Hnefatafl —the Strategic Board Game of the Vikings

An overview of rules and variations of the game by Sten Helmfrid

On Itha Plain met the mighty gods;

Shrines and temples they timbered high,

They founded forges to fashion gold,

Tongs they did shape and tools they made;
Played tafl in the court, and cheerful they were.

— Véluspd

Introduction

A century ago, many experts on ancient Scandina-
via were fascinated by a mysterious board game,
called hnefatafl or tafl, which was often mentioned
in the Sagas. Its reputation as intellectual pursuit
was equal to that of chess today, and Norse no-
blemen were often boasting about their skills in
tafl-play. In the early Middle Ages, when chess was
introduced in Scandinavia, the noble game of the
Vikings gradually became extinct and no explana-
tion of the rules survived for the scientists in the
19th century. One of the first persons who became
devoted to solving the puzzle of hnefatafl was
Willard Fiske, an American expert on languages.
He collected a lot of material that was published in

the book Chess in Iceland in 1905, but he finally
abandoned the problem as insoluble’. The only
conclusion he could make was that it was played
between two groups of "maids" with a "hnefi" on
one side. Hnefi is an Icelandic word and literally
means fist, but since the hnefi had a role corre-
sponding to the king in chess it is often translated
as king. The word hnefatafl itself is a compilation
of hnefa, genitive of hnefi, and tafl, which is the
Old Norse word for board (originally borrowed
from the Latin word tabula with the same mean-
ing).

The game remained a mystery until the British
chess historian Harold J. R. Murray connected the
description of a Saami® game, tablut, in the diary of
Swedish botanist Carl von Linné from his trip to



Lapland in 1732 with the descriptions of hnefatafl
in the Sagas. Murray’s hypothesis, that the Saami
game of tablut was identical with hnefatafl, was
put forward in his book History of Chess in 1913°.
Thirty-nine years later Murray published another
book called History of Board Games other than
Chess*. By that time, much more material that
supported his theory had been discovered, notably
a Welsh manuscript from 1587 by Robert ap Ifan
describing a game called tawl-bwrdd.

From the material that Murray presented in his
second book, we learn that tafl was known not
only in Scandinavia, but also in other regions that
were under influence by the Vikings: Ireland,
Wales, England and Lapland. Although rules and
size of the gaming board changed a little bit with
time, the basic idea remained intact for more than
a millennium. The game is played on a chequered
board, the number of squares in vertical direction
being odd and equal to the number of squares in
horizontal direction, so that there is a distinct
central square. It simulates a battle between two
unequal forces, a weaker force in the centre of the
board, surrounded and outnumbered by an attack-
ing force.

The surrounded side consists of a king (hnefi)
and a number of mutually identical pieces called
defenders. All pieces on the attacker’s side are
identical, and they outnumber the defenders by
2:1. The king, who is larger than the other pieces
on the board, is initially placed on the central
square, the defenders are standing on the squares
next to him, and the attackers are placed on
squares in the outer parts of the board. The objec-
tive for the surrounded side is to break out and
escape with the king, whereas the attackers win if
they manage to capture the king. All pieces move
any number of vacant squares in vertical or hori-
zontal direction, like a rook in chess. A piece is
captured and removed from the board if it is
sandwiched between two enemy pieces, one on
each side in vertical or horizontal direction.

The basic rules presented here are fairly simple,
but the details are bound by nature to be more
complicated. Hnefatafl is a so-called asymmetrical
game, .e. both sides have a different objective and
different forces at their disposal. According to
game theory, such games are always unbalanced
unless the correct outcome of the game is a draw’.
When two skilled opponents meet, one side will at
the end turn out to be easier to play and always
win the game.

The degree of imbalance can be adjusted by
changing the rules, for instance the inital arrange-
ment of pieces and the escape route for the king.
The most simple escape rule is for the king to

reach any square on the periphery of the board. It
turns out that for any reasonable initial arrange-
ment of the pieces, this gives a huge advantage for
the king’s side. Unfortunately, due to misinterpre-
tations of the original texts, it is a widespread mis-
conception that most tafl games used this simple
escape rule. If the escape area is shrinked to just
the four corner squares of the board, without any
further change of the rules, the attackers will al-
ways win as they can block the corners in only
four moves by putting pieces there.

It is obvious that the rules of any tafl game
have to be worked out with great care. A good
balance can be achieved by using the entire periph-
ery as escape area, but adding some further restric-
tions for the king’s escape, or by using the corner
squares as escape area, but adding some rules that
make it more difficult to block them. Further ad-
justments can be made by changing the initial ar-
rangement of pieces, by letting or not letting the
king take part in captures, by making it more or
less difficult to capture the king, or by adding
squares on the board that are restricted, z.e. squares
that can only be passed or occupied under certain
conditions. The latter arrangement reduces the
mobility of the pieces and in general favours the
attacking side. If restricted squares are used, they
must probably be made hostile to other pieces in
the sense that they can replace one of the attacking
pieces in a capture. Otherwise it will be too easy to
protect pieces by placing them next to restricted
squares.

Tablut—the best documented tafl game

The most extensive description of a descendant of
hnefatafl is the account of tablut in Linné’s diary®.
The word tablut in Saami, sometimes also written
as tablot or dablot, 1s a verb that literally means, "to
play dablo". The noun, dablo, is used both for the
game and for the playing pieces, but curiously
enough the verbal form seems much more com-
mon when reference is made to the game.

Tablut does not only refer to this particular
version of hnefatafl, but is a generic name for
board games. Dablot prejjesne is another example
of a Saami board game. The Swedish ethnologist
Nils Keyland recorded the game in Frostviken,
Sweden, in 1921. It is related to checkers and
alquerque, and it has quite different principles for
capturing and moving pieces than hnefatafl”. The
word dablo is ancient, and was probably borrowed
from the Old Norse plural form of tafl, tablo,
already during the Iron Age.

Linné’s account begins with a description of



the gaming board and pieces, along with some
drawings of these items. The squares where the
king and the attackers initially are placed are or-
namented and the squares where the defenders are
placed are shaded in the sketch of the gaming
board. All squares are designated by either a num-
ber or a letter. The defenders, called Swedes, are
white, whereas the attackers, Muscovites, are dark.
After the introductory presentation of the game
equipment, there is a section called laws with some
notes on observations made by Linné during play.
The observations are written down in fourteen
entries, often presented as examples of possible
moves. Apparently, Linné did not understand the
aboriginal Saami language.

In his reconstruction of the game, Murray as-
sumed that the king escaped if he reached any
square on the periphery. The escape rule was actu-
ally never formulated by Linné himself, but Mur-
ray derived it implicitly from one of the examples:
if the king goes from square b to square m (with
reference to the figure in the manuscript), the war
is over and the king’s side has won the battle.
Square m is located at the periphery.

