CHAPTER 1

“LUDUS INHONESTUS ET ILLICITUS?”
CHESS, GAMES, AND THE CHURCH
IN MEDIEVAL EUROPE

Robert Bubczyk

he game of chess was among those forms of entertainment whose
practical role in socializing and educating aristocratic society across
medieval Europe was depicted in various works of literature, handbooks,
and philosophical treatises.! However, some men of letters and lawmak-
ers, who wrote statutes about board games and games of chance, did not
always consider games favourable activities. Apart from the admiration
and approval of chess, tables (also known as fabula, an early version of
backgammon), and dice by some secular authors, other voices were also
raised—and they were not isolated—in criticism of these activities as idle
pastimes. Dissatisfaction with—and even downright condemnation of—
the game of chess and other games was occasionally expressed by authors
of epic poems and books of instruction, but most especially by the rep-
resentatives of ecclesiastical authorities in their treatises, synod statutes,
and other church rules and regulations. Yet despite the vast amount of
criticism against games, clergy, preachers, and other ecclesiastics often
enjoyed playing games and even occasionally used them as teaching tools
in their sermons. Given the widespread appeal of chess, tables, and games
of chance across the social strata throughout the later Middle Ages, why
did these popular pastimes—seemingly more than hunting, dancing, and
other recreational activities—encounter such serious opposition, particu-
larly among ecclesiastics??
This chapter investigates how, and further why, representatives of the

Catholic Church directed criticism toward chess and other games. While
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one of the most common criticisms condemned games as sinful activi-
ties, others pointed out other negative sides of gaming, such as the loss
of money and property through gambling. The attitude of the medieval
Church toward games and gamesters is worth studying for several rea-
sons. Firstly, the Church was a centralized and powerful religious insti-
tution with mighty bishoprics and dense parochial networks covering
most territories of whole countries. The opinions of the Church’s senior
dignitaries concerning almost every sphere of everyday life were highly
important by the secular authority and, in numerous cases, regarded as
binding, not only by the clergy but also by lay members of the society.
Secondly, in Europe of the later Middle Ages, including its eastern fron-
tiers, ecclesiastics constituted a relatively significant proportion of the
whole community. Thus, any attempt to understand the role games
played in European medieval culture must consider the Church’s say on
the matter as well.

In the following pages, I provide an overview of ecclesiastical atti-
tudes toward chess and other games across Europe to provide a more
nuanced understanding of the complex relationship between games and
the Church. This chapter begins by highlighting the prevailing criticisms
toward chess and other games by members of the Church in the later
Middle Ages, and later sections of this chapter trace the development of
criticism toward chess and other games by ecclesiastics and secular dig-
nitaries across Europe, including an in-depth analysis of attitudes toward
games in medieval Poland.

‘Sinful’ Games

Undeniably, the clergy adopted anti-chess attitudes, and this position
intensified among the representatives of monastic life. English clergy-
man Robert Mannyng, often named Mannyng of Brunne, vehemently
expressed a disapproval of chess and other table games, for instance.
Belonging to the Order of Gilbertines, Robert is known to have spent his
life in the monasteries of Sempringham and Sixhills, together with a resi-
dency at the Gilbertine priory at Cambridge, St Edmund’s. In his Middle
English confessional manual Handlyng Synne (1303), Mannyng cautions
his readers to show restraint when playing dice, chess, and tables:

Wyth hasadoure,

Hauntyst tauerne, or were to any pere

To pleye at the ches or at the tablere,
Specially before the noun

‘Whan Goddys seruyse oghete to be doun,
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Hyt ys azens the comaundment
And holy churches asent

Zyf thou be infra sacros.’

[As a gambler,

Who frequents the tavern, or were to any similar place,
To play at chess or at tables,

Especially before noon

When God’s service ought to be done,

It is against the commandment

And the holy Church’s approval

Then you would be violating the sacred.]

Mannyng does not condemn the games completely but argues that one
should not pursue such pastimes before noon, as engaging oneself in
activities of this kind might lead to losing all track of time and, in con-
sequence, neglecting a morning service in church. His criticism speaks
to a common effect of game playing: the power of games to completely
absorb players at the expense of one’s daily responsibilities.

The same dangers that might arise from indulging in this sense of
immersion were also pointed out by a Scottish author in his fifteenth-
century Ratis Raving (also known as Advice from a Father to His Son).
Although he acquainted his young reader with board games and games of
chance, the writer did not recommend them to his child reader, providing
a list of reasons to avoid engaging in this form of entertainment: “Now
at the tables, now at the ches, weill oft and feldin at the mes” [Now at
tables, now at chess, well often and failing at the mass].* Chess and tables
absorbed the mind of the player so completely that, as in Mannyng’s
warning above, immersion can lead to becoming engrossed in one’s play
and missing mass as a result.

