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DEDICATION

This work is affectionately dedicated to the memory of my first chess teacher, my father, who, though he could never pass on to me his skill at the game, did transmit to his son something of his love for chess.




 


“Blessed be the memory of him who gave the world this immortal game. For the price of a taxicab ride or a visit to the cinema you may possess a world of illimitable adventures. It is the very water of Lethe for sorrow or disappointment, for there is no oblivion more profound than that for which it offers you solace. And what satisfaction is comparable with a well-won mate? It is different from the joy any other games may offer. A perfect mate irradiates the mind with the calm of indisputable things. It has the absoluteness of mathematics and gives you the victory ennobled by the sense of intellectual struggle and stern justice. There are mates that linger in the memory like a sonnet of Keats”

A. E. GARDINER, In Praise of Chess
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THE MARCH OF CHESS:

Century in which the game entered each country is indicated by date, A.D.

Native names for chess are given for each country.
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Program Note

More books have been written about chess play than about any other game in the world. In astonishing contrast to the immense library of chess tactics is the meager literature of chess history. So far as I know, no book on the structural history of the game has ever been published in the United States. This is strange, for it is only a man of small mind who is totally indifferent to the historical background of his activities. And a chess devotee is not likely to be little-minded. Yet even good players, who can tell you all about the power of the queen, can rarely tell you how she got that way.

This book was born in Australia, gestated in New Guinea. During most of 1943 I was with the U. S. Army in an isolated garrison in Northern Australia. We played a lot of chess, often with our colleagues on the staff of a near-by Australian Army hospital. Aussies are chess-minded. They like the game, play it often, and play it well. Many a night after I had been comfortably beaten by both Australian and American players, we would sit outside the tent, puffing some of the pungent (and rationed) Queensland tobacco; and while the smoke crawled up toward the Southern Cross we would muse about chess. “Why is the queen more powerful than the king? What kind of war or royal court is that?” I would unchivalrously ask. No one really knew. “Why is the pawn the only piece that captures in one way and moves in another?” No one knew that one either. In the winter of 1944 (you’d call it summer, because it was July, but it was unquestionably winter down under) I had a week’s leave in Sydney. Since it was my first furlough in civilized territory, I can’t pretend that I spent it all in the library. I found a few other things to do, too. But I did begin to scratch at the surface of chess history. I read most of Murray’s book that week, and it was hard reading. Some of my questions were answered; but unfortunately many more questions were raised in the course of reading this monumental History of Chess. Shortly after my return to North Queensland, I was transferred to a post in New Guinea. In that South Sea isle I remained a year and a half and found time to organize my then scanty knowledge of chess history and to outline this book. “If I ever get back to the United States I shall really begin putting the fragments of this puzzle together,” I promised myself.

During 1945 I found myself stationed at an Army Hospital near New York, and I began collecting and interpreting the historical data in earnest. I read through old books, opened correspondence with historians and oriental scholars, began to delve into the development of games in the east, and generally tried the patience of my family and friends. At first I was afraid that my book was to be sheer plagiarism. But I was encouraged by the discovery that if you steal your ideas from one author, that is plagiarism; whereas if you lift them from many, that is research. Bit by bit the pieces began to fall into place; an involved correspondence with an orientalist about the Sanskrit Puranas, conferences with an Iranologist on the meaning of mate in Persian, letters to and from foreign consuls to get information about chess in their countries, and a boring but necessary comparison of quotations with the original sources. Then the process of trimming off the fat, dehydrating the turgidities, and reconciling the discrepancies.

So here it is, a compact story of how chess diffused throughout the world, of when and why the changes in structure were made, and of what is known about its origins; and an account, of necessity largely guesswork, (but scientific guesswork I hope) of how chess was born.

A thumbnail review of the entire cavalcade of chess opens the book. This is designed to orient the reader to the necessary back-and-forth shuttle of the next seven chapters. Then a plunge into the unknown—a suggested thesis on the actual origins of the game in Chapter 9. After that a brief interlude on the efforts to “improve the game” and then a country by country review of the relentless march of chess around the globe, followed by a chapter of historical miscellany. The book ends with a polyglot—a lexicon of chess terms in the forty major languages of this one world. And for the skeptical reader or interested scholar, a working bibliography of English language references.

And now the usual but pleasant paragraph of thanks. I can’t list them all, but to alleviate my guilt feelings, I enter a few for the record. Thanks to my wife for patiently sitting by, evening after evening, while my un-noiseless typewriter banged out the first draft of this manuscript. Thanks to Mr. I. Horowitz and Mr. John Rather of the Chess Review for placing at my disposal a complete file of their magazine—a source which proved a gold mine of data, particularly for Chapter 16. Thanks to Dr. Albrecht Buschke, the well known New York chess bibliographer, for running down many ancient chess books and several really rare items; to Mr. Clarence H. Gaines of Canton, New York, for explaining his concept of timing in chess play; and to Mr. John Keyes of Philadelphia for putting me on the track of Reichhelm’s ingenious system of chess notation, and to Mr. Horace Poleman, chief of the Indic Section of the Library of Congress, for some otherwise unobtainable data on ancient Sanskrit literature; to Mr. Joseph Davitt of Brooklyn, New York for his interesting analysis of chess terms in Gaelic; and to the many consuls-general in New York City whom I bothered about chess terminology in their native tongues. Double thanks to Mr. Mehmed Simsar, the distinguished New York Iranologist who spent a large part of one Christmas week going through all four hundred quatrains of Omar Khayyam in the original Persian just to verify a single reference. And thanks to my secretary, Mrs. Miriam Armstrong, for taking a gruesome looking typed draft and turning it swiftly into neat, clean typescript.

After this catalog—and it really should be longer—the reader may wonder what part I played in the preparation of this work. I sometimes wonder myself.

Henry A. Davidson   

Twin Chimneys,
Flemington, New Jersey


Chapter 1. The Kaleidoscope of Chess History


“Ours is no bloody battle
     With woe and horror fraught
Our joust is of a gentler kind
A measuring of mind with mind
     A tournament of thought.”