Other examples in the text suggest that the
king could not escape to any of the ornamented
squares where the attackers are standing before
play begins®. Unfortunately, Murray did not con-
sider these subtle details in Linné’s notes. His
assumption that the king can escape anywhere
along the edge of the board and that tablut inher-
ently is unbalanced has been recycled as an undis-
putable fact in almost all later accounts of tablut’.
When Riksutstillningar, the Swedish Travelling
Exhibitions, made an exhibition on Games and
Gambling in 1972, they reconstructed the game in,
what I believe, a much more accurate and a much
more balanced way'®. Let us sum up the recon-
structed rules:

1. Two players may participate. One player plays
the white Swedish pieces, a king and eight dra-
bants, while the other player plays the sixteen
dark Muscovite pieces.

2. The game is played on a board with 9x9
squares (Fig. 1). Initially, the Swedish king is
placed on the central square with his eight dra-
bants on the two closest squares in each point
of the compass. The sixteen Muscovites are
placed in four T-shaped patterns along the
edges.

3. The central square is called the castle and the
T-shaped regions where the Muscovites ini-
tially are placed are called the base camps. (Ac-

cording to Linné, the castle was called konokis
in Saami, but this word most likely refers to
the king himself. There is no special name re-
ported for the base camps.) The castle and the
base camps are all restricted areas, in which
special rules apply.

The objective for the Swedish side is to move
the king to any square on the periphery of the
board, which is not restricted. In that case, the
Swedish king has escaped and the Swedish side
wins. The Muscovite side wins if the attackers
can capture the king before he escapes.

The Swedish side moves first, and the game
then proceeds by alternate moves. All pieces
move any number of vacant squares along a
row or a column, like a rook in chess. How-
ever, it is forbidden to pass or enter a re-
stricted area. The Muscovites, who initially are
placed in the restricted base camps, may move
to other squares in the same camp and may
also pass squares in the camp on their way out,
but once a Muscovite has left its base camp it
may not return, nor enter or pass another re-
stricted area. When the king has left the castle,
no piece may pass or occupy the central squ-
are.

All pieces except the king are captured if they
are sandwiched between two enemy pieces
along a column or a row, either with the two
enemy pieces on the square above and below
or with the two enemy pieces on the square to
the left and to the right of the attacked piece,
respectively. A piece is only captured if the
trap is closed by a move of the opponent, and
it is, therefore, allowed to move in between
two enemy pieces. A captured piece is re-
moved from the board and is no longer active
in the play.

The king himself is captured if he is sur-
rounded with enemy pieces or restricted
squares in all four cardinal points, so that he
cannot move in any direction.

A drabant who is standing beside his king may
be captured by surrounding both pieces in a
combined trap. The Muscovite side must be
able to close a trap where the king is blocked
in the other three points of the compass, either
by Muscovites or by restricted squares, and
where a Muscovite occupies the square closest
to the drabant in the opposite direction as the
king. In that case, the drabant next to the king



Fig. 1. Initial arrangement of the pieces in Tablut.

is captured and removed. (The king is not cap-
tured by this attack.)

9. When the king has one free way to the edge of
the board, the player on the Swedish side must
warn his opponent by saying raicki. When the
king has two free ways, he must say tuicks,
which is the equivalent of checkmate'".

10. A threat that will lead to a sure victory may
not be repeated more than twice. After that,
the offensive side must make another move.

There are some gaps in Linné’s description that
have been filled in the reconstruction above. Linné
never says which side that makes the first move.
This can be resolved rather arbitrarily, as it doesn’t
affect the balance of the game that much. Accord-
ing to entry number nine in the original text, a
man is captured when he gets between two squares
occupied by his enemies. It is not clearly stated
whether it is allowed to move in between two en-
emy pieces without being captured. In ap Ifans
description it is allowed, and, since this is a fun-
damental feature of the game, the same rule proba-
bly applies for both versions.

"Enemy" in the capture rule above should apply
to any piece of the king’s forces when attackers are
being captured, but Linné never explicitly says that
the king himself may take part in captures. In the
game description from Riksutstillningar, they ar-

gue that a riddle in Hervarar Saga indicates that the
king is weaponless and that a weaponless king
makes the game more balanced. Therefore, they
have added a rule that the king may not take part
in captures. To emphasise that the original text is
not clear on this point, the rule is described as
optional. I have omitted this rule, since I find the
riddle in Hervarar Saga too ambiguous to be useful
in this context. A few test games have also con-
vinced me that a weaponless king makes the game
unbalanced in favour of the attacking forces. Riks-
utstillningar also present two of the rules concern-
ing the throne and the base camps as optional in
their reconstruction. The first one is the rule that
the Muscovites may move within the base camps
before they exit and the second one is a rule that I
also have omitted in the summary above. It says
that the castle is hostile to all pieces, not only to
the king, and it is based on an entry in Linné’s
account that is unclearly formulated and very hard
to translate.

Rule number 10 above is not in Linné’s diary,
but has been added to deal with situations where
eternal threats arise. Such threats may occur, for
instance, if the king can escape from a square
called A, and the escape can only be blocked by
moving a Muscovite from B to C. If the Swedish
king then can move to D and threaten to escape
over B, and if the escape can only be blocked by
the Muscovite at C, then we have an eternal threat
with the cycle Swede moves D to A, Muscovite B



to C, Swede A to D, Muscovite C to B, and so on.
I believe that experienced players will find it neces-
sary to add more sophisticated rules to deal with
eternal threats, and also to work out rules that deal
with situations where one side is blocked by the
other, and either cannot make a legal move or is
confined to a region from which it can never break
out.

It is generally assumed that the account from
1732 is the latest description of a surviving hnefa-
tafl game. In 1884, more than 150 years after
Linné’s journey, there was a book published in
Stockholm about Saami legends, folklore and tra-
ditions. In a chapter called Shrove Tuesday, we get
the following depiction about what happens when
the men get back from skiing': "Now an old and
dirty card deck is taken out, and the men sit
around the table to play svdlta riv, hund och kola,
or some other game for their entertainment; they
rarely play about money, at the very most about a
few cups of coffee or drinks. If there are not cards
enough for everyone, it may happen that a few
men sit down and play a sort of chess, where the
pieces are called Russians and Swedes, and try to
defeat each other. Here intense battles are fought,
which easily can be observed on the players, who
sometimes are so absorbed that they cannot see or
hear anything else." We cannot be sure that the
chess-like game really is hnefatafl, as the Saami
played a lot of other board games with two armies
fighting each other, for instance the above men-
tioned game from Frostviken. However, it cer-
tainly is intriguing to imagine that hnefatafl may
have survived until just a bit more than a century
ago.

