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FROM CIRCLE AND SQUARE TO THE IMAGE
OF THE WORLD: A POSSIBLE INTERPRETATION
FOR SOME PETROGLYPHS OF MERELS BOARDS

Friedrich Berger

Abstract. The game board for ‘nine men’s morris’ (merels) is found incised on horizontal rock surfaces at
many places of the world. It was also used in inclined or vertical positions as a motif for petroglyphs on
rocks and historic buildings. The possible meaning of such depictions is examined. After an investigation
into merels games and game boards, the route of circle and square motifs from Eurasian and Egyptian
symbolism into Christianity is reviewed. It seems that the Christian meaning of the square was transferred
to the merels board and, together with other elements, was used in folk art for Christian magic. Some
merels boards can be explained this way, the meaning of others remains speculative. This interpretation
is restricted to the Christian domain, in other parts of the world, for example in the case of a tombstone
from Pendzikent (Tadzikistan), the meaning remains nebulous.

Introduction

An interesting motif in petroglyphs on rocks and on his-
toric buildings in Europe is the game board for ‘nine men’s
morris’ (Figure 1). It is to be found not only in horizontal
positions, but also on inclined and vertical rock and wall
faces where no game can be played on it. The game board
is called merels board here.

There may be various reasons why merels boards are
found in vertical positions. In the case of the throne of
Charlemagne in the cathedral in Aix-la-Chapelle (Germa-
ny), for example, Roman marble slabs were re-used in its
construction. On a side slab, traces of a merels board are
visible. Other merels boards on vertical walls may simply
be doodles or, as Mandl (1994a: 63) suggests, symbols for
game boards. Another reason for drawing such designs may
be just aesthetic pleasure, if the sides of the squares are set
in the ratio of small numbers like 1:2:3 or 1:3:5 or 2:3:4.
The modern examples in window grilles, in railings and in
the designs of cabinetmakers and art metalworkers certainly
fall under that category.

In the past the diagonal of the square was used for
construction purposes in architecture. If the side of the
square equals a unit of length, the diagonal represents the
square root of two. Resulting from this application a set of
concentric squares with the side ratio 1:V2 represents the
stonemason sign from Strassburg, France (Figure 2). Riba-
kov (1949, 1957) demonstrates how, with the help of three
concentric squares and alternatively with three concentric
rectangles with the side ratio 1:V2, the square roots of 2, 3,
5, 6 and the golden section can be constructed (Figure 3).
This geometric procedure is certainly correct, however, the
small and irregular examples of Ribakov were not suitable
for that practical purpose (Korzukhina 1963; Poljakova and
Fekhner 1973).

Figure 1. Types of large merels game boards.
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Figure 2. Stone mason sign from Strassburg, after Weber
(1954: Fig. 23).

Examples of merels boards
with a possible symbolic meaning

The use of symbols for the game board, aesthetic feel-
ings and circumstances of construction may explain some



1 2 Rock Art Research 2004 -

Figure 3. Merels board as basis for architecture; after
Ribakov (1949: Fig. 23b, 1957: Fig. 14-15).

merels boards in vertical positions, but not all. In order to
demonstrate a possible alternative symbolism some exam-
ples are presented.

The first example is a merels board in the external dec-
oration of a half-timbered house in Goslar, Lower Saxony,
Germany. The decoration is on a band of timber that runs
over its whole length at the base of the first floor (Borchers
and Weigel 1935; Weigel 1942; Berger 1996). At the bottom
of the band there is an inscription reading:

‘SOLI DEO GLORIA § ANNO DOMINI 1¢5¢7<5
NISI DOMINUS EDIFICAVERIT DOMUM FRUSTRA
LABORANT QUI EDIFICANT EAM § NISI DOMINUS
CUSTODIERIT: DICIT PSA...126." (Translation by the
author: ‘Only to God the glory; Anno Domini 1575, if the
Lord will not have built the house those who build it work in
vain; if the Lord will not protect (it): (so) says Psalm 126”).
The text is from the Vulgata, the original Hebrew and the
modern counting is Psalm 127,1 (— 1950).

Above this verse the band consists of semicircles al-
ternating with small rectangles. Most of the semicircles
represent sun roses, i.e. they have radial elements. The
other semicircles and the rectangles are filled with various
geometric motifs. These include stars with six points,
circles or hexagons with six radii, lozenges, tree and twig,
diagonal crosses, one pentagram and one merels board.
All the geometric motifs seem to have a symbolic meaning
for protection and fending off the evil. In the Germanic
mythology the sun has beneficial power and destroys
bad magic (de Vries 1956: 279-80). The pentagram was
introduced from the Mediterranean. In the combination
with the verse from the Bible, with sun roses and all the
other protective symbols, the merels board seems to be
a protective symbol, too.

The second example is from a rock platform in the
Tannicht forest at Gorkau/Jirkov near Chomutov, Czech
Republic. In the oral tradition of the German population,
who lived here prior to the ethnic cleansing in 1945, the
design of Figure 4 was used for a divine judgment in the past.
The accused and his witness as well as the plaintiff and his
witness each had to throw a stone over the shoulder to try
to hit the circle in the centre. The group who hit the centre
was considered to say the truth (Wollenik 1991: 11-20;
Wollenik and Paulus 1995).

Another example is from Medeglia, Ticino, Switzer-
land. A board in N-S orientation has an anthropomorph (?)
in the centre, Figure 5. Besides it there is a board without
the intersections as in Figure 6. The last example, Figure
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Figure 4. Board for divine judgement, Gérkau/Jirkov,
Czechia, redrawn after Wollenik (1991: 120).

O

i

b sl

Figure 5. Merels board from Mediglia, Ticino,
Switzerland, with an anthropomorph (?) in the centre;
redrawn after Schwegler (1992: 85, 227).

Figure 6. Merels board without intersecting lines.

7, is at a building in Verbiana which is located at the Lago
Maggiore, Italy.

These examples demonstrate that the merels board here
has meanings other than that of a game board and it is not
used for aesthetic or construction considerations. What is
the meaning or are the meanings of the merels board in
these cases?
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Figure 7. Merels board with inscription in the centre,
from a building in Verbiana at Lago Maggiore, Italy,
schematically redrawn after Gavazzi and Gavazzi
(1997: No. 102).