—WILLARD FISKE



Modern chess is the logical and lineal descendant of a game played in India in the sixth century. The trail of chess leads back to about A.D. 500. There we strike a barrier behind which historical research has not penetrated. All we know is that during the sixth century, inhabitants of India were playing chaturanga, a game substantially like modern chess. What preceded that period belongs to the prehistory of chess, reviewed in Chapter 9 of this book.

Our present chess era is the last of a chain of five periods of chess history. These five epochs, with approximate dates, are:


  I. The Sanskrit Period; in India, to about A.D. 700.

 II. The Persian Period. About A.D. 700 to 800.

III. The Arabic Period. About A.D. 800 to 1000.

IV. The Medieval Period. About A.D. 1000 to 1600.

 V. The Modern Period. Since about 1600.



Sanskrit Chess. When the game first entered the pages of history, it was called chaturanga and was played in western India. Then, as now, the board was made up of sixty-four squares, eight by eight. The chessmen represented an Indian army and the name was derived from a Sanskrit word for “army.” Chaturanga literally meant “four arms.” Chatur is Sanskrit for “four” and is the ancestor of the Latin word quattuor (visible in such English words as “quartet”). The other half of the term, anga, meant “arms,” and it was used in military Sanskrit precisely as we use it in military English. Thus we speak of the “arms” of the service, meaning its components, such as infantry, cavalry, artillery, and so forth. These are the “arms” (the very word “army” has the same origin). The old Indian army was composed of four “arms”: chariots, elephants, cavalry, and infantry; and the word chaturanga meant “the four arms,” that is, the army as a whole.

In the battle line of the Sanskrit army, the chariots were posted on the flanks, while the king and his prime minister stationed themselves in the protected and important center of the line. The cavalry were also deployed on the flanks but nearer the center to permit fast wheeling-in movements. The lumbering elephants were stationed just off center. This is the traditional battle line of all armies—and for that matter, of a football team, too. Speed on the flanks, power in the center. Finally the foot soldiers were ranked in the front line, then, as now, bearing the brunt of battle.

Thus chaturanga was an effigy of a battle, with opposing armies glaring at each other across a neutral no-man’s land, a front line of foot soldiers, a rear line with heavy arms on the flanks, the leaders in the center. The analogy to battle went further, for the moves of the pieces varied according to their tactical strength. The king, a weak offensive piece, packing little power in himself, yet invaluable, requiring constant protection. The infantry soldier who could plod along, one step at a time, with—now and then—a chance to effect a capture by a thrust of his spear to the right or left. The counsellor (now the queen) always hovering near his sovereign and, like him, not much of an offensive fighter. (Until modern times, the queen could move only one space at a time).

These were the pieces in chaturanga:

a. Rajah, the king. He could move one square in any direction and his capture terminated the battle.

b. Mantri. This is the Sanskrit word for “counsellor.” From it our English words “mentor” and “monitor” are ultimately derived. Although the ancestor of the modern queen, the mantri could move only diagonally, and then only one square at a time. The idea seems to have been to allow him only half the powers of his master.

c. Gaja, the elephant. This is the ancestor of the bishop. The gaja could move one square forward or one square diagonally. That is, the elephant could move to any of five squares. This was intended to represent the five limbs of the beast: his four legs and his trunk, the latter dominating the space immediately in front, and the four legs controlling the squares diagonally adjacent.

d. Asva is Sanskrit for “horse,” not for “horseman.” The move of the asva is identical with that of the modern knight, and through thirteen centuries of chess has never varied.

e. Ratha means “chariot” and roka means “boat.” Stationed in the corner, he had the move of the modern rook. (See Chapter 5 for the controversy concerning the identity of this piece.)

f. Padati. The initial letter p in this Sanskrit word for “infantryman” is the same p that begins our word “pawn.” Pada meant “foot” and the pawn was a foot soldier. (Note our English word “pedal.”) The padati moved one square forward. The initial two-square move is a relatively recent innovation—see Chapter 7.

From the beginning, the pawn always captured diagonally. On reaching the last square, he was promoted to mantri, an advancement to the weakest of the major pieces. The mantri, though the ancestor of our queen, was then the least powerful of the officer-pieces. It was analogous to a battlefield promotion in a modern army, where an enlisted man commissioned in battle becomes a second lieutenant, most junior of the officer ranks. When in modern chess the mantri became the queen, strongest instead of the weakest officer on the board, the whole face of the game was changed.

The game proceeded in alternate moves. The openings soon became so conventionalized that it was possible to allow each player to make a number of consecutive moves representing a standard opening. Because of the weakness of the queen (mantri) and bishop (elephant), early long-distance pressure on the enemy was impossible. The only piece that could operate over the entire length of the board was the rook, and he was hemmed in by pawns and by the margin of the board until well into the midgame. During the Sanskrit period, the game was won either by actually capturing the opponent’s king or by stripping him of all the other players.

Old Persian Chess. During the sixth century, commercial and cultural intercourse between India and Persia permitted the game to spread to Iran. (See Chapters 9 and 11.)

The Persians elided the word chaturanga to chatrang, by which name chess was known in Iran until the backwash of the Arabic conquest introduced the Saracen form of the word, shatranj. The names of the pieces were simply translated from Sanskrit to Persian. So king became shah; the queen was called farzin, this being the Persian translation of the Sanskrit mantri, both words meaning counsellor. The horse became asp, the bishop (that is, the elephant) pil, and the foot soldier was called piyadah. The piece called ratha or roka by the Hindus was rendered in Persian as rukh, either because that was their word for “chariot” (ratha) or by adaptation of the sound (but not the meaning) of the Sanskrit roka (boat). (See Chapter 5 for further discussion of this point.)