It is interesting to note that the defenders were
called Swedes and the attackers called Muscovites
by the Saami. The name Moscow first appeared in
1147, and Moscow became a significant centre of
power in the beginning of the 14th century. The
Viking Age in Sweden ended around 1060, with
the death of the king Emund, the last member of
the old Uppsala family on the throne. At that
time, the Viking raids deep into Russia gradually
were replaced by attempts to control the river
entrances along the Baltic coast by building forti-
fied castles. Often, these castles were under siege
by troops from Russian principalities. Therefore,
tablut may very well be a medieval Swedish varia-
tion of hnefatafl, inspired by the new strategic
situation for the Swedes on the Baltic coast. The
fact that the Saami have retained the original
names of the playing pieces suggests that they have
made little or no changes to the game since they
learned it from the Swedes.

Tawl-bwrdd, hnefatafl in Wales

The Celtic peoples seem to have been just as
adicted to board games as the Scandinavians. The
absence of music and tables is a sign of mourning,
Fir gun tailisg gun cheol; Gur bochd fulang mo sgeoil
éisdeachd, said Mary Macleod in her Gaelic
Songs". Gaming boards were used as symbols of
wealth and prestige, and could be magnificent and
valuable pieces of workmanship. When admitted to
his office, a chancellor in Wales received a gold
ring, a harp and a gaming board from the king,
which he was expected to preserve for the rest of
his life. A judge of court received a gaming board
with playing pieces made of bone from sea-animals
from the king and a gold ring from the queen,
which he likewise was expected never to sell or
give away.

It is not surprising to find the only other
document that gives an fairly clear description of
the rules for a tafl game in the Welsh National
Library. On page 4 in the Peniarth Manuscript 158
from 1587, Robert ap Ifan gives an account of a
game called tawl-bwrdd. The English game expert
Robert C. Bell used it for a reconstruction, pre-
sented in his book Board and Table Games from
Many Civilisations 2 (1969)". Unfortunately, it
seems that Bell has misinterpreted ap Ifan on some
points. In his book, Bell argues that since tawl
means throw in Welsh, dice were probably used. In
the reconstruction, the players throw the die alter-
nately and are allowed to make a move only if they
get an odd number. Many people, including my-
self, have questioned this conclusion. The use of a
die to decide the turn seems highly artifical, and
there are no other indications in the Celtic or An-
glo-Saxon material on tafl that dice ever were used.
The similarity between the Welsh word and the
Norse word for tafl is too big to be a coincidense.
Tawl-bwrdd must either have been taken from the
Medieval Latin tabula and the Saxon bord, which
means board and table, respectively, or more di-
rectly from the Old Norse word for gaming board,
taflbord"™"*.

The escape rules of the game are worth some
attention. In Bell’s reconstruction, the king es-
capes if he reaches any square on the periphery.
According to our previous discussion, this would
make the game strongly biased in favour of the
king. It is hard to believe that such a prestigious
game would have been as unsophisticated as that.
The original manuscript explains the escape of the
king in the following way: "If the king can go
along the ---line that side wins the game". The "---"
denotes an indecipherable part of the text. The
missing part of the text may have explained which



line the king has to go along, or where he has to
move, or maybe both.

It seems quite natural that the escape region of
the king should be in the periphery of the board,
so we can agree with Bell that "---line" most likely
refers to the two rows and the two columns along
the edge of the board. Bell seems to have missed
the fact the text says "can go along" rather than
"reaches". It may have been a clumsy way of ex-
pressing "can go [to any square] along the ---line",
but if ap Ifan actually means what he is saying, that
the king has to go along the periphery, the escape
rule is a clever way of getting a more balanced
game. If the king reaches the periphery, but the
attackers can capture the king in the next move,
the king’s side loses. If the king moves in between
two pieces or if the attackers can block his next
move, the game continues. With Bell’s escape
rules, you need nine pieces to completely block
one column or row along the edge, but with these
more strict rules you only need four pieces, one on
each third square, provided that no defenders
sneak in. It is possible that it was not enough for
the king to make a move along the periphery to
win, but that he had to reach a certain goal, for
instance one of the squares in the four corners.
This hypothesis is contradicted by the fact that
there are no special markings in the corners or in
other squares on the board.

I suggest the following set of rules for tawl-

bwrdd:

1. Two players may participate. One player plays
the king’s side, with a king and twelve defend-

Q0|10
Q0|0

@)(e)(®

Ql0|O
Qoo

Ol0IO
®
000

Olo[ [e/eee® (00

Q|0|O
0)(0)(®)

ers, while the other player plays the twenty-
four attackers.

The game is played on a board with 11x11
squares (see Fig. 2). Initially, the king is placed
on the central square with his twelve defenders
placed on the two closest squares in each or-
thogonal direction and on the closest square in
each diagonal direction. The twenty-four at-
tackers are placed in four rectangular forma-
tions along the edges.

The objective for the player on the king’s side
is to make a move with the king along any col-
umn or row at the periphery of the board. If
he manages to do that, the king has escaped
and the king’s side has won the game. The at-
tacking side wins if the attackers can capture
the king before he escapes.

The king’s side moves first, and the game then
proceeds by alternate moves. All pieces move
any number of vacant squares along a row or a
column, like a rook in chess.

All pieces, including the king, are captured if
they are sandwiched between two enemy
pieces along a column or a row, either with the
two enemy pieces on the square above and be-
low or with the two enemy pieces on the
square to the left and to the right of the at-
tacked piece, respectively. A piece is only cap-
tured if the trap is closed by a move of the op-
ponent, and it is, therefore, allowed to move in
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Fig. 2. To the lefi: Suggested initial arrangement of the pieces in Welsh Tawl-bwrdd. To the right:
Alternative arrangement of the defenders (above) and the attackers (below).



between two enemy pieces. If a player makes a
move between two enemy pieces, he must de-
clare it by saying gwrbeill, so that the oppo-
nent at a later stage may not claim that the
piece was captured. A captured piece is re-
moved from the board and is no longer active
in the play. The king may participate in cap-
tures.

6. It is forbidden to move the king to a position
where he can be captured by the attackers in
the next move. If the king’s side attempts to
make such a move, the opponent must warn
him by saying "watch your king". If the king
can be captured on the square where he stands,
if the king’s forces cannot remove the threat
by capturing the attacking piece, blocking the
square on the opposite side or moving the king
to a square where he is no longer threatened,
the king is mate and the attackers win.

As in the reconstruction of tablut, there are some
gaps in the text that must be filled in. It is never
explained how the pieces move, but, since this is a
fundamental property of the game, it is almost
certain that the same rules as in Linné’s description
apply. The manuscript doesn’t say which side that
makes the first move. Although the number of
pieces participating in the two forces is given in
the text, the explanation of how they initially are
arranged is a bit contradictory. However, the
number of possible set-ups is limited, and I have
only run across two or three different suggestions
in the literature on how the pieces should be
placed. Some obvious variations are given in Fig. 2.
The description of the capture rules is a bit vague,
and the text doesn’t say whether the king is weap-
onless. It is easier than in tablut for the king’s
forces to block the game by building closed forma-
tions, and, therefore, experienced players will have
to add rules that deal with such situations.

