Nine Men’s Morris

o last updated: 2024-04-23

Nine Men’s Morris is an ancient mill game dating at least from Roman
times. It is the most prominent of all the mill games, played all around the
world, but particularly in central European countries. Other variations of
the game —such as Shax or Morabaraba —are also played in several
African countries.

In addition to being a game, the board itself was used as some kind of talisman or sym-
bol; The Merels Board Enigma (p. 330) collects nearly a thousand examples of inscribed
mill boards from around the world. Many of these are in vertical positions on walls
where they could not possibly have been used for games, and their purpose is at the mo-
ment not well understood.

— Play —

e

A large-format Nine Men’s Morris game being played at a festival in Hungary.

© 2013 Ken Owen @ ®®©
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Nine Men’s Morris is played on the large mill board.

© George Pollard @ ®® @

The game (as most mill games) is split into two phases. During the first (placement)
phase, the players take turns placing a single piece at a time onto one of the vacant
points on the board. Once all the pieces have been placed, the movement phase begins.
In this part of the game, players take turns moving a single piece along a line to another
vacant point. Once a player is reduced to three pieces, their pieces can ‘fly’ and move to
any empty point on the board.

Throughout the game, each time a player forms a mill they remove any piece of their op-
ponent’s that is not part of a mill. If all their opponent’s pieces are in mills, no piece may
be removed.

During the movement phase, it is possible to form two mills simultaneously. In this case
the player may remove two of the opponent’s pieces from the board.

A player loses the game when they are reduced to fewer than three pieces, or if they are
unable to make a valid move on their turn.

When played on a board with diagonals, mills are not usually permitted to be made on
the diagonal lines. However, this varies according to location and time.


https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0

— History —

A Nine Men’s Morris board of unknown A board carved on the capital of the Athenian
age in the Roman Agora, Athens. trophy (or tropaion, tpénatov) from Marathon,
which was constructed some time after 490 BCE

© 2014 George Pollard @ ®®© but destroyed at a later date. An image of the

board carved on the decapitated capital in situ
can be seen in Vanderpool (1966, plate 32).

© 2012 Dan Diffendale @ ®@®®

The game dates from at least the late Roman Empire or Byzantine period, and at the mo-
ment we do not have solid evidence for an earlier date.“[’ 311 Earlier dates have often

! Sebbane (2000, p. 227) describes a board found in a Byzantine villa in 2py namn (Horvat ‘Aqgav),
dated 400-600 CE, while a cache of gaming boards found in a Roman fort at Abu Sha’ar that was
abandoned in the late 4th century contained no mills boards. ®

been proposed based upon the existence of boards carved on ancient monuments such
as the Ramesseum F[P- 144] and the Mortuary Temple of Seti I at Qurna, GIP- 6441 but these
are not able to be dated definitively—the monument only provides an earliest possible
date.?

2 This is also discussed at length in Schédler (2021).

The game became popular throughout Europe: a double-sided game board with a Nine
Men’s Morris layout on one side was found as part of the Gokstad Viking ship burial (c.
900) which was discovered in Norway. PP 44 991 Another boat burial (the “Arby boat”)
from around the same time also included a Morris game. '[P 441]

Sketch and photograph of the board from the Gokstad ship.

© KHM/Eirik Irgens Johnsen @ ®®
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poet al-Ahwas (Qopﬂl, 660—724), along with the board games it held for the use of its
members. According to the book, they could play shitranj (zisks, chess), nard (s), or—
most importantly here— girg (5,3, morris). KIP- 4811 The derivation of the name girg (§)3) is

uncertain,® but it is apparently not originally an Arabic word. OlP- 3714

3 It may also be related to the Ge'ez word Cepn MPP- 42475 (gargis), referring to various games, MP:
443] or the (Ottoman) Turkish s/kirk ‘forty (=manyy)’. NIP- 95

4 The Imam 'Ab1 al-Qasim al-Rafii al-Qazwini (038 =81yl euolall o, 1160-1226) would later de-

scribe girq as the “chess of the Maghrebis”, X[ 381 Similarly, Shax is sometimes referred to as “So-

mali chess”.