Figure 8. Board from Funtensee, near Berchtesgaden,
Bavaria, Germany, idealised schematic drawing after
photograph of Wollenik (1982: Pl. 31) and sketch of
Mandl (1994a: 62).

Figure 9. Board from Montonneau, Fontainebleau
Massif, France, redrawn after Benard (1997: Fig. 2),
schematic.

Figure 10. ‘Spider-web’-type merels board from Sarkel
at the river Don, Russia; redrawn after Nakhapetjan
(1994: Fig. 3).
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Occasionally merels boards have additional attributes,
internal or external, which are not necessary for the game,
for example a central cupule or a N-S orientation. There
may be more than three concentric squares (Figure 8). In
other cases parts of the board may be missing, down to
the extreme of the bare squares (Figure 6). Some designs
look like spider webs (Figures 9, 10) and are not suitable
for the game.

In order to determine these meanings the game ‘nine
men’s morris’ and the history and geographical distribu-
tion of the game board were studied as a first step, seeking
meanings beyond the simple game.

Figure 11. Merels boards after Murray (1978: 38).

Three-in-a-line games

‘Nine men’s morris’ is one of the ‘three-in-a-line’
games. ‘Three-in-a-line’ games are played on a variety
of game boards. Murray (1978: 37-50) compiled several
examples (Figure 11) and collected names for the games.
Besides others, the Romans played a three-in-a-line game
on a circular board with radial lines (Figure 12). In north
Africa, ‘three-in-a-line’ is played on a board with 5 " 6 or
6’ 6 or 42 cells, an example being given in Figure 13. The
boards of Figures 12 and 13 are, however, unimportant for
the present investigation.

The simplest game is called ‘noughts and crosses’. It is
played on board type C of Murray without the four outer
lines. The board is made afresh for each new game. One
player makes an ‘O’ and the other an ‘X’ in alternating
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Figure 12. Circular Roman merels boards; redrawn after
Rieche (1986: 89).

Figure 13. A 6 x 6 game board on a tile in the ruins
of the castle of Ain Farah, Northern Darfur, Sudan
(photograph by the author).

turns. Both players try to score three identical signs in a
line, in any direction. ’Nine holes’ is played on boards
A, B, and C. Each of the two players enters one ‘man’ or
token at a time in alternating turns. The player who forms
an orthogonal line of three wins. After all men are placed
on the board they are moved, one at a time, to any vacant
point or cell. The ‘small merels’ or ‘three men’s morris’ is
played on board D, ‘five (or six) men’s morris’ is played
on board E, ‘nine men’s morris’ on board F and ‘eleven
or twelve men’s morris’ on board G of Figure 11. The
games on boards F and G are also called ‘large merels’.
The rules are similar, each player enters one ‘man’ at a
time in alternating turns. If a player forms a line of three
he removes one of his opponent’s men, but normally not
from a line of three. After all men are placed on the board
they are moved, one at a time, one step on the lines to the
next neighbouring empty place. If the number of men is
reduced to three, the men may leap into an empty position.
The game is over if the men of one player are blocked or
if one player has only two pieces left. On board G, men
may move on the diagonal lines, but they cannot make
a ‘line-of-three’ there (Murray 1978: 46). Bell (1969,
I: 91-5, II: 55-7) reports more or less the same games.
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Murray (1978: 50) and Bell (1969, II: 57) mention a
game of ‘five men’s morris’ for board H in Figure 11, but
both have doubts whether this game was really played.

G-a E-a

Figure 14. Merels boards after Pinon (1968: Figs 24,
27).

Figure 15. Merels boards from Riga, Latvia; redrawn
after Caune (1993: Fig. 34), schematic.

Murray’s arrangement of game boards in Figure 11
gives the impression that the boards follow a clear system.
This is not really correct. Pinon, for example, reports
two variants for types E and G (1968: Figs 24, 27), see
Figure 14. In Riga, Latvia, Caune (1993: Fig. 3A) found
several game boards on wooden planks from the 12th/13th
century, see Figure 15. Also, the rules vary on a regional
basis. In China 2 x 12 pieces are used for board type G.
If one player gets three in a line he puts one of his pieces
on top of a piece of his opponent to declare it ‘dead’.
After all pieces are set, the ‘dead’ pieces are removed
and the game continues as usual (Culin 1991: 102). In
New England, U.S.A., a player can have his men leap if
he is reduced to four instead of three (Murray 1978: 46).
In Morocco (Topper 1996, 1997) the game is played with
twelve men. The players may move their men before all
are on the board. The last three pieces are not allowed to
leap. Alternating between setting new pieces and moving
them is also permitted in parts of India (Murray 1978:
47). In Khartoum, Sudan, a board with extensions to the
centre is used (Figure 16). Each player has twelve men
and four men have to build a line (Ramadan 1996).

Geographical distribution
and history of large merels boards

Wagneur and other members of GERSAR (Groupe
d’Ftudes, de Recherches et de Sauvegarde de I’Art Rup-
estre) began to collect an inventory of merels boards in
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archaeological and historical context, starting in the forest
of Fontainebleau and expanding to the rest of France and
the whole world. A preliminary report was drafted (Wagneur
1995). By 1997 over one thousand boards had been docu-
mented, but the project was terminated without final report.
On the basis of the available data a geographical review
(Berger 2003: 16-27) reveals that no large merels board
is documented from pre-conquest America and pre-contact
Australia. In the rock art of Mexico, for example, concen-
tric squares/rectangles are reported from the state Sonora
(Ballereau 1990: 335, 416, 417, 419-22). In the province
San Luis of Argentina several examples of concentric
squares were found in the rock art (Consens 1997, 1I: 42,
54). In the art of native Australians, for example, four sets
of concentric rectangles are called ‘Two Women Dreaming’
(Ronnie Tjampitjina 1990; in Caruana 1996: Fig. 95). No
example with the intersecting lines was found there so far.
That implies that the design of the large merels boards was
invented in the Old World.

Murray (1978: 44) and Bell (1969, I: 93) mention a
merels board from Stone Age and Bronze Age of Ireland.
This dating is doubtful. The reports from the excavation in
1879 were lost and cannot be checked (Sterckz 1971). The
game boards on the roofing slabs of the temple of Kurna
(Qurna), Egypt, are normally assigned to the time of the
construction of the temple at approximately 1400 — 1350
B.C. (Murray 1978: 18-19; Bell 1969, I: 93). Wagneur
(1995) has reviewed the original literature (Parker, H. 1909,
Ancient Ceylon) where a total of 34 geometric figures are
reported from Kurna. Murray presented only the seven
game boards of them. Many of the other figures are Coptic
crosses, one is inside the merels board (Murray 1978: Fig.
7F). This leads Wagneur to the conclusion that the figures
are Coptic. Certainly they cannot be dated.

