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The Fan-Ching-Shih are near Hsi-Yiin Yen (West Cloud Cliff) on Kuan-Yin mountain.
There are two large stones, one of them saddle-shaped. If a compass is placed on them, its
needle, instead of pointing north and south, turns and points east and west. Hence the name
of the rocks. Another rock is near the Mushroom-Orchid Village (Chih-lan Pao) on Shih-Ko
mountain, but here the needle turns to point west and east.?

How far back this observation went we cannot ascertain, but it was closely similar to
the classical experiments of the Portuguese commander JoZo de Castro on the island
of Chaul off the west coast of India in +1539.P

So far as it has been possible to ascertain, the vertical component of the earth’s
magnetic field (magnetic dip or inclination) was never discovered in China.
According to Mitchell (3) the first observation of it was due to Hartmann in +1544,°
and the first correct estimate of it to Robert Norman in + 1581. We have just seen
something of the help which it may give in archaeological dating.

(8) THE MAGNET, DIVINATION, AND CHESS

The whole story of magnetism in China so far has been extraordinary enough, but
there is still a little more to be said. As an addendum to it we propose to explore some
dark by-paths in the fields of divination-technique from which games such as chess
derive, for there are indications that they alone contain the clue to the first use of a
material earthly ‘south-pointer’. We must keep such an exploration as brief as possible,
avoiding the temptation to stray far afield into the realms of anthropology and
archaeology.

The essence of the problem is—how did the shao get on the shih? Why should
anyone have thought of making a model of the Great Bear at all, and of placing it on
a board? That it should be made of lodestone, shaped from a bar of magnetite into the
form of a dipper, is a thing less difficult to understand. But if it can be shown that
there were many ancient systems of divination which involved the use of ‘pieces’
similar to chess-men or other game component units, and that these ‘men’ often
represented the celestial bodies, then the whole process of thought begins to reveal
itself. .

Many remarkable scholars have devoted years of work to the history of chess (such
as van der Linde and H. J. R. Murray). The generally accepted view resulting from
their studies is that chess, the war-game as we know it today, developed first in
+ 7th-century India, whence it radiated to Persia, to the Muslim world, and ulti-
mately Europe.d But its antecedents have so far been very mysterious. Strictly

2 Tr, auct. .

b The descriptions of these are in his own route books (1, 2, 3), translated by Harradon & Ferraz (2)
and summarised by Taylor (8), pp. 183ff. From + 1538 onwards de Castro studied systematically the
variations in declination between Portugal and India, using the ‘shadow instrument’ of Nunes (cf.
Harradon & Ferraz, 1), and these are the oldest systematic observations now extant. The boulders of
Chaul, which turned his needle right round by 180°, were probably of basaltic lava like the Deccan
trap-rocks. De Castro satisfied Himself that the rock was not lodestone, but the effect was almost
certainly due to the thermo-remanence we have already discussed, with a field too weak to attract iron
filings. In connection with the Formosa description it is interesting that in 1879 Knipping described
a clear case of magnetic deviation (local variation) at the summit of the Futarasan mountains in Japan.

¢ See the translation of his letter by Harradon (1). d As also to China and Japan.
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speaking, ‘chess-men’ should be defined as the sets of pieces of the two, three, or four
contending sides in the war-game; but for the present purpose we shall find it con-
venient to define them (for lack of any better term), as any collection, set, side or
team, of small symbolic models, which may represent anything, not only component
parts of an army, but animals, or (significantly) celestial bodies such as the sun and
moon, planets, stars and zodiacal houses. Though China is the only civilisation where
a close connection between the magnet and ‘chess’2 can be shown to exist, the con-
nection between chess and astronomical-astrological symbolism is widespread in all
civilisations.

