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Topic: Education through games

Learning to hunt through board games

Mg (Dnda)Stela Maris Ferrarese Capettini

Introduction:

Until a few decades ago, when I spoke with European and Asian researchers about the games of South
American indigenous peoples, they often expressed surprise, since—thanks to the ethnographic work
of Steward Culin—they were only familiar with.the.games 0f ¢ertain indigenous peoples living in North
America. A similar situatiofi tosthat in South America existed among the indigenous peoples of Central
America and the Anti_lle.s. ' _ ;

Despite this, recordé made by somic travelersand priests durrng the'time of the European invasion and
colonization, as well as otheritexts written by some indigenous people at the beglnmng of the 20th
century,attest to the existence of these play practices. {

It is possible to attribite this lack of information and/or dissemination of games and toyé to the
disinterest in the Subject on the part of anthropologists and archacologists who, in the words of Langley

and Lister (2018);, were not interested in children's activities for two reasons:

(1) children are not important because their activities do not make significant contributions to
communities and societies as a whole, and (2):children are unknowable in non-mortalicontexts, since
“their behavior leaves little material trace: their h1st0ry is archaeologically silent” (Baxter (2005b)'in
Langley and Lister, 2018, p. 1).

And, on the other hand, because everything that anthropology could not explain was defined as a “ritual”
object or practiceyThat is, any object that today is identified as a toy was not thought ofior perceived as

such.at that time and was considered anjebject used in rituals:

applying the adage ‘it is ritual” to any object or pattern in the archagological record that cannot be
sexplained as economic or technological activities has long been commonplace in archaeology
(Langley and Lister, 2018 p. 1) ;

Over the years, syétematrc research throrlgh literature and fieldwork led to thé' discovery of records of
various games, includihg board games. The study of one of these.games'references a confrontation
between an animal—the puma or jaguar—and people;“who are generally aided by dogs. The study
began with data found by researcher Aranda in the early 1980s in the northern Patagonian region
known as Cerro Policia. According to the elders, this was a game they had played since childhood and
had learned from their parents. During the same decade, in collaboration with Dr. Gambier, a similar
game was found in the Albardon region of San Juan province, Argentina. Further discoveries
continued in Patagonia and the northeastern part of the country thanks to the work of agronomist
Martinez Crovetto, who was also interested in this topic. At this point, we wanted to expand beyond

Argentina's borders due to information indicating that similar games existed in Peru, Bolivia, and



Brazil. However, we encountered a limitation: some researchers, far from questioning the originality
of North American Indigenous board games, did question those of the South American region,
suggesting that these games had been brought by Europeans. One detail that raises questions about
these claims is that these games appear to share a common origin but have been modified through oral
tradition. In this regard, we can cite various sources that support our assertion: among the oldest,
dating back to the conquest and colonization of the southern tip of the continent, are the records of
priests who accompanied the conquistadors, such as the case of Father Olivares. He was one of those
who recorded board games and compared one-of them to"thesgame of Goose, noting that “Besides
games of agility and dexterity; the Araucanians also had others that,wereould call recreational, and
which they played oniy rarely” (Rev. Olivares; p. 42,in,Matus 1920, p. 5)ulnthis writings of 1776,
Abbot Molina’ al'sd refers to board. games among the Chileah Mapuche.

Furthermdrej the conversationrecorded in Guaman Poma's texts between Atahualpa andlhis jailer also
servesfasian example to_reinforce our position; in this exchange, upon se'eing'the game shown to him
andnviting himsto play, Atahualpa refers to its similarity to a game of his owan'people, whiéh I have
already analyzedsin a related study. In this text, I highlightithem as a useful tool fof understanding the
board games'1 Will present below, as part of the pfactices of early human groups‘whe. traveled from
one territory to‘another in search of animals for food and élothing, and who may have used them as a
method of teaching their children to hunt and defend themselves against animals.

This theory rﬁay be reinforced or possibly confirmied by a recent publication By the American

anthropologist Madden, who notes that:

The findings suggest that dicé, games of chance, and gambling have been a_persistent feature of
Native American culture over the past 12,000 years, with the oldest dice appearing at/Late
Pleistocene Folsom sites in Wyoming, Colorado, and New Mexico. Surprisingly; these Pleistocene
dice aré millennia older than“their oldest known counterparts in the Old World. Thesg findings
suggest ‘that ancient Native Americans possessed a basic practicalsanderstanding /ot chance,
randomness, qand probability and, consequently, were pioneess, . humanity’s jemerging
sunderstanding:and practical application of these concepts (Madden, introduction, 2026).

