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Abstract

The Game of the Snake, the Serpent Game, or Mehen is a board game thought to have been played by ancient Egyptians
throughout at least Dynasties 1-6. This paper identifies important inaccuracies and misunderstandings in the evidence
and in prior works about Mehen from the mid-19""-21% centuries, many of which have been propagated for decades,
and attempts to clarify them while also assessing new developments from a ludological perspective.

Newly interpreted archaeological evidence is incorporated from the tombs of Rashepses and Hesy at Saqqara, and
from the pyramid complex of Sahure at Abusir. Furthermore, the paper provides new insights into Mehen boards held in
international collections, including the Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge, the Ashmolean Museum, Oxford, The Metro-
politan Museum of Art, New York, the Petrie Museum, London, and the Agyptisches Museum, Berlin, plus observations
regarding the board fragments discovered in the tomb of Peribsen in 1905. A variety of minor clarifications regarding
game piece finds and texts are also identified.

The evidence set is significantly changed and notably more consistent once the findings in this article are incor-
porated. From a ludological perspective, the changes represent a crucial shift and should allow future researchers to
present much stronger arguments for theories of game-play.
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5| F(BNFPGUIF40BLF UIF4FSQFDBCPBSEPSBRHW PVHIUUPIBWF CFFO
&HZQUJIJBOTUISPVHIPVUBU MFBTU®ZOBFBEBSMIFTD FWJEFODF BT FT!
QBQFS JTEBUFE ]*" XIJDIJTPMEFSUIBOBOZPUIFSLOPXOCPBSE HBNF
ulBUJU XBTBQMBZBCMFBDUJWJUZBUUIJT EBUF S5IFHFOFSBM GPSN P
USBDLCBTFEPOBTOBLFGPSN XJUIUIFIFBEBUUIFDFOUSF F H 'JHVS
XJUI NBSECMHFHUIFS XJUI SFMBUJWFMZ MBSHF SFDVNCFOU MJPO BOE MJ

'JH 5IF #FSMJO #PBSE i 4UBBUMJDIF .VTFFO [V#FSMJO ,HZQUJTDIFT .
P . 11IPUP 4BOESB4UFJY 6TFE XJUIQFSNJTTJPO

*0 UIF BVUIPS CFHBO SFTFBSDIUP CFUUFS VOEFSTUBOE IPX .FIF
DMFBS UIBU UIF FWJEFODF TFU GPS UIF HBNF XBT WBSJFE BOE JODPO
MBZPVU BOE DPOTUSVDUJPO BOE TPNF SFDFOU BVUIPST IBE DPODMVE
QMBZ |¢FU BM Yee£ii”e 1£i — 3ese” e *U XBT BQQBSF
UIBUTPNFFWJEFODFGPS .FIFOIBECFFONJTSFQPSUFE SFQFBUFEMZ B

51SPVHIPVUUIJT EPDVNFOU P.FIFORSFGFSTUPUIFHBNFVOMFTTJUJT NBEFPCWJPV
51SPVHIPVUUIJT EPDVNFOU P.BSCMFRNFBOTB TNBMMCBMMDPNQPTFEPGBOZIBSE
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HBNF QMBZ UIBU XFSFOPUTVQQPSUFECZUIFFWJEFODF PS XFSFCBTI
JNQSBDUJDBM 5IF SFTVMUJOHDPSQVT XBT MBSHF DPOGVTJOH BOEJ

'JH .BSCMFT -JPOFTT BOE -JPO HBNF QJFDFT GPVOE JO (SBWF [& C
"CZEPT *NBHF UBLFO GSPNMBWRIHIOBM JNBHF IBT CFFO DSPQQFE

5lFF QVSQPTFPGUIJTQBQFSJTUPDPSSFDUJOBDDVSBDJFT GPVOE J
QSPQBHBUFE GPS EFDBEFT BOEUPBEE SFDFOUBSDIBFPMPHJDBM FW.
&BDI TFDUJPO JO UIJT BSUJDMF CFHJOT XJUI B TVNNBSZ PG UIF FWJET
UlJT QBQFS 5IF SFTVMUTIPYVMECFB SFTFUPGUIF .FIFOFWJEFODFTF
VQEBUFEBOE NPSFDPOTJTUFOU CBTFMJOF

5|lF HFPHSBQIJDBM BOE DISPOPMPHJDBM TDPQF GPS UIJT BSUJDMF
OME ,JOHEPN .FIFO CPBSET GPVOE GSPN MBUF&QESJPET JB $B5 FUPRUB (
DPOTJEFSFE 5IFBDDFQUFE FWJEFODF GPS .FIFOJT TQBSTF BOE POLC
GPS DPOTJTUTPG

A%FQJDUJPOT 4JY UPNC SFMJFGT PG UIF HBNF JO QSPHSFTT QMVT
QBJOUJOHJO UIF5PNCPG )FTZPGUISFFHBNFTUIBUJODMVEFT B D

A"SUFGBDUT &JHIUXIPMFPSQBSUJBMHBNFCPBSET POMZPOFPG X
GSBHNFOUT JO 4FDPOE %ZOBTUZ UPNC PG 1FSJCTFO "MTP 9WF B!
UPUIF .FIFOHBNFPSEFJUZ

