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Natalia Khamaiko

Gaming pieces from recent excavations of 
the Kyiv Podil

The Podil district (Lower Town) of Kyiv was an im-
portant part of the ancient capital of Old Rus’. 50 
years of archaeological excavations there have re-
vealed traces of a large urban settlement, which was 
founded in the late 9th century and prospered until 
the Mongol-Tatar invasion. Podil was the focus for 
the craft and trade activity that provided the eco-
nomic basis of the fast developing city (Tolochko 
1972: 129-147; Hupalo and Tolochko 1975: 40-79; 
Hupalo 1976; Tolochko 1981: 265-378; Sahaydak 
1991; Sahaydak 2005).
	 Recent excavations (2000-2011) in Podil by the 
Center for the Archaeology of Kyiv (under the direc-
tion of M. Sahaydak) discovered several gaming piec-
es, dating to the 12th and perhaps the early 13th cen-
turies. They comprise a mixture of some well-known 
types, recognizable from previous excavations in Kyiv, 
and some types not previously recovered. 
	 The stone chessman (fig. 1) was found in 2000 at 
3/7, Mezhyhirska Street, Kyiv in the context of mixed 
layer. It is made of sandstone and depicts a standing 
bearded man wearing a conical helmet with a knife 
or short sword on his chest near (but not in) his right 
hand. The hands simply executed and the facial fea-
tures schematically depicted: round eyes, eyebrows-
lines, the straight projection of nose and the simple 
lines of the mouth and the mustache. Traces of black 
colouring are preserved in the lower points on the 
surface of the figure (fig. 1), sufficient to suggest that 
the whole figure was painted black. The base of chess 

piece is oval and it measures 60 mm in height, with 
a diameter of 24-35 mm.
	 In Old Rus’ian anthropomorphic chessmen are 
rare and the Podil example can be compared sty-
listically to three excavated examples from other 
sites: a 12th-13th century king-piece from Brest 
(Lysenko 1974; Lysenko 1985: 285-286, fig. 197; 
Lysenko 1989: 112-113; Medvedeva 2005: 14-15, 
fig. 1: 2); a 12th century “queen”-piece from Lukoml 
(which looks more like an oriental-style chess fig-
ure, a “farzin” or vizier) (Shtyhau 1993: 376; Shty-
hov 1982; Medvedeva 2005: 16-17, fig. 2: 1) and 
a late 11th – early 12th century pawn from Volko-
vysk (Tarasenko 1957: 278, fig. 14; Vysotskaia 1993: 
223; Medvedeva 2005: 19, fig. 2: 2). The 12th – early 
13th century piece from Chernihiv (Ignatenko, Ko-
valenko 1993: 38, 147, fig. 7: 2; Kovalenko 2006, 91, 
fig. 5), and the late 11th – early 12th century example 
from Slutsk (Kaliadzinski 2006a; Medvedeva 2005: 
14‑15, fig. 1: 1) are not considered as analogies 
for the Podil chessman because they are depicted 
sitting on a throne. The Slutsk piece in particular 
looks like a king observed in life: he wears a beard, 
sits on a throne and rests his hands on his knees 
(fig. 2: 5). The Chernihiv example is also shown 
sitting on a throne but he is beardless and holds 
an unrecognized object in his left hand and the 
right hand is broken. The figure wears a decorated 
crown and clothes redolent of expensive Byzantine 
fashions. The throne is carved with fauna in Ro-

Several gaming pieces have been found during last years in archaeological excavations at the Podil of ancient Kyiv. They belong 
to different games: chess, backgammon, hnefatafl. The finds were discovered in the trade and craft manors date back to the 12th 
and perhaps 13th centuries. One of them was made of stone, three of antler and another three of walrus tusk. That is not ordinary 
for Kyiv, where usually gaming pieces were made of antler. Probably that was a reflection of trade dealings of ancient Kyiv Podil.



