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Playing board games, also called the Game
(Bo Yi) in ancient times, is an important
part of Chinese people’s culture and life.
The game of Go and Chinese chess with
thousands of years’ development, have been
endowed with more significant meaning

than its entertainment function and become

a unique form of art with rich and profound
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cultural connotation which exerts indirect
influence on Chinese people’s moral concept,
aesthetic interest and way of thinking. Within
the sound of moving pieces, the simple
square board and chess pieces reflect the
mixed essences of traditional philosophies,
military strategies, poetry, Chinese painting
and calligraphy and reveal the wisdom,
generosity, elegance and inner peace of
Chinese literati.

This book introduces the origin and
development of Go, Chinese chess, Liubo,
Shuanglu and other traditional board games,
as well as the sets and rules, which have
close relationship with Chinese culture.
Hope it can assist the reader to gain a general
understanding on Chinese board games
and also take a further step in knowing and

feeling traditional Chinese culture.
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Go, one of the favorite entertainment and competition games of ancient
Chinese literati, was the oldest board game in history. It has integrated
athletic skills with aesthetic taste and life experiences of its players,
which helps them to develop wit and will and teaches them practical
strategies, and thus has been popular for thousands of years.
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> Origin and Development
of Go

Go was known as “Yi” in ancient China.
It dates back to over 4,000 years ago
and is regarded as the primogenitor of
board games. There are various sayings
about the origin of Go. According to the
Shi Ben (History of the State of Zhao),
a history text written before the Qin
Dynasty (before the 221 B.C.), it was
the legendary ancient Emperor Yao who
invented it. Nevertheless, according
to the Bo Wu Zhi (Records about Vast
Topics) written by the scholar Zhang
Hua of the West Jin Dynasty (265-317),
"Go was invented by Shun to enlighten
his less intelligent son Shang". However,
it is not sensible to enshrine Yao and
Shun as the inventors of Go, because
they are imaginary figures from ancient
mythology. As a complex adversarial

game, Go may not have been created by
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Portrait of Emperor Shun

Shun was chief of a tribes’ union in ancient
times and was regarded as one of the best sage

rulers. He was enthroned after his predecessor
Yao's abdication.

a single person, but gradually developed
through collective wisdom in a long
historical period.

The legendary emperors Yao and
Shun might have lived during the last
years of China’s primitive society
when mathematics, astronomy, Yin-
Yang theory, and military tactics made
great progress, which laid foundation
for the invention of Go. According to
some researchers, religious activity had
played an important role in ancient times.
Sacrifice ceremonies were indispensable
prior to any important activities like
production, harvesting, gathering, and
fighting. The wizards would draw vertical
and horizontal lines on the ground and
then lie out stones to represent people,
things, and star signs, etc. Thus, they
might have created the Go intentionally
or unintentionally. Several pottery jars
made in the late primitive society were
unearthed from Yongchang County of
Gansu Province. Many of them were
painted with black, red or colorful strip
patterns with evenly-distributed crossing
lines which form neat checks and thus
resemble modern Go board. Such patterns
have been named as the “board pattern” by
archaeologists. Hence, we may infer that

Go had its early form in primitive society.
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Painted Clay Jar from Majiayao Culture
(Neolithic Age, approx. 10,000-4,000
years ago)
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During the Spring and Autumn
Period (770 B.C.-476 B.C.) and the
Warring States Period (475 B.C.-221
B.C.), Go had been widely circulated
in the society. According to Zuo Zhuan
(Commentary on the Spring and Autumn
Annals), Duke Weixian, the ruler of the
State of Wei was expelled by scholar-
bureaucrats Sun Wenzi and Ning Huizi in
559 B.C. due to his arrogant and violent
behaviors. Subsequently, when Ning
Huizi was dying, he regretted for what
he had done to the king and commanded
his son to bring Duke Weixian back to
the State of Wei. However, Sun Wenzi
criticized Ning Huizi’s decision by
saying “If the player of Go is indecisive,
he will lose the game. How can you lack
of a decisive mind for such an important
issue about our king”, which means that it
is impossible for the player of Go to win
the game if he cannot decide the next step
without hesitation. As for more important
matters, like whether we shall have the
king back, we need to be more decisive.
Sun Wenzi’s using Go as a metaphor
to explain the harm of indecisiveness
in political issues indicates that Go was
commonly seen in the society at that
time. The first famous Go player in

written historic record was named Yi



Qiu. According to the Confucian classics
Mengzi (Works of Mencius) written in
the Warring States period (475 B.C.-221
B.C.), “Yi Qiu is a player of Go whose
fame has spread to every state”. His skills
of Go was so good that the book Yi Dan
Ping (Commentary on Famous Players of
Go) regarded him as the “originator” of @
Go.