Criticism of chess and other games also appeared in the genre of didactic
literature known as specula principis (mirrors of princes). In this particu-
lar genre, condemnation of board games was uncommon, and we only
have a few isolated known cases. Overwhelmingly, writers used board
games as positive pedagogical tools, such as with Thomas Hoccleve’s (ca.
1368-1426) use of Jacobus de Cessolis’ Liber de moribus hominum et officiis
nobilium ac popularium super ludo scacchorum [Book of the Morals of Men
and the Duties of Nobles and Commoners—or, On the Book of Chess] as
a source for his De Regimine Principum [Regiment of Princes|. In contrast,
one of those few exceptional passages where we find critical opinion of
board games comes from the Scandinavian Peninsula; written during the
reign of King Hakon IV (mid-thirteenth century), Konnungs Skuggsja was
composed by an anonymous friar, who was a member of one mendicant
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order and was closely associated with the Norwegian royal court. The
author—speculated to be Ivan Boder, the tutor of young Hakon—stayed
at the court of King Inge (1204-1217), Hakon’s predecessor. The con-
tent of the work is clearly influenced by Disciplina Clericalis, the popular
twelfth-century collection of tales by Petrus Alfonsi, which considered
chess to be one of seven knightly skills.” Konnungs Skuggsjd, however,
treats chess as a sinful game to be berated alongside gambling, drinking,
and other tavern-like fare:

And further, there are certain things which you must beware of and shun
like the devil himself: these are drinking, chess, harlots, quarreling, and
throwing dice for stakes. For upon such foundations the greatest calamities
are built; and unless they strive to avoid these things, few only are able to
live without blame or sin.®

For this cleric, games of chess and dice (the latter played for stakes) are
equally responsible for misfortune and act as a gateway to further sinful
behavior.

Another critical view of games in the specula principis genre comes
from late medieval Bohemia. In the latter half of the fifteenth century,
Pavel Zidek, one of the king’s courtiers, wrote such a treatise for the
Husite king, George of Kunstat and Pod&brady (1420-1471). Zidek was
a thoroughly educated clergyman and university lecturer who spent his
life in the middle of the Husite religious conflicts in Bohemia. Zidek
included a scholarly disquisition on diverse games among the numerous
pieces of advice he gave to the king in his specula principis, hoping to
discourage the monarch from playing any of them. Discussing games in
general, Zidek argues that the king should never play games for stakes
with his subjects because of his privileged social status. If he won, he
would show his greed toward the poorer players. On the other hand, if
he were defeated, he would suffer a loss in their eyes. Zidek’s attitude
toward the game of chess, even if the game were not played for stakes,
was explicitly negative. The Czech writer perceived this pastime as a
boring and time-consuming activity and thus unsuitable for anyone,
especially the king.’

We also find harsh criticism of chess by the clergy across Europe
throughout the later Middle Ages. Another notable example appears in
a unique Middle English faux-letter on fol. 161r of Trinity College,
Dublin MS 281 (mid-fifteenth century), where the writer, on hearing
that a fellow monk may be leaving religious life, records a vision urg-
ing the monk to stay with his order. The vision, likely produced in
an English monastery in Sheen, county Surrey, pits chess, tables, and
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other aristocratic pursuits as temptations against the life and values of
the church:

And aftyrward I sey manye fendys icome for to brynge ou out of yuore
ordyr, and some of hem profrede ou tenyse ballys and some bowe and
arowys and some tables and ches and othyr sueche harlotrye. And aftyr-
ward I seye a foule deuyl most and vglyest of alle stande in a pulpytt, and
he hadde a woman in hys armys and schewede you here nakede brest
down to penawyl and seyde pat ye shuld go wyt hym. And pane I saw oure
prioure and pe couent come wyt many smale cordys and fastnede hem
aboute ou and conseylede ou wyt fayre suete worde for to abyde wyt hem.
And so pey taryede ou. But for al pys e wolde not abyde. And also I sey
two of oure brethryn in blake mantyllys as e were hauynge on here hedys
too fayre crownys of glod. And I sey a fayre onge child stonde beside ou
holdynge a fayre crowne in hyshandys and profredyt to ou.®

[And afterwards I saw that many enemies came to bring you out of your
order. Some of them delivered to you tennis balls, bows and arrows,
tables, chess, and other such harlotries. Afterwards, I saw that a foul devil,
the ugliest of all, stood in a pulpit; he had a woman in his arms, who
was naked from the breast down to her bowels and said that you should
go with him. Then I saw your priory and covent came with many small
cords. They fastened them around you and counselled you with fair,
sweet words to stay with them. And so they delayed you. But even so you
would not abide them. I also saw two of your brethren in black mantels,
as you had on the hair of your head two fair crowns of gold. I saw a fair
young child stunned beside you holding a fair crown in his hands; he
delivered it to youl].