In ap Ifan’s manuscript, there is a drawing of a
gaming board for the game, with 11X 11 squares
and the second, fourth, sixth and eighth columns
shaded. It is a reasonable guess that also the tenth
column should have been shaded. The text does
not mention the shaded columns, nor does it ex-
plain what function they had. (It is possible that
the indecipherable word "---line" in the escape
rules may refer to one of the shaded lines or to all
of them, rather than to the periphery as assumed
in the reconstruction above. However, I think it is
much more likely that the shaded lines simply
indicate that certain rows were inlaid with special
materials for aesthetical reasons.)

Tawl-bwrdd is also frequently mentioned in the
Ancient Laws of Wales, traditionally ascribed to
king Howell Dda (1 950). King Howell was cer-
tainly responsible for the co-ordination of existing
laws, but the laws attributed to him are probably
not older than 1250. On page 436, the total value
of the white forces on the king’s own "tawlbort" is
said to be 60 pence, while the king (brenhin) was
worth 30 pence and each man (werin) 3 pence and
3 farthings'. All this sums up to 6 score pence
according to the text. Simple calculations show
that there must be 4 farthings on a penny and 20
pence on a score penny. Hence, there were 16
pieces on the white side, 8 pieces on the king’s
side, and one king, consistent with the size of the
forces that were used in tablut.

Irish games related
to hnefatafl: fidchell and brandub

References to board games in early Irish literature
are frequent, but unfortunately often ambiguous
and even contradictory. It seems quite likely that
some sort of tafl game must have reached Ireland,
considering the intense contacts between the is-
land and the maritime Viking community. Bell
believed that fithcheall, also spelled as fidchell,
probably belonged to the tafl group'. Fidchell
literally means "wood-sense", and is etymologically
identical to the Welsh gwyddbwyll, also a game of
disputed origin and character. E6win MacWhite
has written an excellent article on early Irish board
games where he shows that, although the pieces
probably were captured in the same way as in hne-
fatafl, fidchell cannot have been an asymmetrical
game". He quotes an old document describing
fidchell that says: balf of its men were of yellow gold,
the other half of tinned bronze. This implies oppos-
ing forces of equal sizes, i.e. a so-called battle
game®. Probably, fidchell is a descendant of the
popular Roman board game ludus latrunculorum.

Brandub, on-the-other-hand, shows good agree-
ment with tafl in many respects. Literally, the
word means "raven black". In the game, there is a
piece of special significance, which is called the
brandn. The word is a common poetic epithet for a
chief. In the poem Abair riom a Eire égh attributed
to Maoil Eéin Mac Raith, we find the following
description of brandub:

A golden brandn with bis band art thou
with thy four provincials;

thou, O king of Bregia, on yonder square
and a man each side of thee.



The language, meter and style show that the verses
belong to the court poetry of the period 1200-
1640. Another Irish poem says that my famed
brandub is in the mountain above Leitir Bbroin, five
voiceless men of white silver and eight of red gold. 1f
we sum up all this information, we can conclude
that brandub was played between five pieces on
one side, probably the branin and four common
pieces, and eight pieces on the other side. The
relative size of the forces is consistent with other
tafl games. MacWhite suggests that the game was
played on a 7X7 board and that the pieces were
placed in the form of a cross, with the king in the

middle, the king’s men in the four positions clos-
est to the king, and the attackers at the two end
positions in each arm of the cross, respectively.
Archaeological evidence, which will be discussed
later, indicates that the four corners were escape
points for the king.

Saxon hnefatafl

Hnefatafl was widely spread also in Saxon Eng-
land. In Vocabulary, written by the English monk
Alfric (955-1010) around the turn of the millen-
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Fig. 3. a) Suggested initial arrangement of the pieces in the Anglo-Saxon version of hnefatafl. b)

and c) Alternative arrangement of the pieces.



nium, some gaming terms were translated from
Old English to Latin. Although the author of the
glossary mixed up the meaning of several terms,
we can easily identify the origin of words like tefel
(tafl), cyningstan (king-piece) and tefelstanas (ta-
blemen). Glossaries from ante 800 mention vari-
ous forms and spellings of tafl, e. g. teblas and tefil,
but there is no mention of a king®".

The most interesting reference to Saxon hnefa-
tafl is a 10th century document of Irish or English
origin, now in the library of Oxford. In the docu-
ment, there is a drawing of a gaming board with
playing pieces placed on the intersections of a grid
with 18X 18 squares (and hence 19x19 available
intersections)”. Along with the drawing, there is
an allegorical description of a game called alea
evangelii, which means Game of the Gospels. The
text does not give us much information about how
the game was played, but there can be no doubt
that it describes a version of hnefatafl.

In the text, we are first informed that Dubinsi
(t 951), bishop of Bangor, brought the game to
Ireland from the court of king Aethelstan (925-
940) of England. The author continues to say that
the game can only be understood if one thor-
oughly knows about "to wit, dukes and counts,
defenders and attackers, city and citadel, and nine
steps twice over". Attackers and defenders may
refer to the playing pieces of hnefatafl. After that,
there is a long and artificial description of how the
game relates to the four Gospels. In the descrip-
tion, we are told that there are 72 men, called vir:
in the manuscript, and one primarius vir. These
numbers are almost consistent with the number of
playing pieces in the drawing, and the primarius
vir, placed on the central intersection, of course
corresponds to the hnefi. The four squares in the
corners of the board have four men in them, but
the text says that they only are there "for the deco-
ration of the playing table".

Some of the playing pieces in the drawing of
the gaming board have been misplaced, and there is
no distinction made between attackers and defend-
ers. Murray’s reconstruction of the initial arrange-
ment of pieces is shown in Fig. 3. This arrange-
ment is reproduced in most of the literary refer-
ences that discuss alea evangelii, but as can be seen
from diagrams (b) and (c), there are also other
ways of arranging the pieces with a high degree of
symmetry. The fact that the playing pieces have
been placed on the intersections of the grid in the
Saxon manuscript, and not in the centre of the
squares, does not necessarily mean that the con-
temporary gaming boards had this design. The
playing pieces are denoted by small filled squares
in the drawing, which show a striking resemblance

to Gregorian musical notes when they are placed
on the lines of the grid rather than in between the
lines. Probably, the author just wanted the drawing
to fit the philosophical speculations about the four
Gospels in the text.