In following the argument to be presented in the next few pages, it will be best to
have before us a summary of it at the outset. What I propose is along these lines.
(1) The diviner’s board (skih?) was either used with, or related to, a technique which
consisted in throwing a set of ‘ chess’-men on to a board and noting where they came to
rest, these pieces being identified with various celestial bodies. The adjustment of the
heaven-plate on the ground-plate would be made first. (2) The stages in the discovery
of the lodestone’s directive power would have involved (a) the throwing of the pieces,
(b) the decision to make some of them of lodestone because of its obviously magic
attractive power, (c) the decision to model the Great Bear in magnetite in the shape
of a spoon, (d) the observation that it took up an oriented direction. Putting the
matter in its shortest way, the lodestone spoon was a ‘chess’-man of one of the
divinatory forms of proto-chess. The Chinese language makes no distinction between
these forms and the war-game of chess itself, both being expressed by the character
chhi»3 The game or divination-procedure is also called As:.¢

(i) The fighting chess-men of Luan Ta

The first steps in the process of discovery were being taken in the —2nd century.
The text which originally attracted my attention as of great interest, and which led to
the present train of thought, has come down to us in five versions, and is associated
with the name of Luan Ta,5 one of the magicians of the Han emperor Wu Ti. There
is a good deal of information about him in the Shih Chi:P

~ That spring (—113) (ng I6), the marquis of Lo-Chhéng, presented a memorial recom-
mending Luan Ta to the emperor. Luan Ta had been one of the eunuchs of the Prince of
Chiao-Tung, and had had the same teachers as the Perfected-Learning General (Shao Ong,¢
another imperial magician). It was this fact which had made him Magician and Pharmacist-
Royal to the Prince of Chiao-Tung....

a Although the word ‘chess’ is not properly applicable to anything except the specific war-game,
whether the pieces have a cosmological or purely military significance, inverted commas will usually be
dropped from the word henceforward, and the reader is asked to bear in mind the wider sense in which
it is being used, i.e. the many forms of divination involving the throwing or moving of symbolic pieces.
We may sometimes speak of ‘proto-chess’.

b Ch., 28, p. 27), tr. auct. adjuv. Chavannes (1), vol. 3, p. 479. Identical with ch. 12, p. 94, where
the Thang commentator Chang Shou-Chieh makes Kao Yu quote the Huai Nan Wan Pi Shu.

¢ Cf. Vol. 1, p. 108 above.
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The emperor was now regretting that he had put to death the Perfected-Learning General,
and that the fullness of his arts had not been experienced, so he welcomed Luan Ta warmly.
Luan Ta was tall and a brilliant talker, fertile in techniques, and daring in promises, never
hesitating. He said to the emperor ¢ Your subject has often been overseas and seen An Chhi,
Hsienmén (Kao) and other great magicians, but as I was an ordinary commoner they
despised me and did not take me into their confidence.. ..My master maintained that yellow
gold can be produced (artificially), that the breach in the Yellow River can be closed, that the
herb of immortality can be found, and that the Asien can be made to appear. But all your
subjects are afraid that they will meet with the same fate as the Perfected-Learning General,
so none of them dare to open their mouths. How then should I dare to speak to you of my
arts?’2. . . At the end of the interview, the emperor asked Luan Ta to demonstrate one of his
lesser arts by making chess-men (ckAi!) fight automatically, and indeed they did mutually
hit against each other (hsiang chhu chi?). :

The Chhien Han Shu’s versionP of this feat is identically worded. So far the lodestone
has not been mentioned, but it prominently appears.in the other three versions, all
from the Huai Nan Wan Pi Shu,© which, if genuinely connected with Liu An, would
be contemporary (c. —120). The excerpt preserved in Thai-Phing Yii Lan, ch. 736
is almost identical with that which the Thang commentator Ssuma Chén3 added to

the Shih Chi text, It runs;¢

The lodestone lifts (animates) (¢474) chess-men.
The blood of a cock is rubbed up with needle-iron (filings) and pounded to mix. (Then
when) lodestone chess-men are set up on the board, they will move of themselves and bump

against each other (Isiang thous).
The excerpt preserved in Thai-Phing Yii Lan, ch. 988 is a little different.f

Take the blood of a cock and mix it with iron (filings) from the grinding of needles,
pounding it with lodestone powder. Inthe day-time, put the paste on to the heads of chess-men
(chhi®) and let it dry in the sun. Then put them on the board and they will constantly bounce
against and repel (ckii?) one another.

