Games for Events
Introduction

One question I often get from new members is, “What do I do at an event?”  After all, the SCA is more about doing than watching.  There are lots of good options – dance, combat, music, archery and many more – but one of the best is games.

We know many games from the Middle Ages and Renaissance, and I commend the books in the Bibliography as good sources for more.  But here are a few good ones for starting out: neither too simple nor too complicated, that you can dive into quickly.

Nine Men’s Morris (Merels)

One of the best-known games throughout history is Nine Men’s Morris – there were many references to it in the Middle Ages, and boards have been found from many cultures.  There are a number of variations in the details, but the basics are pretty consistent.
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Each player begins with nine men; one player takes white, the other black.  You take turns placing men on the board: you can place a man on any of the intersections of lines.  (Marked with circles in the picture.)  If you make a row of three of your men along any marked line, you may remove one of your opponent’s men from the board – that man is now out of the game.
Once all men have been placed on the board, you begin moving your men.  On each turn, you move one man along one line segment.  (From one circle to the next along a line.)  Again, if you manage to make three of your men form a row along a line, you remove one of your opponent’s men from the board.

You win by reducing your opponent to only two men, or by bottling them up so that they can no longer move.
Tafl Games

While Chess is often known as the game of Kings, it only came to occupy that position in the middle of the SCA’s period.  Before then, especially in northern Europe, we see instead people playing games like Hnefetafl, Alea Evangelii, Fitchneal, and Tawl Bwrdd – which are often collectively known today as the Tafl family of games.  Tafl games continued to be popular in parts of the north through the end of period, but were gradually pushed out of prominence by the rise of Chess.
The precise details of the rules have in most cases been lost to history, and may have varied a bit from place to place.  There is much debate about these details, and no version is perfectly balanced, so don’t be surprised if you encounter people playing the game a bit differently.  But here is one version of the rules to start out with.

The games are played on square boards, with an odd number of spaces on a side, ranging from the very small Fitchneal (7x7) to the enormous Alea Evangelii (19x19).  In all cases, it appears that there were two sides: a besieged “defender” consisting of a King in the center and a number of supporters around him, surrounded by twice as many “attackers” as the King has defenders.  Here is the layout for Tablut (the only game for which we have written rules, albeit from 1732):
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As you can see, in Tablut there are eight defenders and sixteen attackers, with the King in the center.

Movement and Capture

All men in this game move similarly to the Chess rook: they can move as far as they want along a row or column, but they cannot jump onto or over another piece.  So the man marked “a” in the above illustration can move to any of the six spaces within the arrows shown.
Only the King may land on the center space of the board (where he starts), or on the corners of the board.

Capture in Tafl games is “custodial”, which means that you capture a man by surrounding it on two opposite sides.  So the following illustration shows black capturing a white man:
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There was already a black piece on one side; by moving another man to the opposite side of the white one, he captures it.

You must move in order to capture an opponent’s man.  If your opponent moves one of his pieces in between two of yours, you don’t capture it.  When you capture, there must be exactly one enemy piece between two of yours – you can’t capture two enemy men that are in a row that way.  But it is sometimes possible to make two captures at once, such as this:
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By moving this piece as shown by the arrow, black captures both of the white men, because each is now surrounded by black men on opposite sides.

For purposes of capture, the center and corner spaces count as if they were occupied by the defending side.  That is, if an attacker is next to the center space, and a defender moves to the opposite side of the attacker, that attacker is captured.
Capturing the King is harder than capturing other pieces.  Rather than just surrounding him on two opposite sides, the attacker must surround him on all four sides.  (Or three sides plus an edge of the board.)

Winning

The game is very different for the attacker and defender, and they have different goals.  The attacker is trying to do one of two things:

· Capture the defending King, or

· Bottle up the defenders so they cannot move.

If either of these happens, the attacker wins.

The defender’s goal is for the King to escape to one of the corners.  If the King gets to a corner space, the defender wins immediately.
Variations

As mentioned before, there are many different interpretations of how the game might have worked.  Here are a few common ones:

· Instead of requiring the King to make it to the corner, the defender wins if he gets to an edge.  This makes the game considerably easier for the defender.

· It isn’t clear whether the King was allowed to capture attackers itself; it is possible that only his defenders were allowed to capture.  This makes things rather harder for the defender.

· In some versions, the King can be captured like other pieces, by surrounding him on just two sides.  This makes it much easier for the attacker to capture him.
Tarocchi

Most people are acquainted with Tarot cards, and know that they are Old.  What most folks don’t realize is that they weren’t used for divination in the Renaissance – instead, they were used for card games!

There are many, many card games using the Tarot deck – versions of these games are still played in parts of Europe today.  Here’s a good one to start with.  It is a somewhat simplified variant of some late French descriptions of the game.  For more information about period Tarot, see Dummett and McLeod’s book.

