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DICE
Dice provide a random factor in Battle Ravens – will the Gods of battle be with 
you or against you?  You command your Warriors to fight when and where you 
wish, but you cannot be certain how well they fight until the dice representing 
their combat prowess are rolled.
All of the dice in Battle Ravens have the following sides:

One side showing 2 successes
(a 6 on a spot dice)

Two sides showing 1 success
(a 4 or 5 on a spot dice)

Three sides showing a failure
(a 1, 2 or 3 on a spot dice)

THE BOARD
Battle Ravens takes place on a board representing a battlefield.
The board consists of 12 Shieldwall areas representing the opposing 
battle lines (6 Shieldwall areas for each player), and 2 Thrall areas
(1 behind each Shieldwall line).
During play, no more than 9 Warriors or 9 Ravens may be in any area at any 
time (count Warriors and Ravens separately).
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The game board.
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The English confidently resisted with all their strength, striving above 
all to prevent a breach in their line opening under the assault. Their 

extraordinarily tight formation meant that those who were killed
hardly had room to fall.

- William of Poitiers on the Battle of Hastings

WINNING THE GAME
Play continues until one player claims victory. To win Battle Ravens and claim 
victory, you must occupy 3 of the enemy’s Shieldwall areas at the end of a turn. 
Once you achieve this, your enemy’s army breaks and flees, 
leaving your warriors to pursue them from the battlefield like
wolves chasing sheep.
If both players succeed in occupying 3 enemy Shieldwall areas at the end of the 
same turn, the winner is decided as follows:
Add up the total number of Warriors you have remaining on the board, 
and score points for them: Hirdmen count as 2 points, Bondi as 1.
The highest scorer wins.
Any other result is a draw and you should choose one of the following methods 
to decide the winner (whichever you prefer):
•	 Play again
•	 Arm wrestle over an open flame
•	 Drink horns of mead until one player falls unconscious
•	 Fight a Viking duel to first blood
The game designer and publisher shall not be held responsible for any
resulting injuries!
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SETTING UP THE GAME
In each of your 6 Shieldwall areas, place 3 of your Hirdmen and 
3 of your Bondi (therefore, all 36 of your Warriors are deployed when setting 
up the game). 
Place your 3 Thralls in your Thrall area and place your unkindness of 
20 Ravens in a pile in front of you.

TURN SEQUENCE
Choose who will be the game’s first player (they will remain first player 
throughout the game) by rolling four dice each. Add up your total number of 
successes. The player with most successes may choose whether to be the first or 
second player – there are advantages to both!

A game of Battle Ravens consists of an unspecified number of turns, each of which 
plays through the following sequence until one player wins:

•	 Place Ravens
•	 Take actions
•	 End the turn

The hungry battle-birds were filled
In Skye with blood of foemen killed,
And wolves on Tiree’s lonely shore,
Dyed red their hairy jaws in gore.

- Bjorn Cripplehand 
on King Magnus Barelegs’ wars

in the Hebrides
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1. PLACE RAVENS
Beginning with the game’s first player and then alternating between players, 
place your Ravens.
Place your Ravens in 1 Shieldwall area at a time, up to 9 Ravens per area. Once 
the first player has placed Ravens in 1 Shieldwall area of his or her choice, the 
second player then places Ravens in 1 Shieldwall area of his or her choice, and 
then placement alternates between players until all Ravens have been placed.
You may only place Ravens in your own Shieldwall areas.
Once you have placed Ravens in an area, you may not return to place further 
Ravens in that area during this turn – all the Ravens you wish to deploy in a 
single area must be placed at the same time. 
You do not need to place Ravens in every Shieldwall area, but will be 
disadvantaged if you do not do so.
Tactical Challenge: Whether to distribute Ravens evenly, or heavily weight 
certain Shieldwall areas.

Part way through the Place Ravens phase, Player A places 4 Ravens into Area I; she cannot place any more 
Ravens in this area during this turn. 