Bell has combined Murray’s arrangement of
pieces with the capture rules from tablut and the
simple escape rule where the king only has to reach
the edge of the board”. This set of rules is not so
well thought-out, and will most likely result in an
unbalanced game. In the reconstruction of tablut,
special functions were assigned to all ornamented
squares. It is not impossible that the decorations in
the corner squares of the "alea evangelii" gaming
board also denoted a special function for the cor-
responding intersections, for instance that they
were escape points for the king. In that case, we
could perhaps think of the game as a city under
siege, where the king has to escape to one of four
safe citadels outside the surrounded town. Note
that the king has to move nine positions in vertical
and horizontal direction to reach one of the cor-
ners of the board, that is "nine steps twice over".

It will become much too easy for the attackers
to prevent the king’s escape, if pieces are allowed
to occupy the corner points or if pieces standing
next to the corner points cannot be captured in
any way. The fact that the four intersections in the
corners are decorated by men suggests that any of
these points could replace one of the two pieces
taking part in an attack on an enemy piece, i.e. that
the corresponding intersections were hostile. Most
likely, it was also forbidden for all pieces except
the king to occupy the decorated intersections. An
attacker blocking the path to the corner along the
edge would under these assumptions not be safe
on the third intersection from the corner, but
would either have to be placed on the fourth inter-
section or get additional support by other playing
pieces from the attacking side. The initial set-up of
pieces on the board will also have a great influence
on the balance of the game. In Murray’s arrange-
ment, the king’s forces are almost completely sur-
rounded. There are only two holes in each point of
the compass in the wall that encircles the defend-
ers. The suggested arrangement in diagram (b) will
make it easier for the defenders to break up holes
in the surrounding walls.

Hnefatafl in the Icelandic Sagas

There are numerous references to hnefatafl in the
Icelandic literature, but only few of them shed any
light on the structure of the game. In Fridpjéfs
Saga ins fraekna, there is a scene where Fridpjofr is



playing at tafl with his friend Bjérn*. From the
conversation that follows, one understands that
Fridpjofr is playing the attackers and his friend
Bjorn the defenders. A messenger called Hilding
arrives and asks for Fridpjofs help in a raid against
king Hring. "That is a bare place in your board,
which you cannot cover," Fridpjéfr says to Bjorn
without taking notice of Hilding, "and I will attack
your red pieces there". Of course, the metaphor
has indirectly answered the question. Fridpjofr
means that going on a raid would leave a weak
point in their defence, which he threatens to take
advantage of. From the reply, we learn that the
defenders are red in this version of the game, in
contrast to tablut where the kings men are fair.

When Hilding points out that there might be
trouble later on if he does not join the raid, Bjérn
says to Fridpjofr that he has two possible moves,
and Fridpjofr replies that it is an easy choice, he
will go against the hnefi. The reply means that he
agrees to taking part in the attack against king
Hring after all. The metaphor verifies that the
hnefi is a piece with a special function in the game,
since it is symbolically used to represent king
Hring.

The most informative references to hnefatafl in
the Icelandic sources are two riddles in Hervarar
Saga between king Heidrekr and the god Odinn in
disguise. Three different manuscripts, which phrase
the conversation in a slightly different way, have
been preserved. The oldest one is the so-called
Hauksbok from the 14th century. The other texts
are from the 14th or the 15th century and from the
17th century, respectively. The first one of these
two riddles is (according to Hauksbdk):

Huerjar eru per bridir
er um sinn dréttin
vdpnalausar vega;
enar jorpu hlifa

alla daga,

en enar fegri fara?
Heidrekr konungr,
hyggon at gitu!

The verse can be translated as: "Who are the maids
that fight weaponless around their Lord, the
brown® ever sheltering and the fair ever attacking
him? King Heidrekr, solve this riddle!" The answer
is of course the playing pieces in hnefatafl, and
Hauksbok continues: "It is hnefatafl, the pieces are
killed weaponless around the king, and the red
ones are following him." The younger medieval
manuscript explains the answer in the following
way: "It is hnefatafl, the dark ones protect the king
and the white ones attack him." The king’s pieces
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are referred to as reddish brown?, red or dark, and
the attackers as white or fair. Hence the colours of
the forces are consistent with the ones in Fridpjofs
Saga.

When Riksutstillningar made their reconstruc-
tion of tablut in 1972, there appeared to be some
uncertainty about the interpretation of the word
weaponless. In the younger medieval text, the
original Icelandic adjective is written in singular
form, vdpnalausan, as opposed the plural form
used in Hauksbdk. Therefore, they argued, the
adjective must be an attribute to the king, rather
than to the maids, which suggests that the king in
hnefatafl is weaponless and cannot take part in
captures of enemy pieces. This hypothesis is con-
tradicted by the reply in Hauksbdk, which clearly
states that it is the defending pieces that are slayed
weaponless around their king. Probably, the word
weaponless is just a poetic way for the author to
hint that he is referring to playing pieces and not
to real armed warriors, and it has nothing to do
with the actual strength of the pieces in the game.

The second riddle is more obscure. In Hauks-
bék it says:

Huwat er pat dyra

er drepr fé manna

ok er jdrni kringt sitan;
horn befir dtta,

en hofud ekki,

ok rennr sem han md?
Heidrekr konungr,
hyggdu at gdtu!

The English translation is: "What is that beast all
girdled with iron, which kills the flocks? He has
eight horns but no head, and runs as he pleases.
King Heidrekr, solve this riddle!" The answer in
Hauksbok is: G6d er gdta pin, Gestumblindi, getit
er peirar; par er hinn i bnefatafl; hann heitir sem
bjorn; hann rennr pegar er honum er kastat. The first
part of the answer can be translated as "Good is
your riddle, Gestumblindi, but now it is solved. It
is the binn in hnefatafl." The meaning of the word
htnn and the translation of the last two sentences
are disputed. Hinn may either refer to a die, to the
king in hnefatafl or to some other playing pieces in
hnefatafl.

A possible interpretation of the last two sen-
tences is "It is the hann in hnefatafl. He has the
name of a bear and runs when he is thrown." The
game experts who identify hinn as die put forward
that playing pieces cannot be thrown. A die, on the
other hand, is thrown in the way the text says, and
the erratic nature of a die on a gaming board cer-
tainly is applicable to the phrase "runs as he plea-



pleases” in the riddle. The eight horns are the eight
edges of a six-sided die and the flock that it kills
are the stakes that the players lose. The association
between bear and hinn can be explained by the
double meaning of the word. It is also used for the
offspring of a bear in Icelandic. The connection
between hnefatafl and dice is more difficult to
explain. In spite of Bell’s hypothesis that tawl in
tawl-bwrdd means throw, few people believe that
the riddle actually implies that hnefatafl was played
with dice. It has been suggested that the writer
may have confused hnefatafl with Icelandic tables,
kvatrutafl, which is similar to backgammon.