Later, Fairtuzabadi (of whom, more below) would identify girq with suddar (,i%), appar-
ently derived from the Persian se darre (3/3.-), meaning ‘three valleys’. ?[’P 2°7-9] However,
in other dictionaries suddar is identified with other games such as at-tabanu (::%)1), which
is known as a different game today (modern name at-tab Ull). 9 It is probable that in the
past, names of games were more fluid, and often referred to families of games. Even in
modern Arabic the name ’idris (Lu)sl) is used to refer to mill games, but also refers to

loosely related games such as Quantik. With that said, a Persian origin for the game does
seem likely, given the number of ways that suddar is rendered in Arabic dictionaries.®

5 Other versions of the name are given as s}; 4w (sih barahun), o3i.s (sidarahi), o3iw (sidrah), 636 3o

(sad marah), or s3s i (sid mazh).?

From the Arabic-speaking world the game entered Spain, where al-girq became alquerque,
which has remained the Spanish name for this family of games until the present day.

In France the game was in the past called marelles (from which we get the English
‘merels’), probably deriving from a word meaning “small stone” or “token”.®

¢ The marelles name currently refers to hopscotch, due to the stones tossed upon the diagram.
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Text of the French Templar rule from an early 14th-century manuscript edition (with quoted passage highlighted).

BnF ®

In the early 12th century, the game was mentioned in the French Rule of the Templar or-
der (probably written between 1139 and 1147 CERIP- 12])  as the only board game allowed
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to be played by Templar brothers. It is possible that the order picked up the game
through their contact with the Arabic-speaking world:’

ed by the Templars in what is now Israel —although it could have been placed there any time
since the fortress was built. S[P- 60!

Et sachies que a nul autre jeu frere dou And let it be known that a brother of the
Temple ne doit joer, fors qu’'a marelles as Temple should play no other game except
queles chascun puet juer se il veaut por marelles, which each may play if he wishes, for

desduit sans metre gajeures. As eschasnia  pleasure without placing wagers. No brother
tables nul frere dou Temple ne doit juer, ne  should play chess, backgammon, or eschacgons
as eschacons. TP 1851 [an unknown game], }P- 9]

It is unclear why mill games were permitted by the Templars, but, reading the rest of the
passage (not quoted above), the intent of the Rule seems to be to prevent playing games
for money—bets were allowed to be placed on games, but only with worthless items
such as wooden tent pegs. Viewed in this light, perhaps mill games were considered less
susceptible to gambling, and therefore permissible.
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The first problem in one of the Bonus Socius manuscripts written in Picardy (MS Latin 10286). The different
shapes of the pieces in the diagram are used to identify particular pieces in the accompanying text.

Bibliothéque nationale de France ®
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In the same century the Bonus Socius series of manuscripts contained problems for the
game, alongside other problems for chess and various table games. UlP- 619 Chess histori-
an H. J. R. Murray describes the problems as being of very high quality, and that in fact
“they leave a more favourable impression of the ingenuity of the mediaeval composer
than is the case with the problems of chess or tables.” Ulp- 703]

A 13th-century English manuscript (MS 0.2.45) from Cerne Abbey shows a Nine Men’s Morris
board alongside an Alquerque board and another unidentified board (possibly Daldes).

© Trinity College @ ®®

By examining depictions of the game in artwork, we can understand the attitude towards
the game at the time the image was produced. In the manuscript image below (c. 1340),
nobles of opposite sex face each other across a game board. Evidently the game was con-
sidered worthy of being played by the nobility, and suitable for men and women to play
together:

A woman and a man playing Nine Men’s Morris together, miniature

from a copy of the Romance of Alexander (produced 1338-44).