Player B then places 8 Ravens into Area III; he cannot place any more Ravens in this area during this turn. 
Player A next places 6 Ravens in Area II; again, no more Ravens may be placed in this area during this 

turn. 

Player B has no further Ravens to place (they’ve all been placed earlier in this phase), so Area IV contains 
no Ravens this turn. 

Area I Area II

Area III Area IV
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2. TAKE ACTIONS
After both players have placed all their Ravens, you must then take actions, 
allowing those Ravens to feed on corpses!
Beginning with the game’s first player and then alternating between players, 
choose any 1 of your Shieldwall areas containing Ravens, and announce one of 
the following two actions in that area:
•	 Move
•	 Attack (which can be countered by: Block)

Remove as many Ravens as you wish to spend on that action (detailed in the 
following sections) from that area and return them to your hand for the next turn. 
You may only spend your own Ravens.
You always choose the number of Ravens to spend, but must spend at least 1 
every time it is your go until you run out of Ravens. You cannot miss a go by 
choosing not to spend a Raven. 

Tactical Challenge: Deciding whether to take strong, all-out actions with many 
Ravens at a time, or weaker but more flexible actions with only 1 or 2 Ravens.

You may revisit an area containing Ravens during a turn as many 
times as you wish. 

Keep alternating actions until only 1 player has Ravens left on the game board; 
that player then continues to spend his or her Ravens until none are left on the 
game board. 
When all of the Ravens have been used, proceed to the End the Turn phase.
Occasionally, you may find that you are left with Ravens in a Shieldwall area but 
are unable to spend them (for example, you have Ravens but no Warriors in the 
area). Return them to your hand at the end of the turn without spending them, 
or move more Warriors into the area before the turn ends so that the Ravens 
may be spent.
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2.1 MOVE
Spend 1 or more Ravens from a single Shieldwall area to move that number of 
Warriors from there into any 1 of your adjacent Shieldwall areas. 
For example, if you spend 3 Ravens, you may move 3 Warriors (they 
may be Hirdmen, Bondi, or a combination of both) from that area into 1 
adjacent area. Remember that you are allowed a maximum of 9 models
in any area at any time. 
Warriors may only move to an adjacent area when activated by a Raven; to move 
more than 1 area requires Ravens to be spent as separate actions.
You cannot move Warriors into an enemy Shieldwall area by spending Ravens. 
You may only enter an enemy Shieldwall area by capturing it in the End the 
Turn phase (see section 3.1: Capturing a Shieldwall Area). 
For movement across captured areas, see section 3.2: Moving Through a 
Captured Area.

Area I Area II

Area IV Area V

Area III

Area VI

Player A could spend Ravens to move Warriors from Area II to either Area I or Area III. Moving 1 Warrior 
would require 1 Raven to be spent from Area II; moving 2 Warriors would cost 2 Ravens, and so on. 

To move a Warrior from Area I to Area III, Player A would need to spend 1 Raven from Area I to move the 
Warrior into Area II and then, on a subsequent action, spend 1 Raven from Area II to move the Warrior

into Area III.
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2.2 ATTACK & BLOCK
Spend 1 or more Ravens in 1 of your Shieldwall areas to attack the enemy 
Shieldwall area directly opposite.
The number of Warriors in each Shieldwall area shows your army’s 
cohesion and will to resist but does not affect the number of attacking 
dice you may roll – attacks are determined by Raven placement.
However, you cannot attack in an area where you have no Warriors.

Resolve an attack as follows:
•	 Roll 1 dice for each Raven you spend; the number of Ravens spent must be 

decided before rolling the dice.
•	 Each dice rolled will score one of the following outcomes: 2 successes,

1 success, or a failure. Each success registers a hit on your  opponent’s Warriors.
•	 Your opponent may now choose to spend Ravens to try to block your hits.