Several things are noteworthy in the above. Exactly how it was that the magnetised
chess-men were ‘animated’ is not clear; they may have been lodestone balls with iron
underneath the board, or some of them may have been lodestone while others were iron.
Powdered magnetite would have little attractive power. The connection with needles is
interesting, and suggests that the demonstration of polarity using needles may really
have been older than we thought (p. 278 above).& But in any case the important thing is

2 Note the emphasis on alchemical arts, cf. pp. 269, 277 above. The emperor alleged that Shao
Ong had died accidentally by eating horse liver, and raised Luan Ta to high honours, but he in his

turn was executed in —112.
b Ch. 254, p. 24a. ¢ Already mentioned, p. 232 above.

d P. 8a, tr. auct.
¢ Note that the word used here is the same as that which Wang Chhung uses for ‘rotating’ th

lodestone spoon. Ssuma Chén has #f chi,® ‘repel and hit’. f P. 3b, tr. auct.
£ In the passage from the Shik Chi above, we followed Chavannes in translating hsiao fang® as ‘lesser
arts’, but it is possible that it might refer to the square ground-plate of the diviner’s board.
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the association of the magnet with the men or pieces used in divinatory proto-chess. This
is what gives significance to the several mentions of chess in connection with magnet-
ism which we have noticed above (pp. 233, 268 and 302), as well as those yet to be
mentioned.

Luan Ta’s magnetised chess-men were not forgotten, as the following examples
show. Ko Hung referred to them? as an example of a technique proved to be effective,
and elsewhereP speaks of

playing with the three (sets of) chess-men, in order to foretell the success or failure of
military enterprises.c

It will be remembered that Ko Hung spent the latter part of his life in alchemical
pursuits in the Lo-fou Shan mountains north of Canton; we are not, therefore,
surprised to read in the Lo-Fou Shan Chih':4

Under the Shih-Lou Féng peak there is a stone as smooth as a mirror, and on it there used
to be 18 chess-men, some black, some white. They moved to and fro and pushed each other
about, yet if you tried to pick them up you could not do so. This was called *spirit chess’
(hsien £2).e - ‘

Again, Jen Kuang3 gives a term for chess-men in + 1126, pai yao hsiian shih,* the
‘white-jade magnetite objects’ (cf. p. 232 above, and Table 53).f And there are later
references to wooden horses and paper men being made to dance by the use of magnets.8

Some food for thought is provided by occidental legends which parallel this
material. In the Far West, St Augustine (+ 354 to 4 430), a long time after Luan Ta,
was much struck by seeing pieces of iron move about on a silver plate under the
influence of a lodestone manipulated below.! An episcopal colleague, Severus, saw
this done at the house of Bathanarius (‘some-time a Count of Affrica’) and later
demonstrated it to Augustine.! But a flotation method also enters in, for when about
+ 325 Julius Valerius made that Latin translation of Pseudo-CallisthenesJ which (as
the Res Gestae Alexandri Macedonis) became one of the great sources of the medieval

a Pao Phu Tzu (Nei Phien), ch. 3, p. 5b (Feifel (1), p. 201).

b Pao Phu Tzu (Nei Phien), ch. 3; p. 20a (Feifel (1), p. 195).

