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Abstract

This article discusses a number of nineteenth century playing boards for the Sufi form of the traditional
Indian board game of gyan̄ caupar ̩ (the Chaupar of Gnosis), from which modern Snakes and Ladders
derives. Usually comprising  squares inscribed in Persian, the playing area conducts the players hazard-
ously upward from lower spiritual states to the final goal of heaven, according to the throw of dice and sudden
demotions or promotions through snakes or ladders. Most surviving examples are held in British collections,
including that of the Royal Asiatic Society. Detailed attention is given to a unique, expanded version of the
standard Sufi board which came to light a few years ago. Innovative and elaborate in its structure, method of
play and nomenclature, it seems however to have been a late and short-lived experiment.
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Among the diverse treasures of the Royal Asiatic Society are two early nineteenth century
paper playing boards for the north Indian game of gyan̄ caupar,̩ the ‘Chaupar of Knowledge
(Gnosis)’. This once popular game, played with dice or cowry shells, leads its players grad-
ually up the board from hellish states or earthly vices to higher virtues and ultimately to hea-
ven or liberation. It is known in various Jain and Hindu (mainly Vaisṇ̣ava) versions of the
eighteenth to nineteenth centuries and a small handful of nineteenth century Muslim
(or Sufi) examples. By the s it also gave rise, in a simplified and denatured form, to
the English children’s game of Snakes and Ladders.1 One of the Society’s boards is an
ingenious -square version of the Vaisṇ̣ava form of gyan̄ caupar,̩ unique in its design and

‡The original version of this article was published without the Abstract and Keywords. A notice detailing this
has been published and the errors rectified in the online and print PDF and HTML copies.

1See the present writer’s “The Indian Game of Snakes and Ladders” and “Snakes and Ladders in India: Some
Further Examples”, Artibus Asiae, XLVI (), , pp. –, and LXVI (), , pp. –, also “Instant
Karma: The Meaning of Snakes and Ladders”, in The Art of Play: Board and Card Games of India, (ed.)
A. Topsfield (Bombay, ), pp. –. Mention should also be made of Jacob Schmidt-Madsen’s outstanding,
recently completed survey study of gyan̄ caupar:̩ J. Schmidt-Madsen, The Game of Knowledge: Playing at Spiritual Lib-
eration in th- and th-century Western India, Ph.D thesis (University of Copenhagen, ). This perceptive and
comprehensive contribution to the subject appeared too late for more extensive reference here; as did Irvin
C. Schick’s important article, “Chess of the Gnostics: The Sufi Version of Snakes and Ladders in Turkey and
India,” in Games and Visual Culture in the Middle Ages and in the Renaissance, (eds) V. Kopp and E. Lapina (Turnhout,
), pp.–.
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philosophical conception,2 whose inventor has been identified as the Brahmin scholar
Thiruvenkatacharya Shastri.3 The Society’s other board is a rare example of the -square Mus-
lim form of gyan̄ caupar ̩ (Fig. ), inscribed with Persian and Arabic square names that are loosely
based around Sufi terms for the stages of the mystical path. I am here concerned with this form
of the game and in particular with an expanded variant form of it that has recently come to light.
As discussed elsewhere,4 the RAS board is drawn and inscribed on English paper with an

 watermark. It was collected and perhaps commissioned by Major-General J. S. Harriott
(–). A contemporary marginal note identifies the game as “Gyan Chapar—a game
played with Dice—in Northern Hindustan”, and its Persian and Arabic square names are accom-
panied by English translations. The player’s journey starts as usual at the bottom left corner, from
‘adam (non-existence, ), walad̄at (birth, ) onwards. According to the throw of six cowries, it
proceeds upward through the ten rows of squares in a back and forth (boustrophedon) fashion.
The players are led through sundry vices, temptations and afflictions in the lower half of the
board, with frequent opportunities for demotion through landing on a snakehead, towards
higher spiritual states in the upper half, with correspondingly greater chances of promotion
by reaching the foot of a ladder. There are  snakes and  ladders in all. The ultimate goal
is the Throne of God, set within a late Mughal style shrine or mosque outlined above.
Given the right throw of the dice, it can be reached directly by a ladder from square , fana ̄
fı ̄Allah̄ (mystical Extinction in God). But for the errant pilgrim still beset by egoism or sensual
attachments, great perils await near the threshold of salvation. The two long, diagonal snakes of