This works exactly as an attack, with successes cancelling an equivalent 
number of your hits (2 successes, 1 success, or a failure). Your opponent 
may roll as many or as few dice as he or she wishes by spending Ravens; 
the number of Ravens spent must be decided before rolling the dice. If more 
blocking successes are rolled than hitting successes, the additional blocking 
successes have no further effect.

Area I

Area III Area IV

Warriors in Area I may only attack Warriors in Area III (and vice versa);

Warriors in Area II may only attack Warriors in Area IV (and vice versa).

Area II



Area I Area II

Area III Area IV
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Area II

Player A has 4 Ravens in Area I and 6 Ravens in Area II; Player B has 8 Ravens in Area III and no Ravens 
in Area IV. 

Player A spends 3 Ravens in Area I to attack the enemy in Area III – she rolls 3 dice and 
scores 2 hits. Player B immediately chooses to spend 3 Ravens to try to block these hits

– he rolls 3 dice and scores 3 successes! All of Player A’s hits are blocked (the excess successes rolled by 
Player B have no effect). 

Next, on Player B’s action, he attacks back at Area I from Area III, spending 5 Ravens. Five dice are rolled, 
scoring 4 hits. Player A has only 1 Raven remaining in Area I and spends this to try to block hits. One 

success is rolled, meaning that Player A must now remove 3 hits from Area I (having successfully blocked 1). 
This could be 3 Bondi or 1 Hirdman and 1 Bondir.

Play continues with Player A’s next action, which will see all 6 Ravens in Area II being spent on attacking 
Area IV – where Player B has no Ravens to spend on blocking. Ouch!

•	 For any remaining hits, immediately remove enemy Warriors as follows:
1 Bondir costs 1 hit to remove; 1 Hirdman costs 2 hits to 
remove. Therefore, if you have scored 3 hits, this could remove 
3 Bondi, 1 Bondir and 1 Hirdman, or just 1 Hirdman (only if no Bondir are 
present in the area; the extra hit is wasted). The owning player chooses which 
Warriors to remove but must always remove the maximum number of hits 
possible.

Note that spending Ravens to try to block hits does not constitute that player’s 
next action; a player may attempt to block, and will then take their own Move 
or Attack action as usual.



Area I Area II

Area III Area IV
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2.3 THRALLS
Thralls do not act like Warriors – they flit around behind or on the flanks of 
your Shieldwall, throwing javelins, flinging slingshot, or shooting arrows over 
the heads of your Warriors into the enemy’s Shieldwall. Not very heroic . . . but 
sometimes very effective!
In Battle Ravens, Thralls use the following rules:
•	 Thralls must be deployed in your Thrall area at the beginning of every turn.
•	 When you roll a failure on an attacking dice, you may choose to reroll it by

spending a Thrall. Remove the Thrall from your Thrall area until the End the 
Turn phase. Thralls cannot be used to reroll blocks.

•	 You may reroll more than 1 failure per attack by spending more than 1 Thrall. 
However, you must choose how many Thralls to spend before rerolling
any dice. 

•	 A Thrall failure cannot be rerolled.
•	 In the End the Turn phase, replace all of your Thralls into your Thrall area, to

use again next turn.
•	 You lose Thralls when you lose Shieldwall areas (see End the Turn, below).

Player A has 6 Ravens in Area II and spends them all to attack Area IV (where Player B has no Ravens). 
Two of the dice score failures, so Player A chooses to spend 2 Thralls to reroll both. If either Thrall’s dice are 

failures, these cannot be rerolled by spending a third Thrall.

Through the combined efforts of the Warriors and Thralls, Player A scores enough hits to remove all 5 of 
Player B’s Warriors from Area IV. With no Ravens available to block hits, Player B removes all of his 

Warriors from that area. 
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3. END THE TURN
Once all Ravens have been spent and the resulting actions completed, carry out 
the following activities in the order shown below:.
•	 Capture empty Shieldwall areas (see section 3.1: Capturing a Shieldwall Area).
•	 Return all Ravens to your hand.
•	 Return all Thralls to the Thrall area.
•	 If any Shieldwall areas were captured by your opponent during this turn,

permanently remove 3 Ravens from your hand for each area lost this turn and 
1 Thrall from your Thrall area for each area lost this turn. (The Ravens feast
on the dead, and the Thrall runs away like the incontinent cowherd he 
undoubtedly is.)

