
3 �See Hodder, Hutson (1986, [2003]). As defined in Darvill (2008). 

The material turn has generated an enormous bibliography which can-
not be replicated here. Key introductory works can be found in: Ger-
ritsen, Riello (2015); Tilley, Keane, Kuechler, Rowlands, Spyer 
(2006); Hicks, Beaudry (2010).

facing archaeologists who study the material culture 
of play, before highlighting some of the ways that 
approaches interrogating the materiality of play 
can bring something new to ancient boardgame 
studies and our understanding of ancient societies 
more broadly. The contributions which make up this 
volume cover a chronological framework between 
Pharaonic Egypt and the Early Middle Ages and are 
distributed geographically between the Celtic fringe 
in the West and the Levant in the East. Coverage is 
far from exhaustive, but it is our hope that the papers 
presented here will set the agenda for future research 
into the material culture of board games and play in 
antiquity and beyond.
1. ANCIENT GAMES: THE STATE OF PLAY

Before turning to a detailed consideration of the 
materiality of play, it is necessary to outline the 
state of our understanding concerning how ancient 
games were played (though reconstructions of rules 
are often partial or problematic). In what follows, 
we attempt to provide a concise outline of the most 
common types of games (and not only boardgames) 
attested by ancient textual and material sources 
(other games and associated sources are listed in 
Appendix I). This brief overview cannot do justice to 
the rich and ongoing scholarly debates concerning 
the finer points of the rules for the games discussed 
here, but it is intended to provide both a resource 
to orient the reader and a means to avoid excessive 
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repetition within the contributions that form this 
book. Games appearing only in one contribution, 
like Senet (discussed by Arnette, this volume), are 
discussed in their respective chapter. It should be 
stressed that not all of designs and motifs which 
could have been used for gaming — like so-called 
“round merels” — are universally accepted as gaming 
boards. We will, where possible, seek to outline these 
shortcomings in our knowledge. The description 
of these games is complemented by a typology of 
pavement signs including possible gaming boards, 
which updates the pioneering work of Charlotte 
Roueché and Robert Charles Bell.4 This typology 
can be found at the end of this book (Appendix II, 
this volume).
Five Lines (pente grammai):5 this game, attested 
archaeologically as early as the 7th century BCE,6 
is named for its board design which features five 
parallel lines terminating in playing spaces or 
boxes at either end (Figure 2.1). To win the game 
each player used one or two dice to move their 
five counters (pessoi) through the playing spaces 
positioned at the end of each line with an aim to land 
on the central-most line (called the ‘sacred line’). The 
number of lines that made up the playing field could 
vary, and boards are known with an odd number of 
lines ranging from 5 to 11. In the Roman period, the 
game board could simply appear as a double row of 
five (or more) squares or circular depressions (often 
shaped like small dimples). It cannot be ruled out 
that the same type of gaming board was used in Late 
Antiquity to play mancala.7

4 �Roueché, Bell (2007), see also Roueché (1993), 249-252.
5 �Schädler (2009); Kidd (2017); Schädler (2019c), 127.
6 �Kallipolitis (1963), 123-124, 173; Paleothodoros (2021).
7 �Schädler (1998).

Duodecim scripta/Alea:8 A race game akin to the 
modern backgammon, known since at least the 
Late Republican period (Cicero, De Oratore, 1, 217). 
The name of the game derives more likely from the 
maximum number that could be rolled, 12, with two 
dice, than from the design of the board used to play, 
which usually comprises three lines of 12 playing 
spaces (see Figure 2.2a).9 Many stone duodecim 
scripta boards from the Western Roman Empire are 
made up of phrases comprised of six words of six 
letters each, which conveyed amusing sentiments 
(often directed at the players) (Figure 2.2b).10 Each 
player moved 15 counters along the board with the 
help of two dice; as with modern backgammon, the 
game ended when one of players managed to get all 
their counters off the board. In the Late Antiquity 
the same game was named alea and three dice were 
used instead of two.

Ludus latrunculorum:11 the polis, in the Greek 
world, was characterised by a grid-like board with 

8 �Schädler (1995); Schädler (2019c).
9 �Schädler (1995), 84.
10 �On epigraphic game boards see Ferrua (2001). On XII scripta, 

Schädler (1995, 2017); Purcell (2007); Torre (2015), 19; Lam-
brugo (2015a), 26-27.

11 �Schädler (1994a); Schädler (2019c), 128.

Fig. 1. A board for pente grammai (author’s drawing).

Fig. 2. a) A board for the ludus duodecim scripta (author’s drawing). b). 
An inscribed board for the ludus duodecim scripta from the catacombs of 
Saint Agnes, Rome, after Boldetti (1720), 447.
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a variable number of squares. Th e aim of the game 
was to capture all the opponent’s pieces by trapping 
them between two of your own or to leave the 
opponent unable to make any further moves. In 
the Roman world, the same game was called ludus 
latrunculorum (“the game of the little soldiers”). 
Archaeological evidence and texts (Varro, De lingua 
latina, 10, 22) indicate that this was widespread 
by the Late Republican period.12 In the Roman 
period the grid was oft en composed of 8 x 8 squares 
(Figure 2.3), but boards are known in a variety of 
confi gurations, ranging from between 6 x 6 up to 
13 x 16 squares (though see Crist et al., this volume, 
on other uses of these boards). Th e number of pieces 
available to each player likely varied according to the 
size of the board.

Merels:13 Th is game, played on a board comprising 
a square intersected by two perpendicular lines, was 
mentioned by Ovid, who noted that it could be won 
by aligning three counters in a row (Figure 2.4a).14 A 
more complex (and probably post-antique) version 
of this game, known as Merels or Nine Men’s Morris, 
was played on a board made up of three inscribed 
squares, intersected by four lines arranged along the 
sides of the squares (Figure 2.4b). A similar motif 
consisting of a circle intersected by two or more lines 
has been posited to represent a merels board, but this 
possibility remains unproven (for further discussion 
see Appendix II, this volume).15

12 Rodrigo Redquena, Romaní Sala (2021), 6-11.
13 Torre (2015), 18.
14 Ovid, Tristia, 2.481-482 (“parva sit ut ternis instructa tabella lapil-

lis, in qua vicisse est continuasse suos”, how the small/simple board 
is made with three pebbles each, where you win by putting yours in 
a row). row). In some modern versions, like Th ree-, Six- and Nine-
Men's Morris, pieces can be moved aft er being placed; in others, like 
Tic-Tac-Toe, they cannot.