The translation of rajah (king) into shah was, linguistically at least, a momentous change, for from this word shah comes the name of the game in almost every European language, including English. The word shah is easily recognized, for instance, in the German, Italian, Russian, and Norwegian designations of the game (schach, scacchi, shak, and sjaak respectively) and is the origin, though less obviously, of the French name, echec, from which the English words “chess” and “check” are descended. As a matter of fact, Britain’s Chancellor of the Exchequer gets the second half of his title from this Persian word shah because he was supposed to be doing his accounts on a table covered with a checker-board designed cloth. And a bank check (and its British variant, “cheque”) comes in turn from “exchequer,” so that, remote as it appears to be, the word “check” meaning to attack a chess king and “check” meaning a bank draft have the same origin.

The Persians made few changes in the method of play. The power of the bishop was altered by withdrawing the privilege of moving forward, but giving him the right to move two squares (instead of one) diagonally. The elephant had no significant role in Persian armies, so that the “five-square” move had little meaning. Restricting the bishop’s move to the diagonal was of historic importance, since it initiated confinement to squares of one color which characterizes the moves of the modern bishop. This was the only change in movement powers made during the Persian period. However, the Persians gave the game more study than it had had in India, and chess literature began in old Persia. The concept of “check” and “checkmate” in modern form came to life during the Persian period. In the Sanskrit game, a player might attack an opponent’s king and, if the latter overlooked it, capture the sovereign at the next move, thus terminating the game. The Persians required (what was only a courtesy during the Sanskrit period) that the attacking player call out shah (king) when the shah was attacked. By forbidding the player to remain in check, they prevented an accidental and premature termination of the game. When the king was helpless—could not move without being in check—the Persians spoke of him as being manad, which is old Persian for “ambushed,” and from this comes our modern word “mate.” (See Chapter 8.)

The Arabic Period. Old chess enjoyed its most vigorous development during the eighth, ninth, and tenth centuries, when it was played in Moslem lands under the name of shatranj. The Arabs invaded Iran in A.D. 641, and within a century there was extensive overlapping of Saracen and Persian culture. The Arabs took over the game and most of its vocabulary. Although the two languages are quite different (Persian is an “Aryan” tongue, like Sanskrit; Arabic is a Semitic language, like Hebrew), the conquerors did not translate the Persian names for the pieces; they adopted or adapted them. As the hard syllables ch- and -g were strange to their language, they softened chatrang to shatranj; and as the initial letter p was hard for them to pronounce, they converted pil (elephant) into fil and piyadah (pawn) into baidaq. The king remained shah; and though this never was the common Arabic designation for the sovereign, it has always been used to indicate the king in chess. Farzin was changed to firz, while rukh was carried over without change. The only name which was actually translated was the word for “horse” which became faras.

In the Persian form of the game, the fil could move one or two squares diagonally. Under the Moslem rules, he had to move two cells, leaping over the adjacent square. This reduced the power of the bishop, because it completely denied him access to half the squares he could have reached with a one-square move. (See Chapter 4.) The Arabs developed an enormous literature of chess tactics, and it was this form of the game which crossed into Europe and became the basis for modern chess.

Medieval Chess. Chess entered Europe in the eleventh century, crossing from the Moslem world by three routes. These were: (a) Spain from North Africa, (b) Italy via trade routes across the Mediterranean, (c) from Asiatic Turkey to European Turkey and up through the Balkans. This three-pronged cultural invasion of Europe was completed within the century. (See Chapter 11.) The two western streams merged in France from which the game radiated northward to Britain and eastward into Germany. The geographic trail of chess through Europe is detailed in Chapter 11.

Chess as played in Europe in 1200 was indistinguishable from the Arabic game. European chess in 1600, on the other hand, would seem acceptable in any modern club. This four-hundred year period of medieval chess was characterized by experimental variations designed to increase the speed of the game and offer greater premiums to alertness and long-range strategy. The changes, initiated and concluded during this “medieval” period, were: (a) a checkmate became essential to victory; you could no longer win simply by removing all of your opponent’s pieces (except his king); (b) a stalemate became definitely a drawn game (see Chapter 8 for review of these two features); (c) the pawn was given the privilege of moving two squares on his first move—and with this came the en passant rule; (d) castling was introduced, and later its variations were standardized (see Chapter 5 for the history of castling); (e) the power of the bishop was altered so that he could move any number of squares, instead of exactly two squares, along the diagonal; and (f) the queen’s power was tremendously increased, so that from a minor officer, she became the most valuable piece on the board. The latter two changes occurred during the sixteenth century and completely altered the strategy and the tactics of the game, permitting early long-distance pressures on the opponents and making the pawns potentially so valuable (via “queening”) that good pawn play became essential to good chess play. When all six of these changes had become accepted, chess entered its modern form.

In medieval Britain, the piece we now call a queen was designated the ferz or fers, the term being derived, of course, from the Arabic (see Chapter 14). The bishop was called alfil, being compounded from the Arabic al fil, “the elephant.” The king, knight, and pawn had their modern names. The rook was thought of variously as a chariot or a bird (see Chapter 5). Eventually through the suggestive influence of the Italian word rocca (fortress) and the concept of castling (retreating into a castle), the piece acquired the modern characteristics of a castle or tower. Through most of the medieval period, the bishop and queen had the limited move available to them during the Arabic, Persian, and Sanskrit eras.

The Modern Period. By 1600 chess had crystallized into its present form. The six factors which distinguished medieval from modern chess have been listed above. They changed the character of the game so considerably that maxims for good Arabic or medieval play would not be very helpful to a modern player. The development of these changes is outlined in the appropriate chapters following. (See Chapter 3 for the history of the change in the title and powers of the queen; Chapter 4 for a review of the changes in the name and functions of the bishop; Chapter 5 for the story of modern castling; Chapter 7 for an account of the fortunes of pawn promotion; and Chapter 8 for the modernization of the stalemate and checkmate rule.) The strategic differences between the medieval and modern game (resulting from these six changes) may be summarized as follows:

a. The necessity of securing checkmate to win the game made it worth while to sacrifice pieces for position. In the medieval game a player could win by removing all his opponent’s pieces (except his king, of course) so that once he had a slight margin, he could force repeated exchanges until he had annihilated his opponent’s army. In the modern game, he runs the risk of impaired position or even loss of mating power if he indulges in senseless exchanges.