•	 Check for victory – has either player captured 3 enemy Shieldwall
 areas? If so, there is a winner! If not, play continues – begin the next turn.

I am a loner, wounded by iron,
bitten by a blade, sated with war-work,
weary with swords. Often I see battle,

a fierce one fighting, yet I expect no consolation
that from the battle-strife help shall come to me

before I am destroyed among the warriors,
but the hammers’ leavings beat against me,

the hard-edged, the blade-sharp, the handiwork of smiths
bite in strongholds, I must endure

a more hateful meeting; never a kind of healer
could I find in the folkland

among those who healed wounds with herbs,
rather on me the scars of swords grow greater

day and night with death blows.

- Riddle from the Exeter Book
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3.1. CAPTURING A SHIELDWALL AREA
In the End the Turn phase, if any enemy Shieldwall area contains no Warriors, 
and your own area directly opposite does contain Warriors, you have broken the 
enemy’s Shieldwall and must capture it. Break the enemy’s Shieldwall 3 times, 
and you have won the battle and the game!
To capture the area, move into it all of the Warriors from your Shieldwall area 
directly opposite; you cannot leave any Warriors behind, and cannot choose not 
to capture the area. You do not spend Ravens to capture an area. Your Warriors 
want blood!
The capturing Warriors play no further part in the battle, as they instead secure 
that section of the battlefield for you. The captured Shieldwall area is now 
‘closed’ in play, and your Warriors in that area may not be attacked or move 
out – their role in the game is over. They have succeeded in their task and have 
indeed written their names into the Sagas.
If any of your own Shieldwall areas are captured, in the End the Turn phase 
permanently remove 3 Ravens from your hand and 1 Thrall from your Thrall 
area for each area lost this turn. 
Tactical Challenge: Ensuring that you do not have too many Warriors opposite 
an area that you are about to capture, as this weakens your own Shieldwall’s 
strength for the rest of the game.

Corselets glistened
hand-forged, hard; on their harness bright

the steel ring sang, as they strode along
in mail of battle, and marched to the hall.

- Excerpt from Beowulf
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Area I Area II
(Vacated)

Area IV Area V
Player A

has captured
this area.

Area III

Area VI

Player A has captured Area V. 
Player A may still move from Area I to III (or vice versa) at the usual cost of 1 Warrior per Raven

(Area II no longer counts as a movement area). 
Player B may not move from Area IV to Area VI (or vice versa), as his battle line is broken

by the captured area.

3.2. MOVING THROUGH A CAPTURED AREA
You may move through your own vacated Shieldwall areas (opposite an area 
you have captured) for no additional Raven expenditure – move your Warrior(s) 
from the Shieldwall area they start in to the next Shieldwall area still in play. You 
leap across the vacated area for free, into the first area still being fought over.
You may not move into or through any of your Shieldwall areas that have been 
captured by your opponent; your Shieldwall is now divided into separate sections 
that you cannot move between. This makes things considerably harder for you!

The West-Saxons pushed onward
all day; in troops they pursued the hostile people.
They hewed the fugitive grievously from behind 

with swords sharp from the grinding. 

- Excerpt from The Battle of Brunanburh
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ADVANCED RULE: TACTIC CARDS 
The basic game represents the most balanced version of Battle Ravens, but by 
introducing Tactics Cards, the army you command takes on a more thematic 
style of warfare based on the historical army’s tactics. 
By using Tactics Cards, a Norse army becomes an all-out battering ram and an 
Anglo-Saxon army forms a solid line that’s hard to break down. Some cards will 
be better or worse than those held by your opponent!
Each army has 10 Tactics Cards. Choose which army you will play as and 
randomly select 5 of that army’s cards as your hand at the start of each game. 
This allows both players to choose the same army, should they wish to, taking 5 
random cards each.