© 2015 Bodleian Libraries, University of Oxford @ ®®: SC=2464

The previous scene is in stark contrast to this German woodcut by Hans Weiditz from
Trostspiegel in Gliick und Ungliick (p. 24) —a version of Petrarch’s De remediis utriusque fortu-
nae published some 200 years later in 1572.In this image we can see Chess being played
by nobles and Backgammon by ordinary men, but Nine Men’s Morris is evidently only
suitable to be played by monkeys:
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The board with diagonals seems to appear first in Arabic sources; °[P- 43 it is shown —as
the only drawing—in the famous al-Qamis al-Muhit dictionary (“lusall useldl”, ‘The

15th century. W

In China the game is mentioned by the Ming Dynasty author Xié Zhaozhe (i 44, 1567-
1624 CE) in his Five Assorted Offerings ( < FLZx#41» ), ¥ and game-boards (almost entirely of
the ‘diagonals’ type) have been found in China, starting from boards dated to the the 8-
in the 9-10th centuries, and eventually spreading throughout the rest of China through
the Liao/Song, then Jin and Yuan dynasties (10-14th centuries). It seems probable that
the game reached China through the Silk Roads from the Middle East. X

The entry for “§3a1” in the Qamis. The game is here identified with suddar.

© University of Pennsylvania, Kislak Center for Special Collections @®

In later English history the game developed an association with rusticity, often men-
tioned as a game played by shepherds. In such guise it famously appears—albeit relocat-

the fairies), the natural state of the countryside is upended, and:

The ox hath therefore stretch’d his yoke in vain,
The ploughman lost his sweat, and the green corn
Hath rotted ere his youth attain’d a beard.
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The fold stands empty in the drowned field,
And crows are fatted with the murrion flock;
The nine men’s morris is filled up with mud,
And the quaint mazes in the wanton green
For lack of tread are undistinguishable.

one instance from the parish of Bitteswell records that in 1634 a certain Robert Lord the
Younger was “admonished and dismissed” for “plaieing at nine men’s morrice in the
Churchyard on Sundaie”. Y[P- 497]
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MaryRose.org

A Nine Men’s Morris board alongside
what seems to be a Daldes board, on

Detail from the 16th-century
tapestry Suite des Nobles Pastorales.

a barrel-end from the wreck of the
RMN-Grand Palais (musée du

Louvre)/Jean Schormans ®

© The Mary Rose Museum,
used with permission

In colonial America, the game began to be played with twelve pieces (exclusively on the
board with diagonals) and thus became the standard American form, known as Twelve
Men’s Morris.®

8 Rules for a game called alquerque de doze, sometimes translated as Twelve Men’s Morris, are giv-
en in Alfonso X’s Book of Games, but it describes a game of a different form.

Nomenclature

Other English names for the game have included:

 Blind Men’s Morris (Leicestershire %" o Marrel(’s) AP[P- 41 oy Marrells AC[P- 173]

130])

Bushels P[P 204]

Buttons (played on a slate with buttons
in 1890s New Zealand 24P 151])

Figmill (in Clarence, New York, USA) AP
(This name derives from an American
manufacturer of equipment, but
originally might derive from the Swiss
term «Figgi und Miili».)

Morris (Cornwall %P 130])

Madell or Medal A¢[P- 333]

Marl (Wiltshire Z[P- 130)

Marlin P[P- 204]

Marnul] A¢[P- 28]

Maurice or Morrice (Norfolk [P 13°])
Mill (Devon #[P- 13°)

Meg Merry-legs (Lincolnshire “P- 13°T)
Merils (Essex Z[P- 13%)) Merrils AP[P- 4141,

or Merrills A¢P- 1731

Merelles APIP- 4151 AC[p. 90] Z[p. 130] (.
Merell(s) AP[P- 416]

Merls (in Cleveland, England) AP 419]
Merry Hole (Northamptonshire “[P- 13°)
Merry Peg (Oxfordshire P 13°])

Morels Z[P- 130

Murrells (Cambridgeshire “/P- 130
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Ninepenny %[P- 13% or Ninepenny Morris
(in Gloucestershire - but played with 12
men) AD[p. 416]