Two boards on steps up the hill at Mihimtali and on
a rock near the Lankarama dagabe, both Sri Lanka, are
said to be not later than the first century A.D. (Murray
1978: 44) or carved during the reign of Mahadathika
Maha-Naga, A.D. 9 — 21 (Bell 1969, I: 93). Reference is
again made to Parker’s Ancient Ceylon, but a source for
this timing is not given. Perhaps readers from that area
have better information.

Figure 16. Merels board from Khartoum, Sudan.

The next in age are Roman game boards. One of the
oldest merels boards is on a tile from the last level of
occupation, about 100 B.C. — A.D. 40, of the Oppidum of
Enserune (Nissan-lez-Enserune, France; Wagneur 1995)
Another one was incised on a tile before firing. It carries
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the stamp of the Roman Legion XXX from Xanten, Ger-
many (Hanel 1997). Because of this stamp it is dated after
A.D. 196. Two mobile boards are reported from Munigua
(now Mulva or Mulba) near Sevilla, Spain (Fernandez
Gomez 1997). They have a merels board on one side and
a board for draughts on the reverse. These Roman boards
are of type F, without diagonals. In Bosra, Syria, there
are several merels boards of both types, F and G, and
other game boards incised in horizontal position on the
upper ranks of the theatre and on the wall of the cistern
built by the Romans from local basalt (Berger 1999). As
these locations have been easily accessible since then the
game boards cannot be dated. Kriiger (1999) found an
additional merels board of type F in a vertical position
on the wall of a garden built from re-used basalt stones.
This find introduces a possibility that all these boards
were made by the Romans between A.D. 106 and 634.
Alternatively Arabs could have made them. A board on a
slab from a Hellenistic building was found in a Christian
burial of the third to fourth century in Toprakli, near Van,
Turkey (Dallemulle 1970). There are many more merels
boards on buildings from Roman times, but they cannot
be dated as they may have been drawn later. The Romans
did not leave a name of the game, only a short comment
on the rules by Ovid. Ovid (43 B.C. — A.D. 18) explained
the rules for the small merels game vaguely in his Ars
Amatoria (111, 365-8) and recommended that a girl should
know this and other games in order to entertain a young
man (Rieche 1986: 44).

The Romans may have received the game from Sri
Lanka via Egypt. On the sea route the port Berenike,
Egypt, played an important role in the trade across the
Red Sea and the Indian Ocean. In Ptolemaic times (305
— 30 B.C.) elephants were imported here, initially from
Asia, later from southern Africa. They were trained by
Indian mahouts (Gautier et al. 1994: 13; Sidebotham
and Wendrich 2002: 41). During Roman times Indians
from the Tamil south were living in Berenike and the
neighbourhood. The trade route from Berenike led to
Apollinopolis Magna (Edfu) and to Coptos (Qift) at the
river Nile. Indians were living also in Alexandria and
other places on the Mediterranean (Sidebotham and Wen-
drich 2002: 24-5, 29, 41, 42). Thus the Romans may have
obtained the large merels board from Sri Lanka, but there
is no proof for such a hypothesis. Kurna (better Qurna),
opposite Luxor / Thebes in the Nile valley, is located
between Edfu and Qift. The collection of game boards
from Qurna includes the small and the large merels board
and the circular board. So their origin may be Roman.

Thus the merels game was probably well known by the
Romans, with several versions of game boards. It is not
known whether the Romans invented the game themselves
or received it from somewhere else. There is, however, no
indication that the Romans interpreted the merels board as
a symbol of any kind. All information and utilisation points
to its use as a game board only.

Several names for the game can be referred back to the
Romans, i.e. to Latin. The various versions of ‘merels’,
‘marelle’, ‘mérelles’ etc. in French and English go back to
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‘marellus’, the diminutive of Latin ‘mas, maris’=man, game
piece; ‘miles’, in Latin the foot-soldier or the game piece,
was used as ‘mile’ around 1215 for the game in German
(Bumke 1986: 304, 803). This term merged with the German
word ‘Miihle’ and then probably was translated to ‘méynek’
(Polish), ‘malom jatek’ (Hungarian), ‘melnitsa’ (&16Gi¢oF,
Russian), ‘kvarn’ (Swedish) and is used in ‘to close a mill’
in English and ‘jeu du moulin’ in French.

Type G, the merels board with diagonals, is first
reported in Arabic sources. Murray makes reference to
Abu’l-Faraj (1969: 194). Abu’l-Faraj reports in his Kitab
al-Aghani (compiled A.D. 918 — 967) that a certain ‘Ab-
delhakam ben ‘Amr ben ‘Abdallah ben Safwan al-Hujami
possessed a house in Mecca where he kept sets of chess,
nard and girg for his guests to play with. ‘Qirg’ is the
old Arabic name for the merels game. Murray (1978: 37)
mentions that the word ‘girg’ is included in many Arabic
dictionaries, for example in the one of Qamus (before
A.D. 1414) it is accompanied by a drawing of the board.
Khan (1995) gives another reference from al-Lissan
al-Arab al-Muhayeet, Vol. 3, p. 69:

Abu Issaq al-Harbi mentioned ‘Al-Qirq’ with reference to
Abu Hurayrah (one of Prophet Mohammad’s companions)
that it was a game played in Hejaz and was called ‘Al-Qirq’.
It consisted of a large square and another square inside
it and another square inside and the lines of each side of
the squares were cut by a straight line and each angle of
the square was joined by a line so that twenty-four line
(crossings) were created in the game.

There is no information about the source of the game
‘qirg’ nor about the origin of the word ‘girq’ itself. Besides
the game boards in Bosra, Syria, there was a board of type
G incised in the floor of a building in Samarra, Iraq (Mu-
seum fiir Islamische Kunst, Berlin, Inv. Nr. Sam 721). It is
dated to the 9th/10th century, the time when Samarra was
the capital of the Abbasids.