2F. E. Pargiter, “An Indian Game: Heaven or Hell”, JRAS, , pp. –; Topsfield, “The Indian Game
of Snakes and Ladders’” pp. –, Fig. ; also R. Head, Catalogue of Paintings, Drawings, Engravings and Busts in the
Collection of the Royal Asiatic Society (London, ), pp. –; I. Finkel, “The Ups and Downs of Life: The
Indian Game of Snakes and Ladders”, in Asian Games: The Art of Contest, (eds.) C. Mackenzie and I. Finkel
(New York, ), pp. –, Fig. .; Topsfield, “Instant Karma”, pp. –, Fig. ; W. Greenwood, Kings
and Pawns: Board Games from India to Spain (Dubai and Doha, ), pp. –.

3When first presented to the Society in , the board was described as “a coloured drawing on plan of the
Shastree’s game of Heaven and Hell”. The said Shastri’s own account of his elaborate and original version of the
game was read in translation at the Society’s meeting, as noted by Sergey Moskalev in , https://sergeymoska-
lev.wordpress.com/article/game-of-heaven-and-hell-jofxdejf-/ (accessed April ). This blogpost draws
attention to the account in the Society’s “Proceedings,  April ”, The Asiatic Journal and Monthly Register, V
(London, May-Aug. ), p. : “… From Captain H. Dundas Robertson, of the Bombay army, a coloured draw-
ing of the Shastree’s game of Heaven and Hell. A translation of the inventor’s account of the game accompanied it,
and was read. It appears to be founded on a careful examination of the metaphysical systems of the Hindus. The
game is divided into a number of squares, of which a part represents the systems of the different philosophers.
The plan of the game exhibits the most highly approved methods that have been laid down by Hindu theologians
for gaining beatitude. It contains two heavens and two hells. The “Great Heaven”, or Muc’sha, is in fact the Divine
essence itself, at which the souls of the good arrive by two different roads: one of which is short (that of Capila); and
the other long (that of Patanjali). Both are described in detail, and there are also instructions for playing the game.
Two dice and as many men as there are players (twenty-five) are used; the dice are of ivory, about two inches in
length, and square. The men are of five different forms, and as many different colours. The author’s name is Tri-
vingally Acharya Shastree”. Like the dice and men, the Shastri’s text is no longer traceable. But he can most probably
be identified as Thiruvenkatacharya Shastri, who worked under the patronage of the Peshwas of Poona. He was a
celebrated chess player and author of a treatise translated into English as Essays on Chess (Bombay, ); see also
Schmidt-Madsen, The Game of Knowledge, pp. –. Mr Moskalev’s further blogpost ‘Jnana Bazi’ () is also
of interest for bringing to light another late nineteenth century discussion of gyan̄ chaupar ̩ in English, Prof. Manilal
N. Dvivedi’s “The Game of Knowledge (Jnana Baji)”, which appeared in an American Theosophical Society jour-
nal in June : https://sergeymoskalev.wordpress.com/article/jnana-baji-jofxdejf-/ (accessed April ).

4Topsfield, “Indian Game of Snakes and Ladders”, pp. –, Fig. ; see also Head, Catalogue, p. ;
Finkel, “Ups and Downs”, p. , Fig. .; Topsfield, “Instant Karma”, pp. –, Fig. ; Greenwood, Kings
and Pawns, pp. –.
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Pride (ghurur̄, , top right) and Satan (shaita̩n̄, , top left) will cast the player all the way down
to squares  (Violence, ghasḅ) or  (Lust, shahwat).
The few other surviving Indian -square Sufi boards are of a similar pattern, with minor

variations. A very close example in the Ashmolean Museum (Fig. ),5 with the same square

Fig. . -square Sufi gyan̄ caupar ̩ board. North India, possibly Delhi or Lahore, c.. Ink on paper,
. x . cm. Royal Asiatic Society, London, ..

5Acc. no. EA.: Topsfield, “Snakes and Ladders in India: Some Further Discoveries”, pp. –, Fig. .
A spiritual commentary based on this game board, entitled “Shatranj Irfani: A Sufi Game”, was subsequently pub-
lished on-line: http://www.untiredwithloving.org/snakes_ladders.html (accessed April ).