¢ The meaning of this will be understood later; see p. 321.

d By Thao Ching-I5 (+1716) but based on the early history of the region by Kuo Chih-Meib (before
+1053). .

e Ch. 1, p. 275, tr. auct. I myself have often seen stone chess-boards in grottoes of Taoist temples,
such as the beautiful San Chhing Ko, near Kunming. Cf. Vol. 2, Fig. 40.

f Shu Hsii Chih Nan? (Literary South-Pointer), ch. 9, p. 13¢".

g E.g. in the Sung, the encyclopaedia Shih Lin Kuang Chi \Guide through the Forest of Affairs),
ch. 10; in the Chhing, the Wu Li Hsiao Shik (Small Encyclopaedia of the Principles of Things), entry
under lodestone, ch. 12, pp. 2aff. .

b De Civitate Dei, Xx1, 4; cf. Jenkins (1).

i Nothing ever seems to die in these affairs. At Christmas 1959 I was delighted at being asked to
participate in a game of magnetised footballers, the figures being moved from beneath the board in the
age-old way. o :

i This core of the Alexander Romance was, it is thought, composed at Alexandria in the —2nd
century, but the later embroiderings and accretions were voluminous. "
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‘Alexander Romance’,® he incorporated a very relevant passage. According to this
corpus of legend Alexander’s father was the last of the Egyptian kings, Nectanebus
the magician. It was his custom to make divination about the outcome of naval battles
by floating model ships of wax with model crews in a basin of water. They began to
move, says the text, seeming to be alive, but if the omens were good they would sink
when he passed his ebony wand around the basin, uttering invocations to the gods of
the upper and lower regions.® Though the legend does not mention the presence of
lodestone and iron, it surely must have been invented, as Taylor says,® by someone
who had seen or practised such ‘magic’. The story is particularly interesting because
it forms a ‘pre-historic’ background for the development of the floating magnetic
needle of which our first description is Chinese of the early +11th century. Evidence
already presented (p. 277) indicates that this could have originated in China at any
time after the +4th. One might almost venture to predict that somewhere in the vast
mass of Chinese legendary material there will be found some parallel account of
Luan Ta’s chess-men turned marines and gone to sea. Nothing suggests that the
European stories were not quite independent. But there is equally nothing to indicate
that the knowledge behind them led to the invention of the floating-compass.

(i) Chess and astronomical symbolism

Let us now approach the matter from another angle. A great wealth of information
exists about chess in medieval Europed and it is likely, on philological grounds, that
the earliest knowledge of it by Europeans was early in the + 1oth century. But there
is no specific mention of it before the + r1th; the first date having now been pushed
back from the famous letter of Peter Damiani (+ 1061) to certain wills and bequests on
the Pyrenean frontier about + 1010.¢ The entry of the game to Europe was thus almost
certainly through Spain from the Muslim world, where it had long been well-known.f
In the + roth century Firdausi in Persia had played it,¢ and al-Mas‘Gd1 had written,
or attempted to write, its history.h It seems quite certain that the Arabs obtained it
from India, where the earliest references to it (as chaturanga) occur early in the
+7th’ century. There it had developed from an earlier game which had also used a
checker-board (asht@pada) and which had probably been a race-game in which dice
were used.! Most of the authorities have considered that Chinese chess (using the
word in its most precise sense) was derived from India, but their grounds for this are
very weak; its ‘Indian ancestry’, said Murray,} rests upon ‘the identity of certain

a For the general background of this see Cary ().

b In medieval pictures illustrating the Alexander Romance Nectanebus is generally represented with
his wand and basin as well as a sighting-tube for observing the stars (cf. Vol. 3, p. 333)

¢ (8), pp- 931f.

d v, d. Linde (1, 2); v. d. Lasa (1); H. J. R. Murray (1).

e Murray (1), p. 402; v. d. Linde (2), p. 54; Garner (1).

f The Latin name scacus, or ludus scacorum, is a direct derivative of Persian shah, king; and mnate
comes from Persian mat.

g Murray (1), p. 155. h Murray (1), p. 209.

i Murray (1), pp. 33, 42; v. d. Linde (1), p. 34.

§ (1), p. 110,