The name ‘qirg’ or ‘qrig’ was retained by the Berber of
the High Atlas in Morocco until today (Topper 1998). It was
the source for the old Spanish name ‘alquerque’ (Diez Mateo
1958: 35). King Alfonso el Sabio (reign 1252 — 1282) de-
scribed three games under that name (1941: 362—70). They
are ‘alquerque de tres’ for board D and ‘alquerque de nueue’
for board F. The latter is played alternatively with dice and
without dice. The third game is ‘alquerque de doze’ (doze
= twelve), which is not a three-in-a-line game. In Spanish
‘alquerque’ is also the press bed in olive oil mills. Alfonso
does not mention the Arabic board type G. That means that
between the Arab conquest of Spain in 711 and 1282 the
meaning of ‘al girq’ = ‘alquerque’ had expanded and, on the
other hand, had perhaps lost board G. The modern Spanish
name for the game is ‘tres en raya’. The modern Arabic name
is ‘dris’ or ‘idris’ which may be a loan word from Spanish
(tres) or Italian (tris, tria) or Greek (treis, tria). Italian is the
only European language with separate names, ‘tris’ or ‘tria’
for the small and ‘filetto’ for the large merels (Gaggia and
Gagliardi 1986: 104).

In conclusion, the origins and the sources for game
boards F and G are not known. It is not known whether there
was one common source or there were two separate sources.
It is also not known how board type G entered Europe. Board
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type F and similar boards are more common in Europe, for
example only six per cent of all recorded large merels boards
in France have full diagonals like type G (Wagneur 1995).
Neither the rules for the games nor their names provide any
indication for a symbolic meaning of the boards.

Some comments on the small merels board

Murray (1978: 36, 42) reports that the Chinese game
‘yih’ mentioned by Confucius (551 — 479 B.C.) and
Mencius (372 — 289 B.C.) was the smaller merels, type
D. This board is part of the modern Chinese and Korean
chessboard and is incorporated in the middle of the out-
er three lines on both sides (Chinese and Korean chess
are played on the lines). It is called ‘kyu-kung’ (= nine
castle or palace, camp, fort) there. In the Korean chess
the king starts from the centre of ‘nine castle’ and he is
restricted to that area. All the other game pieces can use
the diagonal lines within this area (Culin 1991: 8§3—-4;
Murray 1969: 124, 135). It seems that the name ‘nine
castle’, i.e. the place of the king in chess was transmitted
to India-Persia. Murray (1978: 41) mentions a Persian
name ‘hujura’ for the small merels board. His source is
Hyde (1694). In a modern Hindi dictionary (Sharma and
Vermeer 1987: 1626) the word ‘hujur’ is found with the
meaning of, inter alia, ‘kings court’. The syllable ‘ju’ has
a diacritical point expressing ‘zu’ from Arabic/Persian
loan words. The original word is ‘hudiir’ in Arabic and
‘hoztir’ in Persian (the same in Arabic writing, but with
different pronunciations) with the meaning ‘presence,
attention, visit’. A related word ‘hadra’ with the plural
‘hadarat’ is used as an address like ‘your honourable’,
similar to ‘hazrat’ in Persian (Krotkoff et al. 1981: 152;
Junker and Alavi 1965: 250). These names for the small
merels board may express that a high value was assigned
to this design.

In Sri Lanka the games on boards A, B, C, D, F and G
are called ‘nerenchi keliya’ or ‘niranchi’ (Murray 1978: 39,
47). This is probably to be interpreted as ‘god’s game, divine
game’ (nirarijan = perfect, elevated over, standing above
[adj.], god [subst.]; khel = game). The merels board is also
used as a charm in Sri Lanka (1978: 6).

Whether there is a connection to the names ‘real’ (royal)
and ‘castro’ (castle) in Castilian Spanish for the large merels
board (Murray 1978: 45) is not clear.

As many game boards, especially the smaller boards,
were and are just drawn on the ground in many parts of the
world, as the rules are so simple that three-in-a-line games
may have been invented independently at different places,
also by people without a writing system, it would be futile to
look for a single source or origin of the small merels game
and the game board.

Thus we have about 2000 years of tradition in merels
games and boards, but it does not tell us anything about the
background of the symbolism of Figures 4, 5 and 7.

Other designs with
concentric squares, other interpretations

Sets of concentric squares with intersecting lines or bands
were also used for other purposes. One application
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Figure 17. Diviners board from the tomb of Wang Hsii
(A.D. 69), Lo-lang, Korea, as reconstructed, redrawn
after Loewe (1979: Fig. 12) and Ronan (1981:

Fig. 133), schematic. The ‘&’ symbols represent
inscriptions.

is in the Chinese diviner’s board (Figure 17). The diviner’s
board consists of two discs, a square bottom disc and a cir-
cular upper disc that can rotate over the former. The square
disc has diagonal paths between the corners and a horizontal
and a vertical path between the central points of the sides.
The circular disc and the square disc have several bands.
The bands and the paths themselves have a cosmological
meaning. The bands show characters with astronomical and
mythical meanings. In the centre of the circular disc there
is the constellation of the Dipper or Plough (Loewe 1979:
75-80, 204-8; Ronan 1981: Fig. 133). In the process of
divination the square disc, representing earth, was aligned
to the cardinal directions. The circular disc, representing
heaven, was turned so that a specific symbol on it pointed
to the position of the sun. The result of the divination was
then given by the handle of the Dipper, pointing to one of
the animals on the disc. The Chinese compass has a similar
layout (Figure 18), except that it is a single quadratic disc
with a circle in the centre. It was made from bronze. The
magnetic ‘needle’ consisted of a piece of loadstone (mag-
netite) in the form of a spoon (the ‘handle’ of the Dipper in
Chinese is ‘piao’ = spoon). This spoon was set on the plate
and it turned with the handle to south. The oldest known
divination tool is from the time of the Western Han (206
B.C. — A.D.9). According to information by the Museum
of the Chinese History in Beijing (— ? 1997) the Chinese
compass goes back to the time of the Warring States (480
—221 B.C)).

In rock art the two discs of the Chinese diviner’s tool
are represented together on the ‘stone of judgement’ (la
pietra del giudizio) near Biacis in the Val de Natisone, NE
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Figure 18. Chinese compass, replica (photograph by the
author).