The Deck

A normal Tarot deck consists of 78 cards.  There are four suits: swords, staves, cups and coins.  (Swords and staves sometimes look similar: the key to telling them apart is to remember that swords can bend, and often do on the cards, whereas wooden staves don’t.)  There are fourteen cards in each suit: the usual 1-10 and Knight, Queen, King, plus a Page that ranks between the 10 and Knight.

There are also 21 Trumps.  Each trump has a picture, and they are numbered from I (the Magician or Mountebanke) through XXI (the World).  The trumps outrank suit cards, as discussed below.

Finally, there is the Fool.  This is often treated like a trump in divination, but it is usually very different in card games.

You can play with any Tarot deck, but it works better with older historical or European decks, which you can often find at game stores.  Modern American decks are designed for divination, and the pictures tend to be distracting.  Historical decks have plainer designs on the suit cards, with pictures only on the trumps.
Playing

This game works for 3-6 players, although 4 is ideal.  Choose a dealer, who will deal 12 cards to each player clockwise around the table, and then set the rest of the cards aside.

The game is played in twelve rounds, called “tricks”.  In each trick, each player plays one card.  The person who plays first in a trick is said to “lead” that trick.  The player to the dealer’s left leads the first trick.

In each trick, the leader chooses one card from their hand, and plays it face-up in the middle of the table.  Each other player, going around the circle clockwise, must also play a card.  If you have cards in your hand that are of the same suit that was led, you must play one of those.  If not, but you have a trump, you must play one of those.  If you have neither, you can play any other card.  If a trump was led, then you must play a trump if you have one.
The winner of the trick is the person who played the highest trump, or who played the highest card in the suit that was led if no one played a trump.  The winner takes the cards that they won, sets them aside, and leads the next trick.  Play all twelve rounds, and then score.
There is a special rule for the Fool, which is known as the “Excuse”.  You may play the Fool at any time, no matter what card was led.  You will lose the trick – but you then get to take the Fool back, and replace it with any card that you have previously won.  If you haven’t won any yet, you can borrow the Fool, and owe a card to the person who won the trick.  But you have to pay up before the end of the round – otherwise, you have to hand the Fool over to the player who won the trick.

Scoring

After all the tricks are played, each player totals up his resulting score. If you have won fewer than 12 cards, you lose one point for each card you are short of 12; if you have more than 12 cards, you gain one point for each card above 12. To this, add the following points for scoring cards you hold:

· The Fool: 5 points 

· The World (trump XXI): 4 points 

· The Mountebanke or Magician (trump I): 4 points 

· each King: 4 points 

· each Queen: 3 points 

· each Knight: 2 points 

· each Page: 1 point 

The other cards do not count towards your score, except in counting how many cards you hold.

A game is played to 50 points. If no one has 50 or more, play more hands until someone wins.  Once someone has 50 or more points at the end of a hand, the player with the highest score wins.
Games You May Already Know

While few modern games were played exactly the same in the Middle Ages, several have close period ancestors, and used pretty much the same equipment.  Let’s review a few of them.

Chess

Chess is an ancient game, known through much of the world.  It was invented in the Orient, but had spread to Europe by about the year 1000.  The game was popular during most of the SCA’s period, especially among the nobility, and there were many variations of it, some rather simpler than modern chess and some much more complex.
The modern form of chess was invented near the end of SCA period, so it is reasonable for events if you would like.  But if you would prefer a more medieval experience, try the main period version of the game.  The details varied from place to place, but it was generally like the modern game, except:

· Pawns can only more one space forward – the initial jump of two wasn’t there.

· Queens were very weak: they could move one space vertically or horizontally, and couldn’t do anything else.  (The modern game, with the powerful Queen, was originally known as “Chess of the Mad Queen”.)
· Bishops had a “short leap of two”: they moved exactly two spaces diagonally, no more or less, but could jump over other pieces.

The medieval game, therefore, was a bit more frontal than the modern one, with fewer lightning strikes all the way across the board.

If you’d like something a bit more unusual, try the “Forced game”.  This is just like normal medieval chess, but with one additional rule: if you can make a capture on your move, you must do so.  (If multiple pieces are available to capture, you may choose which.)  This one rule change completely alters the game – it’s a fun variant.

Backgammon and Tables

Backgammon isn’t quite period, but it’s close, and “games within the Tables” – using that board – were played throughout SCA period.  Like chess, tables was a large family, with dozens of different games, but the most common one was similar to modern backgammon.  The main differences were:
· Rolling doubles didn’t do anything special.

· There was no doubling cube.

· The scoring concepts of “gammon” and “backgammon” usually weren’t there.

If you’d like to try something a little different, try “Six, Two and Ace”.  This plays like normal tables, but both players start on the same side, and go in the same direction.  One player puts 3 men on the first point, 4 on the second point, and 8 on the sixth point.  The other player puts 5 men each on the third, fourth and fifth points.  The result is that you are both racing to get to the other end, tripping over each other and trying to slow the other down as you do so.
Go

A quick note for those with Asian personae: while Go was not known in Europe until after SCA period, it is quite ancient, and was well-known in Japan and China.  So if you want something to play in a kimono, Go is a fine choice.
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a