b. Fixing stalemate as a draw left the losing player with some hope of preventing defeat and imposed on the winning player a need for caution lest he unwittingly stale his opponent.

c. The double-initial move of the pawn made for faster openings and permitted an early arrangement of supporting pawns. The pyramidal arrangement of pawns echeloned for defense (as for instance, pawns on K4, Q3, KB3, QB2 and KKt2) became easier to attain. At the same time, the en passant rule made it impossible to abuse this double-move privilege to escape capture of pawn.

d. Castling permitted the rook to get into play early and removed the king from the hazardous center position. In the medieval game, the center was fairly safe because the opponent’s bishop and queen had such limited powers. In the modern game, a centrally placed king is open to attacks from both sides and from great distances.

e. The extension of the bishop’s power gave him a unique value in the game. It permitted long-range attack through small openings in the opponent’s line. Note, for instance, that a broken row of pawns, one on each file, will completely block off your opponent’s rook. But his bishop may still slip through unless all pawns are on the same rank. This permits the characteristic weaving attack which early modern players thought of as “sneaky.” In fact, at various periods the bishop was for this reason called a “spy.”

f. The extension of the queen’s power completely changed the complexion of chess. In the first place, it incomparably whipped up the tempo of the game. Then, too, it made the queen so precious that her unavenged capture was tantamount to loss of the game, and a player could win by “checkmating” the queen, as it were, just as effectively as by checkmating the king. Finally, it boosted the value of the pawn, since now every pawn was a potential queen, and an extra queen was almost a guarantee of victory. In the medieval game, a promoted pawn had scarcely any more power than he had before promotion—and a long struggle to save a single pawn would have been considered unnecessary, since a queened pawn had no mating power. In the modern game, pawn play may be decisive simply because of the end-game possibilities of queening.

Northward Radiation of Chess. From its original home in India, chess radiated westward (via Persia), northward (via Siberia), and eastward (via China). We have already briefly traced the westward extension of the game (see Chapter 11 for more details). In its radiation northward, chess entered Russia through Siberia, thus introducing into eastern Europe an early form of the game which later merged with the modern game coming from Germany (see Chapter 11).

Eastward Radiation of Chess. Moving to the East, chess entered Burma and China. From China it moved to Korea, and from Burma it radiated to Siam and the Malay Peninsula. The Japanese acquired the game from Korea. Chess underwent changes in this eastern migration which resulted in a conspicuously different form of the game—different, at least, from the western European game which we now call “chess.” (See Chapter 11 for further details of the movement of chess through Asia.)

Throughout all these migrations, both eastward and westward, the one piece that remained constant in name and style of move was the knight. The characteristic knight’s move is found in no other game, and no matter how much chess is modified, the persistence of this “one square straight, one square oblique” move serves to stamp the game as a descendant of chaturanga and therefore a brother, or at least a cousin, of our chess. Consider, for instance, the modern Chinese game of tseung-ki. Watch such a game in progress and you will see no resemblance to chess. The board is oblong, not square. The two halves are separated by a rank which makes the field of play nine rows wide, not eight. The men are flat checkers, not carved chessmen. They are stationed at the intersections of the lines, not in the squares; and there are ninety such intersections instead of our sixty-four squares. But the touchstone of real chess is there, because the second position from the margin is occupied by a counter called a ma which means “horse”; and the move of this piece is “a step vertically or horizontally followed by a step diagonally.” The ma is unmistakably our knight.

Later Radiations of Chess. Chess in its modern European form has now penetrated every corner of the globe, and in many lands competes with an older, indigenous form of the game. Thus the British and Dutch settlers in the Malay-Java area introduced the European game there, while the original descendant of the eastward radiation of chaturanga is also played. The Chinese make beautiful carved European-style chessmen for the tourist trade, while they play tseung-ki with inscribed checkers. India itself shows several layers of chess play. There was an early backwash from Persia and Arabia, so that some of the Moslem modifications of the game were imposed on Sanskrit chess; and later, the English introduced European chess. By now, the European form of the game has come to be accepted as modern chess. The eastward radiations of chaturanga developed only a scant literature. Even the scholarly Chinese, for some reason, never seriously developed the study of chess. There each generation of players had to learn from its own experience or from the unorganized advice of individual masters. In the Arabic and European development of the game, on the other hand, a vast literature (surely exceeding that of any other game in the world) accumulated and served as a potential springboard for each new generation of chess players to develop the game further. In any event, the game of gambits and castling, powerful queens, long-range bishops, and promotion-hungry pawns, has threaded its way into the cultural and intellectual pattern of every continent in the world and is played with as much zest under the Southern Cross as under the Big Dipper.

This chapter has recited the development of the game with, perhaps, too dogmatic a directness. Actually there is considerable controversy about some of the points. That the rook was originally a “chariot” is the most plausible account of the origin of the piece. But there is some evidence (see Chapter 5) that the rook was originally a “ship.” Similarly, the conclusion that chess originated in India is the most reasonable but not the only possible explanation of the facts. Some historians believe that China was its original home and at least one gives the credit to Persia (Chapter 9). And there is much dispute about the antiquity of chess. There is no convincing evidence that chess was in existence prior to the fifth century, yet many historians believe that the game was played thousands of years B.C. These and the many other controversial points are reviewed in the appropriate chapters following.


Chapter 2. The King Never Dies


El rey va hasta do puede, y no hasta do quiere. (The king goes as far as he dares, not as far as he desires.)—Spanish Proverb.



The King Was a General. In the days before airplanes, submarines, and atomic bombs, war was a highly personalized experience and kings led their armies in the field. The crown and military command were intimately associated, and the conquering hero might return as a sovereign. No king worthy of his throne fought the battle from the rear. It is natural, then, that a war game like chess would feature the king in a prominent, indispensable, and central position. Chess is called “the game of kings” not only as a tribute to its interest and charm, but also as an acknowledgment of the idiomatic role of the king. The very name of the game, chess, is but a disguised form of the word “kings” (Italian scacchi from Persian and Arabic shah).

