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‘It isn’t a game for idiots’

Dr Irving Finkel rails against over-complicated modern-day games, while speaking to us ahead of his lecture on the Royal Game 
of Ur.                (33234942)

An ancient board game was the 
first subject of this year’s Arts 

Society Guernsey lecture series. 
Simon De La Rue spoke to 

Dr Irving Finkel about his 
successful, decades-long 

quest to figure it out...

T
APPING away on their hand-held device, a gamer 
notes down their idea of  the proper rules of  their 
favourite game – no doubt so as to avoid any 
future disagreements – and puts it away for safe 
keeping.
It’s a shrewd move.

We’ve all had those arguments about whether you’re 
allowed to buy properties on the first circuit of  the 
Monopoly board or whether you’re allowed to look up 
words during a game of  Scrabble – and millions of  words 
have been written about the various versions of  the en 
passant rule in chess.
The device in question was a palm-sized tablet of  clay 
with impressions made by a sharpened reed – a cuneiform 
tablet written 2,200 years ago, with the rules for a game 
that had already been around for more than 2,000 years 
before that.
The first of  this year’s Arts Society Guernsey lectures 
was given by the man who found that hand-held device 
and translated it, thus – suddenly – providing the modern 
world with its oldest playable board game.
The lecturer was the British Museum’s very own Dr Irving 
Finkel, a man so animated in his delivery and so enthused 
by his subject, that the fixed microphone on his lectern 
became a mere decoration.
Having interviewed him a few hours earlier, I imbibed his 
enthusiasm sufficiently to want to attend the lecture and 
brought along a board-game-fan friend of  mine, as well as 
the 15-year-old gamer who lives in front of  my television.
(Actually, that’s unfair. My son loves all interactive games, 
including board games and card-based games – Sony 
and Nintendo just happen to have provided the most 
convenient means by which to gather his friends, some of  
whom live 10,000 miles away.)
What followed was a first-person account of  Dr Finkel’s 
long journey – intellectually and geographically – towards 
bringing the game back to prominence with a viable set of  
rules.
The Royal Game of  Ur was so named because it was first 
noticed by western academics amid the grave goods of  the 
rulers of  the city of  that name – on the Euphrates between 
modern day Baghdad and Basrah.
Like all convincing academics, Dr Finkel couches 
everything in caveats, stressing that his translation of  
the Sumerian writing on that tablet had led to a set of  
rules that worked and that had been corroborated by 
discussions with modern-day players in south-west India, 
where the game has just about survived – but this was just  
one set of  rules, not provably the set of  rules.
Still, when you’re listening to a philologist and 
Assyriologist who works as the assistant keeper of  ancient 
Mesopotamia script, languages and cultures at the British 
Museum – and who is also on the editorial board of  Board 

‘In my opinion, if you’re an 
adult with a family, a mortgage, 

children and all that stuff, 
using resources intelligently is 
taxing enough anyway in reality, 

without wanting to do it for 
fun. I just don’t understand 

the prevalence and success of 
those sorts of games’

Dr Finkel’s lecture on the Royal Game of Ur 
launched this year’s Arts Society Guernsey 
lecture series at Les Cotils. 

(Pictures by Sophie Rabey, 33234944)

Game Studies – and he tells you he has traipsed around 
the old world in pursuit of  the truth, it’s hard to imagine 
who’s going to come along and convince you he’s got it all 
wrong.
Except perhaps Dr Finkel himself, at some future lecture.

Before the Harry Bound room at Les Cotils had been 
reconfigured for the lecture and before the bubbly 
from sponsors Rothschild had been poured, I met Dr 

Finkel at a round table there – too big for a board game 
and about right for a wedding reception – and asked him 
to describe the game.

‘It’s a game of  20 squares for two players with matched 
pieces and dice and it’s a bit like backgammon and a bit 
like ludo,’ he said.
‘You compete around a track – with one or two special 
squares – to be off  the end first.’
He notes that it shares many characteristics with the sort 
of  games that have done well ever since.
‘It doesn’t take four days to play, it’s kind of  fair, it 
depends on luck and there’s just a bit of  skill in using 
your throws intelligently, which means it isn’t a game for 
idiots.’
Its success was such that it remained popular around the 
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‘It isn’t a game for idiots’

The Royal Game of Ur, also 
known as ‘the game of 20 
squares’, is thought to have 
originated in India about 4,000 
years ago, before heading west 
along trade routes – the same 
route later followed by chess 
and backgammon.

 (33320773)

Another project of Dr Finkel’s – again based on his translation 
of cuneiform script from a clay tablet – was to investigate the 
origins of the ark story and establish its original design. 

(33320880)

The next lecture in this year’s Arts Society Guernsey 
series is entitled The Marquesses Of Bute: Patrons Of 
Opulence and will be presented by Matthew Williams, 
a Fellow of the Society of Antiquaries, at 7pm on 
Wednesday 26 June.
Tickets are £15 for single lectures or £60 for the 
remainder of the season and both rates include a 
drink on arrival.
This year’s lecture topics also include Pre-Raphaelite 
houses, the 1951 Festival of Britain, Beijing’s 
Forbidden City and the medieval arts patron Jean, Duc 
de Berry.
Visit https://theartssocietyguernsey.gg for more 
information.