manesque style (fig. 2: 4). Both examples are simi-
lar to Northern European chess pieces, including 
the late 12th century kings from both the Louvre 
Museum, Paris and the Lewis hoard from the Brit-
ish Museum, London and the National Museum of 
Scotland, and also the piece of ca. 1200-1250 from 
the Metropolitan Museum, New York (fig. 2: 1-3).
	 All the pieces described above exemplify dif-
ferent types of piece with the closest comparison 
the king piece from Brest, which differs in wear-
ing a headdress rather than a helmet and in hold-
ing a shield and something that looks like a scepter 
or mace (fig. 3: 6; Linder 1975: 91; Lysenko 1989: 
12-113; Medvedeva 2005: 14, fig. 1: 2). A closer 
comparison is the early 13th century warrior piece 
from Kraków, Poland: a standing armed man wear-
ing a helmet and a hauberk and holding a sword 
in his right hand (Niemiec 2011, fig. 1, 2). The 
key difference is that the Kraków chessman holds 
a shield in his left hand (fig. 3: 4) whilst the Podil 

figure has no shield. The style of the Podil chess-
man can this be seen to be much closer to the 
warders of North European chess-sets, notably the 
well-known examples from the Lewis hoard (Cald-
well, Hall, Wilkinson 2009: fig. 6c-i, 7a-e). They 
are depicted as bearded men wearing helmets and 
holding swords and shields. All of them are stand-
ing watchmen or warders (fig. 3: 1-3). The Kraków 
and Brest chessmen (fig. 3: 4, 6) were interpreted as 
kings by Niemiec (2011; see also Linder 1975: 91; 
Medvedeva 2005: 14-15), but their form suggests 
they too should be identified as warders. 
	 The Old Rus’ian analogue for the warder is the 
rook or “ladia”, which takes the form of a boat and 
so is even more different to the Podil piece. Exam-
ples are known from Grodno (12th century) and 
Volkovysk (late 11th – early 12th centuries) (Voronin 
1954: 76, fig. 37; Tarasenko 1957: 275, 278; Linder 
1975: 93; Miadzvedzeva 2005: 17-19). They repre-
sent a boat with people on board, a concept clearly 
rejected by the maker of the Podil piece, probably 
produced as a local copy of the North European 
style of warder. 
	 During 2007-2008 and 2011 excavations on 35, 
Spaska Street, Kyiv recovered several bone pieces 
for various board games. Six gaming pieces and 
one die were found in the layers of the middle and 
late 12th century and partly in the mixed layers (Sa-
haydak, Khamaiko, Vergun 2008; 2009: 265-267; 
Sahaydak, Khamaiko, Komar 2015: 29). The for-
mation of those horizons derived from the activi-
ties carried out in two yards and the range of finds 
includes several that point to both trade (imported 
glass and pottery, coins, weights) and craft working 
(traces of the goldsmithing and glass, bone and am-
ber working). Two gaming pieces were preserved in 
horizon 5 in yard 2, building 6, dating to the sec-
ond half of 12th century. Building 6, like the rest of 
horizon 5, was destroyed by fire, which also burned 
the two gaming pieces. They were piriform, pegged 
pieces, lathe-turned and made of large mammal 
tooth, probably walrus tusk (fig. 4: 1-2). One has 
a domed head with a pointed top and a raised col-
lar whereby the head is separated from the neck. 
A round, drilled hole perforates the center of a flat 
base (fig. 4: 1; 5: 1). The piece is 35 mm in height, 
24 mm in diameter (max.), and 4 mm in diameter 
across the base hole. It was cracked into seven frag-

Fig. 1. Chess piece, warder. Kyiv, Podil, 12th – early13th cen-
tury. a – right side, b – front, c – base, d – left side, e – back. 
Photo by N. Khamaiko

150 The Cultural Role of Chess in Medieval and Modern Times



ments. The second piece was strongly calcined and 
slightly damaged. It has different shape, without 
of a moulded finial. Its flat sides have no traces of 
breaking and the edges of the piece are very smooth. 
So we can suppose that it was fractured earlier and 
then polished for convenience of using or perhaps 
more likely to be a result of frequent handling to 
play the game. Its proportions are slightly differ-
ent at 23 mm in height, 31 mm max diameter, and 
5 mm in diameter across the base hole. Its appear-
ance is much wider and squatter (fig. 4: 2; 5: 2). 
Both pieces are typical of the game hnefatafl. This 
game is traditionally ascribed a Scandinavian ori-

gin. Whilst Mark Hall does not dispute a Scandi-
navian game with this name he has observed the 
need to remember that this was but one variant 
of a group of games popular across Northern Eu-
rope and adapted from the Roman game Ludus 
Latrunculorum (Hall 2007: 13, for pre-Viking, Pic-
tish examples from Northern Britain; Hall, Forsyth 
2011). Nevertheless, the style and context of these 
two pieces arrived in Kyiv in the 12th century via 
a northern trade route. Walrus skull fragments, 
discovered in horizons 5 and 6, may serve as evi-
dence of this trade route. One fragment is the front 
part of the skull, including the nasal and sinus 