The King’s Move. Throughout thirteen centuries of chess history, the king’s move has remained the same: one square in any direction. This is an image of the peculiar position of his majesty on the battlefield. He could not in himself exercise much power compared, for instance, to the elephant, the horseman, or the chariot. He was too valuable to wander freely all over the field. He had to be protected from capture at all costs. So his move was the simplest—a single square. Unlike the infantryman, he was permitted to beat a strategic retreat; hence—unlike the pawn—he could move backward.

The King’s Immunity. In earliest Sanskrit chess, the king could be captured. His capture, however, ended the game—just as it would have terminated the war on a battlefield. To avoid accidental and premature game endings, the Persians introduced the practice of warning the player that his monarch was under attack by calling out “king” (which in Persian was shah)—a call from which our word “check” is directly descended. Later, the Persians imposed an additional brake on accidental endings (and disputes as to whether or not the warning was heard) by simply making it illegal for a king to move into check. As a result, the king became immune from capture.

The King’s Leap. It occurred to early chess players that if in actual practice a mounted soldier could escape capture by leaping over his enemy, the king, who presumably would also be mounted, could escape in the same way. The king was surely as potent as one of his own knights. And so there was introduced in Sanskrit chess the king’s leap—a privilege of moving like a knight. This is still the rule in the Malay Peninsula where once during the game (usually when “checkmated”—or to escape checkmate) the king may leap like a knight. The privilege introduces an extra maneuver on the part of the winning player, requires one more bit of ingenuity and planning to effect a checkmate. The king’s leap appears occasionally in the westward march of chess, though usually it applied only to the first move that the king made. There is one modern residual of the king’s leap, though at this distance it is hard to recognize: that is castling. In this maneuver the king is once allowed to leap a square. (See Chapter 5 for a review of castling procedures.) As with the original leap, castling is designed to bring the sovereign into a position of greater safety by exercising an exceptional move. Unlike the “leap,” however, it is used early rather than late in the game. An initial two-move leap for the king was permitted in European chess down to the thirteenth century. This was a sort of half-castling, though its origin is the old Sanskrit king’s leap; or, at least, it originated in the same kind of logic, namely—why can’t the king have as much power as one of his own subordinates? It will be recalled that at this period the bishop (elephant) had a two-move leap, and while the king as an individual could not be given the power of the rook (which was a vehicle), he could, it must be supposed, exercise the power of one of his lesser soldiers: at least he could do so once. In France in 1200 and in Germany as late as 1400, the initial two-move leap was the king’s privilege.

The King’s Ransom. It was the custom in antiquity to imprison the enemy king and hold him for ransom. The only analogue of this in chess is the “sacrifice”: a situation where a checkmated king could exchange himself for any one of his other pieces. Since the exchange itself counted as a move, the net effect was to sacrifice the other piece, as the opponent would capture it immediately the exchange was effected. This rule has had a spotty history, and made its last known appearance in early Turkish chess.

Name of the King. The indispensable piece is called a king or its equivalent in all languages. To the Ethiopians, the piece is negus; to the Indians, rajah; to the Persians, shah; a roi in French, a konig in German, and so forth. In east Asia it is customary to refer to him as a general, but the connotation was the same—sovereign. To the Mongols he is a prince and to the Siamese a lord; but this only reinforces the meaning, for every king is also a prince, and he is the first of the lords of his realm. The Russians at times have called the piece korol from the great Charles whose very name became a symbol for royalty, just as did the name Caesar (from which the Russians derive the word “Czar”).

Shape of the King. Early chessmen were cylinders of wood and it was natural to denote the king by the tallest cylinder. For while greatness may be manifest by invisible qualities in man, it can be symbolized only by stature or mass in wood. The Asiatics were familiar with the crown as an index of sovereignty, but Mohammedanism frowned on carved images of people. Chess reached Europe at about the time that Western monarchs were adopting Christianity. Since every king thought of himself as a spiritual as well as a temporal ruler, the cross was featured as part of the crown. A cross is an easy piece to carve, and in medieval Europe there developed the practice of denoting the king by affixing a cross to his cylinder of wood. Later, other symbols of royalty were used—scepters, thrones, crowns, swords, and orbs. But the basic formula for representing the king as a chessman was everywhere in Europe the same: a cylinder more or less elaborately carved or decorated and surmounted by a small superstructure, either a crown, an orb, or—most often—a cross. The standard American-designed chess kings carry a cross on top, and though these are commonly advertised as “Staunton” pattern, the original Staunton set (designed in 1849 by the British chess author, Howard Staunton) places an orb rather than cross on top the king.

Station of the King. The station of the king was naturally in the center of the line. Since the chess rank has eight cells, there is no center square and the king is placed in the fourth or fifth file. So long as the board was uncheckered (that is, so long as all squares were of the same color), it was a matter of no consequence on which center cell he stationed himself. But what did matter was whether the opposing kings were stationed on the same file (that is, opposite each other) as in the modern game, or whether the white king was opposite the black queen. This affected the strategy of the games because the queen in those days was confined to squares of one “color” (or what would have been of one color had the board been checkered). The practical consequence of stationing the kings opposite each other would have been to run the queens on mutually exclusive paths. For convenience assume (a) that the board was checkered as it now is, (b) that the queen could move only diagonally, and (c) that each king was stationed opposite his opponent’s king. Obviously the queens would move along different “colors” and could not capture each other. Four combinations of initial positions are theoretically possible: (1) the kings-facing arrangement of contemporary chess, but with each king on his own color, (2) kings facing, each queen on her own color—that is, the modern arrangement, (3) kings on different files, queen always to left of king, (4) kings on different files, queen always to right of king. Arrangement No. 3 is found in modern Hindustani and old Turkish chess. No. 4 is found in Malayan, Siamese, and old Arabic chess. I know of no form of the game using arrangement No. 1. The No. 2 arrangement was the rule in later Arabic chess (since the ninth century), and was thus carried over into medieval Europe. Since checkering was not introduced until the fourteenth century, this No. 2 formation must be understood, not as the “queen on her own color,” but rather that the queen always occupied the fourth square from the player’s right. For a review of the “checkering” concept (alternating light and dark squares), see Chapter 12. When checkering was finally introduced, this led to the practice of stationing the queen on her own color because that was where she fell when the “fourth square from each player’s own right” was translated to terms of actual placement on an alternately colored board. It was a formalization of the late Arabic rule that the kings faced each other, and that the player whose king was on the fifth square from the left was the first to move. The contention that this is a recent custom is not supported by the evidence. Thus, writing in 1765, Lambe explains that “the white king stands upon the fourth black square, the black king upon the fourth white square, the one opposite the other.”* And by Lambe’s day the rule had been in existence for several centuries.