15 See also Behling (2013b); Schädler (2018); Carè (2021), 214-215.

Marbles games:16 ancient marbles, like their modern 
counterparts, are spheres – generally made of stone 
but also in various other materials – typically, but 
not exclusively used on specific playing surfaces or 
marble lanes marked with hemispherical depressions 
or pockets (Figure 2.5). These can take a variety of 
forms, rendering the aim of the game unclear, but in 
some cases players may have needed to throw or roll 
their marbles into specific pocket(s) or into an area 
defined by two parallel lines in order to win.17

Knucklebones: Knucklebones were used for a variety 
of games, i.e. games of skill such as Five stones and 
Omilla, guessing games such as Odd and Even, and 
dice games. For playing at dice with knucklebones, 
or two bones were used and the higher score won 
(“pleistobolinda”) or four knucklebones were rolled 
with a number of particular combinations of the 
faces having their own specifi c names and values. 
Th e highest roll, when all four astragals landed on 
a diff erent side, was called “Venus” or “Basilicus 
iactus”, the lowest (one) was called “dog”.18

Games of skill: In many games of skill (such as 
Omilla, Tropa or Delta) from the Greek and Roman 
world, knucklebones, pebbles, nuts or other objects 
were thrown in order to hit a target (and this kind 
of game could utilise some pavement signs and 

16 Schädler (1994b); Schädler (2013a); Schädler (2019b).
17 For further discussion see Penn, Courts, Schädler (2023).
18 Schädler (1996).

Fig. 3. A board for polis/ludus latrunculorum (author’s drawings).

Fig. 4. Boards for: a) Merels/Th ree men’s morris. b) Merels/Nine Men’s 
Morris (author’s drawings).

Fig. 5. A schematic plan of a marble lane (drawing by Summer Courts).
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markings, most of which are collected in Appendix 
II). In the Roman period, children used nuts for 
a variety of games of skill, among which nuces 
castellatae represented on a number of children’s 
sarcophagi.19 Other games popular among Greek 
and Roman children involved hoops, wheels or 
bobbins, moved along with the help of a stick.

2. MATERIAL CHALLENGES
Information about ancient Greek and Roman games 
comes to us from four major types of sources:

i) 	� texts, whether allusions and descriptions by 
Greek and Roman writers, or epigraphic sources, 
like inscriptions or graffiti;

ii)	� iconography, including depictions of players, 
games, and gaming paraphernalia in paintings 
(vase paintings, wall paintings, on papyrus), 
mosaics, sculpture in the round or reliefs, gems, 
or even on coins and similar objects (tesserae);

iii)	� material remains, e.g. game boards (wooden 
or stone boards, or engraved into pavements), 
playing surfaces (that are not for board games), 
counters, dice, dice towers, dice cups, astragals, 
pebbles, tesserae, marbles, balls, etc.

iv)	� ethnographical information about games 
practiced outside the Graeco-Roman world or 
after Antiquity and maybe even until the present 
day. This can include observations about actual 
play.

In this book, we will mainly deal with material 
aspects of games, which means that we neither 
cover the whole range of games we know to have 
existed in ancient Greece and Rome (see Appendix 
I) nor play in general, be it with toys or without. 
The consequence of this focus on the materiality of 
games is that the games discussed in this volume 
are mainly, but not only, board games: games played 
with marbles or tossing games are also included by 
this material approach.
Studying the material culture of gaming is hindered 
by complex challenges arising from survival bias, 
the epistemological uncertainties of studying 
objects which could have been used for purposes 
unconnected to play, and the limited number of 
large-scale datasets available today. The first of 
these problems means that we are forced to study 
the materiality of games through surviving objects 
which we can credibly link to gaming. But we know 
from anthropological studies, travellers’ accounts, 
and personal experience that a range of different 
objects—coins, pebbles, bottle caps, or even camel 
dung—can be used in lieu of dedicated counters for 
playing games.20 An ancient parallel is presented 

19 �Rieche (1984); Behling (2010); Behling (2013a).
20 �Pebbles: Hall (2019), 201. Bottle caps: Shah (2006), 245. Dung: 

Wood (2015), 250.

by a passage in Petronius’ Satyricon in which 
Trimalchio ostentatiously plays games in front of his 
dinner guests using not counters, but gold and silver 
coins.21 This is surely an exaggerated case, but it 
neatly illustrates the way in which the materials used 
for play were so flexible that in many cases objects 
could be used for gaming without archaeologists 
ever being able to tell. 

It is also very likely that gaming boards (often 
called tabulae lusoriae) could be scratched into the 
dirt or drawn onto durable stone pavements with 
charcoal or paint, lasting far shorter than examples 
presented in this volume.22 None of these forms of 
gaming board are likely to survive in great numbers. 
The available evidence suggests that many portable 
gaming boards were carved from wood, rendering 
them visible only when set up in, for example, 
funerary contexts, where in situ gaming pieces 
make their precise purpose clear, or in anaerobic 
conditions which prevent the wood from decaying 
(see e.g., examples discussed by Ulrich Schädler and 
Mark Hall, this volume). To overcome this evidential 
vacuum, we must turn to the indirect testimony 
provided by the iconographic record. From Pompeii, 
for example, there are frescoes showing gaming 
schemes, and crucially, the boards themselves are 
depicted in some detail. Probably the most famous 
is the example from the caupona of Salvius (VI 14, 
35-36) where a series of vignettes show episodes 
of tavern life. In one of these, a fight breaks out 
between two players over a contested roll of the dice; 
it is interesting to note that the two players, seated 
opposite each other, hold a game board on their 

21 �Petronius, Satiricon, 33.
22 �For boards scratched in the dirt in modern times see: e.g. Hall (2019), 

201. For charcoal or paint see Lavan (2021), 241. For a boardgame 
in charcoal see e.g. the otherwise unpublished board in the Villa of 
Hadrian at Tivoli, mentioned by Bruno, Carboni, Manderscheid 
(2011), 518.

Fig. 6. Pompeian fresco with a gaming scene from the caupona of Salvius.
1st c. CE. Naples, MANN inv. 111482. After Preshun (1882), 4, plate VI.
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knees (a custom that can still be observed today 
in several parts of the world), probably made of 
wood, on which the counters are clearly visible (Fig. 
2.6). In another Pompeian caupona (VI 10, 1.19), a 
lively gaming scene is portrayed, with a group of 
people arranged around a three-legged table (easily 
recognisable as a mensa delphica) on which rests a 
gaming board (again probably made of wood).23 But 
even glass or bone objects — like dice or counters 
— may disappear from the archaeological record 
under certain environmental conditions, with both 
particularly vulnerable to acidic soils. As a result, it 
is important to acknowledge from the very outset 
that we are dealing only with a modest proportion 
of the gaming boards and other paraphernalia ever 
made and used in antiquity, even at the sites where 
they are well-attested and well-documented.