‘What I invented was a generic board 
game, but there was something about 
it on the internet and a lot of people 
saw it and then a lot of people 
starting making it and before you 
know where you are, people all over 
the world play this board game that 
I, as it were, suggested’

ancient world for at least 3,000 years and its distribution 
anticipated and paralleled the distribution of  chess and 
backgammon.
All three games are thought to have emerged in India 
before being spread via trade routes into the Middle East 
and beyond, and all three have relatively simple rules 
which can nevertheless inspire complex strategies.
‘There’s a lot to be learned from that,’ Dr Finkel said, 
‘because nowadays board games are becoming more and 
more complicated.’
At this thought, Dr Finkel becomes particularly animated 
– one might say agitated.
‘Some of  these games can require up to about nine people 
– who could be better employed doing something else – to 
spend as much as four or five days and nights figuring out 
how to use particular resources intelligently,’ he says.
‘In my opinion, if  you’re an adult with a family, a 
mortgage, children and all that stuff, using resources 
intelligently is taxing enough anyway in reality, without 
wanting to do it for fun. I just don’t understand the 
prevalence and success of  those sorts of  games.’
What interests Dr Finkel are the pre-modern games which 
are familiar to all those who ‘grew up playing board games 
with their grandmothers’.
Games like snakes and ladders and ludo encapsulate 
certain basic ideas of  game play for which there is a 
hunger across cultures and across centuries.
And the ‘game of  20 squares’ – as the Royal Game of  Ur 
is more aptly described – fulfilled a desire for play right 
across Sumerian culture, not just among the elite whose 
graves were unearthed so assiduously by Sir Leonard 
Woolley more than 100 years ago.
‘The boards that we happen to have first excavated 
are state-of-the-art, smart things with lapis lazuli and 
goodness knows what,’ Dr Finkel said, ‘but what we now 
have from the archaeological record – which is three 
millennia of  time – shows that people played on boards 
marked onto the street or scratched into bricks before 
they were fired.’
There is a particular prevalence of  these scratched-out 
‘boards’ in the shady areas of  markets, where stall holders 
will have needed to while away the hours when sales were 
a bit slack.
Dr Finkel’s research has led him to conclude that the 
game arrived in Sumeria from the east, rather than having 
been invented there.
‘The coloured, inlaid squares are suggestive of  embroidery 
and to this day, in India, games are made of  embroidered 
textiles,’ he says.
The first exported boards that went west through modern-
day Iran into Iraq may well have been in textile form 
before some Sumerians decided to create a more durable 
version in wood.

About five different theories had developed about what 
the rules might be, before Dr Finkel’s translation of  
that cuneiform tablet from the British Museum.

It would have been impossible to determine the board 
from the rules but with knowledge of  the Ur board, the 
rules can be seen to make sense.
‘What I invented was a generic board game,’ he says, ‘but 
there was something about it on the internet and a lot of  
people saw it and then a lot of  people starting making it 
and before you know where you are, people all over the 
world play this board game that I, as it were, suggested.’
The British Museum YouTube video showing Dr Finkel 
taking on YouTuber Tom Scott at the game, has had 7.1 
million views.
It’s the second most popular video the museum has ever 
uploaded onto its channel, after the Vikings Live tour of  
2020.
‘At first I thought the tablet was going to make everything 
clear and it doesn’t quite,’ Dr Finkel says, ‘but that board 
has gone everywhere and loads of  people play it for fun 
and they enjoy it.’
He reiterates that the version from the tablet is not the 
only game in town, as it were, and owes a lot to that 
scribbling gamer.
‘The tablet was written by an exceptionally intelligent 
2nd Century BC Babylonian astronomer – and they were 
astronomers with a capital ‘ast’ – I mean, their maths was 
formidable and they could predict eclipses and all manner 
of  stuff,’ he says.
‘The pieces are identified with the planets and the rules 
are a mixture of  the underlying game you play in the pub, 

plus this astrological/astronomical layer on top and lord 
knows what else. It is really very complicated. I’ve been 
wrestling with it for about 40 years.’
Nevertheless, ‘recent documents that are slightly relevant’ 
have come to light, meaning Dr Finkel is ready to take 
further steps in exploring the history and nature of  the 
game.
‘What I’m going to do when I get home is open my 
computer and type the famous words “Chapter One” and 
try to sort everything out,’ he says.
The resulting tome will not be Dr Finkel’s first. His 
previous visit to the island was for the Guernsey Literary 
Festival, at which he was promoting an earlier book.
The Ark Before Noah (2014) recounted the emergence 
of  another of  these little cuneiform tablets. This one 
was 4,000 years old and gave the precise instructions for 
building an ark.
It had long been known that the ark story pre-dated the 
Bible but his work was able to reveal that the vessel was 
intended to be a circular coracle the size of  half  a football 
pitch.
As he put it at the time, a small piece of  clay had become 
‘a magic bridge to a long-dead world populated by 
recognisable fellow humans’.
The book prompted interest from Channel 4 and Dr Finkel 
soon found himself  in Kerala, in southern India, boarding 
a one-fifth scale model that weighed 35 tonnes and floated 
like a dream.
It was made from palm trees, pith, reeds and a basic form 
of  bitumen but the workers were not allowed to use glue 
or nails. Twisted palm fibre was used to secure the joints.
It was a grand and exciting project but Dr Finkel seems no 
less excited by the recreation of  his little board game and, 
if  anything, more convinced of  its cultural significance.
He reminds me that such games have been around since 
the Neolithic – since 8,000 BC – and can be transmitted 
from one culture to the next, even without the need for 
language.
‘They can be learned just 
by watching someone 
else play,’ he says, ‘and 
they slot into the mind, 
because homo sapiens, 
since their inception, 
have had a hunger for 
distraction.’

u Our full interview 
with Dr Irving Finkel is 
available now on the 
Guernsey Press Arts 
Podcast at guernseypress.
com/podcasts

Dr Finkel found the 
2,200-year-old, palm-
sized, clay tablet in 
the British Museum’s 
collection and 
successfully translated it 
to reveal rules written by 
a Babylonian astronomer.

(33320775)


