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Some of the archaeological finds reveal infor-
mation about the ways people living within 
the territory of the palace of the grand dukes 
of Lithuania spent their leisure time and their 
forms of entertainment. A number of turned 
and carved chess and checkers figures of var-
ious sizes were found, as well as playing dice, 
boards for table-top games, and fragments 
of musical instruments.
The largest group of archaeological artefacts 
associated with entertainment is the collec-
tion of various table-top games. The archae-
ological finds suggest the existence of four 
game types: chess, checkers, backgammon 
and alquerque. Polish chronicler Jan Długosz 
noted that Grand Duke of Lithuania Vytau-
tas enjoyed playing chess. Written sources 
also tell us that Barbara Radziwiłł also owned 
an elaborately ivory and gemstone decorat-
ed chess and checkers board, which was in-
cluded in the inventory of Janusz Radziwiłł’s 
kunstkamera, kept in Lyubcha Castle. In 1618 
Kryztof Radziwiłł commissioned two small-
er-scale organs (Ger. Truheorgel) – a positive 
and a portative, which featured drawers for 
checkers and chess game pieces, i.e., the in-
struments were used not just to play music, 
but could also have been used to play a game 
of chess or checkers.
Some of the archaeological finds are classi-
fied as games and toys for improving various 
childhood skills or simply imitating every- 
day adult activities. One of the more inter-
esting finds from this group would be the toy 

crossbow stock featuring a lever and splint 
firing mechanism, dated to the late 14th– 
early 15th century. 
A number of book covers were also found in 
the palace territory, one of the book clasps 
bears the inscription BARBARA. In the la-
trine well of the palace’s south wing, a litur-
gical book cover for a book 13.3 x 7.3 cm in 
size was also discovered; it was made of calf 
hide and decorated with relief figures of the 
Blessed Virgin Mary holding the Infant and 
of Christ the Saviour. Lithuanian rulers kept 
manuscript books in the Vilnius residence 
from the late 14th century. They have been 
donated to Vilnius bishops and the cathedral. 
We know from written sources that Ona, the 
wife of Grand Duke of Lithuania Vytautas, 
when visiting the shrine of St Dorothea in 
Marienwerder (present day Kwidzyn in Po-
land) received from the Pomeranian bishop 
two books on the life of this saint. The list of 
property of Grand Duke of Lithuania Alex-
ander, who died in 1506 in Lida, included a 
missal bound in a yellowish velvet fabric with 
silver gold-plated ornaments and bindings, 
six silver-decorated books, 12 books with-
out silver decorations, and 19 codexes. In the 
times of Sigismund Augustus, the grand du-
cal palace within the territory of the Vilnius 
Lower Castle boasted an enormous library 
of mostly printed books – around 4,000 en-
tries. On May 6, 1571, in his will, the ruler 
passed on this collection to the Vilnius Jesuit 
College – the city’s future university.