The second, and perhaps more complex problem, 
is that much of the material which we traditionally 
associate with gaming could have been used 
for other purposes.24 The theoretical concept of 
‘affordances’ is particularly valuable in elucidating 
this problem. Affordances are the characteristics of 
an object which facilitate certain uses, and which 
lead people to utilise them in certain ways.25 Recent 
archaeological research has stressed that affordances 
need to be considered in light of overlapping or 
contrasting uses for the same object.26 Here, it is 
useful to highlight the distinction between proper 
(or normative) function and system function.27 The 
former is linked to the function which an object’s 
maker intended, while the latter reflects other uses 
enabled by its affordances. The distance between 
these two types of functions is fluid, and it is possible 
that over time a system function can become the 
proper function. The broader implications of these 
theoretical observations are that we must interpret 
gaming-related material culture with due care and 
attention to its other potential uses.

In light of these theoretical considerations, none 
of the four main kinds of gaming-related material 
culture — gaming boards, counters, dice, and 
astragals — are unambiguous. The identification 
of gaming boards is often disputed. It has been 
proposed, for example, that gaming boards with a 
simple grid design could also have served as abaci 
and the same may have been true for pente grammai 

23 �Giacobello (2015), 37-38, figs 1-3. A wooden board is engraved on 
the table in slope house 2 in Ephesus, see Schädler (2013a), 39.

24 �Crawford (2009).
25 �Gibson (1977); Gibson (1979); Norman (2002); Risatti (2007), 25-

28.
26 �Hodder (2012), 50.
27 �Recently discussed in the context of Roman archaeology by Swift 

(2017), 9-10; for the philosophical literature see Preston (2000); 
Preston (2013), 161-187; Cummins (1975); Milikan (1984); Mi-
likan (1989); Milikan (1993).

boards.28 Ulrich Schädler has suggested that some 
presumed gaming boards from funerary contexts, 
especially catacombs, around Rome could instead 
have played a symbolic role in commemorating the 
dead.29 Similarly, the circular design with spokes, 
once thought to have been used for playing merels, 
has been interpreted as fulfilling a range of different 
functions, only some of them connected with 
gaming (see Appendix II, this volume).30

The small glass discs with a plano-convex section are 
also methodologically problematic. These are often 
interpreted as gaming pieces that our textual sources 
indicate were moved on gaming boards (especially 
when playing ludus latrunculorum or duodecim 
scripta).31 There can be little doubt about their use in 
gaming when found in funerary contexts together 
with game boards or dice, though this occurs only 
rarely.32 However, this interpretation is much more 
complicated when they come from a settlement 
context. In this respect, the case of Pompeii is 
emblematic: thousands of specimens come from 
the city and not all of these can be considered to 
be gaming pieces: other non-gaming uses have 
been proposed in the scholarly literature. These 
include accounting tokens and, in some instances 
— especially when made of brightly coloured glass 
— inlays to be used in furniture, architectural 
adornment, or jewellery.33 

In practice, a contextual approach to objects from 
Pompeii means that the gaming-related function of 
certain classes of materials (such as glass counters 
or the fritilli mentioned below) can only be securely 
identified when these are documented together with 
objects with a primary gaming-related function (dice, 
tesserae lusoriae, and sometimes knucklebones). 
This allows us to define the function an object had 
in its last phase of life, a function that can of course 
be different from its “proper function” or the one 
for which it was produced. While even dice and 
knucklebones can be used for other purposes, such 

28 �Pritchett (1968), 200; Eckardt (2017), 201 with further references. 
On the possible use of pente grammai boards as abaci see, Dasen, 
Gavin 2022.

29 �Schädler (2013d) and (2021/2022).
30 �Schädler (2018).
31 �For example: Martial, Epigrams, 14.17 (“calculus hac gemino discolor 

hoste perit”, a counter of a different colour is lost to two enemies); 
Ovid, Ars Amatoria, 2.208 (“sive latrocinii sub imagine calculus 
ibit, fac pereat vitreo”, if you make a counter walk in the war game, 
make your counter be won by the glass enemy); Ovid, Tristia, 2.477 
(“discolor ut recto grassetur limite miles”, how the differently coloured 
soldier proceeds straightly); Laus Pisonis, 192-194 (“calculus et vitreo 
peraguntur milite bella, ut niveus nigro, nunc et niger alliget albos”, 
wars are fought between glass soldiers, so that white captures black 
and black captures white).

32 �For a partial survey of some possible sets, many of which come from 
graves see Penn, Courts (2022).

33 �Tokens: Olesti Vila (2021), 122 n. 142; St Clair (2003), 111. 
Furniture and architectural inlays: Cool (2016). Jewellery: Olson 
(2001), 136-138.
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as divination (as we shall see shortly), this approach 
nevertheless provides the best means, as yet available 
to us, to sidestep a circular argument about the ways 
in which counters were used. Naturally, we must 
also consider the exceptional nature of the evidence 
from Pompeii: when there is insufficient data to 
reconstruct artefact assemblages, one is often forced 
to adopt a traditional approach, using typological 
and morphological criteria. It is up to the sensitivity 
of individual researchers to gauge how far one can 
go in this process (as is attempted in a balanced 
way in the respective contributions by Ilaria Truzzi, 
Frances McIntosh, and Tim Penn in this volume). 
The observations presented in this latter sort of 
study must be tempered, as indeed each of these 
authors does, by paying due care to acknowledge the 
limitations of the available evidence. 
Finally, astragals and dice may have been used 
not just for gaming but also for divination. This is 
clearest when we examine astragals — the astragalus 
joint of sheep, goats (ovicaprids), or more rarely 
cattle— as epigraphic evidence provides details of 
how to use these objects in an oracular fashion.34 
However, it must be remembered that the astragalus 
itself is a common form of butchery waste and as 
a result astragals are most clearly associated with 
gaming activities when they have been modified 
to aid play. Most commonly this takes the form of 
a smoothing on the lateral and medial surfaces of 

34 �Divination with dice: Graf (2005). For relevant recent work in Asia 
Minor see Talloen (2018); Nollé (2007). However, the rules of the 
knucklebone oracles in Roman Imperial Asia minor demonstrate that 
they are based on the astragal used as a die.

the astragals (i.e. the longer sides), but sometimes a 
hole can be drilled in the convex plantar surface of 
the bone, to alter its weight, and therefore the way it 
falls; this is sometimes filled with lead to change the 
astragal’s centre of gravity (Figure 2.7).35 Cubic dice 
are less explicitly connected to divination, but it has 
been suggested that outcome of rolls was linked with 
the will of the gods, in which case they too could be 
put to work to divine the future.36 As a result, both 
astragals and dice are suggestive of gaming activity; 
we must handle these classes of object carefully and 
consider the other possibilities.

There are several other less common paraphernalia 
related to gaming, which deserve brief mention, 

35 �Caré (2009-10).
36 �Swift (2017), 123-124.

Fig. 7. A bone knucklebone showing the different faces. Pompeii, 1st c. CE. 
Pompeii inv. 13284. After Pace (2023), fig.3.