Recalling his dream, the author describes a meeting with three visi-
tors: a squire, a cook, and a clerk. These three guests try to persuade his
friend to leave the monastery and serve God in the outside world. In the
passage quoted above, the numerous temptations—tennis balls, a bow
with arrows, tables, chess, and women—aim is to dissuade him from
his faith and brethren. In addition, a half-naked woman and a golden
crown appear before the clergyman to represent carnal temptations and
avarice. Marvin Colker notes that the manuscript’s index on folio 5r con-
nects the reuelacio (vision) with the narracio (exemplum) in which a Jew
converts to Christianity (fols. 162r—v). Sandwiched between an extract
from Augustine’s De civitate Dei (fols. 159r-160v, 161v), the vision stands
as the only Middle English text in the manuscript, which largely consists
of theological works such as Richard Rolle’s De emendation vitae and the
pseudo-Augustinian work Speculum peccatoris.” For our purposes, the ref-
erences to chess and tables here suggest that these board games, with their
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associations with élite culture, could be a great threat to the devout and,
again, activities best avoided.

Thus far, the previous examples, which were primarily written by
monks and friars, showcase critical attitudes toward chess and other
games. While we may assume that this criticism is the prevailing view
among the clergy across Europe, the clerical attitudes toward games
were not so clean-cut and often changed over time. Chess frequently
balanced on the edge of the Church’s consent, and the attitude of senior
clergymen and secular dignitaries toward this pastime was inconsistent
and varied. On the one hand, chess was approached with the greatest of
caution and suspicion, as the above examples have shown. This distrust
of chess may have stemmed, in part, from the game’s origin as an Islamic
game, since the original players would not have been Christians. On the
other hand, chess was a sophisticated intellectual activity, which likely
involved this game in fundamental medieval disputes over the advan-
tage of faith over mind. There is no doubt that the game’s penchant
for intellectual strategy, combined with its growing popularity among
the aristocracy, made chess increasingly attractive and brought on new
adherents, including those among the clergy. Clerical support is not sur-
prising given the fact that common representatives of the clergy as well
as its more senior members, including prelates and bishops, were often
recruited from among aristocratic families. Thus, they frequently inher-
ited the way of life of a secular landlord and all its attributes, including
the skill of playing chess.

Early Attitudes toward Chess

One example of the active and even consuming interest some monks
took in the game of chess appears in the late tenth-century work entitled
Versus de Scachis, written in the Benedictine monastery of Einsiedeln
(Switzerland) and found in two extant manuscripts.'” For the most part,
the text contains information about the rules of the game of chess, which
historian Harold Murray notes are identical with the earlier Islamic
game."! The reader could learn the names and functions of respective
pieces and their moves on the chessboard. Undoubtedly, the anonymous
author admired the game; at the beginning of the treatise, he introduces
chess as an honest activity, free from any deception and gambling:

Si fas est ludos abiectis ducere curis/ Est aliquis, mentem quo recreare
queas./ Quem si scire velis, huc cordis dirige gressum,/ Inter complacitos
hic tibi primus erit./ Non dolus ullus inest, non sunt periuria fraudum,/
Non laceras corpus membra vel ulla tui./ Non soluis quicquam nec
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quemgquam soluere cogis;/ Certator nullus insidiosus erit./Quicquid dam-

noso perfecerit alea ludo/ Hic refugit totum simplicitate sui.'?

[If it is lawful to play games in order to throw away cares. It is a process, the
thought occurs to recreate more than he is able. Yet if he should wish to
know, to come hither the heart and wend thy feet; here is a game that you
will rank first among delightful games. No, there is no guile, no perjury or
fraud. You do not injure your body or any of your limbs, you pay nothing,
and compel no one to pay. No player will be deceitful. Dice will affect any-
thing by an injurious game, this game avoids all by its straightforwardness.

Here the monk contrasts chess with dice, specifically remarking that
no dice are used to play the game of chess. Earlier rules for chess were
fluid, wherein different regional rules and the use of dice gained sway
for speeding up the game; our modern rules only began to solidify in the
later fifteenth century.' In his exploration of chess and allegory in the
Middle Ages, Daniel O’Sullivan argues that earlier texts “remained static
or textually cumbersome,” largely serving to describe the game and its
pieces to an audience new to the game. In the later Middle Ages, when
the game was well-known and widespread across Europe, authors could
“move beyond static relationships among the pieces and lead their readers
through the moves of a specific game.”!* The Versus de Scachis, together
with other similar explanations of chess such as early twelfth-century
Latin “Winchester Poem” composed at Winchester for a clerical audience,
indicate that rules and early enthusiasm for the game circulated in nearby
churches and monasteries.