Andrew Topsfield
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Fig. . -square Sufi gyan̄ caupar ̩ board. North India, possibly Delhi or Lahore, c.. Ink and
watercolour on paper,  x  cm. Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, EA..
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Fig. . -square Sufi gyan̄ caupar ̩ board. Delhi-Agra region or Lahore, c.–. Wood with
mother-of-pearl inlay, . x . cm. Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology, Cambridge,

..

Andrew Topsfield
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names and snake and ladder configurations as the RAS board, is executed on English paper
watermarked  and can be attributed to the same workshop. It differs in its English trans-
lations added within the squares, in its embellishment with watercolour washes and its Eng-
lish and Persian texts above and below which give the rules of play. It was again most likely
commissioned by a British patron in northwest India, possibly in the Delhi or Lahore
regions. A further example, largely similar to these two in its board design and terminology,
is the finely made wooden board with mother-of-pearl inlay work in the Cambridge
Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology (Fig. ).6 It has slightly fewer snakes and ladders
( and  respectively), and about a quarter of its square names show transpositions or var-
iations from the RAS board model. The shrine structure enclosing the Throne of God is also
much diminished in size.
Two further -square Sufi boards on paper that are comparable in design, though of little

artistic merit, have been published in recent years. One, in the Wellcome Institute collection
(Fig. ),7 has the Persian square names inscribed in circles with red surrounds, while the shrine
structure above is replaced by radiating curves, evidently representing the seven heavenly zones,
the lowest of which can be reached as usual by a ladder from square  ( fana ̄ fı ̄Allah̄). There are
 snakes and  ladders in this version, the ladders being barely recognisable as such. Coloured
red, they are more like bending poles or slender snakes (in Nepalese boards too, red benign
snakes often stand in for ladders). The more imposing, malefic snakes are ominously black
and the two longest, most disastrous ones—Pride and Satan, at each end of the top row—
have their jaws gaping voraciously wide. While this board was initially described as Persian,8

it is more likely to be from some part of northern India. A further, possibly lithographed,
late nineteenth century paper board is in the St PetersburgMuseum of Anthropology and Eth-
nography.9 It has  snakes and  ladders, and the very roughly sketched snakes again have

6Acc. no. ., collected in India in the s by General R. C. Lawrence (–); Topsfield, op. cit.,
p. , Fig. .

7Wellcome MS Or. Persian : N. I. Serikov, “On the Path to Supreme Bliss: ‘The Walking Game’, ‘The
Adventures of Buratino’ and its ancient Indian Original”, in The India of the Spirit: Festschrift for Rostislav Borisovich
Rybakov, Moscow: Oriental Literature, , pp. –, Fig.  (in Russian). An old label attached to this
board describes it as a “Magical Chart” from Persia, “with cabalistic cartouches for casting nativities, forecasts con-
cerning chances of a sick man’s death or recovery, and probabilities of success or defeat in military expedition”. This
description follows its original entry text in the sale catalogue of J. C. Stevens (Covent Garden), A Catalogue of Curi-
osities,  May , lot ; I thank Christopher Fripp of the Wellcome Collection for this information.

8Evidence is so far lacking for any widespread adoption of Sufi gyan̄ caupar ̩ in Iran, except for an early th
century printed board for the -square game, published in Tehran; I thank Sergey Moskalev for bringing this
to my attention. Entitled Shatranj al-‘Urafa ̄ (Chess of the Gnostics), this board has  snakes and  ladders,
while the Throne of God is housed within a grandiose palace replete with towers and turrets and lined with winged
angels. At the same time, Shatrani al-‘Urafa ̄ did become popular in Turkey from around , perhaps following the
dissemination of mass-produced Indian (and possibly Iranian) lithographed versions. A good number of hand-drawn
and painted Turkish boards are known: e.g. I. C. Schick, “Tarihin Tahrif Edilmesine bir Örnek: “‘Osmanli Satranci’
Yahut Satranc-i Urefa’̄” [“An Example of the Falsification of History: ‘Ottoman Chess’ or ‘Chess of the Gnostics’”],
Toplumsal Tarih (Istanbul), , February , pp. –; also S. Moskalev, Chess of the Mystics (Moscow, ; in
Russian), Introduction, Figs. –. The Turkish version of the game gave rise in turn to a spiritual commentary by
the Sufi Shaikh Muhammad al-Hashimi, first published at Damascus in : J.-L. Michon (translation), Le Shaykh
Muhammad al-Hashimi et son Commentaire de l’Échiquier des Gnostiques (Sharh Shatranj al-‘arifin): un Diagramme des
Étapes at des Dangers de l’Itinéraire Initiatique attribué au Shaykh al-Akbar Muhyi al-din al-‘Arabi (Milan, ).

