
An Astrological Board-Game from the “Book of
Games” of Alfonso X of Castile

Introduction

In his Murūj al-Dhahab wa-ma ↪ādin al-jawāhir [“The Mead-
ows of Gold and Mines of Gems”], the 10th-century Islamic
historian-geographer Abu al-H. asan ↪Al̄ı ibn al-H. usayn ibn
↪Al̄ı al-Mas ↪ūd̄ı described a board-game of Indian origin
which was known as the “Celestial Spheres” (al-falak̄ıya).
This appears to be the earliest reference to an astrologi-
cal board-game referred to as “Star-Chess” in Byzantine
sources and as the “Star Game” (kawākib) in the Nafā↩is
al-funūn fi ↪arā↩is al- ↪uyūn compiled around 1340 by the Per-
sian physician and lexicographer Muh.ammad ibn Mah.mūd
Āmul̄ı. In Iberia the game was known as “Los Escaques”
and a detailed description of its rules is found in the Li-
bro del Acedrex, commissioned by Alfonso X “el Sabio” of
Castile and completed in 1283.

Libro del Acedrex, fol. 96v.

Playing the Game of the Celestial Luminaries

This game is played on a seven-sided board with seven con-
centric circles representing the orbital spheres of the plan-
ets (Moon, Mercury, Venus, Sun, Mars, Jupiter & Saturn).
Each circle is divided in twelve sectors, representing the
signs of the zodiac, and smaller intervals. The game is
played by seven players, each representing one of the plan-
ets. Each player starts with twelve stakes of whatever is
agreed upon and moves his piece in counter-clockwise di-
rection in the number of spaces dictated by the roll of a
seven-sided die. Whenever a player reaches a new sign of
the zodiac the astrological aspects with the other players
are inspected to determine his gains or losses.

When a favourable aspect is made, such as sextile (two
signs away) or trine (four signs away), the player wins either
two or three stakes from the aspected player. However,
when an unfavourable aspect is made, such as quadrature
(three signs away) or opposition (six signs away), the player
loses either three or six stakes to the aspected player. In
the case of a conjunction (two planets occupying the same
sign), which can be favourable or unfavourable, the player
loses twelve stakes to the aspected player.

According to Āmul̄ı the game ends when the Sun and
Jupiter are both in the same sign and also in opposition
with both Venus and Mars. The Alfonsine version does not
specify a terminal planetary configuration and the game
probably ended when only one player was left.
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