A letter to Pope Alexander II, composed between 1061 and 1062,
reflects a lack of consistency the Church and secular authorities held
toward chess. Written by the Cardinal-Bishop of Ostia, Peter Damian
(1007-1072), the letter imposed a penalty on the bishop of Florence for
playing chess with travellers one evening while he and the Cardinal-
Bishop were travelling together. Damian recounts that he had asked the
bishop why he had played chess, which he deemed a vile game:

Rectene, inquam, tuique erat oficii uespere, in scaccorum uanitate colludere,
et manum Dominici corporis oblatricem, linguam inter Deum, et populum
mediatricem, sacrilegi ludibrii contanimatione foedare? Praesertim cum
canonica decernat auctoritas, ut aleatores Episcopi deponantur.'®

[Well, I mean, it was his duty to take part in the vanity of chess in the
evening, and to defile his hand, the offerer of the Lord’s body, and his
tongue, the mediator between God and His people, by the contamina-
tion of an impious sport, especially when canonic authority decrees that
Bishops who are dice-players (aleatores) are to be deposed?]
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The Bishop of Florence pleaded not guilty, claiming that scachus (chess)
is not associated with alea (gambling) and that the game has nothing in
common with gambling. The cardinal-bishop, however, sustained his
accusations. According to him, both games were encompassed by alea’,
which was forbidden by the Church and “[h]oc autem diximus, ut,
quam inhonestum, quam absurdum, quam denique fedum sit in sacer-
dotem ludibrium ex alterius emendation noscatur” [This we have said
that it may be known from the correction of another, how shameful,
how senseless, nay how disgusting this sport is in a priest].!® In his pio-
neering work A History of Chess, Murray remarks that both arguments
only make sense if the game of chess was played with dice: “The two
disputants knew chess as a game that was often played with the help of
the dice.”"”

These early examples show us that, starting from the introduction of
chess in tenth-century Christian Europe, representatives of the Church
did not adopt a uniform attitude toward chess, although gambling and
dice-playing were already clearly condemnable.!”® Written reports on
chess are often contradictory, depending on the tradition of the genre
within which they function. However, the official line of the Church,
expressed in different documents such as resolutions of synods and other
similar sources, generally shows an early disapproval toward games, even
if they were tolerated or recommended in other areas of cultural and
social activity.

Banning Games

While chess historian Richard Eales observes that some ecclesiastics dis-
played a “progressive relaxation” toward chess in the later Middle Ages,
other evidence demonstrates that the ambivalent attitudes toward chess
and other board games began to shift and harden as disapproval pro-
gressed to commendation.' As chess and other games—especially those
played for stakes—continued to gain popularity, the institutional Church
increasingly criticized them, which resulted in the large number of bans
issued on different games, including chess. The attacks on games from the
Church intensified primarily during the twelfth century, which can be
associated—as Jacques Le Goff aptly argues—with social and economic
transformations that were taking place in Europe. The dissemination of
the commodity-monetary economy led to an increase in cash flow, which
began to spread outside local markets. Those who possessed cash increas-
ingly tended to turn their backs on pious endowments, instead allocat-
ing money to entertainment.?’ Such practices must have raised concerns
among church officials and led to an exacerbation of the traditional
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rivalry and conflict of values with the aristocracy. Thus, chess and other
games became a pretext to enter into ideological disputes.

Bans on games, including chess, tables, and games of chance, were
introduced primarily by provincial church authorities and addressed to
the clergy in general. However, bans on games also influenced actions
taken by secular rulers, who established their own laws limiting the
access of their subjects to games, especially those played for stakes. For
instance, a directive issued in 1190 to the armies under Richard the First
of England in the Anglo-French Crusade to the Holy Land banned mem-
bers of ranks lower than a knight in the Christian army from gambling.
According to the same order, knights and clergymen were allowed to
indulge in this pastime on the condition that the sum of cash lost in the
game would not exceed twenty shillings a day. Penalties included paying
a hundred shillings to the army’s archbishops and receiving a whipping
that lasted up to three days. These restrictions applied to everyone except
the leaders of the crusade, the English King Richard the Lionheart, and
French monarch, Philip II Augustus.?!

I will discuss other royal bans on games below, but here let us first
continue a review of the stances adopted by representatives of the Church
toward board games. The Bishop of Paris, Odode Sully, who lived at the
turn of the twelfth century, placed in his criticism of games a mark of
equality between chess and dice, just like the Cardinal-Bishop of Ostia
mentioned above. In one of his decrees, which was issued at the synod in
Paris and addressed to the clergy of his diocese, he banned not only play-
ing these two games, but also possessing them:

Prohibetur districte sacerdotibus ne habeant secum prolem quam in sacro
ordine genuerint propter scandalum. Et ne in suis domibus habeant scacos
vel aleas vel decios omnino prohibetur.??