9M. Rezvan, “’Ladders of Life’: A Muslim Divination Table from the MAE RAS Collection”, Manuscripta
Orientalia, XVIII,  (St Petersburg, Dec. ), pp. –, Fig. , there described in detail and discussed, on the
basis of an accompanying poetic text, as a form of divination.
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gaping jawswhich increasingly resemble pincers.10 Another example, more elegant in its board
design and as yet unpublished, is in the StateMuseum of theHistory ofReligion, St Petersburg.
It has  snakes and  ladders, and the Throne of God is set within a multi-domed and pillared

Fig. . -square Sufi gyan̄ caupar ̩ board. North India, c.–. Ink and watercolour on paper,
. x . cm. Wellcome Collection, London, MS Or. Persian .

10Or even the “chains” with “grapnels”, in Shaikh al-Hashimi’s interpretation: Michon tr., op. cit., p. .
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structure above.11 In addition to these, a further hand-drawn and roughly inscribed version on
paper, perhaps of the early twentieth century, appeared some years ago on the London art

Fig. . -square Sufi gyan̄ caupar ̩ board. Lahore, c. or earlier. Lithographed on paper,  x  cm
approx. British Library, London, MS OP.().

11I am grateful to Sergey Moskalev for bringing this board to my attention.
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market.12 It has  snakes and  ladders and retains a small domed shrine design around the
winning Throne square, a little like that in the Cambridge wooden board. Probably slightly
earlier than this is a lithographed board of attractive design, which bears a British Museum
Library acquisition stamp of  (Fig. ).13 Published by the Ganesh Prakash Press, Lahore,

Fig. . -square, double-sided Sufi gyan̄ caupar ̩ board. Northwest India, c.–. Ink and water-
colour on cotton cloth,  x . cm. Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, EA..

12Seen with Joost van den Bergh, London, .
13Now British Library, MS OP.(), bound with other miscellaneous printed ephemera, including a

Vaisṇ̣ava gyan̄ caupar ̩ board dated V.S.  or  AD: J. F. Blumhardt, A Supplementary Catalogue of Hindustani
Books in the British Museum (London, ), p. , col. , “Gyan̄ Chausar”. H. Beveridge also comments on this
miscellany volume in his letters of  in the Royal Asiatic Society archive: N. Charley, “Snakes and Ladders”,
blogpost ( July ), https://royalasiaticsociety.org/snakes-and-ladders/ (accessed April ), also Schmidt-
Madsen, The Game of Knowledge, pp. , .

Andrew Topsfield
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it has  snakes and  ladders, a triple-domed shrine structurewith tall flankingminarets and an
Urdu explanatory text above.
Whereas Jain and Hindu gyan̄ caupar ̩boards come in varying types and sizes, the Sufi board

model of  ( x ) squares—or  including the winning Throne square—had seemed
to be the only version of the game in use throughout the nineteenth century. But recently a
Sufi board of larger and more elaborate type has come to light (Fig. ).14 Inscribed and
painted on thin cotton cloth, burnished on the front side, it represents a much expanded,
double-sided form of the game, comprising  squares ( x ). The board is divided
across the middle into two opposing, symmetrical tracks of  numbered squares with iden-
tically matching square names and other features. The players sit at opposite sides of the
board and the course of play converges in the middle, at the unnumbered, winning
Sun-square, into which twin long-tailed heavenly birds lead from the two squares 

( fana ̄ fı ̄Allah̄). Each side of the board is configured with  snakes and  ladders. To these,
uniquely, are added  wells and  butterflies as further hazard or bonus squares: each straddles
two consecutive squares, bringing demotion or promotion by one square to the player who
lands on their far or near sides respectively. Such imaginative augmentations of the snake
and ladder dynamic of gyan̄ caupar ̩ are only rarely seen: two scorpions, for example, bring
mild demotions in a -square Vaisṇ̣ava board of the s but do not reappear after that.15

The rules of the game are inscribed in Persian for the players’ benefit on their facing sides
of the board:16

. Choose one of the three pawns and, based on the number of one [cast] die, begin moving
forward in the houses, given that two pawns will not land on one another.

