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Newly Discovered
Game Board Rock
Carvings in Hong Kong

Apotropaic Symbolism
or Ludic Culture?

CESAR GUARDE-PAZ

Games in general, and board games in particular, have been an essential
element of cultures in the East and West, ancient and modern, not only
functioning as a major source of entertainment, but also embodying a social
and religious significance that extends far beyond the boundaries of ludic
spaces. Chess was once a metaphor for world order, and /iubo boards have
been associated with auspiciousness, divination, and ritualized descriptions
of the cosmos.!

'The presence of game boards carved on stone in the natural landscape,
excised from their accustomed and more conventional space indoors, is
a well-studied phenomenon within the Western regions of the Roman
Empire and its sphere of influence. By comparison, in East Asia, game
boards—more specifically, the subcategory of alquerque-like boards—have
been overlooked. For instance, isolated carved boards resembling the strat-
egy games nine and twelve men’s morris (in which players must align three
pieces to remove an opponent’s piece) discovered in northern and western
China have been received with lukewarm interest and researchers are prone
to regarding them as contemporary creations.? Hong Kong and Macao



constitute notable exceptions, both in terms of the number of these game
boards and the amount of research they have generated.’

Mostly distributed across isolated regions within Hong Kong, the so-
called game board rock carvings (gipan shike) comprise eight groups of
geometric patterns, appearing in pairs and resembling the strategy game
twelve men’s morris. Initially, the discovery in 1962 of the first game boards
led some archaeologists to place them in the wider context of other, more
complex prehistoric carvings in the territory, thus considering them to be
Neolithic or Iron Age symbolic representations with unknown religious
meanings. For instance, William Meacham has suggested that they should
be dated to 300—100 BCE or even 500 BCE.* On the other hand, these newly
discovered rock carvings attracted the speculative attention of journalists,
whose reports drew specialists into debates over the authorship and age
of the carvings. Countering Meacham’s claims, some journalists stated
that the boards were in fact carved by recent hikers, and noted they were
like those still used by local people in parks. The latter, however, are in fact
weigi boards different from the ones discussed by journalists. The unseri-
ousness with which ludic activities and manifestations have been treated
led the media to consider these game boards historically inconsequential
and most likely modern; relevant authorities have done little to preserve
or study them.’

Such dismissive treatments notwithstanding, this article holds that the
Hong Kong game boards can help us unveil forgotten “transitory mo-
ments,” as noted by Kopp, “in which the real world and the otherworldly
situation meet . . . having an active part in the shaping and performing of
society.” This chapter introduces preliminary results from newly unearthed
and formerly overlooked rock carvings with geometric patterns in the shape
of game boards in Hong Kong. I start with a brief archaeological descrip-
tion and situate them temporally and spatially in order to understand their
place within local communities. Next, I draw parallels with similar examples
of rock art across the globe, focusing on possible social functions and the
ways in which visual rhetoric connects to other key aspects of the cultural
landscape. I argue that these game boards are ludic manifestations that
local communities adapted from European games that, through commerce
and intercultural exchange, spread across the regions of Macao and Hong
Kong between the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.

GAME BOARD ROCK CARVINGS IN HONG KONG | 41



(a) (b) (c)

FIG. 2.1. Types of alquerque: (a) nine men’s morris; (b) twelve men’s morris;

(c) alquerque of twelve.

Nine and Twelve Men’s Morris Alquerques

Both nine and twelve men’s morris are types of a strategy game played on a
board on which three concentric squares intersected by two perpendicular
lines from the sides have been drawn. (In the twelve men’s morris variation
two diagonal lines from the corners are added to the board). Usually these
lines do not converge at the central point. Each player has twelve game
pieces that can be placed in any of the twenty-four intersections created
in the board. The objective is to align three pieces vertically or horizontally
in order to remove one of the opponent’s pieces. Once all pieces are on the
board, players can move them to adjacent positions to form new groups
of three until the adversary is left with no moves. Nine and twelve men’s
morris are played in the same way, since the additional lines do not change
the number of intersections, but mobility across the board is increased in
the twelve men’s variation of the game.” Another variation, the alquerque
of twelve, follows the same rules with a less sophisticated composition
(figure 2.1).