A(BNFQJFDFT "WBSJFUZPGNJTDFMMBOFPVTHBNFQJFDFT OPOFP
UIFTF POMZGPVS90ETBQQFBSUPCFJOEJTQVUBCMZ GPS .FIFO

A5FYUT $BQUJPOT JOTDSJQUJIJPOTGPSUIFUPNC SFMJFGTQMVTPUI
UP UIF HBNF

$VSSFOU TUBUF PG .FIFOMJUFSBUVSFBOE SFTFBSDI

S5SIFTUVEZPGBODJFOUHBNFTJOFWJUBCMZDPNCJOFTBSDIBFPMPHZB
BUJOH FWJEFODFBOE TQFDVMBUJPO SFMBUBJIDHWPeEFIFO DPNNHQDEFE
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9STUEFEJDBUFEBSUWIBMF QVCBPNBEFRCZ T DPOUSJCVUJPOTGSPNUI
MPHZIBWFJODSFBTFE OPUBCMZ XJUIUIFQVCMJDBUJPO PG "ODJFOU (
(BNF4UVEJFT KPVSOBM 3FDFOUMZ SFTFBSDIJOUFSFT#RBIBOMNFOU
4UVEJFT +PIPSOBM XBTEFWPUFETPMFMZUPBODJFOUHBNFT (BNFT ¢
TBNF MFWFM PG TUVEZ BT UIPTF GSPNUIFDMBTTJDBM XPSME GPS FY|
GVOEFE -PD¥ T -%BJE BQSPKFDUGPDVTFEPOBODJFOU (SFFLBOE 3P|

"IJTUPSZ PG NBOZ .FIFOXPSLFT®@BQCF GPGOENPTU JNQPSUBOU XPSL
5F5PNC PGYFTZSS SFQPSUJOHUIF90E PG B E BBID"WIWPCHREZ® U DS DH H 8
HFOTQJEM UIFTFNJOBM XPSU PO .ZIFOFSIJFT BOE 3FTVSSFDUJPO C
QFAU e’ X1 JDIDPOUBJOTHSPVOE CSFBLIOHHFOFSBMMZBDDFQ
CFIJOE UIF HBNIFBGE-SS BDPOTPMJEBUJPO PG UIF FWJEFODF GP
NPSFQSPNJOFOU UIBO BOZ PUIFSDRIFOIDMFZ Q DI B Qi BB MOV B Z DPOUB
UIFNPTU SFDFOU DPNQSFIFOTIJWF BOEPCKFDUIJWFBSDIBFPMPHJDB!

.FUIPEPMPHZ

.PSFUIBO9QZQSJIJNBSZBSDIBFPMPHIJDBMBOEMVEPMPHJIDBM SFGFSFC
UIFN BMJTUPG EJTDSFQBODJFTJOUIFBSDIBFPMPHIJDBM FWJEFODF
BVUIPST XBT EFSIWFE 1PUFOUJBM DPO:JDUTJO BSDIBFPMPHJDBM SF
JOUIJT QSFMINJOBSZBTTFTTNFOU

)BWIJOH JEFOUJ9FE TQFDJ9DJTTVFT EJTDSFQBODJFT BOEDPO:JDL
XBT JOWFTUJHBUFE JO NPSF EFUBJM 'JSTU IBOE FYBNJOBUJPO XBT \
HBNFQJFDFTJOUIFDPMMFDUJPOTPGUIF , HZQUJTDIFT .VTFVN #FSMJ
#SJUJTI .VTFVNT 8IFSF OFDFTTBSZ BVUIPST PG SFDFOU SFMFWBOU X
BSFBTEJTDVTTFE BEWJDF XBT TPVHIUGSPN CPUI MVEPMPHJTUT BOE
GSPNCPUIUPBSSIWFBUBOPWFSBMM SFTVMU

55BJOJOHJOUIFQIZTIDBMBSU PG TUP BROERBSVELXH N N OIPES UERLTFRCIU
UJPO XJUIDVSBUPST BOE &HZQUPMPHJTUT TPNF PG XI1JDI MFE UP OFX
BOE QSPWFOBODF "SDIBFPMPHJDBM DPODMVTJPOT XFSF DIBMMFOHF
DIQMFTBOE JOUFSEJTDIJQMJOBSZ DPMMBCPSBUJPOT XFSF VOEFSUBL
'JU[XIMMIBN CPBSERT QSPEVDUJPO BOE IJTUPSZ

S5IFBTTFTTNFOU PG QSJPS XPSLT SFWFBMFEBEJTQBSJUZJO UFYUYV
GFMUUIBUTIJNQMZ QSPEVDJOHB OFXUSBOTMJUFSBUJPO PSJOUFSQS
QSPHSFTT LOPXMFEHF *OTUFBE JU XBT EFDJEFE UP DPMMFDU NVMU
UFYU BEEUIFTFUPJOUFSQSFUBUJPOTGSPNQSJPS XPSLT BOEUIFOD
DPNQBSJOHBMMQSPQPTBMTJO B NPSFPCKFDUJWF XBZ