Nine Holes (North of England Z[P- 130])
Nine Mens Morals P[P- 204]

Nine Men’s Morrice (in Hampshire or
Holderness AP[P- 419])

Nine Pin/Penny Miracle P[P- 2041 Z[p. 130]
Nine Pin/Penny Moris P[P 204]

Nine Pin Merells P[P- 204]

(Nine) Peg Morris (by John Clare, a
rustic English poet) AP[p- 416]

Nine Stone Morris ACIP- 89]

Peg Meryll (played in Hargrave with 11

e Nine Men o’ Morris AC[P- 89 men, and ‘flying’ at 5 men %P 123]) or
e Nine Men’s Welcome AE[P- 103] Merrilpeg APIP- 416]
e Nine Peg O Merryal (North e Puzzle-Pound ACIP- 333]

Lincolnshire Z[P- 130]) e Study, in the north of England AF

In other languages it has been called:

e Bangla:~ ff (na guti) ‘nine beads’, or H3B(-51130) (pdit(-pdit)) ‘get(-ting)’ AC
¢ Chinese:
o An old name is J§3 (Mandarin: md chéng) ‘horse walls’ XI4]
o More modern names include: i =#t (Mandarin: chéng san gi) ‘achieving three
game’, X4l or simply =#{ (Mandarin: san q7) ‘three game’ AH[102]
o it (Mandarin: lidn gi) ‘lining-up game’ X4l
o HBEEM (Mandarin: lidn hudn md qi) ‘interlinked horses® game’ X4l

° “Horse” is the standard term for a game piece.

o = (Cantonese: zuk'saam’; Mandarin: zhuo sin) ‘catching three’ AF

o BE# (Mandarin: zhi gi) ‘line game’ X[4]

o # H#& jiri gé, X4 apparently derived from the Mongolian name for this class of
game, skupar ("3 7) All39-40]

o InTeochew it can be called HEE (dig® dig®) ‘straight line’, &7 and there was a Teochew
proverb that “[Chinese] chess is for immortals; straight-line is for beggars” ({liI{'Z
BHE siéng’ gi® keg? ziah® dig®). A11°

10 Much thanks to Brandon Seah for helping to figure this transliteration out.

e French: lejeu du moulin ‘the mill game’

o Greek: 10 TPLOSL ‘trig’ AXP- 2951 Plp. 205]

, or TPpWSLov ‘triodiun’.

e German: names are based on the number nine, e.g. Neunstein ‘nine stone’, Neunten
Stein ‘ninth stone’, Neunemahl ‘nine flour’; or on the mill, e.g. Miihlespiel ‘mill game’.
Research by Jonas Richter indicates that the ‘nine’ names are the older form. 4" In
1575 Johann Fischart included it in his version of Gargantua as Fickmiil.*

1 See the Gargantua article for more about Fischart’s list.

e Gujarati: d s183| (nav kdkari) ‘nine pieces’

e Hindi: Taé® (navakankari), *™ or Fa Ml (nav goti), both meaning ‘nine pieces’

» Kannada: 35080 (navakarikari) ‘nine pieces’, 2:0208) Sadbad e3¢3 (ombattu kdyiya dta)
‘game of nine nuts (=pieces)’, or generically Soen (D) es¢3 (salu (mane) dta) ‘row
(board) game’

e Korean: &3 (1Y) (gonjil(-gonu))*?

12 Given as kon-tjil in older books. AH[P- 102]

e Mono: yakamaido ‘square game’ ANIP- 796]

e Ottoman Turkish: b jsib (dokuz tas) ‘nine stone’, or ;983 (dokurgin) [something to
do with nine?] P[p- 206

e Swiss: Niiiinischtei. 2°

e Telugu: z?"&o (dddi) ‘attack’

e Urdu: J/)’ (nau guti) ‘nine pieces’ APIP- 145]
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A jeu du moulin in the south-west wall of the Chéateau du Moulin (Loir-et-Cher,
France). Built between 1480-1501, this is a punny reference to the name of the
original owner, Philippe du Moulin. There is another Three Men’s Morris board
on the eastern wall, and the nearby Chateau de Gien has a similar motif. 2P 103!