Figure 19. Board from Biacis, Val de Natisone, Venezia,
Italy; redrawn after Caracci (1968: Fig. 4), extract.

of Udine, Venezia, Italy (Caracci 1968: 21-6), see Figure
19. The tradition tells that the elders met around this table
to administer justice. Caracci does not mention the merels
board in his report, he shows a photograph and a sketch
only. This example and the layout of Figure 4 as well as the
N-S orientation of several merels boards could indicate a
connection with the Chinese tools. But as specimens of the
divination tool and of the Chinese compass are only known
from China and Korea and none has been found outside so
far, a direct connection is unlikely.

Concentric squares are also used for the construction
of certain mandalas (Figures 20 and 21). These types of
mandalas seem to be a relatively recent development. The
oldest depiction of a mandala is in a cave at Dunhuang in
NW China from the 9th/10th century (Cammann 1950:
111; Nowotny 1970: 91; Brauen 1997: 14). It does not have
con-centric squares.

Haller (1989: 32) called the square a symbol of the
cosmos and, in a set of squares, he sees in the central
one an image of the sun. He provides no explanation
for his interpretation. Nakhapetjan (1994) suggests that
the merels board is a combination of two images of the
world. The first image is the set of squares. The intersect-
ing lines are explained as a second image, representing
a tree seen from above. In the Eurasian mythology the
tree is an image of the world, but if Nakhapetjan were
right, any star-like picture would be an image of a tree.
Konig (1980: 196—8) demonstrated that a pointer can
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Figure 20. Merels board as one element for the
construction of a mandala.

Figure 21. Drawing of a mandala; after Brauen (1997:
Fig. 52).

be set into the central cupule of a specific N-S orient-
ed merels board and she suggests that it was used as
a sundial. In most other cases the central cupule is not
deep enough to hold a pointer, and such a pointer would
only indicate noon, solstices and equinoxes correctly.

Circle and square

As no direct explanation for the symbolism of the
merels board has been found yet, we should go back to
the simpler forms of circle and square and to the cardinal
directions. The circular disc as the symbol for the heaven,
the square as the symbol for the earth and the cardinal
directions were already mentioned in connection with the
Chinese tools. In the early pictograms of Sumer the square
means ‘enclosure’ (Jensen 1969: 78-9). This meaning can
also be suggested for the quadratic ‘fences’ in rock art,
e.g. at Mogoy, northern Mongolia (Okladnikov 1981: Tab.
21/4), in the Pamir mountains, central Asia (Jasiewicz
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and Rozwadowski 2001) and in India (Chakravarty and
Bedna-rik 1997: Fig. 62). A circle with a central point
represents the sun in the Egyptian hieroglyphs (Betro
1996: 151) as well as in the original Chinese writing
system (Haarmann 1990: 173). The cardinal directions
are used for classification systems by many peoples. The
four segments of tribes are assigned to the directions,
similarly the winds, certain colours, animals, the human
body fluids and many other things. In such a way the
whole world can be described and summarised and thus
the cardinal directions, i.e. the orthogonal cross, can
symbolise the world.
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Figure 22. Rock painting from Jaora, Bhopal region,
India, showing the cosmos (?); redrawn after
Neumayer (1993: Fig. 120), schematic.

Circle and square together combine heaven and earth,
this represents the ‘total world’. One of the earliest ex-
amples may be shown in Figure 22. Neumayer (1993: 66)
interprets this rock painting from Jaora, Bhopal region,
India, in the style of the early hunters and gatherers as
a representation of the cosmos. This painting shows a
‘square’ (actually a rectangle), divided into several stripes
decorated with a variety of design patterns. An empty cir-
cle is in the centre. On the upper periphery of the square,
‘fish” are shown between ‘reeds’ or ‘lotus stems’. Along
two other sides are ‘water birds’, besides the rectangle
are five ‘flying birds’. The geometric design within the
rectangle does not seem to represent fields of agricultur-
ists because this kind of design is also applied to animal
bodies and is used independently. Neumayer assigns the
rock art of this style to the Mesolithic period as only ac-
tivities of hunters and gatherers are shown in contrast to
pictures of other rock art styles (1993: 31-5, 43).

The symbolism of circle and square was and is wide-
spread in Eurasia. For example it was used in architecture.
A cult centre at Dashly in Afghanistan from the second
millennium B.C. had a round fire temple in the centre, sur-
rounded by circular living quarters within a quadratic outer
wall. This can be compared with the circular hearth within
the quadratic hall of Mycenaean noble men (Brentjes 1981:
15, 40). This symbolism was later lost in the Greek and Ro-
man architecture, but it came back to western Europe with
the immigration of new Germanic people, see for example
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— — — — Figure 23. As Figure 24 shows, the Germanic symbolism

was adopted into Christianity. The seated man on this plate
/’_\ is interpreted as a priest. He holds the cross. The standing
man touches the cross. Because of his dress he is thought to
be a Frank (Wennig 1982: 18—19). To the right and above the
seated man there are sets of concentric circles and squares.

In Christianity, square and circle find their culmination

-

\,}‘ in the ‘Maiestas Domini’ (majesty of the Lord). In early
% e pictures from the fifth and sixth century Christ is sometimes
—

shown sitting or standing on a circle/sphere (Ladner 1996:
46, 48, 67). Later the ‘Maiestas Domini’ is the image of

\ < God or of Jesus on the throne surrounded by a circle and a
square/rectangle or by a mandorla and a rectangle/square.
The mandorla is the shape of the almond. The ‘Maiestas
Domini’ expresses God’s reign over earth and heaven (Fig-

L / l ure 25). Normally reviewers use the enthroned position of
God or Jesus to explain the ‘maiestas’, but in my opinion

it is the circle and the square which symbolise God’s maj-
;/\k‘ esty over heaven and world. This view is supported by an
example from Islam. Islam adheres more strictly to the

commandment not to make an image of God. In Figure
Figure 23. Visigothic stone from the museum of Nimes, 26 the ‘Maiestas Domini’ is expressed fourfold in writing
France; drawn after Biitter (1990: 37). (Al-Mulku Lillahi), redrawn from the palace Ak-Sarai of
Timur (1380) and the Gok Gumbas Mosque (1436), both
in Shar-e Sabs, Uzbekistan. The inscription forms a square,
a circle (octagon) and incorporates the eight directions. It
symbolises Sura 1,2 of the Qur-an, ‘Praise be to God, the
Lord of the Worlds’ (— 1938).

Image of
Jezusa Chrlat

Imaye of
Jesus Chrlat

Figure 25. ‘Maiestas Domini’ in Christian iconography,
schematic.