The use of these boards seems to have been restricted to areas influenced
first by the Roman Empire and later by European trade, including and as
far as colonial examples in Peruvian temples in South America.® In Europe,
where we find the highest concentration of carved boards, they usually ap-
pear in religious buildings; outdoors near military outposts, where soldiers
carved them to entertain themselves while keeping watch; or along the

coastline, where merchants waited for their ships to sail off.’”
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Questions of Temporality and Spatiality

According to their distribution, Hong Kong’s game boards can be classified
in two major groups. The first includes a twelve men’s morris in Nei Lak
Shan, Lantau Island, discovered in 1994, since lost; a three-in-a-row and
an alquerque of twelve board in Upper Shek Pik; a twelve men’s morris
in Shui Hau, discovered in 1986, since lost; and a twelve men’s morris in
Tung Chung.”

Whereas the Shek Pik carvings include two different game boards, the
remaining examples are all twelve men’s morris and were believed to be
composed of only one board. This was proven wrong when I visited the
site of the Tung Chung carving in 2018. A second board, highly eroded, is
next to the first, visible only in dim light.

A second group of carved boards is located in the eastern region of
the New Territories, between villages on both sides of the Pat Sin Leng
mountain range: a twelve men’s morris with a three-in-a-row board in Ting
Kok; a pair of twelve men’s morris near the abandoned village of Tsat Muk
Kiu, discovered by the author in 2017; and a twelve men’s morris in Luk
Keng, discovered in 2000, since lost."

All these game boards are similar in size (18 x 18 cm to 25 x 25 cm) and
morphology (except for Shek Pik, all present at least one twelve men’s
morris), and all the surviving examples appear in pairs. Among them, only
the carvings in Shek Pik, Tung Chung, and Ting Kok were registered in
archaeological publications.

Finally, an isolated—and probably moved from its original location—
example of a twelve men’s morris game board was found by the author in
2018 at Wing Lung Wai, a village in the Yuen Long district. This board is
carved into the surface of a rock brick of 52 x 26 cm used for construction
abandoned near the entrance of the village. Despite its assumed modernity,
it should be noted that the village was founded during the Kangxi reign
(1661-1722) and some of its buildings date to the seventeenth century.?

Early statements from villagers in Ting Kok and Shui Hau supported a
recent creation date for these carvings, but in later interviews residents were
unable even to recall their existence.”® Conversely, villagers in Hoi Ha still
remember the location of a Chinese weigi board rock carving, even though
they haven't seen it for decades. Therefore, while we should not summarily
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FIG. 2.2. Game board rock carvings in Hong Kong. From left to right, top to bot-
tom: (1) Upper Shek Pik, (2) Tung Chung, (3) Ting Kok, (4) Wang Shan Keuk, (5)
Yuen Long, (6) Hoi Ha weigi board. Photographs by author.



dismiss these accounts, they should be weighed against empirical data and
within the wider context of the sociological phenomenon of game and
observations derived from comparative history.

The recent discovery of the new game boards in Tung Chung and Tsat
Muk Kiu and the recovery of early reports unknown to the archaeological
community provide us with two new pieces of topographical information:
First, carvings do not appear randomly distributed, but exist along two
different groups of ancient tracks that connected villages and facilitated
trade across the regions of Lantau and the New Territories."* Although the
age of these tracks is unknown and some of the existing routes could be
traced back to the Song and Ming dynasties, they may have been rebuilt
after the Great Clearance (Qian Jie Ling) order was lifted in 1669, when
hundreds of Hakka families returned to the land they had abandoned and
reestablished the northern villages along these tracks.” There has been no
specific research into the nature of these tracks, but aerial photographs of
Hong Kong as recent as 1924 show that these locations were thriving with
activity and connected through tracks built along small streams."

Second, carvings are concentrated in two areas with identical toponyms.
The village of Luk Keng lies at the foot of his homonymous mountain, at
the opposite site of Nam Chung village, whose location was also known
as Shui Hau in the past.” The fishing village of Shui Hau in Lantau Island
is also situated at the foot of a small hill called Luk Keng Mountain.®® The
resemblance in nomenclature between these two regions, strengthened by
the parallel names of Tung Chung and Nam Chung (Eastern Stream and
Southern Stream, respectively), could be the result of population mobility
in early times after the Great Clearance, a phenomenon of toponymical
migration for which similar examples exist in Hong Kong.”

This correspondence between trade routes and identical toponyms seems
to indicate that these boards date from the seventeenth or eighteenth
centuries. Indeed, aside from a game board found in Mycenae (Greece),
all known examples of carved alquerque-like boards are either Roman or
Christian, thus making it very unlikely that the these boards had appeared
in Hong Kong and Macao in the Iron Age and reemerged later in the
Roman world.?* Moreover, the typology of these boards is consistent with
their European counterparts: they appear in pairs, of which one is always
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a twelve men’s morris—except for the Upper Shek Pik boards—and the
other is a three-in-a-row board, an alquerque of twelve, or a twelve men’s
morris.” Similar combinations are common in Western Europe, and we
find identical arrangements in the Cathedral of Ourense (Spain) and
Santa Caterina’s Church (Canosa di Puglia, Italy), among many other
examples.” The question of provenance and who created these carvings
remains, therefore, since as Meacham has pointed out, it is unlikely that
they would be “the only known example of Ch’ing dynasty abstract rock

»23

art by Chinese villagers.