* This is from page 85 of Richard Lambe’s History of Chess (J. Wilkie, London, 1765) and seems a little obscure, though from the examples of play he gives, it is apparent that Lambe is following the modern rule. As we understand English, the fourth black square would be either white’s QR square or white’s KKt square—since there are only four black squares in a rank. Actually what he means is this: count in from the margin of the board, and the fourth square is where the king stands. If it is a white king, count so that the fourth square comes out on a black cell; or if a black king, count so that the fourth is a white square. So if you are playing white, you start counting at your right, that is from your KR’s square, and the fourth square counted from the right hand margin lands you on a black cell, which is the king’s station.




Chapter 3. Female of the Species


THE STORY OF THE QUEEN

“Strangely inconsistent with our ideas of propriety and probability, the queen is the chief character in the contest. She is not merely the soft excitement of the war who bids her king go forth with her blessing; no, she is the active, undaunted, indefatigable leader of an army, herself a host!”

—WILLIAM HONE. Year Book of 1832



The powerful queen most conspicuously distinguishes modern from medieval chess. Once the weakest of the officer-pieces, she is now so much the strongest that midgame play must eternally consider her long-distance effectiveness; and in end-game play, the possible queening of a pawn is often the axis on which the game revolves.

History. The queen started as a counsellor (prime-minister) and was originally thought of as masculine. Change of sex did not occur until the fifteenth or sixteenth century by homophony of the words fierge (from fers, “counsellor”) and vierge (French for “maiden”). In Sanskrit this piece was a mantri (counsellor). The thesis suggested by Hone (cited in Mitchell’s Art of Chess Playing) that the queen was so named in honor of Semiramis, is not now entertained by any serious historian. Even as a counsellor, the mantri was the king’s consort*, stationed adjacent to the king and empowered to move only one square diagonally. This limited power persisted until well into medieval times. When the game moved to Persia, the name of the piece was translated to farzin, Persian for “counsellor.” In the Arabic period this title was shortened to firz and carried over in this form to Europe where in the early medieval game, the queen was called ferz or fers and had the same power as the Sanskrit mantri, one square diagonally. Shortly after chess entered Europe, experiments extending the power of the ferz were begun. About 1300 a two-square leap was permitted, making the moves of the ferz (queen) and alfil (bishop) identical. This represented the first extension of the queen’s powers. For a while the queen even had the leap of the knight in addition to her regular move. This persisted in Turkish and Russian chess until the eighteenth century,† though the privilege was allowed only once during the game and arose by parallelism with the king’s leap (see Chapter 2). This opened a line of experiment, giving the fers the tentative right to play the role of any piece. As the king’s counsellor, he was thought of as a universal adjutant, authorized to take over any other officer’s function. Meanwhile the alfil (bishop) had developed his long-range diagonal move. By the end of the fifteenth century the powers of the fers had crystallized into those of the rook plus those of the bishop—its present move.

Nomenclature. The ferz became feminine as a result of the transition from the word ferz to fercia to fierge and then, by similarity of sound, to vierge, the French for “virgin.” Ball, explaining why there is no piece called a “queen” in Chinese chess, writes: “The want of a queen is due naturally to the low estimation that women are held in the East.”‡ This unromantic explanation is quaint but incorrect. The Chinese lack a queen on the chess board because they acquired the game from India, and in the Sanskrit version the king was accompanied by a mantri (counsellor), not by a queen. The queen is peculiar to European forms of the game, and she owes her title to accident of sound, not to undue gallantry in Europeans. It is the homophony of fierge and vierge that accounts for the feminization of the counsellor in European chess.

In medieval Europe, then, the ferz became a vierge, that is “virgin,” which implied The Holy Virgin, Our Lady, Queen of the Angels§. The piece thus acquired a name with a dual concept: lady and queen. The lady designation persists through much of central Europe, where as donna or dama it is the current name for the piece. The 1944 Encyclopaedia Britannica article on chess advances the thesis that the name “lady” or dama was acquired by analogy with checkers. The latter game is called dames in French, and when a checker is “crowned” by reaching the base line, his new title is dame. In English we would call him a “king,” but in most European countries the promoted checker is a dame. This (according to the Britannica article) suggested a similar procedure in chess; and when a pawn was promoted, his new rank, by analogy to checkers, was also called dame. The theory seems unsound for two reasons. First, it is historically unlikely that chess acquired anything from checkers. And second, it is the original queen, not the promoted queen, which first received the new feminine name.

Once the fers became feminine, she had a choice of names: “lady” (Notre Dame) or “queen” (Reine des Anges). At first most European languages elected the former (“lady”) designation, but “queen” became increasingly popular during the last three centuries—a preference reinforced by the fact that the piece was stationed at the side of the king. It seemed particularly appropriate because by this time (late medieval period) chess was being thought of as a royal court rather than as a replica of battle. The metamorphosis bothered some observers. Thus Lambe in 1765 indignantly wrote: “Perhaps they who introduced the queen into the game imagined it to be a representation of a royal court … but they transform a man (the counsellor) into a woman; and then they turn a common soldier (i. e. promoting a pawn) into a queen, which is a ridiculous absurdity.”‖

While the original mantri was thus being feminized all over Europe, the piece retained its masculine character throughout Asia. In Japan he is a junior general; in all other Asiatic countries the piece is still a counsellor: thus ARABIC wazir, BENGALI mantri, CHINESE shi, HINDUSTANI forzin, JAVANESE pateh, KOREAN sa, MALAY mantri, PERSIAN wazir, SIAMESE med, and TURKISH vezir—all being the native words for “counsellor,” or adaptations of the Sanskrit (mantri) or Arabic equivalents of that word.

