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Most modern chess sets have explicit religious iconography. Each king is topped with a cross, and then 
there are the bishop pieces, which, in addition to being religious figures, are usually represented with a 
miter that is notched or split, a feature borrowed from the caps worn by bishops in the church. The 
same symbolism exists in many antique figural chess sets, in which the pieces are sometimes precisely 
carved human shapes. In those sets, the chess bishops are actually clerical bishops, and religious 
symbols such as crosses and fleurs-de-lis can be found on various pieces.  

Some antique chess sets take this theme even further: the pieces themselves represent the gods of a 
religion. 

The following Balinese wooden set from the early 20th century represents Balinese Hindu deities. 
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Bali is an island and province of Indonesia (which is about 87 percent Muslim and contains the world’s 
largest Muslim population). According to Wikipedia, Balinese Hinduism evolved from a combination of 
local beliefs and Hindu influences from Southeast Asia, and is practiced by over 80 percent of Bali’s 
population. With an estimated 20,000 puras (temples) and shrines, Bali is known as the "Island of a 
thousand puras," or "island of the gods". 

Victor Keats, in his chess-collecting reference book The Illustrated Guide to World Chess Sets, tells the 
story behind these Balinese wooden sets: 



In the Ramayana [an ancient Hindu epic], Sita accompanies her husband, Prince Rama, 
to his exile in the forest. There Rama is pursued by a golden deer while Sita is 
kidnapped by the King of the Demons, Rwana. With the help of Hanuman, the King of 
the Monkeys, she is able to tell Rama of her plight and he comes to her rescue. … 
Hanuman now brings his army of monkeys to fight for Rama against Meganada and 
his army of demons. These are the two armies represented in this Balinese chess set. … 
The pieces are all magnificently carved in hardwood and make up a set which can have 
few equals. 

Keats is right: There are not many chess sets can make such a strong artistic impression. 
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Another Balinese Hindu set, made of stained and white horn, probably mid-20th century, is part of 
the Maryhill Museum of Art’s excellent collection. The Museum’s description of the set says that it 
was created for the tourist trade.    



 
© Mary Harrsch; courtesy of the Maryhill Museum of Art, maryhillmuseum.org 

 
Balinese deity sets were also carved of bone, with the same theme of powerful deities engaged in battle. 
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A different and older type of Balinese deity set, made of softwood, is shown in the following photo. The 
set dates from the second half of the 19th century, but the style of carving is much older. Referring to a 
similar set in his book Cultures, Chess & Art, Vol. 3: Pacific Islands & Asia (2000), Dr. Ned Munger wrote, 
“This set is carved in the simple old style dating back more than four hundred years. The king, of course, 
is Rama; the queen, his wife Sita.” 
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The Hindu religion and its Ramayana epic have also inspired Indian deity sets. These sets, carved in ivory, 
are also from the first half of the 20th century. Note the pawns, which follow the storyline:  an army of 
demons versus an army of monkeys. 
 

 
© Mary Harrsch; courtesy of the Maryhill Museum of Art, maryhillmuseum.org 
 
The signature piece of these Indian Hindu sets is Ravana (or Rwana), the ten-headed king of the demons. 
 



 
© Mary Harrsch; courtesy of the Maryhill Museum of Art, maryhillmuseum.org 



 
Other antique Indian chess items feature the gods as well. Last month’s column on antique chess tables 
included a miniature 19th century table from Vizagapatam. An overhead view of the table (shown here 
with a matching miniature Vizagapatam ivory chess set – the kings are only one inch tall!)  shows the 
chessboard is adorned with four Hindu deities. 
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Since the latter part of the 19th century, craftsmen on the island of Java (also part of Indonesia) have 
made softwood chess sets for the tourist market. Classic Javanese sets feature the elephant deity 
Ganesha as the rooks. Although he is one of the best-known Hindu gods, devotion to Ganesha extends 
to Jains and Buddhists as well. 
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Antique chess sets from Myanmar (formerly Burma) depict Buddhist characters as the chess kings and 
queens. (Buddhism has no gods, but a Buddhist seeks to reach nirvana, or spiritual enlightenment.) The 
royal figures in this set, an ivory Burmese set dating from the first half of the 19th century, are seated or 
crouching in one of the standard Buddhist poses. 
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The set has appeared many times in historical chess literature. In his book Chessmen (1950), Alex 
Hammond dates the set to 1730, but Hammond’s tall tales regarding dating and provenance have 



become legendary, and the set is more accurately dated to one hundred years later than Hammond’s 
pronouncement. 
 