. When a pawn has passed house , it should [go to and] remain in the ‘House of the
Bird’ until the two other pawns have passed house  from the right hand side and
arrived at the end.

. When there are too few houses to advance through, based on the numbers rolled on the
dice, the pawns must go backwards, but only if they have not already reached the end.

. Whenever the pawn lands on the house with the first wing of the butterfly, it will move
forward one more house.

. Whenever the pawn lands behind [on the second house of] the well, it will move back
one house.

. The pawn which lands at the bottom of a ladder will ascend to its top, and the pawn
which lands on the head of the snake will descend to its tail.

. The last two pawns need not pass the houses on the left side of the top two rows.
. The players should roll the dice for one another.

14Ashmolean Museum EA.; acquired at auction in Paris (Hôtel Drouot,  June , lot , there
catalogued as Persian).

15In the Richard Johnson collection at the British Library: Topsfield, “The Indian Game of Snakes and Lad-
ders”, Fig. , pp. – (there incorrectly stating that this board has  ladders; it has ); T. Falk and M. Archer,
Indian Miniatures in the India Office Library (London, ), no. (iv).

16I am grateful to Mr Sahba Shayani of the Oriental Faculty, Oxford, for providing translations of this board’s
inscriptions (here slightly adapted) and of the verses on its borders.
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On the other two sides of the board are cartouches enclosing verses by Sa‘di, Hafiz and
Rumi which offer the players wise counsel or exhortation. At one side of the board, the
seekers are reminded that the desired goal is not reached without effort:

Treasures are not discovered without tribulations;
He who worked, my dear, was he who got paid!
Sa‘di
He who first sees the endeavour’s conclusion
Will never be shamed in the end.
Rumi

At the other side, the goal of the Sun is invoked in a verse from Hafiz, while an equable spirit
of fair play seems to be enjoined in another saying of Sa‘di:

Thou art not less than an atom; be not degraded! Show love!
So that, turning, you may soar to the sun’s abode.
Hafiz
Two wise men do not engage in enmity and combat with one another,
Nor do they quarrel with the ignorant.
Sa‘di

The border decoration framing these poetic cartouches comprises running bands of densely
ornate leafy scrolls, coloured in blue-grey wash, from which emerge loosely drawn, small
green leaves and pink and white flowerheads. Similar, narrower decorative bands extend
across  of the squares in the climactic finishing row of the game at the middle of the
board (Fig. ). More British than Persian or Indian in style and taste, this floral scrollwork
decoration is executed by a competent draughtsman apparently emulating an Arts and Crafts
Movement model of the late Victorian or Edwardian age. Its curiously European character
could perhaps suggest the collaboration of some graphic arts graduate of one of the flourish-
ing British-style Government Schools of Art of that time, such as the Mayo School of Indus-
trial Arts at Lahore under Lockwood Kipling and his successors. At any event, this decorative
scheme suggests the board itself should not be dated earlier than the end of the nineteenth
century. Since then it has received a fair amount of wear, visible in its deep creases from
folding and in stains and water marks including a ring where a player has set down a wet
glass or cup.17

In its  square names, its snake and ladder configurations and additional features, this
board diverges in many ways from the -square type. Its terminology of virtue and
vice, salvation and wretchedness, is more wide-ranging and general in nature, occasion-
ally verging on truism: thus the snake of Filth () leads the player  squares down to
Disease (), while the ladder of Cleanliness () leads upward by eight squares to
Health (). There is more in the way of generalised moralising and less use of Islamic
theological terms. The  ladders are numerous but often short; the  snakes are fewer