[In particular, the priests who fathered their offspring when they had
already been ordained are forbidden to keep them by their side. Also, may
they not keep in their dwellings chess or dice of any kind — this ban has
no exceptions.|

A milestone in church policy of restrictions toward games then occurred
during the Fourth Lateran Council of 1215, where the council reached
important decisions concerning some games; the clergy was prohibited, not
only from participating in games of chance, but also from observing them:
“Clerici...ad aleas vel taxillos non ludant, nec huiusmodi ludis intersint”
[Clerics must not play dice, they should also steer clear of them].?®

One can say that the Lateran bans took their toll and formed the

foundations and inspirations for further actions taken by local church
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authorities in different European countries. In England, for example,
dice and chess were both put on the list of activities that were forbidden
to the clergy according to a directive issued in England by the Synod of
Worcester in 1240.%*

The Archbishop of Canterbury, John Peckham, in one of his letters
of January 1281, was also full of indignation when he condemned the
game of chess as a vile activity played by the monks in the monastery of
Coxford, in county Norfolk:

Scaccorum autem ludum et consimilia scurrilia solatia vobis omnibus,
occasione Roberti de Hunstaneston, perpetue inhibemus, quod si ipse vel
vestrum aliquis contrarium praesumpserit attemptare, ipsum ad ingressu
ecclesiae et omni actu legitimo suspendimus, donec tribus diebus in pane
et aqua jejuneverit, omni dispensatione circa hoc cuilibet subditio nostro
penitus interdicta.?

[The game of chess and other clownish entertainments which have been
introduced by Robert de Hunstaneston will be forbidden forever. If he
himself or anyone else dare to break this law, we will suspend them, on the
strength of law, from the right to enter the church and perform all duties
unless they fast for three days on bread and water. This law is binding
without any exceptions in this matter for anyone under our authority.]

Addressed to the local prior, this correspondence relates that his fellow
monks had learned how to play chess from a man called Robert de
Hunstaneston. The archbishop, outraged over this fact, called chess and
similar games “clownish activities” and categorically demanded that the
monks stop playing the game. Peckham’s strict, resolute tone marks chess
as a deplorable activity. Any violation of the archbishop’s order would
lead to dire consequences and a suspension of all legal rights.

Positive Attitudes toward Games

Despite the overwhelming evidence of criticism and bans against chess
and other games by the church authorities, these games nevertheless
remained a favorite pastimes of some representatives of the English
clergy. Bogo of Clare (d. 1294), the younger son of Richard of Clare,
Earl of Gloucester and Hereford, was among the admirers of chess and
games for stakes, which he could certainly indulge in while receiving a
large income from his church estates. This clergyman and aristocrat also
held the deanery in Stafford and the canonries in Exeter and Chicester,
and from 1287, he was also the chancellor of the church in Llandaff.
The accounts, written by his treasurer, Walter of Reyny, reveal the fact
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that on a Sunday of 1285, the clergyman assigned three shillings for the
game of dice. Bogo of Clare also played chess; he is known to have been
sent an familia ad scaccarium (inexpensive chess set) worth two pence at
Thatcham in county Essex, where he was staying at the time.?® Bogo of
Clare is but one example, and not an isolated one, of a clergyman who
held the attitude of a typical secular aristocrat toward different kinds of
entertainment and did not attach much importance to ecclesiastical bans
on these games despite their being, of course, imposed by the institution
he himself represented.

Other ecclesiastics attempted to appropriate gaming objects for devo-
tional purposes. Around 1000 CE, Wibold, the Bishop of Cambray in
Northern France, invented a game called “Ludus Regularis Seu Clericalis”
[A Game Suitable for Monks and Priests] by using dice rolls for moral
purposes. Players would roll three dice (or one die three times) and match
their dice roll to one of fifty-six corresponding virtues. Wibold assigned
a point value from three to eighteen for each virtue by adding the pips
on the dice (e.g., a roll of 6—6—6 would equal eighteen). A monk would
then score his cast by adding a sum of the accompanying numbers for a
total of twenty-one. For a roll of 6—6—6, which corresponds to the virtue
humilitas (humility), the accompanying virtue is caritas (love), the best
virtue of all (valued at three points or a roll of 1-1-1). The objective of
the game is to create a pair of virtues with the highest point total. If a
virtue had already been taken by a previous player’s roll, the monk would
try to form another pair with his cast or pass his turn. The most virtuous
player (or, player with the highest point total) won. By playing Wibold’s
game, monks could still enjoy the casting of dice and reflect upon devout
qualities.?”

The stances of Bogo of Clare and Wibold outlined above regarding
games are two examples of the many that illustrate the existence of a cer-
tain discrepancy that was likely present between the promoted model of
an ideal priest and the reality created by the actual circumstances of the
cultural and social framework in which the people of the Church lived,
worked, and played on a daily basis. There is certainly no doubt that the
supposed problem of game playing existed in the church and was clearly
noticeable and that the institutional Church tried to tackle it through the
application of multiple methods of dissuasion.