Fig. 8. Different kinds of tesserae lusoriae: a) A bone Alexandrian tessera, from Pompeii, 1st c. CE. Pompeii inv. 13292A. After Pace (2023), fig. 58;  
b) A bone paralellepiped tessera from Pompeii, 1st c. CE. Pompeii inv.11493A. After Pace (2023), fig. 56; c) A bone configured tessera, from Pompeii, 1st c. 
CE. Pompeii inv. 1881C. After Pace (2023), fig. 78.
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but these appear less frequently in the pages of this 
volume. The term tesserae lusoriae generally refers 
to a range of objects believed to relate to gaming, 
but whose functional interpretation is challenging. 
Foremost among these are the so-called ‘Alexandrian’ 
counters, which are disks in bone or ivory (Figure 
2.8a).37 These objects generally have an obverse 
decorated in bas-relief, with subjects that can range 
from the monuments of Alexandria, Egypt, to the 
portraits of Hellenistic rulers or Roman emperors. 
On the reverse a bilingual numeral (in Roman and 
Greek numerals) was generally accompanied by a 
Greek word related to the figural decoration on the 
opposite side. Another type of tesserae ‘lusoriae’ 
comprises a bone or ivory rectangular object with 
a small circular end bearing a numeral in Roman 
characters and a (often, but not always, offensive) 
Latin word on two of the four faces (Figure 2.8b).38 
Finally, another group of figural counters or tokens, 
again in bone or ivory, take the shapes of animals 
(fish, rabbits, plucked geese, etc) or food (e.g. 
almonds or hams) usually bearing a Roman (Latin) 
numeral on one face (Figure 2.8c).39 All these types of 
objects are united by the fact that they are generally 
considered to belong to the gaming sphere, although 
no convincing proposal as to the game played with 
these objects has been suggested so far.

37 �Bianchi (2021).
38 �Baratta (2019).
39 �Lambrugo (2015b).

Fritilli — dice-shakers or dice cups — are another 
highly problematic class of gaming-related object.40 
In archaeological reports, some types of small 
cylindrical or pyriform ceramic containers have 
previously been interpreted as fulfilling this role 
(Figure 2.9). But the matter is far more complex 
and Alessandro Pace (this volume) demonstrates 
that it is better to avoid a purely morphological 
approach; he instead emphasises the importance 
of harnessing contextual data. The evidence from 
Pompeii indicates that, at least in this town, the term 
‘ fritillus’ does not correspond to a specific category 
of objects, but should, if anything, be understood in 
a flexible, functional sense. In other words, various 
objects could be used as fritilli, even if their primary 
function was not linked to gaming. Whatever form 
they took, fritilli were used to prevent disputes from 
arising over dice throws (as evocatively represented 
in the caupona of Salvius, mentioned above); a more 
prestigious and elaborate solution was the pyrgus or 
turricula (dice tower) (Fig. 2.10). These were small 
towers (as the name itself suggests) into which players 
threw dice; a series of inclined plates or stairs would 
cause the dice to tumble randomly before exiting, 
resulting in a tamper-free roll.41

40 �Pace (2022b).
41 �Cobbett (2013); Cobbett (2008).

Fig. 9. Different kinds of fritilli (author’s drawings).

Fig. 10. A bronze turricola from the Roman villa of Vettweiß-Froitzheim, 
Germany, 4th c. CE. Bonn, Rheinisches Landesmuseum 85.0269 (©LVR, 
Landesmuseum Bonn).
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3. DATA COLLECTION
There are still very few large scale datasets available 
for the study of gaming across the ancient world. 
The focus on reconstructing games in earlier 
scholarship has meant that the laborious process of 
documenting and collating the evidence — much of 
which remains unpublished — is still ongoing. The 
contributions presented in this volume represent a 
first step to bridging this gap and aim to supplement 
the few notable exceptions to this general picture. 
Foremost among these exceptions are Antonio 
Ferrua’s catalogue of gaming boards for playing 
the backgammon-like games XII Scripta/Alea,42 the 
Rural Settlement of Roman Britain, which provided 
a list of sites with gaming paraphernalia,43 and Giulia 
Baratta’s catalogue of the Late Republican so-called 
tesserae lusoriae.44 Several new syntheses are under 
way, for example, on Pompeii, Gaul, and Britain by 
members of the ERC Locus Ludi project team and 
external collaborators.45 

One of the other key outputs of the Locus Ludi project 
is the creation of the Ludus database (available online 
at https://locusludi.ch), curated by Alessandro Pace. 
This database was conceived as a major new tool 
for gaming research. The Ludus database, now in 
the implementation phase, has been structured to 
accompany each record (i.e., each gaming board 
recorded within it) with descriptive information 
(design, dimensions, material, positioning with 
absolute coordinates, etc), as well as an interpretation 
of its function, attributing it (whenever possible) 
to a specific game. A wide range of fields in the 
database are searchable, and the platform is capable 
of visualising, for example, the diffusion of a specific 
type of game through time and space. 

4. MATERIALITY AND THE MATERIAL TURN
In 1986, Ian Hodder claimed that material culture 
is “meaningfully constituted”.46 Since then, the so-
called material turn has led to increasing emphasis 
on the ‘materiality’ of objects; this remains an 
ongoing process, as indeed this book symbolises. 
Understandings of the term ‘materiality’ vary 
substantially in the scholarly literature, but it has 
come to denote a “sense of the intricate cultural 
nexus between artefact and person.”47 In particular, 

42 �Ferrua (2001).
43 �Smith, Brindle, Fulford Lodwick (2018), 66-69. The data from the 

project can be consulted online at https://doi.org/10.5284/1030449 
44 �Baratta (2019).
45 �Pompeii: Pace (2022b), Pace (2022d); Pace, this volume. Britain: 

Courts, Penn (2019) with more work projected. Gaul: at thesis is 
currently being undertaken by Thomas Daniaux at the University of 
Fribourg under the supervision of Veronique Dasen. For earlier work 
in Spain see also: Jiménez Cano (2014).

