
A History on Dice 
Prior to the square dice we know today, the most common «dice" were sheep knucklebones. The 

scoring was simple and you won or lost depending on what side of the knucklebone you landed 

on. These dice were no game though, Shaman and priests used them for different ceremonies and 

divination. 

 

Square dice likely came into being in 5000 BCE in Sumer (modern day Iraq). One of the oldest 

known dice games was excavated from a Mesopotamian tomb, dating to the 24th century BCE. 

British archaeologist Leonard Woolley discovered the dice in the Royal Cemetery at Ur. The dice 

were with a board game now known as the Royal Game of Dr. This board game resembles an 

early version of backgammon. Two types of dice, stick dice and tetrahedral dice (dice with four 

triangular surfaces), were found with the board game. Unlike modern dice, the numbers on the 

opposite sides of Mesopotamian dice were consecutive numbers rather than numbers that add up to 

seven. 

 

The Egyptian game of Senet was played with dice. Senet was played before 3000 BCE and up 

to the 2nd century CE. It was likely a racing game, but there is no scholarly consensus on the 

rules of Senet. Dicing is mentioned as an Indian game in the Rigveda, Atharvaveda and Buddha 

games list. There are several biblical references to "casting lots", as in Psalm 22, indicating that 

dicing (or a related activity) was commonplace when the psalm was composed. 

 

Although gambling was illegal, many Romans were passionate gamblers that enjoyed dicing, which 

was known as aleam ludere (“to play at dice"). Dicing was even a popular pastime of emperors. 

Letters by Augustus to Tacitus and his daughter recount his hobby of dicing. There were two 

sizes of Roman dice. Tali were large dice inscribed with one, three, four, and six on four sides. 

Tesserae were smaller dice with sides numbered from one to six. Twenty-sided dice date back to 

the 2nd century CE and from Ptolemaic Egypt as early as 2nd century BC.  

 

Dice are thrown onto a flat surface either from the hand or from a container designed for this 

(such as a dice cup). The face of the die that is facing up when it stops provides the value of 

the throw. One typical dice game today is craps, where two dice are thrown simultaneously and 

wagers are made on the total value of the two dice. Dice are frequently used to randomize moves 

in board games, usually by deciding the distance a piece will move along the board; examples of 

this are backgammon and Monopoly. The result of a die roll is determined by the way it is 

thrown according to the laws of classical mechanics. A die roll is made random by uncertainty in 

minor factors such as tiny movements in the thrower's hand.  

 

The first dice came to North America with the crew of the Mayflower. Gambling spanned the 

ages, during the Revolutionary War soldiers played dice to pass the time. When no dice could be 

found musket balls were sometimes hammered into cubes and used instead. 