In Europe the older concept of “lady” is still found in the FRENCH dame, GERMAN dame, ITALIAN donna, LETTISH dama, RUMANIAN dama, SERBIAN dama, and SLOVENE dama. The piece is unequivocally a queen in English, EGYPTIAN malekah, HEBREW malka, GREEK basillissa, HUNGARIAN kiralno, ICELANDIC drotning, LITHUANIAN valdove, and SWEDISH drottning. In the other languages of Europe the term “queen” has now replaced, or is in the process of replacing, an older designation of “lady.” Thus the current terms in these other languages are as follows (the word in parentheses indicating “lady” being the obsolescent form): CROATIAN: kraljica (dama); CZECH: kralovna (dama); DANISH; dronning (frue); DUTCH: koningin (dam); NORWEGIAN: dronning (dama); POLISH: krolowa (dama); PORTUGUESE: rainha (dama); and SPANISH: reina (senora). The Russian name for this piece is still ferz, which, of course, is a direct adoption of the Persian for “counsellor.”

Form of the Queen. When the king was the tallest cylinder on the board, the mantri was simply a somewhat smaller stick of wood. Later, when the piece acquired royal characteristics (as the queen, or at least as the king’s lady), she was represented as an image, somewhat shorter than the king, but bearing a crown (rarely a cross) or small orb. In some medieval sets she resembles the figure of the queen in a card game. In the original Staunton design the queen is a small edition of the king with a scalloped crown—a form that has been followed faithfully by most American designers of chessmen.

Station of the Queen. The counsellor (later the queen) naturally belonged with the king in the center pair of squares. It was the original Sanskrit practice to station the kings on different files and to place each counsellor on his master’s left. Thus the queens did not face each other, as they do in the initial position of modern chess. By the ninth century, however, the Arabs were stationing the king and counsellor in their present positions. Since the queens were now opposite each other on the same file, yet they still moved only along diagonal lines, it is obvious that they could never meet or capture one another (because in their initial position they would be on opposite “colors”). This reciprocal immunity of the queens was true whether the counsellor was stationed on the king’s right or on his left. For further explanation of this, see the last paragraph of Chapter 2.


* Forbes suggests that four-handed chess preceded the two-handed game. There was no queen in the four-handed game. The players opposite each other became allied in pairs, and this—Forbes thinks—established the two-handed game. Since each player had two kings, one was made subordinate and given only half the power of the senior sovereign. Instead of moving to any of the eight adjacent squares, he could move only to the four diagonal squares. As a former king he became an adviser to his new chief. This would account for the name, the position, the move and the function of the mantri. This ingenious thesis is not supported by the historical evidence. See Chapter 9 for further discussion of this.

† “With the Russians,” says Twiss, writing in 1787, “the queen, in addition to her other moves, has that of the knight.” From page 27 of Chess by Richard Twiss, published 1787 by G. Robinson, Paternoster Square, London.

‡ Page 135 of Things Chinese.

§ This title also accounts for the name of California’s largest city, which was originally El Pueblo de Nuestra Senora, La Reina de Los Angeles, that is, “The City of our Lady, Queen of the Angels.”

‖ Page 22 of Lambe’s History of Chess.




Chapter 4. The Bishop Was an Elephant


“Strange priests are they who never straightly walk But all aslant through sideways passage stalk,
      Who never seek their goals in forward lines
      But move askew as fraught with sly designs.”

—WILLARD FISKE



Early History. The bishop has had more aliases than any other piece in chess. In the Sanskrit game he was gaja or hasti. Both words mean “elephant,” a natural designation for a piece representing a major force in the army, since elephant squadrons were standard components of the armies of old India. The Persians simply translated gaja to pil (their word for “elephant”), and the Arabs in turn translated it to al fil (Arabic, meaning “the elephant”). The Arabic phrase was adopted (not translated) by the languages of medieval Europe. Alfil was the regular name for “bishop” in European chess up to the thirteenth or fourteenth century. In old English the word was written as aufin, in Spanish as arfil, in old Italian as delfino. Now it happens that there is an Italian word alfiere which means “flag-bearer,” a post assigned to a junior officer (analogous to our title “ensign” for a Navy subaltern). Alfiere sounded like alfil and it seemed more logical for the chess piece to be a flag-bearer than to carry the meaningless title alfil. On the other hand, delfino suggested “dauphin” (French crown prince), which seemed appropriate for a piece stationed at the side of the king or queen. In Portugal the bishop is sometimes called delphim today.

The Elephant Becomes a Jester. The concept of al fil as “the elephant” had no manifest meaning in medieval chess. The other pieces—horses, infantrymen, chariots, kings, counsellors, queens—all had logical places in the royal court or on the field of battle. But where could medieval Europeans place an elephant? Hence the long effort to read some meaning into al fil. In addition to “flag-bearer” and “crown prince,” the French carried over fil to fol, thence to fou (which means “clown”), and finished with him as the court jester. This is the title and presumed assignment that the bishop bears in modern French chess; and while the other European tongues ave various names for him, they all represent him in diagrams as a jester, complete with cap and bells.

Enter the Bishop. Europe preferred to think of chess as a replica of a kings’ court rather than an image of a battle. That is one reason the counsellor became a queen. The rukh for similar reasons was developed as a castle—an appropriate adjunct to the court. The horses were easily converted into knights. What remained was to find a royal assignment for the elephant. The French solved the problem by making him a jester, an essential member of the royal staff. The British elected to designate him as bishop because the two projections at the top (supposed to be elephant’s tusks) resembled a mitre. And the bishop was an attendant at court, so the name seemed appropriate. This bothered Lambe though, since he wrote: “They who introduced the bishop into the game should have considered that the Hindus, who invented it, had no bishop amongst them; and that a bishop could not properly be ranked among the officers of an Army and fill a post in battle.”*

Other Designations. The Germans in the fourteenth century were calling the piece a “sage” (der alte†), a gentleman whose attendance at court was readily justified; within a hundred years he had become a rifleman (der schutze) and, since 1750, a laufer (“courier or “messenger”; literally, “runner”)—the name by which the bishop is known in Germany and in the Scandinavian countries today. To the latter there is one interesting exception: Iceland. Here the piece is called biskup, since Iceland acquired the game from Britain, not from Norway or Denmark, where the piece is a loper (courier).

