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The oldest known board game: reconstructed from 4,500-year-old clay tablets
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The Royal Game of Ur is the oldest known board game for which we have both physical boards and a written ruleset. The game

originates in ancient Mesopotamia approximately 4,500 years ago — boards and pieces have been excavated from the Royal

Cemetery of Ur (modern-day Iraq) by archaeologist Sir Leonard Woolley in the 1920s and 1930s. Several boards are now held in

the British Museum, London.

The rules remained a mystery until 1980, when British Museum curator Irving Finkel identified and translated a Babylonian

cuneiform tablet (catalogue number MS 33333B) describing the game, dated to approximately 177–176 BCE. This makes the Game

of Ur one of only a small number of ancient games where we can recover not just the board but the intent of the rules.

The board consists of 20 squares arranged in a distinctive L-shape:

Royal Game of Ur — board layout with rosette positions

https://engine.moddable.games/play/?game=royal-ur&variant=standard

Both players begin their pieces in their own starting zone and race them through the shared bridge and into the finishing zone,

eventually bearing them off the board.

R O S E T T E  S Q U A R E S

Five squares are marked with a rosette pattern. In Finkel’s reconstruction, these are safe squares:

HISTORY

THE BOARD

A 4×2 rectangle at one end (8 squares) — each player’s starting zone◆

A 2×2 bridge in the middle (4 squares) — shared central path◆

A 4×2 rectangle at the other end (8 squares) — each player’s finishing zone◆

A piece resting on a rosette cannot be captured.◆

Landing on a rosette grants an extra roll.◆

https://engine.moddable.games/play/?game=royal-ur&variant=standard


The rosette positions (in Finkel’s reconstruction) are: square 4 of each player’s starting zone, the central rosette in the bridge, and

square 4 of each player’s finishing zone.

I T E M Q T Y N O T E S

Board 1 20 squares in L-shape; 5 rosette squares

Pieces 14 7 per player in contrasting colours

Tetrahedral dice 4 Binary: each die rolls 0 or 1; total 0–4

Tetrahedral dice: Traditionally, four-sided pyramid dice with two marked corners and two unmarked. Roll all four; count the

number of marked corners that land face-up. Possible values: 0, 1, 2, 3, or 4. In the absence of tetrahedral dice, four coins may be

used (heads = 1, tails = 0).

All 7 pieces per player begin off the board, in reserve. The board starts empty.

Players sit opposite each other, each at their own starting zone.

On each turn, a player rolls all four tetrahedral dice and counts the result (0–4). A result of 0 means the player passes with

no movement.

Entry: A piece enters the board from reserve by placing it on the first square of the player’s starting zone.

Movement path: Pieces travel along a fixed path — through the player’s starting zone, across the shared bridge, through the

player’s finishing zone — and then off the board when they pass the final square.

The exact path for each player’s pieces:

C A P T U R I N G

If a piece lands on an occupied square that is not a rosette, the opponent’s piece is sent back to reserve and must re-enter.

Two pieces of the same player may not share a square.

EQUIPMENT

SETUP

MOVEMENT

Starting zone: squares 1–4 along the outer column, then squares 5–6 across (or the equivalent for their side)1

Bridge: the shared central 4 squares, both players pass through the same squares in the same direction2

Finishing zone: mirror of the starting zone; squares run back along the outer column3



R O S E T T E  B E N E F I T S

When a piece has moved through the full path and reaches the exit point (one square beyond the finishing zone), it is borne off.

The die result must be exactly sufficient to bear off a piece — no overshooting. A piece on the final square of the finishing zone

requires a roll of 1 to bear off.

The first player to bear off all 7 pieces wins.

Finkel’s 1980 reconstruction from tablet MS 33333B is the most widely accepted ruleset, but the tablet dates to the Seleucid

period (c. 177–176 BCE) — over 2,000 years after the earliest boards were made. Whether the tablet’s rules match the original

Royal Cemetery game is not known.

Twenty Squares: A related game board of 20 squares has been found across the ancient Middle East and Egypt, differing slightly

in layout from the Ur boards. Some scholars believe it is an earlier form; others argue it is a parallel tradition. Rules overlap with

the Ur tablet reconstruction.

Senet: The Egyptian board game Senet (c. 3500 BCE) may be related in concept — a race game using binary dice — but the

relationship between Senet and the Royal Game of Ur is debated among game historians.

For a direct discussion of the reconstruction, see Finkel’s 2007 presentation at the British Museum, available on the British

Museum’s YouTube channel.

Royal Game of Ur. Original game: Mesopotamia, c. 2500 BCE. Rules reconstruction: Irving Finkel, British Museum, 1980. Public

domain. Sources: Finkel, Irving — British Museum cuneiform tablet MS 33333B transcription and notes (public); British Museum

Object description (public); Wikipedia (CC-BY-SA); Finkel, Irving — British Museum YouTube reconstruction video (2017).

Safe: A piece on a rosette cannot be captured.◆

Extra roll: Landing on a rosette grants an additional turn immediately.◆
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WINNING
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