Fig. 2. Chess kings: 1 – Louvre Museum, OA5541, late 12th century (photo: Marie-Lan Nguyen (Wikimedia Comons, CC=BY 2.5); 
2 – Lewis collection, 1831,1101.78, British Museum (after MacGregor 2010: 61), late 12th century; 3 – Metropolitan Museum, 1978: 
494, ca. 1200–1250; 4 – Chernihiv, 12th – early 13th centuries (after Kovalenko 2006: 91, fig. 5); 5 – Slutsk, 12th century (after Kali-
adzinski 2006b: 39)
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areas of ​​the upper canines. There are several cut 
marks indicative of the extraction of the tusks and 
the cutting away of the flesh. Tusk fragments were 
also found in horizon 5, in the workshop of a gold-
smith and merchant occupying a neighbour’s yard. 
Of the three fragments, one has a round cut-mark 
and a second had been fashioned as a round plate, 
both indicative of on-site working. Walrus tusk 
is amongst the rarest and most expensive of raw 
material for carving handicrafts. In Novgorod their 
total mass amounted to 6% of all the treated ani-
mal bones, an only 5% of total waste belong to the 
walrus tusk carving (Smirnova 1999: 124). Most of 
this high value material was found in the wealthier 
yards of Novgorod. The most active period in the 
treatment of walrus tusk is the late 11th – early 13th 
centuries (Smirnova 1998). Novgorod spread its in-
fluence to the northern lands in the late 11th century, 
facilitating the acquisition of walrus tusks along 
those new routes. The Hypation Chronicle, for the 
year 1160 year includes it in the list of Prince Rosti-
slav Mstislavovitch’s gifts to Prince Sviatoslav Olgo-
vich, along with the skins of polar foxes and wolves 
(Ipatievskaja Letopis 2001: 504).
	 The third gaming piece from the Spaska excava-
tions is also a piriform, pegged example. It measures 
36 mm (height) x 32 mm (max diameter) x 4 mm 
(base hole diameter) (fig. 4: 3; 5: 3). It was found, like 
the walrus skulls, in Yard 2, in Horizon 6, a non-fire 
layer dating to the middle 12th century. It is made 
of antler, one of many antler artefacts and pieces of 
working debris from Horizon 6 of the homesteads. 
It is further evidence for the local, on-site produc-
tion of gaming pieces. Such piriform pieces were 
used for the Scandinavian variant of tafl, that is, 
hnefatafl. The known gaming pieces from the Old 
Rus territory were analyzed by G. F. Korzukhina 
(1963) and included examples made of glass, bone, 
stone, amber and ceramic, found in various places 
including Ladoga, Gnezdovo, Timerevo, Sedniv, 
Chernihiv, Shestovytsia and Kyiv. Some Old Rus’ 
barrows of the 10th century contain finds with Scan-
dinavian elements, including hnefatafl sets. The set 
from Chorna Mohyla consists of two kinds of pawns 
and one gilded copper alloy king. This king piece is 
sometimes interpreted as a statuette of a Scandina-
vian God (Thor?; Samokvasov 1908: 199; Rybakov 
1949: 43; Pushkina 1984; Petrukhin 2007: 63, 70, fig. 