Preachers and Their Games

By the late Middle Ages, games had begun to appear in sermons all
over Europe. As Serina Patterson shows in her chapter on the literary
fortune-telling game Ragemon le Bon, some members of the clergy even
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incorporated popular games into their sermons for lay audiences.?® For
the most part, however, games were still subjected to criticism from
preachers. For instance, one such critic, Robert Rypon of the English
Durham monastery, still preached against games in the fourteenth and
fifteenth centuries. He stigmatized the game of chess and tables in one of
his recorded sermons, where he called them unnecessary and useless:

But men schulde spende the day in good werkes and the nygt in the reste of
the body, as need asketh, and the remenant in prayer, worschippynge and
thonkynge of God...Also, in such wakynges, men useth many vanytees,
as playenge at the chesse and the tables, and in tellynge of many yvel tales,
also lesynges and bakbitynges, and thus thei leseth her tyme and deserveth
maugre, and noght onliche greeveth God but also her owne soules.?’

[But men should spend the day doing good work and the night resting
their body, as the need arises, and the remainder of time in prayer, wor-
shipping, and thanking God....Also, when they are awake at night, men
use many vanities, such as playing at chess and tables, telling many evil
tales, inventing lies, and slander; thus, they lose their time and deserve
misfortunes. They not only grieve God, but also their own souls.]

When games are played at night, writes Rypon, they steal time away
from folks who need it to rest from their daily duties. Thus, those who
indulge themselves in such iniquities deserve to suffer disasters.

John Wycliffe (1328—1384) remarked with indignation in his treatises
that it was clergymen themselves who devoted their time to games of
chess and tables at taverns, a common place for games and gambling:

That thei haunten tauernes out of mesure and stiren lewid men to dronke-
nesse, ydelnesse and cursed swerynge and chydynge and figttynge; for
thei wolen not traueilen faste in here gostly office after crist and his apos-
tlis, that ful bisili hath taught hem, therefore thei fallen to nyse pleies,
at tables, chees and hasard, and beten the stretis, and sitten at the tau-
erne til thei han lost here witt, and than chiden and stryuen and figten

sumtyme.‘w

[That they frequent taverns out of measure and stir lewd men to drunken-
ness, idleness, and cursed swearing, and chiding, and fighting; for they
would not travel fast in their spiritual office after Christ and his apostles,
who had diligently taught them; therefore, they fall to foolish play, at
tables, chess and hazard, roam the streets, and sit at the tavern until they
have lost their wit. Then they sometimes chide, quarrel, and fight.]

Elsewhere in this collection, Tamsyn Rose-Steel observes how the tavern
and the church were often considered oppositional places, with the tavern
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representing a place of carnal pleasure.* For Wycliffe, clergymen at play
in the tavern then reveal the hypocrisy of the Church. In another treatise,
he remarks:

Prestis also sclaundren the peple bi ensaumple of ydelnesse and wauntoun-
nesse, for comynly thei chouchen in softe beddis whanne othere men risen
to here labour, and blabren out matynys and masse as hunteris with-outen
deuocion and contemplacion, and hien faste to mete richely and costly
arayed of the beste, and then to slepe, and soon a-noon to tablis and chees
and tauerne and betynge of panement, and that speken of lecherie, of
deprauynge of goode men, that wolen not sue here companye.*?

[Priests also slander the people by example of idleness and extravagance,
for commonly they lie down in soft beds when other men rise to their
labor. They also blabber out matins and mass as hunters without devo-
tion and contemplation, and rise to fast to the best food, which is richly
and costly arrayed. Then they sleep until noon when they then play
at tables and chess at the tavern with the betting of garments. These
preachers speak of lechery, of depraving good men, who would not share
their company.]

In both instances, Wycliffe’s portrait of clergymen as gamesters serves to
undermine the Church’s ideology and management and acts as evidence
for clerical reform. Here the clergymen are depicted as privileged and
superficial, indulging in the earthly pleasures they condemn in their ser-
mons. For Wycliffe, they do not serve as good models of moral virtue for
their congregations.