5lF VQEBUFE FWJEFODF TFUJODPSQPSBUJOHUIF 90EJOHT JO UIJT C
CBTFMJOF SFGFSFODF GPS GVUVSF SFTFBSDI

5/|1BOLT UP .BUU 4[BGSBO BOE UIF &HZQU &YQMPSBUJPO 4PDJFUZ
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'JH 5IF .FIFOSFMJFGJOUIFUPNCPG ,BFENBOLI (J[B ( %Z0OBTUZ i
XJUI QFSNINBHFDO DSPQQFE BOE NFSHFE

'JOEJOHT

%FQJDUJPOTPG .FIFO

S5IFSFBSFSFMJFGT PG .FIFOCFJOH QMBZFE JO UIFOME ,JOHEPN UPNCT
$BVTFXBZ PG 4BIVSF BOE UIF UPNC PG 3BTIFQTFT "GVSUIFS UXP SFM
"OLIFGFOTBLINFU UIBU BSF EBUFE UP %ZOBTUZ CVUUIPYHEU'UP CF LC

'JOBMMZ B QJDUVSFPGUIFFRVIJQNFOUGPS UISFFHBNFTU4FO
JOUIFUPNCPG)FTZ

SIF5PNC PG ,BFNBOLI

4FOFUBOE .FIFOBSFTIPXOCFIJOHQMBZFEJOBTDFOFEFQJDUJOHPUIF
,o 02 ¥eC” 5|lF QMBZFS WIJFXFEBT PO UIF SIJHIUIPMET VQ BDMPTF
PUIFSIBOE VOEFSOFBUIJU 5IFMFQQMBZFSBQQFBSTUPEPUIFTBNF

5|F5PNCPG/IJNBBUSF

51F 5PNC PG /INBBUSF C GFBUVSFT BO BMNPTU JEFOUJDBM TDFO
DPSQPSBUJOH WBSJPVT DFMFCSBUPSZ BDUJWJUJFT CVU POMZ QBSU F
CPBSE SFNBJO S5IFTDFOF XBTMJTUFE CZTPNF QSFWBHF\CIFBOUHIPGUIF U
PG*TFTJ NFSZ¢HFUKFS EVFUPNJTOVNCFSJOHR'CZ3RKITOFS

SIF5PNC PG *EV

SISFFCPBSEHBNFTBSFTIPXOJOQMBZ XJUIJOBTDFOFPGPUIFS FOUF
VSF 5|F .FIFOCPBSE DFOUSF JTEFQJDUFE4AX3JUFXIBU BQ@FBBXKRP C
QMBZFSTQMBDF :BU CPUUPNFE HBNF QJFDFT POUP UIFCPBSE %FUBJI
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'JH 5IFSFMJFGPGFOUFSUBJONFOUBOEHBNFTJOUIFUPRPNEF&,BFNBO
i/BHVJC ,BOBXBUJ 6TFE*NBHRFSNQDFEP O

POUIFMFQJT MJLFMZ BCPWF UIF CPBSE QBMN VQXBSET &BSMZ BVUI
TIBQFEBQQFOEBHF SFQSFTFOUTBTUBOE CVUGVSUIFS EFCBUYIF SFTPI
¢c"¢

5|F5PNCPG)FTZ

UVICFMM EFTDSJCFT B QJDUVSFPG UISFFHBNFTPOBXBMMJO UIF UPI
5IF.FIFOCPBSEJTCFMIJFWFEUPCFDPOTUSVDUFEGSPNZFMMPX UJNC
BOEUBJMBSF UIPVHIUUP CF NBEF GSPN FCPOZ 5IF QJDUVSFT PG UIF
BT MJOFT XIJMF UIF NBJO TQJSBM DIBOOFM IBT B TIJHOJ9DBOU UIJDL
%o £7°" 88 9H 9* TFF'JHVSF JTCFBVUJGVMMZ SFOEFSFECVUTPNF

51F SIJIN PG UIF CPBSE IBT UIF TBNF UIJDLOFTT BT UIF TQJSBM DIBOC
UVJCFMM BT PB DPSE QBUUFSQEfPGSSFE MIORBTRPOMBDUFROE XIJUF WFS™
QJDUVSF '"JHVSF JO WWETBNF WPMYNF TIPXTUIJTDPSEJOHCVUUIF
EPFT OPU

S5IF TFU PG .FIFO QJFDFT PO UIF DPMPVS SFOEFSJOH TIPXT TJY TFU
XIFSFBT UVICFMM IJNTFMG SFQPSUFE UIBU UIF PDPMPVST PG UIFTF BS
POUIFMFQ XIFSFUIFNBSCMFTBSFEBSLSFEBOEUIFUPQPOFPOUIF S
UIFDPMPVSIBTNPTUMZ GBMMFOBXBZ 1SPCBCMZUIFSFXFSFPOMZ U]
TIEFMRE"""SS J)FHPFT PO UP TBZ UIBU UXP PQJOQPJOUTRB PG SFE |

1SPCBCMZ QBJOUFECZUVIJCFMMRBT XJGF "OOJF
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