Figure 24. Relief plate from Eglise des Pélerins, eighth
century, Museum Lapidaire, Narbonne, France;

Fi 26. ‘T ] Ak- ]
drawn after Baum (1937 Fig. 191) igure 26. ‘The reign of God’; redrawn from Ak-Sarai

(1380), Shar-e Sabs, Uzbekistan.
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In the Book of Kells (Ireland or Northumbria; eighth
century), in the so-called Chi-page a rhombus is built into
the Chi (Werckmeister 1967: Figs 41-43). This rhom-
bus contains interwoven pictures of four humans, four
quadrupeds, four reptiles (water-animals) and thirteen
birds (1967: 159). The rhombus stands for the square
and thus would represent the earth. There remains the
contradiction that, according to Genesis 1, birds were to
live under the sky and reptiles in the water, not on the
earth. This is clarified through a comment of Augustinus
who specified that ‘earth’ has a more general meaning if
it is used in contrast to the heaven of God (Werckmeister
1967: 160). Reference is also made to the Epistle to the
Ephesians 3,18 where St Paul mentions the four dimen-
sions ‘latitudo, longitudo, profundum, altitudo’ (width,
length, depth, height). This was the basis for various
theological comments (Wennig 1982: 25) like ‘forma
quadrata mundi’ (the quadratic form of the world) and
‘tetragonus mundus’ (the four-cornered world). Wennig
emphasises that ‘mundus’ here means the ‘created world’.
In the belief of Judaism, Christianity and Islam heaven
and earth were created by God (Genesis 1,1 and, for
example, Sura 40,57). In contrast hereto Lao Tsu says in
the Tao Te Ching:

Heaven and earth last forever.

Why do heaven and earth last forever?
They are unborn,

So ever living. ...

(Gia-Fu Feng and English 1984, poem 7).

So we see here that the Eurasian symbolism with heaven
in the general meaning including the physical sky (circle)
versus earth (square) is modified into a Christian symbolism
with the spiritual heaven of God (circle) versus the created
world comnoged of earth and the nhvsical skv (canare)

Figure 27. Mosaic with the Pharisee and the toll
collector, Sant’ Apollinare Nuovo, Ravenna, Italy;
redrawn after Ladner (1996: 150).

Concentric squares in Christianity

Before returning to the merels board we have to look
into another symbolism in Christianity. Two rectangles,
one inside the other, mean ‘palace’ or ‘temple’ in the
Egyptian hieroglyphic writing system. This is either
the ground plan of a house in a yard or the door in the
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wall of a building (Betré 1996: 192). In the church Sant’
Appolinare Nuovo, Ravenna, Italy, consecrated in 504,
several parables are shown. One is about the story of the
Pharisee and the toll collector, St Luke 18,914 (Figure
27). The two persons are mainly characterised by their
gestures. The Pharisee has two sets of concentric squares
on his dress, one half concealed. These probably signify
him as a man of the temple. On the curtain of the building
there is also a square, probably with the same meaning.
The toll collector has a filled-in square on his dress, the
meaning of which is not known. Another example is on
a Burgundian belt buckle of the seventh century from La
Balme, Haute Savoie, France (Figure 28). Wennig (1982:
21) identified the person by comparison with similar
scenes as Jesus, sitting on a donkey, during his entry in
Jerusalem (St Matthew 21,1-7; St Mark 11,1-19; St Luke
19,29-48; St John 12,12—19). In the course of his entry
Jesus cleared the temple of tradesmen and moneychang-
ers. Consequently the set of three squares behind him may
represent a symbol of the temple. Wennig (1982: 21-2)
demonstrates with another example that the concentric
squares later became a symbol for Christ himself. This

view is supported by several other pictures (Berger 2003:
7R—KR2\Y ane af them in Fionre 29

Figure 28. Burgundian belt buckle, seventh century, from
La Balme, Haute Savoie, France; redrawn after Baum
(1937: Fig. 85).

Figure 29. Stele on Caher Island, Mayo, Ireland,
probably early eighth century; redrawn after Henry
(1963/1]: PL IV).
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Figure 30. Concave square with 46 arcs, centre of
the page of St. Matthew, Evangeliar of Echternach,
produced in Northumbria early eighth century;
redrawn after Werckmeister (1967: Pl. 6a).

The Evangeliar of Echternach, produced in Nor-
thum-bria, England, in the first quarter of the eighth century,
has a page where St Matthew is represented. In a central
position of his image a concave square is drawn (Figure
30). Starting from the corners, 46 arcs are carefully drawn
inside the square (Werckmeister 1967: Pls 4, 6a). The cen-
tre is filled by a rosette with eight leaves in a circle. This
concave square is interpreted as follows (1967: 22, 26-8,
33-5): in the Greek alphabet the values of the letters for
ADAM (1, 4, 1 and 40) build the sum of 46. The initials of
the four directions in Greek, namely Arkos (north), Dusis
(west), Anatoli (east) and Mesembria (south) again give
ADAM and 46. In antique medicine it was assumed that
the body of the human embryo is fully developed after 46
days. During the clearing of the temple from misusers, Jesus
had an argument with the Pharisees (St John 2,19-21). He
argued that he could rebuild the temple within three days
(talking about his body and the resurrection), while they
maintained that the temple had been built within 46 years.
The allegory is extended to all Christians, being a temple in
which Christ is living (Epistles 1st Corinthians 3,16—17 and
6,19-20, Ephesians 3,17). Thus the concave square with the
46 arcs is a very complex allegory. It is not only the temple
with the macrocosm (four directions) and the microcosm
(Adam), but also Christ, and the human being a temple for
Christ. Here the two symbolisms of Eurasian and Egyptian
origin have merged.

