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Description 

8” x 8” game board based on 16th Century Italian and Spanish examples.  Base wood is black 

walnut.  The marquetry is in a checkerboard pattern of ivory and ebony, with a border of black 

and white stained wood.  Ivory detailing at the corners. 

 

 

 

 

  



History 

The game of chess started out in India, as early as the 6th Century.  It evolved as it spread to 

other countries, and the basis of the modern game was developed in Southern Europe in the 

mid 15th Century1.  It was called “scacchi” in Italy during the 16th Century, and was a very 

popular game among the nobility and other elites2. 

The primary inspiration for this particular board is from a painting by Sofonisba Anguissola from 

1555 titled, appropriately enough, “The Chess Game” (see Figure 1).  It shows a game board 

with marquetry of lighter and darker squares and a raised edge around the perimeter of the 

board.  Unfortunately it is not possible to determine what the materials are based on the 

painting.  However, there is an extant example from Spain of more elaborate construction (see 

Figure 2) utilizing walnut as the base wood and ivory and other colored woods for marquetry 

and inlay work. 

Construction 

I would first like to make a quick distinction between marquetry and inlay.  Marquetry was 

referred to as “tarsia geometrica” in Italy during this time period and was the practice of placing 

patterns of colored wood, ivory, or other materials on top of a base wood surface, typically 

covering the entire surface.  Inlay was commonly referred to as “tarsia certosina” and was the 

practice of removing areas of the base wood and filling those voids back in with other 

materials3.  What I am displaying here is the technique of marquetry. 

The materials I am using include black walnut as the base wood, ivory, ebony veneer, and a pre-

made marquetry strip of black and white colored wood with white edges.  The walnut I have 

used is American Black Walnut.  In period, European or English Walnut would have been used.  

The use of ivory, ebony veneer, and the pre-made strip are appropriate for the period as 

evidenced by the game board in Figure 2.  By the 16th Century in Italy it was common practice 

to mass-produce strips of marquetry using a technique called “tarsia a toppo”.  Thin strips of 

different shaped and colored wood were glued together in a block to make a repeating pattern 

that would be visible at the end of the block.  Thin slices were then cut off of the end of this 

block to make the marquetry strips4. 
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The board shown in the painting is larger than the example I have created, but I was 

constrained by the size of the ivory tiles I had available.  The pieces were of an appropriate 

thickness, but they were at most 7/8” wide.  This meant that the playing area of a game board 

made with them would be at most 7” wide.  I chose to make my board 8” x 8” in order to allow 

for the marquetry at the perimeter of the gaming area and a raised edge around the perimeter 

of the entire board.  I could have made a larger board, but that would have required a thicker 

marquetry band and raised perimeter, which I felt would have been out of proportion to the 

gaming area itself. 

All of the ivory tiles were cut to approximately 7/8” x 7/8”.  I used a small miter box and fine 

tooth back saw to keep the cuts clean and consistent.  Once the ivory tiles were cut, I laid out 

the game grid on the walnut base board and proceeded to glue down the tiles.  The glue I used 

is hide glue.  Hide glue is appropriate for this type of work in period, and is still used for fine 

woodworking today.  The main advantages of hide glue are that it has a very long set up time 

(as long as 30 minutes), dries hard and clear, and excess can easily be cleaned up with a damp 

rag. 

Once the ivory tiles were in place and the glue had started to set, I added the marquetry band 

around the edge of the gaming area.  This band of black and white stripes with white edges is a 

commercially available material that I had on hand from a previous project, but it was very 

suitable as an edging for this particular project. 

I had several options for the darker tiles, and I chose to use an ebony veneer.  I purchased the 

veneer from a local retailer.  Unfortunately, the only veneer that was available was about half 

the thickness of the ivory tiles, so I had to do a double layer of the ebony to bring it up to a level 

similar to that of the ivory.  While I was very careful about the cutting and placing of the ivory 

tiles, the sizing and layout were not perfect, so I needed to cut and shape each of the ebony 

tiles to fit.  Again, each piece was cut to approximately 7/8” x 7/8”, but then they were 

individually fitted to their respective location. 

Once the ebony tiles had been placed and the glue had completely dried, I carefully sanded the 

gaming area to bring the whole surface to approximately the same level.  Once the sanding was 

finished, I cut four pieces of walnut to form the raised perimeter of the board.  These were then 

glued into place.  The overall piece was then carefully sanded to a high level of finish. 

I didn’t like the look of the diagonal joints of the raised perimeter pieces where they met at the 

corners, so I cut four small ivory squares to serve as decorative caps on the corners.  A similar 

detail can be seen on the corners of the board in “The Chess Game”, although they are showing 

round “dots” rather than the squares I used.  I also added four small “feet” on the bottom of 

the board to help protect the board from damage. 



Finally, the piece was sealed with a hand-rubbed finish of Tried and True varnish oil.  This is a 

commercially available finish that closely approximates a period varnish and wax finish. 

Overall, I am extremely pleased with the outcome of this project.  Having actual ivory for the 

work gives the piece an aesthetic that no imitation product could hope to match.  My one 

regret is that one of the ivory pieces has a cut mark on it that I did not notice until the piece had 

been permanently glued in place.  I would have liked to have replaced that if possible, but I was 

afraid of doing damage to the surrounding work, so I will have to let that be. 
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