© 2016 Ken Broadhurst, used with permission

— Analysis —

With perfect play, the game is a draw. 22AR Interestingly, it is possible for the starting
player to make a losing move as early as their third turn, 2Q1*2?

— Variants —

Alternate boards

The standard rules can be adapted to play on many different boards. As in standard Nine
Men’s Morris, mills must always be in a straight line and may not turn corners.

Babbage also apparently experimented with differently-shaped boards, in both triangu-
lar and pentagonal shapes,?S but I have not yet been able to see the manuscript in
question.

Alternate boards of German origin: ATl 58! a ‘sun-mill’ (played with 12 pieces
each), and two boards constructed from nested pentagons. The first pentagonal
board is played with 11 pieces each, the second is designed to be played by two or
more players: for two players use 12 pieces; for three, 8; for four, 6; and for five, 5.

© George Pollard @ ®® 0
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Two variations of a ‘cube’ board by David Parlett. 2V[>- 122] On the coloured board, a
mill may not cross between differently-coloured regions, and the middle point may
only be taken to complete a mill or prevent completion of a mill on the next turn.

© George Pollard @ ®®©

The Mobius board (invented by Ingo Althéfer), another pentagonal
board (without joined corners), and a hexagonal board.

© George Pollard @ ®®©

Twelve Men’s Morris

This is played with twelve pieces per player, on a board that has diagonals. AV[P- 710[p. 48]
In all other respects, the game is the same.


https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0
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A Twelve Men’s Morris game being played.

© Shutterstock.com/Delpixel: 235028281

Nomenclature

In other countries or languages Twelve Men’s Morris has been known as:

* Bengali: I T (113 SH139) (baré-guti (pdit-pdit)) ‘twelve bead [unsure]’. AP [P- 145]
 SriLanka (Sinhala): e@edod or cadod (neremci'® or nerirmci), possibly named after a
13 Also transcribed as Nerenchi or Niranchy.

plant that has very thorny seeds, 2V 161 AW[p. 34] Glp. 577]

v 7
e Urdu: d/o/l, (bara gutt) ‘twelve pieces’.

With Dice
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A game being played with dice, from Alfonso X’s Book of Games. ®

Alfonso X’s book of games describes a variant played with dice.*X While it is unclear

from the manuscript what the exact rules are, Ulrich Schédler offers the following inter-
pretation: AY4


https://www.shutterstock.com/image-photo/close-on-hand-old-man-playing-235028281
https://creativecommons.org/publicdomain/mark/1.0/

4 This interpretation disagrees with previous interpretations given in A History of Board-Games
Other Than Chess and Board and Table Games from Many Civilizations; see the article for full details.

1. During the placement phase, no mills may be made.
2. During the movement phase, each player rolls three dice before moving a piece. If

they roll any of the special rolls { J3-J0 3, E I, )T, or L0, they may “fly’ a
piece from anywhere on the board to complete a mill (or two mills). For any other
result, the player moves as normal.

Lasker Morris

This variant was developed by Emanuel Lasker, who was World Chess Champion from
1894 to 1921. It unifies the two phases of the game into one.

Play is as in the standard game, except that each player has 10 pieces instead of 9, and on
a player’s turn they may either place a new piece or move a piece that is already on the
board.

With perfect play the game is a draw. BAAR

— See also —

Other general references include The Oxford History of Board Games, Math Games &
Activities from Around the World (p. 12), Board and Table Games from Many Civilizations (vol.
1, p. 93), A History of Board-Games Other Than Chess (§3.5.4, p. 43), Goddard (1901), Notes and
Queries (pp. 28, 89-90, 173, 333), and Played at the Pub (p. 150).
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