Leisure amidst Commerce and Confraternity

Two more pieces of independent evidence appear to support the possi-
bility that the fountainhead of these carved game boards streams from
seventeenth- or eighteenth-century contacts with Western players or gam-
blers who, in all likelihood, spread them through trade and movement of
individuals to Macao and Hong Kong, where they became localized as
a common practice among village tradesmen and tradeswomen (in the
latter, given the lack of these artifacts outside the southeastern coast of
Macao). First, archaeological evidence from the excavated sites at Coloane
(Macao), where we find a number of these game boards, reveals the pres-
ence of more complicated carvings, identified with two masted European
trading ships, as well as two unidentified Western coins.* These vessels
resemble autochthonous representations of boats in eighteenth-century
maps of Hong Kong and Macao, with all their different constituent parts
depicted in great detail.®

The existence of boats carved next to nine or twelve men’s morris boards
has been documented extensively across Europe, from the Canary Islands
to Northern Italy, where they appear combined with Christian symbolism
and inscription in Latin alphabet, and it is widely agreed that these are
seventeenth- and eighteenth-century representations engraved by sailors
and merchants stationed in the area.?® Everything seems to indicate that
the Macao and Hong Kong game boards exist within the same cultural
and social context of sea trade and intercultural relations, a fact reinforced
by the discovery of two European coins during the excavations, now in the
Museum of Taipa and Coloane History. Thanks to high-resolution imagery
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provided by the museum, I have been able to identify one of these coins
as a Dutch half stuiver from Surabaya, dated 1826 or 1836, which suggests
that the carved ships and game boards may be of this period.

A second, less conclusive piece of evidence comes from the local name
attributed to some of these game boards in Hong Kong: zau kekkat” It
seems to be a variation of other southern Chinese game board names such
as zou cheng, zou tonggian, zou hu, or zou niujiaosai, all of which include zou
(walk) as their initial syllable.” The word kekkat is a strange combination
of an infrequent character—#e£ (bend in a river)—and an interjection of
regret, and may be a transcription of a foreign word. Kekkat sounds close
enough to the Western name of the nine and twelve men’s morris board,
“alquerque,” from Arabic guirkat, which is still preserved in Portuguese.?”’
Although the possibility is certainly remote, local tradesmen or trades-
women may have incorporated the pronunciation heard from Portuguese

merchants playing the game while they were stationed in Macao.

Ludic Culture as Social Lubricant

and Social Adhesive

In the light of the above evidence, and given the coincidence in typology
and their grouping into identical combinations of three-in-a-row board,
alquerque of twelve, and twelve men’s morris, as well as their association
with sites in Macao connected with trade and Western contacts, it seems
teasible to conclude that these game boards were, both in their conceptu-
alization and conveyance, of premodern European origin, probably created
during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, rather than autochtho-
nous images evolved independently and spontaneously. The borrowing,
adoption, and use of complex strategy games by agricultural societies and
communities with simpler ways of life is neither an oddity nor a product of
relatively modern contacts, since “geographic distribution of games points
to a history of trade and migration.” Similar cases of transmission and
expansion of games, carved or drawn in sand, are well attested across areas
of European and Ottoman influence, both through trade and colonialism,
and particular cases have been studied, for instance, in the African com-
munities of the Comoros Islands.™

Despite the apparent fact that games seem rather unproductive, not only
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do they change the players inwardly, as is the case with cognitive games,
but they dramatically alter the very physical constitution of the shared
space, both redefining and circumscribing the actual environment where
games take place. This is particularly true for game boards carved in the
open, where the otherwise natural space has been transformed into a small
recreation ground of social significance for the community or individuals
therein. An interesting example of how game redefined the landscape can
be seen at Jebel Jassassiyeh, a small limestone hill on the Qatari littoral,
where the recurrent carving of boat imagery and board games resulted in
the establishment of a gathering place for pearl merchants and financiers
who watched for incoming cargos and engaged in trade and banking ac-
tivities from the fifteenth to seventeenth centuries.” The parallels to the
coast of Macao are certainly intriguing.

