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Frontispiece. The earliest datable gyan caupar chart (Va72#7). Lucknow, 1780-82.
Commissioned from a local artist by Richard Johnson (1753-1807). Source: British Library,

London, Johnson Album 5.8. Public domain.
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INTRODUCTION

mong the pastimes most commonly

found on the shelves and floors of

children’s rooms are fairy tale books
and traditional board games. As it happens,
the two often share the same trajectory:
they originated in obscurity, were primarily
intended for adults, and had to undergo
censure before they could be safely delivered
into the hands of children. While fairy tales
were picked clean of sex and violence,
traditional board games were simplified
and stripped of any meaning beyond that of
winning and losing. The present thesis leaves
the fairy tales to the folklorists, and takes up
the subject of traditional board games; or,
to be more precise, the subject of a single
traditional board game. Snakes & Ladders is
easily one of the most successful children’s
games of all times, and since it was first
marketed toward the end of the nineteenth
century, it has been played continuously
by excited children and patient adults all
over the world. How a purely luck-driven
game could attain such popularity without
involving any element of gambling remains
a cause of wonder to game designers and
scholars alike. While I do not aim to strike at
the root of that wonder, I do hope to be able
to demonstrate why people might have been

attracted to the original version of the game
as it was played especially in eighteenth- and
nineteenth-century western India. Back
then it was not always the innocent and
abstract pastime that it has become today. It
was a game of knowledge deeply rooted in
religious thinking and capable of revealing
the innermost secrets of self and universe.
The evidence presented in the following
pages and chapters even suggests that the
earliest form of the game was not a game
at all, but rather a tantric diagram of the
subtle body with various cosmic principles
mapped on to it. Ironically, just as the Indian
game would eventually be transformed into
a European game, the mechanics that turned
the original tantric diagram into gyan caupar
may themselves ultimately have derived
from Europe.

The beginnings of Snakes & Ladders in the
West can be traced back to the late nineteenth
century.” In October 1892, the London-based
company F. H. Ayres, then one of Britain’s
leading manufacturers of sports and games
equipment, took out a design registration

> The claim featured on the Wikipedia page of
games manufacturer Jaques of London that they
began publishing the game in 1888 cannot be verified
(en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jaques_of_London).
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Fig. 0.1 Untitled game with snakes and ladders. British design registration.
F. H. Ayres, London, October 1892.

Source: National Archives, London, BT 50/182, design registration no. 200682.

for a spiral-track race game featuring snakes none of them are titled or accompanied by
and ladders as a key mechanic (Fig. 0.1). the original set of rules.” However, it does
The design was made to be printed on

paper which would then be mounted on a > I am aware of three copies held in private
collections in the UK. A further copy can be found in

the Victoria & Albert Museum in London (acc. no.
the finished product are known to exist, and B g92-1993).

circular wooden base. Only a few copies of
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