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TANGRAMS




  
A Mysterious History




  Tangrams are simply amazing! How can seven simple shapes have formed such a wonderful and intriguing puzzle, one with an incredible and mysterious history?




  The tangram can be played as both a puzzle for a lone player or as a game for many. It uses just seven geometric shapes cut from a square (five equilateral triangles of different sizes, one square and one parallelogram). Anyone with a piece of paper and a set of scissors can enjoy the wonders of the tangram, although highly prized tangram sets have even been made from delicately carved ivory.




  Whatever the pieces are made from, with a set of tangrams, the possibilities for creating intriguing pictures, and even stories, are endless.




  The Early Game




  Tangrams originated in China and were traditionally played at home, often, but not uniquely, by children. It is not known exactly when the puzzle was invented. Some say as early as the second millennium BCE in the Zhou period, but evidence is scanty. It is also thought that tangram sets may have been used by Chinese mathematicians 2,200 years ago to help them with their theories. And a slightly different form of the game seems to have been played in Japan in the eighteenth century. But what is known for sure is that it was very popular in China from about 1800.




  Seven Ingenious Pieces




  In Chinese the tangram game is called Qi qiao ban or ‘Seven Ingenious Pieces’. The earliest surviving Chinese book on tangrams, Tangram Combinations, was published in 1813 and touches on mathematical aspects of the puzzle. Other early books include The New Tangram Handbook, by an author who gave himself the somewhat dreamy name of ‘Guest under the Mulberry’, and the Encyclopedia of Tangrams, which was compiled by a woman named Wang. The encyclopedia is one of the most comprehensive and popular Chinese collections ever published: in sixteen chapters, it includes over 1,500 tangram figures.




  A Mysterious Name




  Where did the word ‘tangram’ originate? No one knows for sure, although it is first recorded in the American Webster’s Dictionary of 1864. The word may simply come from the Chinese character Tang, meaning ‘China’, combined with the English suffix ‘-gram’. But some puzzlers favour a more romantic explanation.




  In 1968, a puzzle writer called Peter van Note, for example, suggested that the words ‘tangram’ and ‘tan’ (the name for one of the puzzle pieces) may have come from the Tanka, the riverboat people who lived on China’s southern waterways. At the turn of the nineteenth century, American and European traders exchanged goods and came to socialize with the Tanka. Van Note proposed that the sailors may have been taught the game of ‘seven ingenious pieces’ by the Tanka women, and that the ‘Tanka game’ evolved into the English ‘tangram’.
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