Ina converséﬁ’o_n with the résea_rcher‘, it.emerged that.theré are“game boards ats$ome sites in New
Mexico, and since these,were drawn—and Still-are drawn—on the ground, this'may be the reason why
there are no records. Tﬁese_ game boards and the ways the gamessWwere played would support an
interesting theory that hunter-gathereré taughtstheir-children 'to‘hunt in this manner. [ will have more
updates as my research continues, given that the archacologist’s data is recent.

Among the more recent texts are the writings of Magrassi (1975), who recounts that, when he saw
elderly men playing the game during his research among the Chirguano Chane people, he immediately
identified it as a possible way of teaching children to hunt. This practice was also recorded in the
narratives of Pati, a centenarian Tehuelche woman, in the year 2000. Making these board games known,
which I believe may once have simply been teaching methods, allows us to highlight other elements of

the indigenous cultures of this part of the American continent while also situating play among humans



as an ancient teaching and learning method that values its role in today's society, which considers it

merely a part of early childhood.

The Hunting System

Records of humans hunting animals date back approximately two million years. The evolution of some
hunter-gatherer groups toward other hunting methods left traces of those origins in various settlements,
while the groups that have continued to live by this way of life to the present day have made it possible
to study and document it. : :

Magrassi, when he obseryed Guarani elders in northeastern Argentinayin the 1970s, playing the yagua
board game (familiar with'the hunting systems of South American hunter-gatherer peoples), proposed
that the pieces repr‘eéent the confrontation between animals and humans during a hunt for food or a hunt
for a puma stalking the village, and that these were primitive methods ef teaching such actions for group
survivald This teachlng alSo aimed to instill caution to avoid being attacked by. the animal,With the
disappearance of hunt1ng due to the adoption of Western lifestyles, this practice‘continued to be used
by the elders as a'game before eventually falling inté oblivien due to the advance.ef modern life.:

The thunting methods used by Patagonian hunter-gétherer peoples—whether for food.or to eliminate
threats to human-life—are |

similar. In the memory of the elderly woman Patij recollections of hunting among the Tehuelches of the

far south of Argentine Patagonia emerge:

We’d go out on foot to hunt guanacos(...), we’d all go out hunting; we kids were the ones who seared
the guanacos (..)... How did we hunt them? We’d corner them, or all the kids Would form a‘circle
around‘them, we’d form a circle and drive them in... the older ones were the ones:who drove them in.
The guanacos would be cornered, and we’d act as a corral to keep them from getting through.:. There
were soamany of us, and with out'shouts'and the fences, we’d corral any number ofthem. (...)4. fmany
say... n@00! ... how can you hunt..."you need lots of dogs, lots of dogs. (in Agieire, 2000, p. 122).

To hunt the'lion, they used a long spear... it has a long shaft and at the tipya sharp stonepoint to drive
into,it... in the'area here near the ribs, as if cutting a groove, they “stabbedsit with a knife.4, one person
approaches on foot... thethorse is very afraid of it... One approaches on foot, and once'the dogs have
cornéred.the lions, onexapproaches. .. The lion doesn’t devanythingsunless you have if really cornered;
then itimight run over yous. The lion doesn’t trample...#the lion is very cowardly... but it is
treacherousy. if you turn your back, it’Hislap'you.. you had to hunt a lionra cat... return home with
game; otherwiSe, ittwasn’t worth it—you wouldn’t come back.. Everyone got a skunk... acat... alion
skin... lion ribs orsheuldes.. . (p. 131).

The practice of killing pumas and foxes to preventthemfrom eating sheep, goats, or chickens continues
to this day, albeit with modern firearms.

Furthermore, the presence of the dog as a human companion in the game may be a modern
representation of a joint activity for which there is evidence dating back to around 8,000 B.C., as
Gonzalez Venanci (et al., 2025) notes: “In historical times, its use is recorded as a pack animal, a hunting

assistant, and a guardian.”



The fact that children were encouraged to learn to hunt through games of marksmanship, as documented
by Gusinde (YEAR) and Gonzalez (1910), allows us to consider that these board games may have
served as a teaching method for such activities, pitting pumas and foxes against humans who had to try

to prevent these predators from killing their animals or themselves.

The War Between Humans and Animals: Who Wins?