The double meaning of the words rennr and
kasta in Icelandic also makes it possible to translate
the last two sentences in the reply to the riddle as
"It is the htnn in hnefatafl. He has the name of a
bear and escapes when he is attacked." This inter-
pretation points to some sort of playing piece (or
pieces) rather than a die, a hypothesis that also is
supported by the abrupt answer in the 17th cen-
tury manuscript: pad er tafla. "It is a playing piece."
Tafla is the generic name for playing piece, so
there is no direct reference to hnefatafl here.

Murray claims that the answer refers to the
hnefi himself and identifies the eight horns as the
eight defenders. This explanation is interesting, as
it provides us with the only hint in the Sagas to
what size of gaming boards that were used. It is
not clear whether Murray really understood the
problem with the translation, as he actually uses
the word hnefi instead of hinn in his quotation of
the answer. Although Murray’s hypothesis is satis-
factory in many ways, it doesn’t match other refer-
ences to the word hinn in Icelandic literature. In
Haraldskvedi, there is a verse about the far-famed
warriors who play with hdnns in king Harald’s
court. The poem suggests that hinn is a playing
piece in a more general meaning, possibly a de-
fender or just any playing piece in hnefatafl. If we
accept the latter explanation, it is unfortunately
difficult to understand what the eight horns in the
riddle refer to. It may allude to playing pieces of a
special shape or to the collective of defenders.
Besides, the text doesn’t really say "play with", but
rather verpa, which means "throw". This may give
the game experts who argue that hinn means die
new support for their case. The true meaning of
the word htinn is still an enigma to me*.

Both Hervarar Saga and Fridpj6fs Saga belong
to the so-called fornaldarsogur, a group of Sagas
with mythic stuff from the time before Iceland was
colonised by Scandinavian Vikings. Most of them
were written down at the end of the 13th century
and in the beginning of the 14th century. The
rhymed answers to the riddles in Hervarar Saga
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are, however, not genuine, but added by the writer
for an audience who was not familiar with the old
traditions”.

Apart from these texts, hnefatafl is only men-
tioned incidentally in other Sagas. In Viluspd, a
great poem about the creation of the world and the
Scandinavian equivalent to Genesis, the Anses play
tafl with golden teflor, "table-men", in the innocent
days after the creation of the world. When the
world is resurrected after Ragnarok, they find the
same table-men laying in the grass. In Morkin-
skinna, Sigurdr Jorsalafari and his brother Eysteinn
are having an argument about who is the better
man. Sigurdr says that he is stronger and can swim
better, but his brother is not so impressed. "I am a
more handy man and I can play hnefatafl better
than you," he answers. Orkneyinga Saga informs us
that Kali Kolsson, later earl of Orkney under the
taken name Régnvaldr, showed great promise
already in his youth as an man of great ability. Kali
wrote a poem about his skills, where he said that
he could challenge anyone in nine events: tafl play,
knowledge of runes, reading and writing, skiing,
shooting, rowing, playing harp and speaking po-
etry”®. Accomplishments in hnefatafl were evident-
ly just as highly valued as abilities in martial arts.

In older literature, the generic word tafl is used
in most scenes where reference is made to board
games. The more specific term hnefatafl, some-
times written in contracted or assimilated form
(nettafl, hnettafl, hneftafl), only appears in younger
texts such as the fornaldarsogur. The spelling hnot-
tafl has also been documented, but may refer to
another game. Murray suggested that the introduc-
tion of many other board games in Scandinavia at
the end of the Viking Age, for instance kvitrutafl
(Icelandic tables) and skaktafl (chess), made a
distinction necessary. Probably, hnefatafl is under-
stood in most cases where the generic term tafl is
made use of.

Archaeological findings

Boards were usually made of wood, and it is not
surprising that only few findings of gaming boards
have remained until present time. At Wimose in
Denmark, in a grave of the Roman Iron Age, a
fragment of a gaming board dated around 400
A.D. was excavated. The fragment is 18 squares
long and one and a half square high, each cell
around 25%25 mm’. One of the corners of the
board is included in the fragment, but the che-
quered region does not look complete in any direc-
tion. It is possible that the original gaming board
was even larger. The fragment is often associated



with the drawing of the 18X 18 gaming board for
alea evangelii.

In the 9th-century Gokstad ship in Norway, a
fragment of another chequered gaming board was
found. On the reverse side of the board, a pattern
for nine men’s morris is set out. The fragment is
13 squares wide and complete in this direction, but
only four rows remain in the other direction. On
every second row, squares number two and five
(both from the left and from the right side of the
board) have special ornamentations.

In 1932, an artistically carved, pegged gaming
board with 7x7 holes was found at Ballinderry,
Ireland. It is now kept at the National Museum of
Ireland in Dublin. The board has two handles,
shaped as heads, and a frame ornamented with
eight panels of interlace- and fret-patterns. It was
first concluded that the board was made in the Isle
of Man, where similar motifs have been found on
10th century crosses. They are now known to have
been common also in Dublin, which is a more
probable place of manufacture”. The size and sha-
pe of the gaming board fit excellently to MacWhi-
te’s reconstruction of the Irish tafl-game brandub.
It is obvious that the corner points had a special
function in whatever game that the board was used
for. If it actually was a tafl game, they were most
likely escape points for the king.

A fragment of a chequered 11x11 gaming
board from the beginning of the 12th century was
found in Trondheim, Norway, and is now kept at
Vitenskapsmuseet®. Seven and a half rows, each
with eleven squares, are preserved. There is a cross
in the central square and in the third and fourth
square from the centre in each point of the com-
pass (apart from the direction in which the gaming
board is not complete). A bordering rim is fas-
tened to the board with dowels.

In the excavation of a farm at Toftanes, Faroes,
a gaming board with a handle and a rim about 1 cm
high was found’'. The board is split longitudinally
and only half of it is preserved. On the underside
of the board, there is a chequered region, which is
14 squares long 1 longitudinal direction. The board,
which is now kept at the Foroya Fornminnissavn in
Térshavn, is dated to the 10th century.

At Coppergate, York, a fragment of a che-
quered wooden gaming board with a raised strip
nailed along the edges to prevent pieces from fal-
ling off was found™. The board is 15 or 16 squares
wide, with only three rows preserved, and dated to
the 10th century.

Two gaming boards were carved in grey flag-
stone and another one in red sandstone in a Viking
settlement at Buckquoy on the Orkney Islands.
The settlement dates from the 9th century®. The
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first two of these boards are clearly related to the
Ballinderry gaming board. They consist of grids
with 7X7 intersections and both have circles
around the central intersection. There are no spe-
cial markings in the corners.