A modern example of how the urban landscape can be and has been
transformed in Hong Kong itself through the creation of ludic spaces can
be seen in the well-known Community Centre Rest Garden in Yau Ma
Tei, situated right in front of the touristic Tin Hau temple. This square
was formerly a bustling market, but it developed gradually into a place fre-
quented by prostitutes, drug dealers, art traffickers, fortunetellers, wander-
ing singers, and other members of the traditional Chinese “underground,”
and became known as a “poor man’s nightclub” (pingmin yezonghui) by
the locals.* When the new square was refurbished in 1970, underground
activities moved to the surrounding areas, and the square itself has since
been transformed into an area for social gathering and everyday gaming.
Numerous modern Chinese weigi boards scattered along the garden have
served to reinforce community ties and modify the way people understand
and engage with the urban landscape, functioning as a sort of social ad-
hesive that strengthens connections between social agents who otherwise
would remain strangers.

Nevertheless, there is more to play than its immediate physical man-
ifestation and the changes it brings to the landscape and society. It is
well established that culture, as a set of common rules, is an “act” played
following the imprint of nature on our own consciousness, suggesting an
interdependent connection and functional relationship between being (Sein,
in German, as a philosophical concept) and playing.** It is in this “acting,”
in the sense of both “action” and “masquerade,” that social life becomes
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possible, for culture presumes the compulsory acceptance of and respect for
a common set of rules through which a civilization expresses its interpreta-
tion of the world, as it is imbued and enhanced with the supra-biological
forms acquired by experience and play.® This is concomitant to the idea
that the natural conditions of the real world disappear when faced with the
artificial creation of egalitarianism that lies beneath the very idea of game,
where everybody is supposed to start from the same initial conditions.*

‘These games have then a transformative impact not only on the natural
landscape but also on the social environment and interactions between
communities and cultures. They become particularly important when they
are shaped within an intercultural context, as with the game boards carved
in Macao and, we presume, also in Hong Kong. Since the act of playing
requires a performance in which both participants are equally constrained
by the same rules, games evolve from representations of the self and the
other to spaces of uniformity and mutual agreement that unite them un-
der a shared collection of values that hammers away the rigid boundaries
of inherited cultural differences.”” At a time when cultural and scientific
contacts between divergent cultures were still of a limited nature and often
led to disturbances in the belief systems of both worlds, games provided
for the creation of meta-realities or, as Huizinga calls them, a “Paralleluni-
versum” that, however concocted, draw players together into an inclusive
subculture.® This process of socialization and cultural understanding is
characterized by immediateness, resulting in a special case of social com-
munication between agents of different cultures (and communities) sharing
the same space.

Games certainly changed and evolved between cultures over time, but
they also, however temporarily, united and consolidated intercultural bonds.
Games function as “social lubricants,” as their liminal nature—their dis-
regard for socially constructed boundaries—facilitates interaction across
cultural landscapes both before and after the game starts.* Sinicization
of twelve men’s morris game boards may have been a process not very
different from the Hellenization and Romanization experienced in Egypt
after the conquest of Alexander or during Roman rule. Although we do
not understand the rules behind these carved game boards, it is possible
to infer that they may have been played like their Western counterparts,
as is the case with other South American and African imported games
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mentioned above, for which we have more detailed documentation and
surviving practices.

Although these reflections about intercultural shared spaces hold partic-
ularly true for Macao, where rock carvings are coastal and include represen-
tations of ships, there is no evidence that this was also the case for Hong
Kong. Given the extreme locations where these carved game boards have
appeared—in most cases far from the sea but near land routes—it seems
more likely that they were transmitted to Hong Kong by an indigenous
population that adapted them to their own ludic spaces between trade
routes. An exception to this may be found in the rock carvings in Tung
Chung, which are located on the top of a small hill called Yuen Shek Dung,
70 meters above sea level, outside of the track crossing the mountain and
overlooking the nearby Tung Chung Bay. This spot provides a complete
view of incoming ships and may have served a military purpose in the past.
Interestingly, a gravestone located 210 meters from the rock carving, as well
as the nearby Tung Chung Battery built in 1817 to protect the bay from
pirates, may indicate the presence of an old cottage or minor settlement on
the hill.* The presence of two identical boards in the same rock suggests,
as with the Qatari rock carving mentioned above, “pairs of lookout men,
whiling the time away,” and not merely isolated bystanders.*