War is not a game (Bateson, 1991), but the board game pits two players against each other, with one
becoming a warrior, another a huntergand the othenthe prey~=but.who is hunting whom?

On numerous occasionsy#when thinking about games in an attemptuto reconstruct humanity’s
playfulness—especia_lly. that of children—I hayejaskedimyself: When did humanssbegin to play? When
did a game board Become a symbolié space of a way to teach hunting strategies, and how did survival
methods eyolye into play? ' ' ‘

It is difficult to pinpoint a date; simply, by studying these games, it is possible to fnake an approximation

of anactivity withsa dual function: entertainment and preparation for adult life (Gross, 2007).

The/Animal vs:Human Confrontation in Board Games

Actoss South America—from the Andean region of Bolivia fo the southern tip of Argentina and south-
central Chile, following the course of the Andes mountain gange, and from the Mato Grosso region in
Brazil to the notthem part of southeastern Argentina—board games have been discovered that appear
to share certain similarities. In all cases, dogs ded by a person try to catch a lion or puma while the

predator attempts to kill the dogs so that the hunter s left defenseless.

The Lioness Game _

In Villages in the Department of Iglesias, located in the northwest of the Argentiné province of. San Juan,
archaeologist Gambier (1981) discovered a game known as “la leona.” Ingl989; I visited thc area to
research the 'game’s rules; there, he told me that the villagers did not want to t€ach it to outsiders, which
is why we could only watch them play—a game played excluswely by men. Owersthe years, they
eventually taught the tules so that the game could be included in schools as partof récreational diversity
and thus endure over time and within the community.

In conversations with the villagets;theyexplained that theyshad played it since childhood, which led us
to consider its intergenerational transmission dating back to very ancient times, given that the area’s
population is indigenous.

The ancient hunter-gatherer cultures of the country’s Northwest region date back to around 10,000 BCE
(Michieli, 2007) and later became part of the Andean core dominated by the Incas; similar games have
also been found in Bolivia and Peru.

How to Play



The design of the “La Leona” game board is a small triangle bisected by a line that divides a square—

connected to the triangle at one of its vertices—into two equal parts. (Photo No. 1).
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Magrassi’s account notes that in the past y by men, with women having only recently
begun to participate. He also wonders whether it is merely a game or a way of teaching hunting,

reflecting on the matter:

In the past, it may have been part of how young boys learned the role of the hunter. The game is not
played for or toward any specific goal, but simply for the pleasure of playing, demonstrating skills in
control, thinking, memory, and concentration. It is a contest, a battle or struggle, a competition where
the key lies in precise control (1985, p. 4).



This observation was made some 40 years ago in a socio-geographic area largely isolated from the rest
of Argentine society, where a hunter-gatherer lifestyle persisted, and it allows us to consider Magrassi’s
argument, similar to that put forward by Gambier in another part of the country, where the game was
being lost in terms of its origins and transmission into the past.

He supported this argument by drawing on the knowledge and writings on the subject of play by the
anthropologist Métraux and the priest Furlong, who noted that “If it is true that there is nothing new
under the sun, this truth is fully confirmed today with regard to games (...) But what may surprise some
the most is that to confirm this assextion'(rcgarding.our.indigénous. peoples and their own games), there
is no need to consult thesannals of the Germanic, Gallic, or Visigothic peoples, since, as far as the
Americas are concerned, our indigenous peoples were.familiar with games and'sports. Although they

had different names; they existed lbng beforesthe'discovery of the Americas.

How to/Play

The board is drawn en the ground. The two players divide the roles between themselves: ohe yagua
(puma or American’ tiger) and twelve dogs, which'they €all yamba in their langliage. The starting
position consists ef ten dogs lined up on the two lines epposite the triangle, with dogs.number eleven
and twelve placed at the far left and right ends, leaving the central area of the board open. Stones or
seeds can be used interchangeably to play the game.

The dogs™ obje_ctive is to corner the yagua so'that it'is at the hunter’s disposal, while: the yagua’s

objective is to eat the hunter’s dogs.

Foto N.° 4iTablerosegin-MagrassiyMJE (Feto de la autora

The game is started by the yagua. Pieces are moved one at a time. Infthesaccount cited by Magrassi
(1985), it states: “At the start of the,game;moves-aresalways forward or to the sides, but as the game
progresses, pieces may also move backward. Always ih the direction of the marked lines or paths” (p.
4). The way to do this is to jump over a dog that has an empty space next to it. The dog that has been
“eaten” is then removed from the board.