46 �Hodder, Hutson (1986, [2003]), 1 and passim.
47 �Taylor (2009), 299. See also for example papers in Hicks, Beaudry 

(2010).

recent research perspectives (i.e. materiality studies) 
emphasise the importance of the objects but stress 
the need to move beyond analysing “representation” 
(i.e. the position that objects simply reflect human 
practices) to think about the complex ways that the 
material nature of objects shaped lives of individuals 
and communities in the past.48

The material turn and associated concepts of 
materiality have only recently been brought to bear 
in Classical Archaeology. Scholars of the Roman 
period have been at forefront of this research.49 In 
the introduction to Materialising Roman Histories, 
Astrid Van Oyen and Martin Pitts called for 
material culture to be leveraged to “[produce] a 
better understanding of the Roman world rather 
than merely adding texture to existing narratives.”50 
Other scholars have gone further: in the same 
volume, Miguel John Versluys calls for scholars to 
write history as a story of objects and their people.51 
Approaches to the materiality of the Classical World 
have examined and explored myriad themes. To 
name but a few, studies of the spatial distribution of 
objects have hinted at when, where, and by whom 
they were used. Object biographies have been 
employed to reveal the lives and “experiences” of the 
objects themselves and open a dialogue revolving 
around agency in the past. Objects have also become 
a tool through which to examine the immaterial 
world through object-driven literacy studies and 
practice theory approaches. Modern concerns about 
manufacture and market interconnectivity have also 
impacted archaeological studies of material culture, 
manifesting in the rise of globalisation theory in 
scholarly literature as well as careful investigations 
into decisions which affected the manufacture of 
physical objects in the past. The entire sweep of 
themes encompassed by material culture studies in 
the ancient world cannot be outlined with any justice 
here, but in the sections which follow, we explore 
some of the ways in which studying play from a 
material perspective can enhance our understanding 
of games and how they were experienced by ancient 
societies. In doing so, we aim both to highlight the 
varied and — we hope — important contributions 
presented in this volume and highlight opportunities 
for future research.

5. PLACES AND SPACES
The material turn outlined above has also been 
influenced by the so-called ‘spatial turn’ in the 
Humanities. This trend is concerned with how 

48 �Van Oyen, Pitts (2017); Swift (2017).
49 �On materiality in Roman archaeology see e.g. Van Oyen, Pitts 

(2017); Pitts, Versluys (2014); Swift (2017); Eckardt (2017).
50 �Van Oyen, Pitts (2017), 18.
51 �Versluys (2017).
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considering the ways that space is created, used, and 
experienced.52 The implications for gaming studies 
are clear: the spatial turn invites us to interrogate 
where and when games were being played in the 
past, and consider who the players might have 
been.53 In this volume, considerations of space are 
approached at several distinct but interconnected 
scales. At the sub-site level, we are invited to 
examine how granular analysis of the use of specific 
spaces for play-related activities can inform us about 
play in the past.54 Francesco Trifilò’s study of carved 
gaming boards in the Forum Romanum at Rome 
as well as in public spaces at Timgad has already 
highlighted the important way that playing in a 
visible location allowed gamers to show off their skill 
and claim social prestige.55 Several contributions 
in this volume interrogate similar themes. For 
example, in this volume Ben Russell, Andrew 
Wilson, and Angelos Chaniotis explore the spatial 
distribution of gaming boards in the Place of Palms 
(formerly the South Agora) at Aphrodisias. This 
urban park contained many floor markings (but 
not all of these are game boards) — over 500 in total 
— probably because it was a uniquely shaded and 
cool part of the city centre. At a regional scale, Peter 
Talloen, this volume, examines the spatial setting 
of gaming boards across Lycia, Pamphylia, and 
Pisidia, building on his earlier work at Sagalassos, 
and demonstrating the important place of gaming 
in public spaces across these regions.56 Another case 
history is proposed by Ulrich Schädler who focusses 
the attention on Ephesus, where the distribution of 
the game boards in different parts of the city could 
be interpreted from a social perspective. 

At a site level, analysing the spatial distribution of 
gaming paraphernalia provides access to insights 
about where play took place. The completeness of 
such insights is complicated, as noted above, by the 
ambiguities of the many of the classes of evidence, 
but if handled delicately, can still provide insights 
about the spaces in which people chose to play as 
is achieved by Alessandro Pace’s work on gaming 
materials from Pompeii.57 In this volume, the same 
author stresses the importance of a contextual 
approach to the archaeological evidence. His work 
on the gaming-related material from Pompeii 
demonstrates the benefits of adopting a traditional 

52 �On the spatial turn in general see e.g. Guldi (2011).
53 �Schädler (2012); Schädler (2013B). See also Pace (2023), 302-319.
54 �See Widura (2015).
55 �Trifilò (2011). However, some of his identifications of the patterns 

engraved in the pavement of the Basilica Iulia are erroneous. See also 
Schädler (2013a).

56 �Talloen (2018).
57 �Pace (2020a); Pace (2022a); Pace (2022b); Pace (2022d); Pace 

(2022e).

typological approach in favour of one which draws 
on contextual evidence. Since some objects, like dice, 
astragals, and some types of so-called tesserae lusoriae 
are very likely to be associated with games, other 
objects found together with them are more likely to 
have been used for playing too — and together these 
form a “playing assemblage.” Since we have already 
seen that other objects, like glass counters, could be 
used for play but also for decoration or accounting, 
a methodology which adopts a contextual approach 
and validates gaming assemblages through the items 
which are more closely linked to play can strengthen 
the security of our conclusions about which objects 
were used for play and which were not.

6. THE SOCIAL TOPOGRAPHIES OF GAMING
Artifactual studies in other areas have increasingly 
demonstrated the value of a “social distribution” 
approach, but such an approach has so far only 
been partially utilized in gaming studies. Analyses 
of social distribution seek to examine who within 
past societies had access to specific kinds of material 
culture and interrogate what this tells us about lived 
experiences in the past.58 Such an approach is often 
best undertaken on a regional scale, which allows 
for the collation of large amounts of the evidence 
from a region or province. In gaming studies, 
such an approaches has already proved effective in 
Roman Britain, where work by the Rural Settlement 
of Roman Britain Project has emphasised the 
strong correlation between urban and/or military 
settlements and the presence of gaming materials.59 
Hilary Cool has examined the distribution of 
gaming paraphernalia in graves in Britain, showing 
that such objects are found in both elite graves, as 
well as burials which may belong to individuals of 
more modest social station.60 A range of other work 
has also shown that gaming related finds, especially 
dice and counters, strongly correlate with military 
communities across the Roman Empire.61

Further, and ongoing, work by Summer Courts and 
Tim Penn has shown that gaming boards in Britain 
are predominantly found on military sites, in part 
due to the availability of durable materials like stone. 
Soldiers were familiar with working stone, and could 
therefore make durable gaming boards, but mobility 
inherent in military communities, also lead to a 
degree of social mixing and knowledge exchange.62 
In this book, Penn provides a first look at gaming 
evidence from the countryside of Roman Italy, 

58 �E.g. Eckardt (2017); Eckardt (2005); Eckardt, Crummy (2008); 
Derks, Roymans (2002).

59 �Smith et al. (2018), 66-69.
60 �Cool (2008), 105-109.
61 �E.g. Mulvin, Sidebotham (2004); Jilek, Breeze (2007); Widura 

(2015), 96-100.
62 �Courts, Penn (2019); Courts, Penn, in preparation.
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demonstrating that a social distribution approach 
shows that gaming practices were likely prevalent 
throughout the social spectrum, from the occupants 
of monumental villas down to those who lived in 
modest huts. So far, however, studies of the social 
distribution of gaming in other parts of the ancient 
world are lacking, and more are sorely needed. 

