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Game piece or element 

An item identified as a game piece was found in the earth accumulated on the wide 

colonnade of Sant’Eulalia1 (fig. 1). 

 

 
Fig. 1 - Game element (photo by AFS). 

 

The ivory piece shows fine decorations with punched circles, known as “die eyes” re-

peated seven times to cover most of the object and to circle a larger central circle. 

Another groove runs along the edge. These marks were probably enriched by colour2. 

One example, dated V century and found in the residential district of the town of Baia 

di Scauri, on Pantelleria, is a close comparison 3 (fig. 2). 

 

                                                           
1 Pisano 2002b, fig. 71, n. 92, p. 147. 

2 Pisano 2002b, fig. 71, n. 92, p. 147. 

3 Baldassarri 2010, p. 29. fig. 33, p. 33. 
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Fig. 2 - Ivory game piece from Baia di Scauri, Pantelleria (from Baldassarri 2010, p. 33, fig. 33). 

 

The “piece” is linked to the ancient practice of the ludus of checkers, included in gam-

bling, always very popular but sometimes strongly contested. In Roman times, people 

gambled in specific places or in public places and it was usually forbidden: it was only 

legal during the Saturnalia period, that is during festivities in honour of the god Saturn, 

and most games of chance were only "legalised” during the Antonine dynasty. In the 

Middle Ages, gambling was only permitted in public areas, usually under porticoes and 

in squares4. The art of making pawns and tabulae lusoriae (fig. 3) is well known and  

simple items made from poor materials and true luxury items using ivory as a primary 

or secondary material were placed on the market by the specialised workshops. Ivory 

was also used to mark the border lines on the tabulae. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
4 Lepore 2009, pages 1-2. 
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Fig. 3 - Tabula lusoria  

(From http://www.ilpatrimonioartistico.it/il-gioco-dazzardo-nellantichita-pt-2/gioco-dazzardo_09-4/) 
 
 

The Cagliari item was found in a layer of materials dated back to the High Medieval 

age; also, based on comparisons with the Scauri pawn and its association with chalices, 

a situation and context similar to Sant’Eulalia, they may have dated from the end of the 

4th and 5th centuries5. The “dice eye” decoration is well known in Longobard and Mer-

ovingian contexts, often on bone and bronze items, and in holy items such as reliq-

uiaries6, and in toilette items such as spoons and coms7. In the Canne site, the date is 

the 19th century on ivory buttons decorated with the same pattern8 

    

  

                                                           
5 Baldassarri 2010, pages 29-31. 

6 Uggè 2003, p. 158 and note n. 48. 

7 Bianchi 2013, p. 105. 

8 Corrado 2012, p. 7, fig. 17. 
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