Fig. 3. Chess warder: 1-3 – Lewis collection, AN0 
1831,1101.78-144; 1831,1101.120; 1831,1101.122, British 
Museum, late 12th century; 4 – Kraków, Poland, early 13th 
century (after Niemiec 2011, fig. 1); 5 – Kyiv Podil, Ukraine 
late 12th – early 13th centuries; 6 – Brest, Belarus, 12th-13th 

century (after Lysenko 1993: 98)

Fig. 4. Hnefatafl game pieces from Kyiv Podil, late 12th cen-
tury. Photos by N. Khamaiko

Fig. 5. Hnefatafl game pieces from Kyiv Podil, late 12th cen-
tury. Drawings: 1, 2 – after Sahaydak, Khamaiko, Vergun 
2008: fig. 2; 3 – by N. Khamaiko
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38; Duczko 2004: 240, fig. 70d), but it undoubtedly 
belongs to the anthropomorphic type of hnefatafl 
king pieces (Khamaiko 2012: 286-288). 
	 Current understanding recognises two differ-
ent types of bone hnefatafl gaming pieces cognate 
with two chronological episodes read as two waves 
of Scandinavian influence into Rus’. Thus the set 
from Chorna Mohyla in Chernihiv has been dated 
to 950-970, whereas the piece (and its implied set) 
from the Spaska excavations is dated to the mid - 
late 12th century. 
	 The bone pieces from Ladoga, Gnezdovo, Goro-
dok upon Lovat are not like the piriform, pegged 
gaming piece from the Spaska excavations, which 
has no close analogues in the Old Rus’ian area. 
Rather, the analogues are all examples from North 
Europe. An unprovenanced set of walrus ivory is in 
the Curle collection, which was bought in Gotland, 
and undoubtedly connected with Scandinavian 
culture (Kidd, Thunmark-Nylén 1990: 170-171, 
fig. 22). Archaeologically provenanced examples 
include those from Fröjel, Gotland, dated to the 
7th‑12th century (Carlsson 1999: 85); Dublin, dated 
to the 11th century, Trondheim to the early 12th cen-
tury and Sandnes, Greenland, to the 12th century 
(Roesdahl, Mohen, Dillman 1992: nos 595, 572, 
342); York, dated to the 12th to the mid-13th century 
(MacGregor, Mainman, Rogers 1999: 1981-1982, 
fig. 940, nos 7888, 7889) and Jarlshof, Shetland 
(Curle 1954: 21, fig. 5).

	 Gaming pieces from Spaska excavations have 
holes for peg at the base. Grettis saga tells about 
gaming pieces with pegs, using for the game hnet-
tafl (Boer 1900: 251). Board of Gokstad (Murray 
1952: 58, fig. 22) or Trondheim (Roesdahl, Mohen, 
Dillman 1992: no 572) types can’t be used for play-
ing gaming pieces with pegs. For these purposes 
can be suitable only board with holes, like famous 
Ballinderry board from Ireland (O’Neill Hencken 
1941: 5-6, fig. 2).
	 The die from Kyiv was found in the burnt layer 
of horizon 4A at 35, Spaska Street. The burning lay-
er resulted from the destruction by fire of a large 
wooden Building 7/27 at Yard 1, linked to jewellery 
production in the late 12th century. This deposit is 
chronologically very close to Horizon 5 of Yard 2. 
The die is incomplete but sufficient survives to in-
dicate that when complete it was of parallelepiped 
form. It is made of mammal tooth, probably wal-
rus tusk. The surviving faces of the die carry the 
ring-and-dot numbering 2, 5 and 6. It measures 
11 × 9 × 9 mm (fig. 6). Dice are common finds in 
Old Rus’ian area. They were used not only in dice 
games but to control the moves in board games in-
cluding backgammon, tafl variants and even some 
kinds of chess (Golladay 2007). 
	 The final category of gaming equipment for dis-
cussion here is that of the counter or tableman type 
of gaming piece. Three have been found in the recent 
Kyiv excavations of which two are well preserved 