In continental Europe, the illustrious Czech church reformer and theo-
logian, Jan Hus (1370-1415), adopted a similar critical attitude toward
household games. His view of games was not always consistent, however,
and altered as he acculturated the customs of the Church. In a letter written
in 1414, Hus revealed that he had played chess in his youth and had even
quarrelled over the game with his gaming partner. After becoming a priest,
however, Hus’s view of games changed drastically. In his fifteenth-century
commentary to the Decalogue, Hus penned a list of reprehensible activities,
which included gluttony, drunkenness, outshouting one another, obscen-
ity, courtship, dance, participation in tournaments, avaricious trading, and,
last but not least, playing dice, chess, and tables. All these activities, when
performed on a Sunday, could, according to Hus, effectively dissuade indi-
viduals from reading or listening to the Holy Bible, which was unaccept-
able. Furthermore, in his other work Hus openly criticized examples of
the intolerable engagement of priests in secular pastimes. According to the
preacher, there were secular lords who deliberately appointed as members
of their inner circle clergymen who could play games, including chess, or
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participate in other lay pastimes, such as hunting.*® Not surprisingly, Hus
shows outright indignation toward this appointment and we can see in
Hus someone who had completely converted and become fully indoctri-
nated by ideologies of the Church.

Another Czech preacher and author, Peter Cheléicky (ca.1390—
ca.1460), followed Hus’s criticism of gaming and other entertainments.
In one of his works, titled Postilla, Cheléicky openly condemned priests
who found employment in different aristocratic courts and approved
of or even assumed the worldly occupations of their lords. According
to Chel¢icky, among the reprehensible pastimes encountered in castles
and manors were laziness, day-long idleness, gluttony, drunkenness, and
debauchery. Chess, tables, and cards were added to this list.>* What we
see in these few examples is an overwhelming anxiety toward clerical
indulgence in game playing, especially in aristocratic households.

This latest wave of criticism toward games, which swept through late
medieval sermons and written commentaries, was accompanied by regu-
lations issued by the institutionalized Church in the form of diocesan leg-
islation. Bishops and prelates, developed formal, highly critical attitudes
toward games, especially against gambling. Occasionally their criticism
was directed at chess, and this was recorded in the statutes of synods.
Another such synod took place in Ely, England, in 1364. One of the stat-
utes, which was issued by the local bishop, Simon of Langham, imposed
not only a ban on playing chess and dice, but also on spending time in the
proximity of those who pursued such pastimes. Referring to the Fathers
of the Church in his commentary to this ban, the Bishop of Ely argued
that such practices distracted priests from God and led them to divest

their holiness to demons.*

Games and the Church in Medieval Poland

As we have seen, across Europe the official attitude of the Church toward
chess, tables, and dice was generally uniform, whether it was the western
or eastern edge of the Continent. In this section I will now focus on the
relationship between games and the Church in a single country, Poland,
to provide a closer exploration of the Church’s criticism of games across
a single geographical locale. Located on the eastern periphery of Latin
Christianity, the Polish medieval church also implemented instructions
issued by General Councils and the directives of popes. However, here
again a diversity of opinions was expressed toward games by different
clergymen. Chess received the least criticism, and in some circumstances
it was even allowed to be played. However, the Church still uniformly
prohibited clergymen from playing dice and gambling games.
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In a fourteenth-century chronicle, the archdeacon of Gniezno Janko
of Czarnkéw notes that he had played chess together with the other
members of the chapter in Gniezno Cathedral: “Cum feria sexta proxima
ante nativitatem Christi ego [Janko of Czarnkéw] et alii in Zneyna scac-
cos lusimus” [On Friday before Christmas Day I played chess with others
in Znin].*® In light of this account, the archdeacon undoubtedly consid-
ered the game of chess to be legal, otherwise he would have avoided such
an activity or at least would not have informed his readers about it. We
must remember that the chronicler, who held one of the most important
offices in the cathedral chapter, was responsible for, among other things,
maintaining discipline among the clergy of his diocese.”” Therefore, he
was compelled, having considered his own reputation as an archdeacon,
to set a good example of moral behavior.

Poland did have examples of antigaming church legislation, but unlike
most other countries in Europe, Polish clergy often displayed greater
lenience toward board games in the fourteenth and early fifteenth centu-
ries. In the codification of the diocesan law of 1423, the bishop of Ptock,
Jakub (1396—-1425), refers to the regulations of previous synods and writes
an article concerning games played by clerics. For Jakub of Korzkwia
Syrokomla, games of dice are not a recommended activity because they
belong to the group of pastimes that are depicted as disgraceful in the
document. However, the same statute allows for situations where chess
and games of chance can be played: “ludos taxillorum vel alearum et alios
quos cumque inhonestos non exercere nisi aliquando inter se pro recre-
atione vel pro cena simul facienda aleam vel scaccos luderent.” [Games
of dice or other games of chance that are dishonest must not be played.
However, sometimes during dinner time and merely for recreational pur-
poses chess and games of chance can be played].*® Gameplay is possible on
the condition that it happens during mealtime and only for recreational
entertainment.