It has often been claimed that all of these gam-
ing boards were used for hnefatafl, probably under
the assumption that hnefatafl was the only board
game known by the Scandinavians prior to the
introduction of chess. At least for some of the
boards, this presumption is questionable. The
markings in the squares on the gaming board from
the Gokstad ship, for instance, lack the appropri-
ate symmetry. The board from Toftanes has an
even number of squares. One of the lines in the
grid is carved so close to the border that it is hard
to believe that the pieces were played on the inter-
sections. This strikes a discordant note with our
knowledge about hnefatafl. The most promising
candidates for tafl boards are the artefacts from
Ballinderry, Buckquoy, and Trondheim, although
the ornamentation on the latter board is different
from any other known literary or archaeological
source.

Gaming boards can also be observed on illus-
trations. A rune stone from Ockelbo, Sweden,
which unfortunately was destroyed in a fire in
1904, showed an engraving of two men with a
gaming board between them. There was a square
cut in the centre of the board and a square cut at
each edge. The squares at the edges were con-
nected to the central square with four diagonal
lines.

Playing pieces were usually made of glass, bone,
amber, clay, and probably also wood. More than
hundred playing pieces from the time period of
interest have been found, but it is sometimes diffi-
cult to distinguish pieces that were used for hnefa-
tafl from pieces for chess, tables, nine men’s mor-
ris, and other contemporary board games. The
most interesting set of pieces is from the 9th cen-
tury and was found in grave no. 750 in Bjorks,
Sweden®*® a small island in lake Milaren where
Sweden’s largest commercial city during the Viking
Age was located. About thousand graves have been
found in this area. The set includes twenty-five
hemispherical pieces with a diameter of around 25
to 27 mm. Seventeen of the pieces are made of
light blue-green glass and eight of opaque dark
green glass. There is also a distinct piece of dark
green glass, larger than the other pieces and shaped
like a2 man with a head. Apart from an extra at-
tacker, possibly a spare piece, we end up with
forces that are consistent with the ones used in
tablut. In boat grave no. 3 in the burial-ground in
Valsgirde, Sweden, another set of hemispherical



Fig. 4. Set of glass playing pieces from grave no. 750 in Bjorké.

glass playing pieces from the 10th century was
found®. Fifteen of the pieces are of translucent
green-blue glass with a black trail, and eight of
plain dark-brown glass. Apart from the king and a
missing attacker, the forces agree with the set from
Birka. These findings are a strong archaeological
support for Murray’s theories.

Twenty-six lathe-turned hemispherical playing
pieces of bone and a king were found in grave no.
624 in Bjorks”. The diameter of the pieces varies
between 22 and 26 mm, and the height is about 20
mm. The king is capped with a bronze mount. Six
of the pieces are slightly smaller than the others.
All pieces have a flat base with a central hollow
that contains remains from an iron peg. In grave
no. 986, sixteen playing pieces of elk horn and a
king were found®. The king, which is higher than
the other pieces, has a round head and a conical
body with vertical stripes. Six of the sixteen play-
ing pieces are conical with vertical stripes on the
upper part, and ten of them without stripes, of
somewhat irregular shape, and slightly larger than
the first six. In grave no. 524, fifteen pieces of
amber were found”. One of the pieces, probably
the king, is marked with crossed grooves and is
about 29 mm high and 27 mm in diameter. The
other pieces are 17 to 24 mm high and 20 to 31
mm in diameter. Three of the pieces are red, the
other ones yellow.

At Baldursheimur in Northern Iceland, twenty-
four turned pieces of walrus ivory and a carved
king of whale bone from the 10th century were
found®. The king has a large round face, promi-
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nent eyes and a long forked beard. It may be a
representation of a god. The piece is 39 mm high
and 29 mm in diameter. At Torvastad, Norway,
eleven conical playing pieces of light-blue glass,
one conical piece of dark-blue glass with brown
top and yellow point, and four conical pieces of
yellow glass with brown top were found in a gra-
ve*!. The pieces are dated to about 800 A.D. There
are numerous more findings of incomplete sets
and single items from graves in Sweden, Norway,
the Ukraine, Iceland and Northern Europe.

Which version is really hnefatafl?

In many references that discuss the evolution and
grouping of tafl games, the recorded sizes of gam-
ing boards, e. g. 7X7, 9X9 and 11X 11 squares, are
usually matched to the available names of regional
variations, e. g. brandub, tablut and tawl-bwrdd. It
is, however, doubtful if the game versions should
be classified in this way. The great Asian board
game go 1s often played on different board sizes for
pedagogical reasons, but the name itself never
changes with board size. It seems much more
natural to attribute the different regional names to
all versions of tafl games that were known in that
particular speech area, respectively. It is quite clear
that at least in some of the regions, more than one
version was in use. The Welsh texts, for instance,
describe a 9X9 version and a 11X 11 version, which
are both referred to with the same name, taw!-

bwrdd.



Of particular interest are which size(s) and
set(s) of rules that correspond to hnefatafl, the
game played by the Vikings in the time period
from about 800 A.D. to about 1050 A.D. Some
authors, for instance Schmittberger®, identify the
19%19 version alea evangelii as hnefatafl, "the
Viking game", probably because this version is the
only one that is left over once the 7x7, 9xX9 and
11X 11 versions have been assigned to brandub,
tablut and tawl-bwrdd, respectively, and because
alea evangelii is the only contemporary literary
description of a tafl game. The 13X 13 board that
was found on the Gokstad ship is also a spare ver-
sion that sometimes has been claimed to represent
the original game of hnefatafl.

A closer examination reveals that it is not that
simple. If hinn is identified as hnefi, the second
riddle in the Hervarar Saga points to forces with
eight defenders and a board of size 9X9 squares.
Although literary references may reflect the situa-
tion both during the time period when the oral
tradition was established and the time period when
they were written down, the difficulty to change
words in texts that already have been recited by
generations of narrators makes the former alterna-
tive much more likely. In this case, the medieval
text consequently must refer to game versions
from the Viking Age. The archaeological findings
of gaming boards from the geographical region of
interest suggest, with varying degree of probabil-
ity, board sizes of 7x7, 11x11, 13x13, 15X 15,
and 19X 19 squares. The glass pieces from Bjorko
and Valsgirde are probably the remains of sets for
a 9X9 gaming board. The incoherence in the
source material makes it difficult to single out any
particular version as hnefatafl. If anything, it rather
leads to the conclusion that hnefatafl was a game
with non-uniform rules and board size.