Concentric squares and the merels board

It seems quite possible that the meaning of the con-
centric squares was transferred also to the merels board,
thus making the merels board an image of the world
and/or of the temple or of Christ. While the symbolic
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depictions explained above were created in a monastic
environment, the merels board appears as a symbol only
in folk art, mainly in Christian magic. An exception is
the diagram for the Antichrist in the Beatus Manuscripts
(Figure 31). Beatus wrote a comment to the Revelation
of St John in Asturia, Spain, in the last third of the eighth
century. The original is lost, copies are dated between
920 and 1072. Many versions of the manuscript have
tabulations for finding the name of the Antichrist and his
number (of time in years; Neuss 1931: 73-80; 1988: Figs
209-218). Within these tabulations there is always a field
with an arrangement of inscriptions as shown here. The
cross is in the middle with a circle in the centre, A and L
symbolise Christ (Rev. of St John 1,8; 21,6; 22,13). These
are surrounded by ‘NOMEN ANTICHRISTI’ (name of
the Antichrist) building the inner and the outer square.
The intermediate square reads ‘In fronte et manu hunc
hunc caracterem facit’ (on the forehead and the hand he
makes here (?) the sign), apparently the Chi-Rho (X-P) is
meant, the monogram of Christ. The Roman numbers in
the diagonals, which represent the number-values of the
names of the Antichrist and of his time, are not discussed
here. This merels board in letter form is unique. Possibly
it is related to the poems in geometric forms (carmina

figurata) which were drafted in Antiquity and the Middle

Ages. The contrast between centre and periphery, Christ
versus Antichrist, is the same as in the magic procedures
in the Middle Ages and Renaissance. The magician had to
stand inside a closed figure, mostly a circle, but sometimes
a square, which was supposed to enhance his power and
to protect him against the evil spirits outside, whom he
forces to act.

ANTICHRIST
ol In fmnte£ ot manu 4%
5 7, **"1':&

Y

~_. <{NoMENT?

Figure 31. Diagram for the Antichrist; after Neuss
(1931: 74).

We may now try to explain the meaning of some merels
boards. The merels board at the house in Goslar, Germany,
is interpreted as a protective symbol in Christian magic.
Whether it was used here as the image of the world or as a
symbol per se remains open. Figures 9 and 10 cannot be used
as game boards. The central squares are properly drawn and
the directions are emphasised, especially in Figure 10, so
they may represent haphazard images of the world. Figure
8 and all N-S oriented boards are probably images of the
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world. In Figure 4 the truth lies in the centre (compare Figure
31) and the innocent finds it blindly. Figure 5 may represent
a magician in a protective cage.

For Figure 7 we need additional information about
the inscriptions. The letters J.-H.-S. or I-H-S or similar
stand for ‘lesus hominum salvator’ (Jesus, saviour of
humans). This abbreviation or monogram was used by
several people in history as their emblem, one of them was
Ignatius de Loyola. The trident with dots on each end plus
the cross over the letter H come from the Cabbala. In the
Cabbala one of the names of God is JHVH - Ieve. It can
be represented by a cross, where each branch represents
one of the four letters (Papus 1903: 83-5); compare also
the replacement by ‘tetragrammaton’ (the one with four
letters). In the Christian Cabbala the four letters JHVH
can be expanded by the letter w (Sh - shin). This leads
to a modification from JHVH, the spiritual power of the
universe, into JHShVH - Jeshuah = Jesus, the bodily hu-
man (Papus 1903: 116-8, Fig. 5). For representatives of
the Christian Cabbala this procedure demonstrated that
Jesus is the name of the Messiah, i.e. the Saviour (Yates
1991: 20, 28, 33, Figs 2, 3). The horizontal Jesus mono-
gram I H S was combined with the vertical Cabbalistic
Jesus monogram of cross and letter ¥ (shin), the two
monograms building a further cross.

Figure 32. Original emblem of the Jesuit Order;
schematically redrawn after examples.

This set was surrounded by a circle with rays (Figure 32)
and was set into a square or into an escutcheon to become
the original emblem of the Jesuit Order, which was founded
in 1534 by Ignatius de Loyola and others. This combination
of Jesus monograms was also used by other monastic orders.
It appears frequently in the rock art of the Alps, e.g. in Italy
(Figure 7); Haute Maurienne, France (Wollenik 1996: 23);
many examples in Austria (Mandl 1988: 18, 49; 1991: 63,
113, 257-64; 1993a: 45, 57, 60, 92—4, 1993b: 204; 1994b:
70, 1994c: 119, 166; 1996: 83; Adler 1991: 28; Pichler 2002:
Figs 10, 22); and in southern Germany (Wollenik 1982:
Pls 10, 20, 47). The Jesus monograms are set into a square
(Wollenik 1982: P1. 10; Mandl 1991: 63, 225, 259), into
a merels board (Figure 7) or into a hand (Wollenik 1991:
Fig. 1). Especially the Hebrew letter w (Sh - shin) was fre-
quently misunderstood in the production of petroglyphs. It
was modified to a triangle or a heart, with or without three
short lines on top (Mandl 1991: 63; Pichler 2002: Fig. 22),
or three dots were added as in Figure 7. This fact demon-
strates that the set of monograms in rock art was not used
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as monograms, but as a symbol right from the beginning. In
the case of Figure 7 the merels board may be an image of
the world or of the temple, or another symbol for Christ or
a protective cage for the magician. Concerning the purpose
of such petro-glyphs we may follow Papus when he writes
(1903: 19-20):
The theory of the practical Cabbala follows the general
theory of magic, it believes in the unity of symbol and idea
in nature, man and universe. To utilise symbols means to
impress an influence on the ideas and on the supernatural
beings (e.g. angels). This is the principle of all mystical
adjurations (translated).

Pico della Mirandola, the founder of the Christian
Cabbala, lived 1463-1494 (Yates 1991: 20), the Jesuit
order was founded 1534, the house in Goslar has a date
of 1575. These dates suggest that the use of the merels
board as a symbol is a relatively late development and not
connected with the Romans. The lifetime of petroglyphs
on limestone rocks in the Alps is expected to be relatively
short due to their high weathering rate, therefore they can
be assumed to be relatively recent. This points into the
same direction.

In conclusion, this review confirms that the merels
board in some cases was used as a symbol, not only as a
symbol for the game board, but also for something else.
There are indications, but there is no proof, that the sym-
bolism of the square (or set of squares) representing the
created world or the temple or Christ or a combination of
them was transferred to the merels board. The symbolism
of the square was developed in monastic and scholarly
circles, but it is not clear to what extent it was known by
the general public which is assumed to be responsible for
petroglyphs on rocks and buildings. Misunderstandings
may have occurred, similar to the use of the Hebrew letter
w (Sh —shin) in rock art. A few hundred years are enough
to let people forget the meaning of old symbols, similar
to the Order of Jesuits who abandoned the Cabbalistic
element from their emblem in 1998.