Fig. 6. Die from Kyiv Podil, late 12th century. Photos (a) by N. Khamaiko and drawings (b) after Sahaydak, Khamaiko, Vergun 2008: fig. 2
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and complete and the third is only a fragment. The 
two complete discs have a central, through perfora-
tion. One has its surface decorated with three incised 
concentric circles and two incised, parallel grooves 
around the outer edge face. Visual identification as 
antler is uncertain because the counter has been 
calcined and slightly deformed as a consequence of 
being caught in a fire. It measures 25 × 27 mm in di-
ameter, with a thickness of 4mm and a hole diameter 
of 6 × 7 mm (fig. 7: 1, 4). It was found in the remains 
of a burnt building of the mid-late 12th century (Ho-
rizon 4B) at a depth of 1.85 m in the filling of the 
Bilding 1A of Yard 2 (Sahaydak, Khamaiko, Vergun 
2008: 137, fig. 2: 5). The second, complete counter 
was obtained from a redeposited layer. Its’ surface 
rises almost imperceptibly to its centre and is deco-
rated with four concentric circles, and two parallel, 
edge-face grooves. It is made of (deer) antler and 
measures 33 mm (diameter) × 5 mm rising to 6 mm 
(height) × 5.5 mm (hole diameter) (fig. 7: 2, 5; Sa-
haydak, Khamaiko, Vergun 2008: 138, fig. 2: 4). The 
fragmentary third counter is of more elaborate type. 
Its size and shape (27 × 15 × 8 mm) suggest an origi-
nal diameter of 35 mm. The surviving decoration 
indicates at least two widely separated concentric 
circles interspersed with space-filling ring-and-dot 
ornament (fig. 7: 3, 6). 
	 All three counters are typical for Old Rus’. More 
usually they are made of bone and with the same 

forms of decoration, examples including counters 
from Kyiv (Dytynets’ or Upper Town), Luchesk, 
Vitebsk, Polotsk, Novgorod and Sarkel (Sahaydak, 
Khamaiko, Vergun 2008: 140, fig. 3). This type of 
gaming pieces was common across the whole of Eu-
rope and most obviously associated with the game of 
tabula or tables (which survives today as the back-
gammon variant) (cf. Murrey 1952: 113-115; Bell 
1969: 34-37; Midgley 1975: 22-25; Bell 1983: 90-91). 
This type of gaming pieces seems to appear in the 
archaeological record of Rus’ at the turn of 10th-11th 
century, after the Conversion, and was in use for this 
game for a long time afterward. Consequently they 
have been linked to the northerly flow of imports 
from the Byzantine world. Such gaming pieces are 
widely spread in the Byzantine world and were also 
found in large numbers in the Crimean province 
of Chersonese. Such counters were not exclusive to 
the tabula group of games (for examples of which 
see, several illuminations in the Libro de los juegos 
of Alfonso X and the Carmina Burana manuscript, 
dated back to 13th century, see Golladay 2003: f. 73v-
77v; Carmina Burana: bl. 91um.) but were also used 
for the merels group (including nine men’s mor-
ris) and the later medieval game of draughts. The 
term  “draughtsmen” is often applied anachronisti-
cally to such counters – i.e to any disc even if they 
predate the game draughts; a consequence of the huge 
popularity of draughts in the 18th and 19th centuries. 

Fig. 7. Counters from Kyiv Podil, late 12th century. Drawings after Sahaydak, Khamaiko, Vergun 2008 (1, 2) and by N. Kha-
maiko (3); photos (4-6) by N. Khamaiko
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	 These latest discoveries of gaming pieces have 
changed some of the existing ideas about board 
games in ancient Kyiv. Until recently only the ab-
stract type of chess piece was known in Kyiv but 
now we have, with the warders (or rooks) discussed 
here, the figurative type too. This adds a more 
Northern dimension both in the parallels with 
the Lewis chessmen and also the Scandinavian-
style hnefatafl pieces. Conventional archaeological 
opinion suggests that all artefacts from Southern 
Rus made of walrus tusk were produced in North-
ern Europe or in the Novgorod area. But the find-
ing of fragments of walrus skulls and walrus tusk 
debris in the same layers of the Spaska excavations 
as some of the gaming pieces does suggest local, 
Kyiv production of these objects. New finds of 
gaming pieces from Kyiv’s Lower Town definitely 
reveal influences and direct connections with 
Northern and Western Europe. The Old Rus’ian 
culture is usually associated with Scandinavian in-
fluence only in the 9th-10th century but these latest 
discoveries extend that horizon to at least the 12th 
century and place the emphasis on trading activity. 
Chief amongst the trading contacts was that with 
Gotland, which culminated in the late 12th – early 
13th century with the signing of separate trade trea-
ties with Novgorod and Smolensk. Rus’ merchants 
dealing with Gotland brought back not only goods 
and raw materials, but also foreign traditions and 
games, reflections of which we observe in the mer-
chants’s and craftsmans’s yards from Kyiv Podil.
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