Modern commercial editions of hnefatafl

There is currently an increasing interest for hnefa-
tafl and its offsprings among game manufacturers
and producers of software, but the idea to market
these games is not new. Already fifty years before
Murray discovered the connection between tablut
and hnefatafl, a version of tablut appeared in the
United States®. It was called the Battle for the
Union and was issued in 1863. The king was re-
placed with a Rebel chief, and the defenders and
attackers turned into Rebel and Union soldiers.
The move of the Rebel chief was limited to four
squares. It has been suggested that this strange rule
was an early attempt to improve the balance in the
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game, but it was probably due to a misunderstand-
ing of one of the entries in Linné’s original notes.
Bell’s and Murray’s descriptions of hnefatafl are
the only ones that have been available for a general
public. It must be obvious for anyone who has
played according to the suggested rules that they
have to be modified in order to improve the bal-
ance of the game. The shortcomings of the recon-
structions have triggered the interest of some
game constructors. Recently, some versions of the
game have been issued where the four squares at
the corners of the board are escape points for the
king. Probably, the Ockelbo rune stone, the Ball-
inderry gaming board and the illustration of the
alea evangelii gaming board have inspired the in-
ventor. The corners are restricted for all pieces,
except the king, and hostile to all pieces, including

the king. A complete set of rules typically looks
like this*:

1. Two players may participate. One player plays
the king’s side, with a king and his defenders,
and the other player plays the attackers. There
are either eight defenders and sixteen attack-
ers, as in tablut, or twelve defenders and
twenty-four attackers, as in tawl-bwrdd.

2. The game is played on a board with 9X9 or
11x11 squares and with initial set-up as in
tablut or tawl-bwrdd.

3. The central square, called the throne, and the
four squares in the corners are restricted and
may only be occupied by the king. It is allowed
for the king to re-enter the throne, and all
pieces may pass the throne when it is empty.
The four corner squares are hostile to all
pieces, which means that they can replace one
of the two pieces taking part in a capture. The
throne is always hostile to the attackers, but
only hostile to the defenders when it is empty.
(There appear to be some variations on this
point. Sometimes the throne is hostile to de-
fenders also when the king occupies it.)

4. The objective for the king’s side is to move the
king to any of the four corner squares. In that
case, the king has escaped and his side wins.
The attackers win if they can capture the king
before he escapes.

5. The attackers’ side moves first, and the game
then proceeds by alternate moves. All pieces
move any number of vacant squares along a
row or a column, like a rook in chess.



6. All pieces except the king are captured if they
are sandwiched between two enemy pieces, or
between an enemy piece and a hostile square,
along a column or a row. The two enemy
pieces should either be on the square above
and below or on the square to the left and to
the right of the attacked piece. A piece is only
captured if the trap is closed by a move of the
opponent, and it is, therefore, allowed to move
in between two enemy pieces. A captured
piece is removed from the board and is no
longer active in the play. The king may take
part in captures.

7. The king himself is captured like all other
pieces, except when he is standing on the
throne or on one of the four squares next to
the throne. When the king is standing on the
throne, the attackers must surround him in all
four cardinal points. When he is on a square
next to the throne, the attackers must occupy
all surrounding squares in the four points of
the compass except the throne.

Origin of hnefatafl

There is no material that gives us any detailed in-
formation about when and how hnefatafl was in-
vented, but it is interesting to try to trace the prin-
ciples of game. Hnefatafl has two original features.
The first one is the method of capturing pieces,
which is different from any other known contem-
porary European game. There is evidence that the
same principle of capturing pieces was used in the
popular Roman board game ludus latrunculorum.
The game is extinct since long ago, but Saleius
Basso vaguely described the rules in a poem writ-
ten in the first century A.D. In a reconstruction of
the game, made by the British game historian Ed-
ward Falkener in the 19th century and based on
Basso’s poem, pieces were captured when they
were surrounded by enemy pieces along a row or
column of the gaming board, exactly the same way
as in hnefatafl. The Germanic peoples were cultur-
ally under heavy influence by the Romans, and the
discipline of games and gambling was no excep-
tion. Hence we have good reasons to believe that
the capture principle in hnefatafl was borrowed
from ludus latrunculorum. This hypothesis is sup-
ported by the fact that the Old Norse word tafl
originates from the Latin word tabula.

The second original feature of hnefatafl is that
the two players have different objectives and dis-
pose of unequal forces. There is another Northern
European game known as fox and geese, which
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also simulates a battle between unequal forces. Bell
claims that fox and geese was played already by the
Vikings and says that it was identical to the game
halatafl mentioned in Grettis saga Asmundarsonar.
At a first glance, it seems natural to think that the
principle of unbalanced forces in hnefatafl was
taken from fox and geese.

The idea that halatafl and fox and geese are the
same game was put forward by Cleasby, Vigfusson
and Craigie®. They pointed out that hali means tail
in Icelandic, and associated it with the tail of a fox.
This conclusion is a bit far fetched and has been
questioned by many. In Grettis Saga, the game is
referred to in quite a dramatic scene where
porbjérn Ongull pérarson is sitting at a gaming
board. His stepmother comes by and insults him,
and after a short argument, she runs a playing
piece through his cheek. porbjérn hits her so hard
that she later dies. The scene starts with the words
.hann tefldi hnettafl; pat var stort balatafl. This
sentence does not make much sense if we assume
that halataf was the same as fox and geese, "he was
playing hnefatafl, it was a big fox-and-geese
board". A much better theory has been suggested
by Fritzner*, who said that halatafl was not the
name of a game, but just of a pegged gaming
board. According to Fritzner, hali referred to the
nail-shaped playing pieces. This explains how
porbjérn’s stepmother could run a playing piece
through his cheek, although playing pieces at the
time usually were hemisperical or flat. The transla-
tion with this theory in mind makes a lot more
sense: "he was playing hnefatafl, it was a big
pegged gaming board".

The earliest known reference to fox and geese
is, if we rule out halatafl, from the reign of king
Edvard IV (1461-1483). If there really is a connec-
tion between fox and geese and hnefatafl, it seems
much more likely that the latter has influenced the
former than vice versa.

Some final remarks

Enough theory! Play a few games and test the
balance of the reconstructions above. Don’t forget
that there are still some rules that you can experi-
ment with: all the optional rules of tablut and the
initial arrangement and the escape rules of tawl-
bwrdd and Saxon hnefatafl. Maybe you want to
check the original references yourself and form
your own opinion about the entire reconstructions.
The balance of the game will depend on your
experience. In general, the better player you are
the easier it will be to play the defenders. It is im-
portant that you try to optimise your strategy



when you test the set of rules you finally want to
play with. The king has to make clever sacrifices to
create paths into the open, but without weakening
his own forces too much. It is important to rapidly
establish a threat against at least one of the strate-
gically important corners. The attackers should try
to build walls at a larger distance. In the initial
phase, it is advantageous for the attackers not to
capture defenders unless absolutely necessary, as
the defenders tend to block the way for their own
king. When the attackers finally have managed to
surround the defenders with their walls, they can
start to capture defenders and tighten the trap.

If you have any comments about this article or
if you just want to discuss this great game, please
don’t hesitate to mail the author.
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