We have seen how the remaining seven groups of game boards in Hong
Kong can be related with reasonable certainty to two seventeenth-century
trade routes extending across Lantau Island and the northern New Ter-
ritories, and we have sufficient evidence to support the claim that at least
one of these routes was used daily and intensively by men and women
engaging in trading activities from Ting Kok to Luk Keng. According to
local reports, women from Ting Kok and other villages nearby would walk
the Pat Sin Leng mountain range twice a day to cut straw and collect wood
for the fireplace, and tradeswomen from Tsat Muk Kiu would get to the
market in Sha Tau Kok, across the bay from Luk Keng, to sell their wood
in exchange for other goods.* Setting aside the obviously transformative
process by which what was originally a men’s game could have become
a women’s occupation, which surely demands further research and more
specific approaches to be taken in the future, there is a significant impact
on the landscape in terms of both its environmental and social conditions.
Undoubtedly, there are multiple spots, paths, and trading routes to be
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walked by and rested on, but establishing a recurrent point for entertain-
ment or leisure, gathering or relaxation through socializing activities such
as playing board games consolidated these routes as static ludic spaces,
otherwise mutable and uncertain.

These boards were carved into the naked landscape with such diligence
and perfection, for the obvious purpose of lasting for a long period of
time, that we cannot but conclude that they were the instruments of a
recurrent activity—a perhaps gratifying respite from day-to-day burdens.
Game works as a diversion—something that diverts us from the repetitive
roughness of our daily lives, a sort of interlude or adagio in the otherwise
hasty allegro movement of human existence. As Huizinga points out, game
also becomes a repetitive necessity itself “both for the individual . . . and
for society by reason of the meaning it contains.” The Dutch historian
calls this tension between the relaxation of diversion and the monotony
of repetitiveness “abreaction,” a technical term for cathartic experiences
borrowed from late nineteenth-century psychoanalysis denoting “an outlet
for harmful impulses, as the necessary restorer of energy by one-sided ac-
tivity.”* The constant, almost spiritless to and fro through the inhospitable
mountain ranges of Hong Kong, backs fully loaded with trading goods,
surely accounts for such psychological excess. It is not hard to visualize
tradesmen and tradeswomen recurrently engraving these game boards in
specific places in order to rest and relax, socialize and exchange stories,
before continuing with their daily jobs.

Conclusion

Although several questions must be resolved by future studies, the glimpses
presented herein allow us to classify the game board rock carvings of Hong
Kong within a context of international commerce and intercultural ex-
changes that spread across the area during the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries, adapting these ludic manifestations to the new settled commu-
nities and shaping, however temporarily and briefly, these societies. The
foregoing analysis of carved game boards, in Hong Kong and elsewhere,
is perhaps best understood against the background of the former criticism
and subsequent neglect that these ludic manifestations experienced both
in academic and journalistic debates. Because these games were not only
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defined by social practices and cultural exchanges—thus becoming wit-
nesses to forgotten stories—but also emerged as definers of those shared
spaces and daily activities, the significance of these findings goes beyond
the popularly defined boundaries of game as a frolicsome practice of little
relevance to the serious scholar.

'The game boards once carved and played across the mountainous trade
routes in Hong Kong reflect two important spheres of influence, trans-
forming the natural or urban space through the conscious and constant
repetition of ludic behaviors associated with the locations where they have
been engraved. On the one hand, they require players to be confronted
with an identical set of rules that transcends their individual differences,
cultural or otherwise, hammering away the boundaries of familiarity that
separate communities and societies. In this respect, they catalyze inter- and
trans-cultural relationships, functioning as social lubricant to enhance the
communication process between those describing each other as outsiders to
their respective inherited traditions. This was most likely the case through-
out Macao, where they are clearly associated with trade, and whence they
reached Hong Kong as well.

On the other hand, they also establish recurrent spaces of shared activ-
ity that strengthen intracultural bonds, resulting in deep transformations
of landscape functionality, as was the case with Qatari merchants and
bankers who gathered around the recurrently carved game boards in Jebel
Jassassiyeh. As social adhesives they bind people together into temporal
communities assembled around these newly created ludic manifestations,
thus altering their natural surroundings, perpetuating common routes, and
easing the long walks across villages with the prospect of a well-deserved
recess from their daily burdens.

The study of these game boards, concentrated in a precise area of south-
ern China, highlights the importance of commerce and trade and opens
new windows into the quotidian life of hitherto forgotten communi-
ties. Their apparent triviality should not mislead us to the oversimplified
conclusion that, just because they do not hold the same arcane meaning
as their Neolithic counterparts, they lack ethnographic relevance to the
study of games and society. It is in this intersection that leisure pursuits
and international contacts find common ground, extending beyond the

limitations and specificities of East and West, of men and women, and
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creating a fictional yet necessary dimension where differences dissolve into

a crucible of cultural and gender undifferentiation.
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