Another symbol:
the tombstone from Pendzikent, TadZikistan

The considerations so far are valid for a Christian en-
vironment. The merels game is, however, well known in
many other parts of the world. In the area from Azerbaijan
to Afghanistan it is known under the name ‘gatar’. ‘Qatar’
is a loan word from Arabic and means ‘several identical
items lined up, drops’ (Krotkoff et al. 1981: 384). In rock
art one board of type F is reported from Tshehel Kand,
Afghanistan (Gratzl 1978: 335—-6). This place is located in
the narrow valley that connects Afghanistan with China,
one of the branches of the Silk Road. Two merels boards
of type F exist in Kuqa, Xinjiang, China, one vertically, the
other horizontally, in Buddhist caves of the third to tenth
centuries (Quinet 1992: 48). Another board is found on a
relocated tombstone in front of the museum of Pendzikent,
Tadzikistan (Bandehzadeh et al. 2000). Pendzikent and Kuqa
are also located at branches of the Silk Road.

The tombstone from Pendzikent has a merels board
with two extensions, a cross to the right and a trident at the
bottom (Figure 33). The extending lines were clearly made
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Figure 33. The tombstone from Pendzikent, Tadzikistan (photograph by the author).

simultaneously with the board. On three sides the merels
board is surrounded by inscriptions, probably made in close
connection with the production of the merels board, as the
grooves have a similar width. Some parts of the stone were
broken off. This and the heavy pecking of other parts render
the interpretation of the inscription difficult. The inscriptions
were studied by people from Tadzikistan, Iran and Afghan-
istan. Some oddities indicate in the common opinion of the
interpreters that the writer was a Pashtu writing in Farsi. The
languages of Iran, NW-Afghanistan (Farsi) and Tadzikistan
are closely related. Pashtu is more distant. All of them belong
to the Indo-European language family.

The part on the right side is interpreted: ‘? ? in the year
one thousand three hundred and twenty two’ (Farsi) and ‘the
time was one thousand three hundred’ (Pashtu). On a tomb
stone this will be the moon year after the Hedshra (A.D.
622), which brings the date to about A.D. 1880.

The part on the lower side is upside down and has three
alternative readings in Farsi: ‘the tombstone of the hakim
transferred to the ground’ or ‘do not transfer the advice of
the hakim to the ground’ or ‘the advice which the hakim
took into the ground’.

On the left side the initial part is missing: ‘... I see mes-
sages in these stars. Will find two black houses from me’.

The term ‘hakim’ is an Arabic loan word, meaning ‘sage,
philosopher, physician’ (Krotkoff 1981: 156). It is, however,
also used as a name. None of the interpreters of the inscrip-
tion had an explanation for the merels board other than that
of a game board.

If a Pashtu wrote in Farsi (for him a foreign language),
he may have used also Chinese characters in a non-typical
way. Following this approach we find for the two signs at
the merels board the following possible explanation:

b bm [bu] has the original meaning ‘crack’ in connection

with making cracks on oracle bones (Moore 2000: 26—7).
In dictionaries it is ‘prophesy, divination’ (— 1988: 59).

:t, shi [si] =bachelor, scholar, learned person (— 1988:
736); symbol for counsellor in Chinese chess (= queen in
European chess; Murray 1969: 126).

The combination of the two characters may thus be read
‘the wise man and diviner’.

Certainly there is a symbolic meaning behind the
merels board from Pendzikent. The nebulous content of
the inscription, the uncertain interpretation ‘hakim’ =
‘sage’, and an unusual interpretation of the two signs as
Chinese characters make the whole interpretation highly
speculative. Perhaps a reader from central Asia or China
has an explanation.
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Leigh Marymor’s bibliographical database of rock art studies

Rock art studies: a bibliographic database is a compilation in progress that was begun in March 1993.
Currently the searchable database contains 14443 citations to the world’s rock art literature, with
an emphasis on English language and North American citations. More than 5500 citations are held
in the compiler’s personal library. These and many others were reviewed for annotation. They are
available on CDRom disk, and also on the Internet, as a project of the Bay Area Rock Art Research
Association Archive, Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley.

The ‘search page’ allows searches by author’s name, title of publication (article, book or periodical),
place name, or subject keyword. Complex searches are possible by entering search terms in multiple
fields (search for ‘hand’ and ‘Australia’, for example). Enter the name of a journal in the title field and
find (nearly) all of the rock art related articles published there.

This invaluable research tool, the world’s largest bibliographical database on rock art, is available at

http.//bancroft.berkeley.edu/collections/rockart.html
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GLOSSARY OF
ROCK ART RESEARCH:

a multilingual dictionary
Edited by Robert G. Bednarik,
Mario Consens, Alfred Muzzolini,
Jakov Sher and Dario Seglie

This is the first dictionary compiled specifically for rock art research. It follows the
publication of an English rock art glossary in the journal Rock Art Research in November
2000. To be adopted by the International Federation of Rock Art Organisations (IFRAQO),
it has been translated by some of the world’s foremost scholars in the field into French,
German, Italian, Spanish and Russian. In a discipline that has hitherto been without an
agreed terminology, even communication within a single language has been difficult. The
proliferation of idiosyncratic terminologies of often academically isolated researchers, many
of which have been used by only one scholar, has not only retarded progress and the
transference of knowledge, it has led to countless misunderstandings and even personal
feuds. The purpose of this dictionary is to create a single terminological standard as well
as a cross-lingual uniformity of usage. It focuses particularly on scientific aspects, technical
applications and epistemological rigour. It does not set out to create a terminological
straitjacket for the discipline, but a common standard of reference, particularly in areas
that have in the past been susceptible to greatly differing interpretations.

This dictionary comprises six sections in six languages, each listing the same terms
alphabetically. It contains also a table interlinking all of these languages, listing all terms
explained. This translation table is organised alphabetically according to the English terms.
The volume is indispensable for scientific translators, rock art scholars, archaeologists
and others concerned with aspects of pre-Historic rock art, and is also intended for the
guidance of students and authors working in this field.

Special offer to members of the thirty-eight rock art organisations
affiliated with IFRAO (including AURA)

20% discount - reduction from 39.00 euros to 31.20 euros, free shipping

Please mention that you are a member of an IFRAQO organisation
and send your order directly to:
Brepols Publishers, Customer Care Department
Begijnhof 67, B-2300 Turnhout, Belgium
Tel: +32 14 44 80 20 Fax: +32 14 42 89 19
E-mail: info@brepols.net
www.brepols.net
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