Material culture studies alone cannot always 
provide a complete view of who played board games 
in the past. For example, until recently, Roman 
women were essentially written out of studies of 
play and gaming. Recent work by Summer Courts 
draws on the textual and iconographic record to 
demonstrate that women from a range of social 
backgrounds engaged in gameplay in the Roman 
world.63 It is to be hoped that our understanding of 
gameplay in ancient society can be further enhanced 
by intersectionally informed studies of grave goods 
alongside osteologically-sexed and aged human 
remains in future.

7. �GAMING, GLOBALISATION,  
AND ROMANISATION 

Globalisation has been among the most powerful 
lenses applied to the study of the humanities and 
social sciences in recent decades.64 Precise definitions 
of the term itself remain keenly debated — with 
some scholars seeing it as a process, others as a 
system or a discourse — but it is nevertheless widely 
acknowledged that globalisation involves a “wide-
scale flow of ideas and knowledge alongside the 
sharing of cultural customs, civil society, practices 
and the environment.”65 Common interpretations of 
globalisation see the term as encompassing a closer 
economic integration through greater movement of 
goods, services, capital and labour, often as a result of 
political considerations, but these movements can be 
accompanied by the movement of ideas and cultural 
habits, which are adopted, adapted, or rejected at a 
local level, resulting in rich hybridisation and local 
variability. Other work also emphasises the degree to 
which common practices through time (and space) 
create an experiential sense of shared culture. 

While for earlier scholarship, globalisation could 
only be discussed in a truly “global” setting, after the 
discovery of the New World, more recent research 
has emphasised the applicability of this concept 
to earlier periods which experienced complex 
connectivity.66 In Roman archaeology, the term has 
been employed by scholars seeking to explore themes 
as diverse as mobility, networks, and consumption.67 

63 �Courts in press.
64 �For an introduction to globalisation see papers in Hodos (2017b) and 

particularly Hodos (2017a).
65 �Hodos (2017a), 4.
66 �Hodos (2017a), 3; Knappett (2017), 29 with further bibliography. 
67 �Pitts, Versluys (2014).

Two concepts are particularly relevant here. The first 
is provided by Miguel John Versluys’ conception of 
a koine, originally used to denote a shared language, 
but here expanded to mean a shared visual (and 
material) culture.68 Secondly, Versluys along 
with Martin Pitts, has developed the concept of 
objectscapes to describe the flow of material culture 
and its impacts on the lived experiences in the past.69

The study of the material evidence for gaming in 
antiquity has much potential as a laboratory to 
explore globalisation in the pre-modern world. A key 
theme of gaming studies has been the mechanisms 
through which games came to be played across the 
ancient world. The essential background to this 
discussion is a broader debate on the sociology 
of gaming. In the middle of the 20th century, John 
Huizinga argued that playing (in a general sense) is 
a natural human activity, which organically arises 
in almost all societies.70 However, this conception 
of play was soon criticised by others, like Roger 
Caillois and Joffre Dumazadier, who argued that 
board games are a specific social practice which 
originated in Egypt and the Fertile Crescent in the 
mid-4th millennium BCE, before spreading across 
the Mediterranean and beyond.71 According to 
this model, the globalising impact of the Roman 
Empire is to be credited with a key role in the 
transmission of games and gaming, and it is the 
extent of the empire which allowed the free flow of 
information northwards through Northern Europe 
and eventually into Scandinavia.72 This process of 
transmission could be through extra-regional elite 
contact and exchange, and was driven by a desire 
to demonstrate skills and knowledge to gain social 
cache, as Mark Hall, Ulrich Schädler and Katherine 
Forsyth have convincingly argued happened in 
Britain and in the Barbaricum.73

Local communities within and beyond the Roman 
Empire were not all necessarily bound to play 
games the same way.74 The wider Romanisation 
debate has moved beyond assuming the Empire’s 
subjects passively accepted Roman culture and now 
accepts that local communities were instead active 
participants in complex processes of adoption, 
adaption, integration, and rejection.75 These broader 
perspectives on reactions to Rome’s Empire pose 

68 �Versluys (2014a).
69 �Pitts, Versluys (2021).
70 �Huizinga (1950), followed in an archaeological context by Sterckx 

1970.
71 �Caillois (1958); Dumazadier (1962); Dumazadier (1967). See 

also Schädler (2019c) about the transmission of games from Greece 
to the West.

72 �Murray (1951), 226-238; Whitaker (2006); Sødberg (2007).
73 �Hall, Forsyth (2011).
74 �See the contribution by Mark Hall and Ulrich Schädler in this volume.
75 �For a recent review of the Romanisation debate, see Versluys (2014b) 

with earlier references.
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specific problems for gaming: not only are gaming 
rules difficult to recover, but broadly recognisable 
Roman games may have been played according to 
considerably different rules at a regional or sub-
regional level. Much ancient gaming material was 
itself highly portable. For example, small objects like 
dice and counters could travel far and easily, as is 
embodied by the presence of gaming paraphernalia 
well outside the boundaries of the Roman Empire, 
whether in the Celtic fringe, free Germany,76 and 
beyond to the north, or in Nubia to the south.77 
Indeed, gaming kit could even be used while on the 
move, as is perhaps most evocatively implied by the 
gaming set recovered on the Comacchio shipwreck.78 
Finding a gaming set in a given area of the ancient 
world therefore requires reflections on the ways in 
which it could have been used, especially allowing 
for local variations on the play of specific games 
within a given household, gaming group, or local 
community, within the broader context of a loose 
cultural koine.79

Moreover, when gaming material was manufactured 
locally according to models drawing on the Roman 
tradition, there is no guarantee that it was used in 
the same way in all places (as suggested by the case 
of the Doctor’s Grave at Stanway).80 Few texts from 
classical antiquity specifically dedicated to this topic 
have come down to us and we are therefore forced 
to reconstruct the rules using the information, often 
incidental and unclear, which can be recovered from 
Greek and Latin literary texts.81 These are typically 
authored by an elite male demographic and in the 
Roman period the literary class centred on the City of 
Rome. The limited iconographic data available from 
across the Empire can hardly help us reconstruct 
the rules of games (think of the Pompeian frescoes, 
discussed above, the Mosaic in the House of the 
Horses at Carthage (Fig. 2.11), or the Megalopsychia 
mosaic from Antioch on the Orontes), but these too 
are affected by the same problems that afflict the 
textual sources. In other words, these representations 
are not particularly useful to us because the purpose 
of the painter or mosaicist was not to show clearly 
what the game mechanics were, but simply to depict 
a gaming scene in a broadly schematic way.82 These 
limitations complicate our understanding of games 
within a global context; even where we can (partially) 

76 �See the contribution by Mark Hall and Ulrich Schädler in this 
volume.