During the Qin Dynasty and the
Western Han Dynasty (221 B.C.-

25 A.D.), there were few historic
records about Go except for Xijing Zaji
(Miscellany of the Western Capital), a
book recording anecdotes happened in
the Western Han Dynasty (206 B.C.-25
A.D.). It mentioned that Du Ling who
lived in the early Western Han Dynasty

was the best player of Go at that time.
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Four Hermits Playing Go, by Xie Shichen (Ming
Dynasty, 1368-1644)

"Four Hermits" refers to four of the hermits who lived
in the Qin Dynasty (221 B.C.-206 B.C.). They escaped
from the capital city Xianyang to Shangshan Mountain
of Shaanxi to avoid death threat by the Emperor Qin
Shihuang who ordered to destroy all books and to

kill all literati. Their story in Shangshan Mountain is
frequently featured in paintings by subsequent artists.
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Yi Qiu and His Apprentices

During the early Warring States Period (475 B.C.-221 B.C.), there was a man who was so good
at playing Go that he had no competitor. He was renowned for his skills of Go and known as
“Yi Qiu”. According to Mengzi (The Works of Mencius), due to Yi Qiu’s fame, many young

" people wished to learn playing Go from him. Nevertheless, he only had two apprentices. One

came for Yi Qiu’s skills and always concentrated in class, and the other came for Yi Qiu’s fame
and didn’t pay enough attention in class. He was so lucky to be Yi Qiu’s apprentice, but he often
looked outside of window and wondered when the swans would fly pass so he could use his bow
to shoot some. Therefore, both of the apprentices were taught by Yi Qiu, but only the dedicated
student became a good player of Go and the absent-minded one was never able to know the
quintessence of Go. This story tells us the importance of dedication in success.
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He regarded playing Go as the most
important thing in life. When someone
taunted him wasting his time on Go, he
replied: “If I master the quintessence
of Go, I can make up for the areas even
Confucius failed to cover”. As an ancient
literati, he dared to say something like
this about Confucius, it showed that he

indeed treated Go seriously and possibly
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as a type of art and lore. Besides, Go also
prevailed in the imperial court during the
Han Dynasty (206 B.C.-220 A.D.). Xijing
Zaji (Miscellany of the Western Capital)
mentioned that the founder of the Han
Dynasty Liu Bang would play Go with
his beloved concubine Madame Qi on
the fourth day of the eighth month every
year. Gradually, playing Go on that day
became a tradition in the imperial court.
Aside from Du Ling, Liu Qu and Chen
Zhu were also famous for their skills of
Go. It was said that the Emperor Xuan of
the Han Dynasty was pleased by Chen
Zhu’s performance when they played Go
together and appointed him as Prefect of
Taiyuan later. In the Eastern Han Dynasty

(25-220), Go became more prevalent.

- M EBREMER T ()

Clay Go Stones and Clay Bowls for the Stones (Han
Dynasty, 206 B.C.-220 A.D.)
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National Champion

In ancient times, people who mastered certain skills (such as medical knowledge, playing Go,
etc.) and reached the highest level in the field were known as "national champion". This title
was often given to players of Go. According to Tang Shi Ji Shi (Legends of Poetry in the Tang
Dynasty), there was a famous verse from the poem Go written by the poet Pei Yue that “no one
can work out everything, because even the national champion loses his game sometimes”. Up to
the present, "national champion" is still used to describe grand masters of Go.
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Ban Gu, the compiler of Han Shu (The
History of the Former Han Dynasty) and
the originator of the format for dynastic
history, wrote a paper called Yi Zhi (The
Essence of Go), which was the first paper
on the theories of Go. The late Eastern
Han Dynasty (25-220) witnessed great
development of Go and many excellent
players were recorded in history. In the
year 1952, a square stone Go board with
four feet and 17 by 17 grids on its surface
were unearthed from the No. 1 tomb of
the Eastern Han Dynasty in Wangdu,

Hebei Province by archaeologists.
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Portrait of Cao Cao

Cao Cao (155-220), courtesy name Meng De,
was the creator of the Kingdom of Wei during
the Three Kingdoms Period (220-280). He was a
famous statesman, warlord and litterateur.

The discovery of this board provided
important evidence for the format of Go
board during the Han Dynasty and the
Three Kingdoms Period (220-280).

During the Three Kingdoms Period
(220-280), Go reached its new stage and
became the most popular recreational
activities. Go had more and more players
from all walks of life, including the
emperors, the literati and commoners.
It also spread to wider areas from the
Central Plains and Yellow River basin to
the south of the Yangtze River.

Go flourished in the northern areas
under the regime of the Kingdom of Wei
(220-280), because it was the favorite
game of the ruler Cao Cao’s family. Cao
Cao loved Go and reached a high level.
He even played against some of the
famous players of Go. Two of his sons
including Cao Pi (Emperor Wen of the
Kingdom of Wei), Cao Zhang (Prince
of Rencheng) also enjoyed playing Go.
Besides, Wang Can, one of the seven
famous prodigies of Jian’an Period (196-
220), was also known for his skills of Go
apart from his fame in poetry. It was said
that one day Wang Can was watching
others playing Go, but somehow the
game was messed up. He rearranged

the pieces and restored the last scenario
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of the game. The bystanders could not
believe their eyes, and used a cloth to
cover the Go board and asked Can to
arrange the pieces again on another
board. Can rearranged the pieces again
and the comparison between the two
boards proved that he didn’t make any
mistake. He was praised as the God of Go
by the book Yi Dan Ping (Commentary
on Famous Players of Go).

After Liu Bei came to Sichuan and
established the Kingdom of Shu-Han
(221-263), he brought with him a large
number of generals and officials and
many of them were fond of Go, which

helped the development of Go in Sichuan.
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Celadon Censer (Kingdom of Wu in
the Three Kingdoms Period, 222-280)