A very old Burmese wooden set also depicts Buddhist figures in classic poses. This set is one of the 
oldest complete sets in my collection, dated circa 1700. It is displayed on an 18th century board from 
south Asia, probably the Kashmir region. 
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China is another country that has produced chess sets that have deities as chess pieces. An elaborate 
type of Chinese ivory set, produced from the latter 19th century onwards, features pawns that represent 
the Eight Immortals. 
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The Eight Immortals have been part of Taoist folklore for many hundreds of years, going back to the Jin 
Dynasty (1115-1234), or perhaps even earlier. A large Taoist temple in Xian is dedicated to the Eight 
Immortals, each of whom has a divine power that can preserve life or fight against evil. Chinese 
artworks throughout the centuries have illustrated the tales of the Eight Immortals, including in The 
Eight Immortals Crossing the Sea, a famous tale written by an anonymous author during the Ming 
Dynasty (1368-1644).  



 
Unattributed Painting 
 
The Chinese chess set in my collection with the Eight Immortals dates to the first quarter of the 20th 
century. It is a very large set, with the kings more than seven inches tall. 
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Ancient Egypt, elevated the human to the divine. According to Wikipedia, “…[A]lthough the Egyptians 
recognized that the pharaoh was human and subject to human weakness, they simultaneously viewed 
him as a god, because the divine power of kingship was incarnated in him. He therefore acted as 
intermediary between Egypt's people and the gods.” In my collection is an Egyptian set of ivory, early 
20th century, in which the pharaoh is preeminent. 
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Almost all of the chess sets above, embodying deities or characters from contemporary and ancient 
religions – Hinduism, Buddhism, Taoism, and ancient Egypt – were produced in the Eastern hemisphere.  
By contrast, the Western hemisphere had almost no divine representation from contemporary religions 
in its antique chess sets. The following set from my collection is a rare counter example. 
 
The set is a German or Austrian hardwood figural set from the early 20th century.  These sets can often 
be identified by their bishops, which represent hard-working laborers. 
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This sets very rare feature is that its kings and queens are clearly modeled after the biblical story of the 
gift of the Magi.  The kings (or wise men) are reverently deferential and are holding boxed gifts. The 
queen carries a young child of the same age as Jesus in the biblical story, which occurred up to two years 
after the Bethlehem nativity event. 
 
The pieces can be arranged into the recognizable scene from the biblical story. 
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Assuming this interpretation is correct, then the young child is the baby Jesus. Surprisingly, 
representations of Jesus are virtually nowhere to be found within the artistic genre of antique chess 
sets. In my database of 14,900 chess items that have been offered in the major chess auctions from 
1956 through present, there is not a single representation of Jesus as a chess piece, in any of the chess 
sets. 
 
Antique ornamental chess sets from Europe did highlight one form of divine presence: the gods and 
goddesses of Greek and Roman mythology. The following set, carved in ivory, is from late-19th-century 
Germany. 
 



 
© Tim Nighswander/IMAGING4ART and the World Chess Hall of Fame 

 
The kings are the Apollo Belvedere, the queens are Venus, each bishop is a winged Mercury, the knights 
are centaurs, and each of the eight pawns is a different putto in action. 
 
This set’s provenance is not specifically known, but a careful study of the auction records indicates that 
there are two other almost-identical sets that are specifically attributed:  a brown-and-natural set (not 
the same set as shown above) was sold in a 1980 Christie’s auction, and a green-and-natural version of 
this same set was sold in a Christie’s auction in 2000. Here is the latter set, which was attributed to the 
Gottfried Runderspacher workshop in Hamburg, Germany, from the late 19th century. 
 

 
©Christie’s 
 
Other Greek and Roman gods have been memorialized as well. A rare and special type of antique chess 
set is seen in the Italian sets from the 18th century, carved in ivory, that feature the Roman god Neptune, 



leading his army of sea creatures against the opposing forces.  One such set is illustrated in Victor Keats’ 
book, The Illustrated Guide to World Chess Sets.  
 

 
© Victor Keats, The Illustrated Guide to World Chess Sets 

 
A full slate of characters from Roman mythology are presented in a latter-19th-century French “Venus-
vs-Bacchus” set, carved in ivory with its original polychrome. This is one of my favorite antique sets. 
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Photos of Mr. Crumiller’s collection are posted at chessantique.com and https://tinyurl.com/h76xvw6 
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