77 �Celtic fringe: Hall, Forsyth (2011); free Germany: Krüger (1982), 
Widura (2015), 65-70. Nubia: De Voogt (2019).

78 �Berti (1990), 269, no. 251.
79 �Schädler (2019a).
80 �About the difficulty to identify the game even when counters are 

found still placed on the board see the Stanway case, Schädler 
(2007).

81 �Dasen (2018), 29.
82 �Dasen (2018), 29.

reconstruct the rules of a given game, it is difficult to 
relate these rules to much of the material evidence as 
it is found across the ancient world.83 Studying the 
materiality of play in antiquity therefore requires us 
to recognise that gaming is flexible and adaptable 
to local realities, meaning that it is challenging yet 
rewarding to interrogate the archaeological evidence 
for play across different regions.

It is increasingly acknowledged that populations in 
the ancient world were highly mobile, with major 
implications for interregional knowledge exchange. 
While precise levels of mobility within specific 
communities remain to be clarified, a range of 
traditional archaeological techniques and scientific 
methods of analysis increasingly demonstrate that 
considerable numbers of people moved over long 
distances.84 Within this wider context, it is clear that 
under the Roman Empire, the army was a major 
vehicle for population mobility, causing soldiers 
— and sometimes their dependents — to relocate, 
sometimes over very vast distances. A growing body 
of work is demonstrating that in the Roman world, 
this mobility meant that the army was a significant 
vector for the diffusion of games and gaming even to 
the edges of the Empire.85 The massed forces of the 
army were a formidable war machine, but the army 
also fulfilled a wide range of economic, policing, 
and other service roles within the Empire’s borders. 
Soldiers brought with them new material culture(s) 
and new lifestyles that could be (partially) adopted 
by communities living in newly occupied territories. 

83 �Dasen, Schädler (2019), 73.
84 �E.g. Eckardt (2010); Handley (2011).
85 �E.g. Courts, Penn (2019), in preparation; Pace (2015); Pace (2022c).

Fig. 11. Mosaic emblema with gaming scene from the House of the Horses 
in Carthage, 4th-5th c. CE. Tunis. (Photo by Rais67, 2011, Wikimedia 
Commons)
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In addition, auxiliary soldiers, enlisted as peregrini 
(non-Romans), received Roman citizenship at the 
end of their service and some veterans may have 
brought new customs and habits learned in the army 
back to their native lands, becoming vectors for the 
spread of Roman gaming culture into peripheral 
regions.86 

It is evident that gaming was very often among 
the practices learned during the long years of 
military service, as is clearly demonstrated by the 
frequent appearance of gaming kit on military 
sites in all areas of the Empire. However, we must 
not understand this phenomenon as a simple 
passive reception or acceptance of Roman material 
culture and soldiers from different cultures and 
social horizons, could give life to new variations in 
gaming practice.87 These new hybrid ways of using 
material culture can sometimes be glimpsed in 
the material data for gaming, as Walter Crist et al. 
(this volume) suggest in their contribution on ludus 
latruncolorum boards. Yet soldiers were not the only 
mobile groups in ancient society, and we must also 
explore the possibility of others – including but not 
limited to merchants, economic migrants, elites 
with landholdings in multiple regions, exiles (like 
Ovid), hostages, and pilgrims – contributing to the 
transfer of gaming-related knowledge around the 
ancient world.

8. THE OBJECT BIOGRAPHIES OF GAMING
Object biographical approaches which seek to 
explore the lifecycle of things have long been a key 
weapon in the arsenal of archaeologists seeking to 
explore materiality but have only recently started 
being brought to bear to the study of games. This 
approach emphases the ways that the accumulated 
histories of objects contribute to wider meanings 
and significances beyond any innate material value.88 
The core theoretical assumption is that objects are 
‘born’, lead ‘lives’ through their various relations 
with people and other objects, before eventually 
‘dying’, when they are removed from use through, 
for example, breakage, loss, or deliberate deposition. 
In the gaming sphere, Tim Penn and Summer Courts 
have explored the biography of gaming ‘sets’ across 
the western provinces, finding that gaming sets need 
to be considered as composite objects or collections 
made up of multiple individual units, each with their 

86 �Pace (2015); Pace (2020b); Pace (2022c). Another practice that may 
have allowed the spread of the Roman gaming habits beyond the 
limes is the habit of the Romans taking as hostages members of noble 
families of the barbarian populations, as perhaps shown by the case of 
the Barbarian princes buried in Poprad. See, Lau, Pieta, Štolcová 
(2022). 

87 �De Voogt (2019), 90-92. For a synthesis on gaming boards, mostly in 
Roman military contexts, in Britain, see Courts, Penn (2019).

88 �Key contributions are provided by Gosden, Marshall (1999); Joy 
(2009); Kopytoff (1996).

own biographies which contribute to the collective 
whole.89 These pieces could each acquire associated 
memories and connotations among the individuals 
and users who used them. 

Much more work remains to allow us to fully benefit 
from the insights which gaming studies can draw from 
fuller utilisation of object biographical approaches. 
Much gaming kit, after all, was the product of 
careful but pragmatic selection, modification, or 
repurposing of materials primarily or originally 
intended for other purposes. For example, gaming 
boards deposited in the rubble core of Hadrian’s Wall 
and on vertical surfaces in Hadrian’s Villa at Tivoli 
appear to reflect the short-term playing of board 
games by masons who then abandoned their boards 
when it was time to move on.90 Similarly, though 
some scholars have posited short inscriptions or 
pictographical graffiti are ‘integral’ to the counters 
on which they appear, and therefore presumably 
therefore executed at the point of manufacture, this 
may not always have been the case.91 It is just as easy 
to see the graffito reading “IUSTI SUM” (“I belong 
to Iustus”) on a counter in 1st-century CE hoard 
found in Lausanne (ancient Lousonna), Switzerland, 
as a subsequent modification made by the owner—
quite likely, but not necessarily, Iustus himself.92 The 
same may be true of many of the counters discussed 
by Natasha Harlow (this volume) in her analysis of 
graffiti on counters in Britain. More or less roughly 
cut disks made of stone or ceramic are common 
finds on many sites and are sometimes interpreted 
as gaming counters.93 Leaving aside the functional 
ambiguity of these objects, which we have already 
dealt with above, these objects were made through 
careful selection of materials. Ben Russell, Andrew 
Wilson, and Angelos Chaniotis (this volume) posit 
that polychrome marble counters from the Place 
of Palms at Aphrodisias were deliberately chosen 
for contrasting colours which permitted players to 
differentiate their own pieces. Similarly, Frances 
McIntosh (this volume) interrogates terra sigillata 
counters from Corbridge (ancient Coria), just south 
of Hadrian’s Wall and demonstrates that gamers 
made a conscious choice of the imagery or vessel 
portion which they repurposed into counter.