Other fifteenth-century diocesan statutes suggest that the attitude of
the Polish church toward chess and dice became increasingly critical in
the later Middle Ages, a trend I have noted above. Games became ludi
inhonesti et illicit (reprehensible and their play illicit); in particular, games
of chance and other board games played for profit receive widespread
condemnation. Following the resolutions of the Synod of Leczyca, com-
pleted under Bishop Mikotaj Kurowski in the early fifteenth century,
clerics who played dice were to be fined or even imprisoned.* These
regulations inspired another senior church official, the Bishop of Chetm
Jan Biskupiec (1417-1452), to use them in article no. 43 of his own stat-
utes, entitled De non potando et ludendo cum laicis [Against Drinking and
Gaming with Laymen].*" Similarly, the Synod of Przemysl Diocese,
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under Bishop Maciej Janina (1392-1419), issued bans on dice and other
illicit games in 1415.*! The Bishop of Poznan, Andrzej Laskarz of
Gostawice (1414-1426), also authored statutes issued at the synod in
1420 and based his regulation of gameplay on the statutes of Gniezno
(early fifteenth century), as emphasized in the preface to the statutes.*?
Additionally, the Archbishop of Gniezno, Mikotaj Traba (1412-1422),
forbade the monks and nuns living in his diocese to play chess and dice
as well as to maintain contact with those who gambled and all those ad
que pertinent omnis carnalis concupiscentia (who were lustful).*?

In addition to the above mentioned statutes, a few senior, local, sec-
ular, and monastic clergymen in the early fifteenth century developed
lists of those who should not be granted the right to receive the Holy
Communion; the lists often included dice players and players of chess
for profit. In the Benedictine monastery at the Holy Cross, for instance,
the following Latin-Polish note was copied in 1431: “Quibus prohibetur
sancta Communio |[...]. Lusoribus taxillorum, pylecznikom, cuglorzom
[przekreslone], costarzom, aleatoribus scacorum pro pecunia...ioculato-
ribus, cuglorzom in arte demoniorum” [But Holy Communion is prohib-
ited when they are players at dice, and cross out those who were gambling
at chess for money...they are but jesters practicing the demonic arts].**

This brief overview of games in medieval Poland demonstrates that the
ecclesiastical influence and criticism toward playing games was pervasive
even at the edges of medieval Europe. Poland is an exemplar, not because
it stands out, but rather because it fits in with the attitudes prevalent in
other western European counties. Games of skill, such as chess, were not
as heavily criticized as the games of chance (dice), but the attitudes, as in
other areas of medieval Europe, were not always in agreement. The big-
gest condemnation was expressed toward gambling games in fifteenth-
century Poland, which testifies to their growing popularity on the one
hand and the gradual diffusion of negative consequences of such activities
on the other hand.

Secular Authorities Follow Suit

The Church’s criticism of games of chess, tables, and dice also prompted
action by the representatives of secular authorities. The struggle of some
European monarchs against different types of games, including chess, is
visible mainly through legislative initiatives concerning gambling. Saint
Louis IX in France and his son and heir to the French throne, Philip III
the Bold (1270-1285), took steps to eliminate gambling from the social
sphere, though Louis IX contested all worldly pleasuresin general. In 1272,
Louis IX ordered his officials to prosecute anyone who played games,
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enjoyed the company of prostitutes, or swore.* Louis [X’s uncompromis-
ing stance on games became a certain tradition in the French royal house
and was continued by Louis IX’s successors. Another French monarch,
Charles V the Wise (1364-1380), forbade gambling in his ordinance,
instead promoting hunting and other outdoor activities of physical skill,
such as archery and shooting with a crossbow.*® These examples of rulers’
critical attitudes toward chess, tables, and dice did not, however, reflect
the general tendency among representatives of medieval social élites to
regard games as a significant means of education and leisure, which the
king of Castile and Le6n, Alfonso X el Sabio of Castile (122—1284), illus-
trates in his encyclopaedia of games, Libros de ajedrez, dados y tablas [The
Book on Chess, Dice and Tables| (1283).#” Thus, despite a certain number
of cases in which monarchs and bishops displayed an aversion toward
chess and other games, these pleasurable activities were ceaselessly present
in European royal courts, residences of aristocratic families, castles and
manors, and even in bishop’s courts and monasteries.

This chapter’s survey of the relationship between games and the Church
across Europe demonstrates that church authorities may have enjoyed and
welcomed games when they first entered circulation in Europe but that
over time the official legislation of the Church grew critical and anxious
of the ability of games, especially those involving gambling, to negatively
influence lives. Although games of skill, such as chess and tables, may
have been tolerated and even cherished locally, the Church at large nev-
ertheless attempted to regulate and prohibit even these forms of gameplay
across Europe. However, even though there was a consistent and unam-
biguous moral judgment of these games (and of the game of chess in
particular) among most senior church officials, this stance was not always
shared by local clergymen. Thus, in Latin Europe one could find those
adamantly opposed to chess seated next to those in the Church hierarchy
who enjoyed the game and found no harm in pursuing their interest.
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