17The board was later consolidated with an additional cotton backing and with commercial sticky tape over its
creases (now removed). I thank Susan Stanton of the Ashmolean Conservation Department for her comments, and
Moya Carey of the Chester Beatty Library for her observations on this board.
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Fig. . Detail of Fig. : Central area of the board with the finishing squares of the game.
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but rather longer. Gluttony (), for example, demotes the player by  squares to Abjec-
tion (), whereas Chastity () promotes by just three squares to Innumerable Blessings
().
A few configurative patterns recur from the -square game, notably the two disas-

trous long diagonal snakes that intersect across the board. Here Pride () demotes cata-
strophically to Wretchedness (). The other snake square lurking in the final row would
lead downward from Satan in the -square game, but here the devil is conspicuously
absent. It leads down instead from Lie (durogh, ) to Anxiety (iz̩ti̩rab̄, ). In the fifth
and six rows of the game the player has to wend his way through ambushes by as many
as eight snakes, such as Profane Love () leading to Misery (), Debauchery () to
Waste of Ability (), Revenge () to Burning Fire (). Among the ladder squares,
the virtues cited again tend to be general ones. Among the first ladders encountered, in
the third and fourth rows, are Love () leading to Life (), Seriousness () leading to
Arriving Quickly at the Destination (), Thought () leading to Enlightenment of
the Intellect (), Consultation () leading to Solving of Problems (), and so forth.
This continues in the eight ladder squares grouped in the seventh row, named as Wisdom,
Valour, Precision, True Love, Fellowship with the Righteous, Cleanliness, Chastity and
Justice. However, the last four ladders on the player’s upward path are more overtly
Islamic or Sufi in tone. Martyrdom in the Path of God () leads to Endless Life
(), Pure Love () to Truth (), Awareness of God () to Humility (), and
Perseverance () to Success (). As we have seen, the powerful square of Extinction
in God ( fana ̄ fı ̄Allah̄, ), a key landmark of the -square board, here leads not by a
ladder but by a long-tailed heavenly bird to the final Sun square (or ‘House of the Bird’),
named as Subsistence in God (baqa-̄yi billahi). The bird itself is sketched somewhat like a
dove with a trailing, perhaps vestigially sım̄urgh-like tail.
The  wells and  butterflies that the players encounter are original features of this

board. A well is depicted simply as a circle with a pale central dot in watercolour to indi-
cate its depths. Given the limited, single-square demotions that the wells inflict, their con-
sequences can be dramatic. Corruption of Morals () leads to Destruction (), Inactivity
() to Calamity (), Bad Friends () to Life-threatening Poison (), and Excessive
Anger ()—alarmingly—to Sudden Death (). The butterflies, which are delicately
tinted in red, yellow and green watercolour, stand for further virtues, good deeds and
aspirations. Training () advances the player to Progress (), Loyalty () to Trust
(), Carrying out of Responsibility () to Ease of Body and Soul (), Love of God
() to Endless Joy (), Pure Intention () to Inner Sight (), and Unity ()
to Power ().
This -square gyan̄ caupar ̩ board is the only example of its type so far known. It may

perhaps have failed to gain any wider currency beyond its creator’s own social circle or
Sufi fraternity. We can only speculate as to its author, perhaps some leisured Sufi enthusiast
with a taste for moralising sentiment, who was moved to enlarge on the -square model
and to restructure its field of play symmetrically around a horizontal axis. Such later expan-
sions or elaborations on a successful established model were quite common in the history of
Indian board and card games. In the case of gyan̄ caupar,̩ a comparable example is seen in the
development of the large Pahari type of Vaisṇ̣ava board, possibly at Kangra under Maharaja
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Sansar Chand (r. –),18 with a field of play of  ( x  x ) or  ( x  x )
numbered squares, divided into separately numbered halves around a central vertical axis. In
the Pahari versions, the two halves are however interlinked in play terms and they differ from
one another in their square nomenclature. This form of the game never spread beyond a few
early nineteenth century Punjab Hill courts. Our expanded Sufi game similarly attained no
wide popularity, despite its interesting novelties of design and play dynamic. It may in
practice have been found over-elaborate in conception and perhaps too slow in reaching
a finish. It originated, moreover, at the very period when the popularity of gyan̄ caupar ̩ in
its traditional forms was finally waning in India.

ANDREW TOPSFIELD

The Ashmolean, Oxford
andrew.topsfield@ashmus.ox.ac.uk

18Topsfield, “The Indian Game of Snakes and Ladders”, pp. –, Figs. –, and “Snakes and Ladders in
India: Some Further Examples”, pp. , , Fig. .
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