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The period of the invention of this game, which was for many centuries one of the most popular of all our 
sedentary amusements, appears to be unknown ; but it seems to have been intended, in common with several 
other games uniting chance and skill, to place players of unequal ability more on a level than Chess permitted. 
The name furnishes an interesting proof of its antiquity in England, being no other than a genuine Saxon 
compound, Bac, or baec, and gamen, meaning back-game, so called because the game essentially consists in 
the players bringing back their men from their antagonist's tables into their own ; or, because the pieces arc 
sometimes taken up and obliged to go back, that is, re-enter at the table from which they came. During the 
Norman dominion the name was doubtless changed to that appellation under which we next find the game 
existing in this country, that is, Tables, a word derived directly from the French. The form of the backgammon-
table at this period is shown in a beautifully illuminated manuscript of the thirteenth century ; it is square, as 
at present, but has no division in the centre, the points on either side being contained in a single 
compartment. A century later the division was made, as we find by a MS. of the time ; but the points are still 
undistinguished by colours, according to the present, " and, indeed, says Strutt, " more ancient usage.*' The 
principal differences in the mode of playing then and now were, first, in having three dice mstead of two, or 
reckoning a certain number for the third when that was missing ; and, second, in placing all the men within the 
antagonist's table. Among the authors of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries we find various allusions to 
the game under this and other names. Thus, in Shakspere's • Love's Labour's Lost :'  
 
"This is the ape of form, Monsieur the nice, 
Who, when he plays at tables, chides the dice."  
 
In a curious collection of epigrams, epitaphs, &c, published in 1663 under the title of  'Wit's Recreations,' we 
find an epitaph on one John Crop, which is through-out a continued series of puns upon the different terms 
and peculiarities of the game, and which therefore will, we doubt not, be interesting to all those who, in spite 
of the dictates of fashion, still adhere to this favourite old English sport : —  



 
"Man's life's a game at tables, and he may 
Mend his bad fortune by his wiser play ; 
Death plays against us, each disease and sore 
Are blots ; if hit, the danger is the more 
To lose the game ; but an old stander by 
Binds up the blots, and cures the malady, 
And so prolongs the game : John Crop was he, 
Death in a rage did challenge, for to see 
His play ; the dice are thrown ; when first he drinks, 
Casts, makes a blot, death hits him with a cinque : 
He casts again, but all in vain, for Death 
By th' after game did win the prize — his breath. 
What though his skill was good, his luck was bad, 
For never mortal man worse casting had. 
But did not Death play false to win from such 
As he ? No doubt, he bare a man too much."  
 
Burton, in his ' Anatomy of Melancholy,' testifies as to the popularity of the game in his time. "The ordinary 
recreations which we have in winter, and in most solitary times busy our minds with, are cards, tables and 
dice, shovel-board, &c." Whilst acknowledging their utility, however, he points out the terrible mischief to 
which their abuse led : " which though they be honest recreations in themselves, yet may justly be otherwise 
excepted at, as they are often abused, and forbidden as things most pernicious For most part in these kind of 
disports, 'tis not art, wit, or skill, but subtlety, coney-catching, knavery, chance and fortune carries all away 
They labour most part not to pass their time in honest disport, but for filthy lucre, or covetousness of money 
— A thing so common all over Europe at this day, and so generally abused, that many men are utterly undone 
by it, their means spent, patrimonies consumed, they and their posterity beggared, besides swearing, 
wrangling, drinking, loss of time, and such inconveniences which are ordinary concomitants. So good things 
may be abused, and that which was first invented to refresh men's weary spirits, when they come from other 
labour and studies, to exhilarate their mind, to entertain time and company, tedious otherwise, in these long 
solitary winter nights, and keep them from worse matters, an honest exercise is contrarily perverted."*  
 
The other names to which we have alluded are tric-trac and tic-tack, the last being apparently a mere familiar 
abbreviation of the first ; but Menage, a French philologist, considers tic-tack the more ancient appellation, 
and states that the game is still so called in Germany. The words are said to be derived " from touch and take, 
for if you touch a man you must play him, though to your loss."* To the preceding allusions to the game in the 
writings of different authors, we may add the remark of Hall, an English poet of the seventeenth century, that 
" tick-tack sets a man's intentions on their guard. Errors in this and war can be but once araended/'t Strutt 
states, in bis well known work on c Sports and Pastimes ' (to which we are indebted for several of the facts 
contained in this sketch of the game), that at the commencement of the last century backgammon was a very 
favourite amusement, and pursued at leisure times by most persons of opulence, and especially the clergy, 
which occasioned Dean Swift, when writing to a friend of his in the country, sarcastically to ask the following 
question : "In what esteem are you with the vicar of the parish; .can you play with him at backgammon ?" Jn 
conclusion we may remark, that the history of this game adds one more proof to the immense amount of 
evidence that exists, to show how comparatively temporary after all were the effects of that most tremendous 
of revolutions — the Norman Conquest of England, in the way of de-nationalizing the country. The Saxon « 
backgammon ' was, as we have shown, the original name for the amusement, which was altered into' tables' 
by the Normans; but centuries pass, gradually though silently the foreign appellation disappears, and the 
native resumes its sway. For a considerable period the game has been known as backgammon only, and so 
long as it shall exist for the future, will doubtless continue to be recognised by no other name. 
 
 