There are certainly limits to these approaches. Ulrich 
Schädler has recently challenged earlier notions that 
gaming boards for playing alea, a large number of 
which have been found in the catacombs of Roman 
Italy, were originally gaming boards that were later 

89 �Penn, Courts (2022).
90 �Hadrian’s Wall: Crow (1984), 3. Hadrian’s Villa: Bruno, Carboni, 

Manderscheid (2011), 518.
91 �Woolf (2011), 55.
92 �Flutsch (2019).
93 �E.g. From the Athenian Areopagos see Kurke (1999), 264, fig. 1. 

From Amorium: Witte (2012).
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repurposed for funerary purpose.94 Instead, he 
suggests that many, if not all, of these boards were 
purpose-made pastiches of gaming boards which 
were instead fashioned with a funerary purpose in 
mind. This may be true in some cases, and Schädler’s 
scholarship offers an important corrective to 
assumptions that all apparent gaming boards from 
funerary contexts were used for play. 

9. LITERACY, NUMERACY, AND GAMING
The connection between board games and other 
skills, such as literacy, has long been acknowledged. 
Nicholas Purcell’s wide-reaching article on the topic 
of games in urban settings underlined the significance 
of literacy and numeracy as skills concomitant with 
board gaming.95 Broader scholarship into literacy in 
the Roman world has increasingly recognised the 
access to differing skill levels among different parts 
of the population, though relatively few members 
of society were probably capable of immersive 
engagement with the full breadth and depth of 
Latin and Greek literature.96 Of course, playing a 
game did not necessary require the same literacy as 
reading, say, Virgil. Antonio Ferrua’s foundational 
work on the study of gaming boards, for example, 
demonstrates the substantial number of gaming 
boards which featured provocative, and often 
amusing, combinations of words.97 Yet boards of this 
kind were limited to the 36 characters required for 
the spaces of an Alea or XII Scripta board: playful 
though they may be, only a basic level of literacy was 
needed to understand the words on these boards. 
And even then, their monumental lettering meant 
they could still be used for playing even by those who 
could not read at all. Natasha Harlow (this volume) 
extends this concept of limited literacy through 
her interrogation of graffiti on bone counters from 
Roman Britain, asking whether the population of 
the province could appropriate the skills of literacy 
and numeracy, so intimately linked with imperial 
administration, for personal leisure activities like 
gaming. 

Literacy was not simply a gateway to playing but 
was also actively manipulated as a tool to convey 
messages related to gaming. For example, a famous 
exhortation next to a marble run in Cherchell, 
Tunisia reads: “Set aside business and come let us 
play” (“Sepone iuria et veni ludamus”).98 This playful 
inscription clearly derives its efficacy from the — at 
least partial — literacy of those who could read it 
and understand it was calling them away from their 
daily business, towards relaxation. This very same 

94 �Schädler (2021). 
95 �Purcell (1995).
96 �Woolf (2011), with earlier references.
97 �Ferrua (2001).
98 �Waille (1893).

literacy could even be used to boast about a player’s 
skill.99 One of the most famous from graffiti about 
play at Pompeii feature boasts about its author’s skill 
and success: “I won at Nuceria, playing alea, 855 
½ denarii – honestly!” (“Vici Nuceriae inalia [sic] 
DCCCLVS fide bona”).100 So too do we hear about 
boasts of skill among the soldiers of Vindonissa 
on the German limes, as one tablet reveals: “by 
the most powerful spirits of gaming, I’m going to 
swing the dice cup like a sword” (“cras per genios 
potissimos ludi crispo orcam sicut gladium”).101 Ben 
Russell, Andrew Wilson, and Angelos Chaniotis 
(this volume) highlight the important juxtaposition 
of gaming graffiti and boards in the Place of Palms 
at Aphrodisias, and this juxtaposition indicates that 
play was not just about enjoyment, but also a way 
to boast about one’s skill as a player—provided the 
tools of literacy were available to do so.

CONCLUSIONS
This book is part of a recent, and very much still 
developing, wave of research which seeks to establish 
a coherent approach to the material culture of games 
and play. Indeed, the study of material culture linked 
to play in the past is still very much an emerging 
field; while our focus is the ancient world, parallel 
developments are also taking place, for example, in 
Medieval studies.102 Accordingly, we cannot, and do 
not seek to, offer a unitary vision of how the available 
evidence should be handled and interpreted. Instead, 
the papers presented here are intended to offer a 
range of methodological approaches to be explored 
further in future work. Nevertheless, several key 
considerations emerge from the themes discussed in 
this chapter, as well as throughout the book. 
First, as Ulrich Schädler has shown in a series of 
studies dedicated to ancient games published in the 
1990s,103 trying to understand games and gaming 
practice and culture in general on the basis of 
textual sources alone is a futile endeavour. However, 
the material evidence can be challenging or even 
misleading if not handled carefully. Wherever 
possible, material evidence for play in the past — 
whether inscriptions, graffiti, or portable material 
culture that could be linked to play — needs to be 
interpreted through the lens of context. Many objects 
can be used for play (even if only temporarily), and 
it is often only by considering find contexts that we 
can understand how they were actually used. 

Secondly, our approach to material culture must avoid 

99 �For all the boards with “ludere nescis idiota recede” (you don’t know 
how to play, idiot, go away) or “vincis gaudes perdis plangis” (you win, 
you rejoice, you lose, you cry) see Schädler (2012).

100 �CIL, 4, 2119, trans. Purcell (1995), 21.
101 �Speidel (1996), 188-190, nr. 45. English trans. by Brandon Conley.
102 �E.g. Kopp, Lapina (2021).
103 �See a.e. Schädler (1994a, 1995, 1996, 2009), in comparison to La-

mer (1927) and Austin (1934, 1935, and 1940).
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anachronistic modern notions like standardised 
sets and not side-line local habits, traditions, and 
practices to overemphasise notions of globalisation, 
for example, under the Roman Empire. To interrogate 
these local traditions and their significance, we 
urgently need greater quantities of data. The papers 
in this volume broaden the material evidence base 
for the study of games in antiquity, and we hope 
that it will inspire more studies which gather and 
critically analyse large scale gaming-related datasets 
of different kinds across the ancient world.
Thirdly, and perhaps most importantly, 
archaeological analysis needs to use gaming-related 
material culture to interrogate gaming practices 
in ancient societies. In other words, we need to 
use material culture and to study cultures of play. 
By moving beyond typological and quantitative 
analysis will we be able to answer broader questions: 
what was played? who played? what did they use to 
play? where did they play? when? and what can we 
say about the experiences of playing in the past? 
Only through answering these questions will we 
make the most of the enormous potential of material 
evidence for play in the past to be used as a heuristic 
tool for socio-cultural analysis.
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