The game ends when the jaguar is immobilized, with the dogs winning, or when the jaguar has eaten
three dogs. Magrassi (1985) states that whoever plays as the dogs “can continue playing, but will
invariably lose: with nine dogs, or fewer, one cannot hunt a jaguar” (p. 4). As can be seen, this game is

similar to that of the lioness.



Yaguareté Kora

A Mbya-Guarani game that has recently been revived as a tradition by a group of young people from
some communities in the Argentine province of Misiones, calling it yaguareté or kora, chivi kora (the
jaguar’s pen) (Photo No. 3).

How to Play

The fifteen dogs are placed around the board, and the jaguar is placed in the triangle, which serves as

its den. The jaguar goes first, followed by the dogs one at a time; turns alternate between the jaguar and

the dogs. During the game, ""’-"‘""""’“"mam dogs cannot move backward;
however, they can enter the'triangle to try to achieve their objective, Whichis to surround it so it can be

captured.
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How to Play
A large square is drawn on the ground and divided into equal parts; from the center of this square, a line

is drawn connecting it to the smaller square.



Fourteen stones are used to play the game; these are the dogs or trewa and are placed on the two lines
of the sector opposite the one where the other square is located, along with a larger stone, which is the
lioness or zomo trapial, or the lion or trapial (Photo No. 4).

The game is started by the lion or the lioness. Players take turns moving one stone at a time:

The pieces can be moved, one at a time, along the horizontal or vertical lines and placed at their
intersections (...)

Movement is from one square to an adjacent one. The dogs and the lion can move forward, backward,
or sideways. (...)

The objective of the gam
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running from one end to the other and connec e ceter; a triangle is drawn (Photo No. 5). To
play, twelve stones are used to represent the dogs and one larger stone to represent the lion or lioness.

To start the game, the lion moves first, followed by one of the dogs. Moves can be made in any direction.
The lion eats a dog if there is an empty space next to it; conversely, the dogs will try to trap the lion in

a square or in its den so it cannot cross its line.



Foto N.° 5 Reconstruccion del dibujo del tablero (1969, p. 8) MJE (Foto de la autora).
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this matter with them because they refused to give me details. However, I believe it is of interest to
present the layout of a game of this type, even though it is very well known to our children” (p. 10)
(Photo No. 8).

According to Matus, the game is played as follows:



The game is played with twelve small stones representing the dogs and one larger stone
representing the lion. The dogs must always move forward and try to trap the lion by forming two
rows. The lion can move forward or backward at any time and in any direction (...)

Every time the lion encounters a lone dog that is not protected by another, it eats it, jumping on
top of it and taking the vacant spot. When it encounters two dogs with an empty space between
them, it can eat both.

For their part, the dogs advance with great care and discipline, trying to immobilize the lion.

The playing area is usually marked out on the ground (p. 10).
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side of the square lies an equilateral triangle, more or less, joined perpendicularly by its midpoints”
(Mangquilef, 1914, pp. 104-31). Twelve small stones represent the dogs and one larger stone represents
the komikan. According to his explanation, the board used is similar to the giiniine a kuna board,
although he does not specify that the triangle has lines inside it, which makes it resemble the board in

Photo No. 5. The way it is played:



2.- Take 12 stones and place them in two lines opposite the tower (which we call the triangle), and
place a stone on either side of the third stone from the bottom.

3.- These 12 stones are called “little dogs” and must surround a large stone that extends from the
tower.

This large stone is called the “komikelu,” the one that eats everything.

4.- The puppies’ mission is to surround the komikelu, and the komikelu’s is to eat them. It can eat a
puppy as long as there is no other puppy at the previous point.

5.- The komikelu must try to eat all the puppies. A player is considered successful if they do not
lose any puppies ((13) 87 and (31) 105).

With regard to the term “comican” and given the.similarity of the practice to the “trapial kuzen” among
the Argentine Mapuche, Martinez Crovetto sbught to Inquire arhong thedocal inhabitants about its origin
and practice; however, they’stated that they were unfamiliar with that term, ‘leading him to conclude
that “among the Arau€anians of Patagonia, the ‘trapial kuzen® seems to have beenwidely used by adults,

mainly men (1969, p. 9).