The rules for using the cards are as follows:
•	 When your cards have been allocated, keep your hand hidden from your 

opponent and only reveal cards when you choose to play them.
•	 Cards are played at the time shown in the card’s text – if you wish to play a 

card, announce you’re doing so at the time shown on the card.
•	 If both players wish to play a card at the same moment, each announce that

they are playing a card, and reveal their cards simultaneously. The game’s first 
player’s card is resolved in full, followed by the second player’s card (unless 
otherwise stated on the card).

•	 Each player may play only 1 card per turn.
•	 Each card may be played only once per game – discard it when used and do 

not draw a replacement.
•	 You do not need to play all of your cards should you choose not to.
•	 Rules on Tactics Cards overrule those written in the rulebook.
•	 ‘Play: At the start’ means before anything else happens in that phase.
•	 ‘Play: At the end’ means after all other actions have been completed in

that phase.
•	 ‘Play: Immediately after/before rolling’ means after or before rolling the dice 

for one such action – it does not apply to all attacking/blocking/Thrall dice 
rolled in your turn.
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DESIGNER’S NOTES 
A little over 950 years before I wrote these designer’s notes, plans were in place for two invasions 
of Anglo-Saxon England: Harald Hardrada’s Norwegian army was to land in the north, and 
William the Bastard’s Normans in the south. King Harold of England met with victory in the 
north, but death in the south. So ended Anglo-Saxon England, and shieldwall warfare gave way 
to the dominance of mounted knights. The battle ravens had flown from the British Isles.
Battle Ravens is my attempt to design a modern game that feels as though it could be played on 
a medieval gaming board with medieval playing pieces. It is not a game belonging to the tafl 
family, but this was my initial inspiration as I wanted to try something that allowed me to use my 
collection of wonderful tafl pieces; they were begging me to pull them out of their box and use 
them. This edition of Battle Ravens replaces my original tafl pieces with Peter Dennis’s evocative 
artwork.
I’d been working on a new shieldwall-based game for some time, and frequently visited the 
British Museum for inspiration from their Anglo-Saxon collection. But the game’s design and 
development accelerated after a superb trip to Stockholm and Uppsala to meet with a Swedish 
gaming friend. While there, we toured around the museums, and the beautifully rendered 
helmets, shield décor and other weaponry spurred me on to create Battle Ravens.
Shieldwall warfare did not involve a huge amount of manoeuvring, other than to ensure that your 
army’s battle line had no gaps. Skirmishers skirted around the line, taking opportunistic shots 
when they could, but battles were really won or lost in the dangerous scrum of the shieldwall, 
where brute force, measured aggression, a sturdy shield arm, and a little bit of good fortune were 
as vital as weapon skills. These are all incorporated into your limited choices of action each turn.
In addition to planning and strategic decisions, I wanted to include an element of chance –
as the commander of your army, you decide where and in what strength your warriors’ onslaught 
occurs, but you will not know how well they fight until you roll your dice. Plans for each turn 
often change on the outcome of a dice roll (whether your own or that of your opponent), so the 
game is as much about reacting decisively to the changing tactical situation as it is to plotting a 
strategic plan over the duration of the battle. 
The use of dice may seem very old-school to some gamers, and they would be absolutely correct: 
the number of dice found in Viking Age and medieval archaeological excavations demonstrates 
their use and popularity in this period, so they’re highly thematic in Battle Ravens.
Finally, did you work out the riddle from the Exeter Book, shown on page 14?
The answer is . . .  a shield.

Enjoy!

Daniel Mersey
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I saw great sturdy men who came with the dawn,
And the head of Domnall Brecc – ravens gnawed it.

- A stanza interpolated into Y Gododdin