Adugo' . . ,

The Bororo peopledive in the Brazilian Amazon, occupying their own demarcatéd lands in the state of
Mato Grosso andsin the Santa Cruz department of Bolivia. I learned of their existenceWhile researching
board gamesawith the help of researcher Fassheber, who explained it to me via onlife communi'cétion
on ‘Facebook (2620). Their board is similar to some of the variants found of the komikan; the only
differencesiateithe placement of the tiger or jaguar(Prawing No. 1) and the role playedsby the triangle

in the game.

DibujoiN.° 1 https://es.wikipedia.org/wikitAdugo

The Taptana, or The:Fox;and the Sheep

The Bolivian-Peruvian Andean highlands is a socio-geographicalfareasthat has been in contact since
approximately 15,000 BP, constituting “anventire.cultural unit of the Bolivian-Peruvian territory, both
in space and over time” (Murra 1983 in Huarita 202, p. 51). Myths and games related to the agrarian
world and its oracles have emerged there.

Among them, the researcher found a game called chaku or vicufia rodeo, which Garcilaso de la Vega
recorded in 1609; the activity took place at a certain time of year, after the breeding season, in the
presence of the Inca, and consisted of chasing vicuias across a wide plain to catch them (during this

playful activity, they also used to catch other animals) (Huarita 2021). This form of play reminds me of



what Pati described to Aguerre (2000) as being practiced by the Tehuelche in Argentine Patagonia and
also bears some resemblance to the game under study.

However, in the Usuma area, Department of Oruro, Bolivia, I find the game taptana, or “the fox and the
sheep” (Photo No. 9), which is described as a game of mental dexterity related to the annual agricultural

cycle and played primarily by men:
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Huarita (2021) identifies it a8, dprior to the arrival of European

colonizers and argues that it has always be agrarian worldview of the peoples who make

up the societies of the Altiplano. In this regard, he states that:

if the fox wins three consecutive turns, it is believed that there will be either abundance or scarcity of
food, which implies performing rituals of supplication to Piucha Juana. It is a good omen if one
manages to fill the 7 points of the triangle that forms the pen. According to accounts, in the past this
game represented a herd of llamas, and the pieces distributed across the 15 squares of the board
signified a herd of livestock, selected from each row: the fiawpas (adults), followed by the maltas
puytas (young), then the uiias (calves), and finally the males. It was a good omen to bring one or two
from each group into the corral; but a bad omen if only one or two groups out of the total number of



pieces entered. It also signifies a good romantic omen for the player who wins the fox piece (pp. 370—
371).

This story, which has been passed down from generation to generation in the Andean world of the
Bolivian-Peruvian Altiplano, attests to the pre-Hispanic origins of the game, since throughout that
region, both in games and in narrative, “agroecological indicators, the agricultural cycle, and festive
rites converge in the representation of the fox as the sole element recreating the life and agricultural

cycle in the.
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Conclusions

Based on the analysis of board games from the southern tip of the continent, I believe that their origin
and spread may have begun in a specific region of South America, which, thanks to new revelations
from anthropologist Madden’s research, are now shedding more light on the games and toys found
among the earliest human groups that migrated across the continent. This allows us to consider that

these modern board games, which have come down to us through existing records of, among others, the


http://www.rupestreweb.info/litograbados1.html

travelers and priests who arrived with the conquest, and the research that facilitated their recovery,
appreciation, and revival, may have originally been a way of using play to teach children the
organization of the hunt, a tradition whose intergenerational transmission continued for millennia. Later,
with the changes in lifestyle brought about by evolution, it is possible that it simply remained a game
for entertainment.

These are linked to them based on the studies of Romero (1943), who considers them part of a mythical
connection between hunting and the game, characteristic of pre-Hispanic peoples

In some areas, as lifestyles evolved;sthese. games-becamc partsof the educational curriculum; in the
Andean world, for examplé, they are still taught today in their two versions: tending sheep (Huarita
2021) or hunting the puﬁla'(Romero 1943). Similarlygthe interpretation of taptanasas alquerque (Castro
Teran, 2014) may“h'éve led to confusion when interpreting tﬁe game taptana/the fox and the sheep/the
lion’s den and its board (the confusion may stem from translations of the Inca expression‘similar to”
as “equal t0” in relation 0. alquerque, whose board, format, and objective differ from the huntlng games
descrlbed here from the peoples of Argentina and are related to games from.other South Amerlcan
regions with which.they have remained in continuous interaction for centuries, a factor that has shaped

the relationship between these games.
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