Modern Nomenclature. Modern nomenclature of the piece is as follows. In all Asiatic countries he is an “elephant,” or at least a derivative of the Arabic or Persian word for “elephant.” Thus the bishop enjoys the following designations in Asia: ARABIC: fil; BENGALI: hathi; BORNEAN: gaja; BURMESE: chen; CHINESE: siang; EGYPTIAN: feel; ETHIOPIAN: fil; HINDUSTANI: peela; KOREAN: siang; MALAY: gaja; PERSIAN: pil; and TURKISH: fil. The designated Arabic, Bengali, Burmese, Chinese, and Korean words are the native terms for “elephant”; the others are derived from the Arabic fil or Sanskrit gaja. The only European country to retain the elephant designation is Russia, where the bishop is a slon, meaning “elephant.”

The ecclesiastic title is used only in ENGLISH, ICELANDIC (biskup), and PORTUGUESE (bispo). In SPANISH the designation obispo is becoming increasingly popular, especially in South America, but the proper Spanish name for the piece is still alfil, which is simply the Arabic word for “the elephant.” In PORTUGUESE the older designation delphim (which is a derivative of the Arabic al fil, though generally translated as “dauphin” or “dolphin”) is still recognized, though in Brazil it is generally replaced by bispo.

The bishop is a runner or courier in Hebrew (ratz) and throughout all of central Europe, the commonly used local terms (all meaning “runner,” “courier,” or “messenger”) being: CZECH: strelec; DANISH: lober; DUTCH: looper; GERMAN: laufer; HUNGARIAN: futar; LETTISH: linhdsineeks; NORWEGIAN: loper; POLISH: goniec; SLOVAK: bezec; SLOVENE: tekac; and SWEDISH: lopare. The ITALIAN title for the piece is alfiere, generally translated as “ensign” or “flag-bearer,” though actually derived directly from the Arabic al fil. In TIBET the bishop is ngamong, meaning “camel.” The bishop has absorbed the name of other pieces in JAVANESE and LITHUANIAN. In the former he is called mantti, which derives from the Sanskrit for “counsellor,” originally the name of the queen. The LITHUANIAN term for the bishop is rikis, meaning “knight.” The CROATIAN designation, lovac, really means “huntsman,” though it comes close to the Central European concept of runner. FRENCH is the only language in which the bishop is a fool.

Move. The elephants’ original move was one square, either forward or to one of the diagonals—representing the spaces controlled by the trunk (forward) and the legs (diagonals) of that animal. In the Persian game, pil’s diagonal move was increased to two squares and he lost the forward move. Among the Arabs, al fil retained the two-square diagonal move, but he was required to leap over the intervening square. This two-square-diagonal leap became the standard move of the bishop during the next eight hundred years. It was the move of the alfil in medieval Europe, made the game much slower than modern chess, and provoked certain peculiarities of strategy. None of the four bishops could ever meet any of the other three. Each had a circuit of eight squares and his entire game had to be played on these eight positions. Half the squares on the board were totally out of the reach of any of the bishops. Thus the four corner squares were permanently immune from the attacks of any of the four bishops. This seems hard to believe, but try it. Station the four bishops in their usual present starting positions (KB1 and QB1) and then confine the move to exactly two squares diagonally (the move a checker player makes when he captures a piece) and try by any combination of moves to get any of the bishops into a corner square. It can’t be done. Thus in medieval chess both bishops together could not mate a king if he could get himself into that corner square. Since a promoted pawn was only a ferz (with a one-square diagonal move), you could not win even though you had a pawn and both bishops against a solitary king.

The unlimited diagonal move of the bishop was introduced in the sixteenth century along with the extended powers of the queen. The serious changes in game strategy which the extended bishop’s move produced have been indicated in Chapter 1.

Bishop and Rook. Confusion has been introduced into chess history by carved figures representing the rook as an elephant bearing a howdah (later, a tower and flag). This led to the idea that the elephant must have been originally a rook, whereas actually the elephant was the equivalent of our bishop. Culin has added to the confusion by assuming that chaturanga was originally a four-handed game with an elephant in the corner square. Now it is true that in some forms of Sanskrit play, the elephant did occupy the extreme flank (where the rook is now stationed). But even there, he was still an elephant with the original five-square move. He was placed there because in some battle lines the elephant squadron was posted on the flank.

Shape of the Piece. The bishop or his equivalent or predecessor piece has long been portrayed by a chessman with a slit or two-fold top. If the piece is thought of as a “bishop,” this top becomes the characteristic bicusp of the mitre. That was what Staunton had in mind when he designed the modern bishop in 1849. The knob could just as easily be the jester’s cap and the slit, his grinning mouth. The diagrammatic representation of the bishop as a triangular cap bearing a cross is peculiar to English-speaking players. In Central Europe the silhouette is that of a jester. The biplex shape of the head of the piece also fits in with an elephant which, after all, has two tusks. Many old chess sets, in fact, portray alfil as a cylinder with two claw-like or tooth-like projections on top—certainly resembling tusks more than a mitred cap. In very old sets the elephant is simply another wooden cylinder differing only in size or in some arbitrary knobbing from the other pieces.


* Page 22 of Lambe’s 1765 History of Chess.

† In modern Hebrew, an alternate name for the bishop is zaken, which means “sage” or “elder.” The common designation, however, is ratz, which means “runner.”




Chapter 5. Castles with Wheels: The Story of the Rook


“From our superior strength and faculty of resisting attacks, we have been compared to firmly built castles and have been chosen to guard the four angles of our domain. We are the fast friends of the kings and generally contrive by a peculiar movement to shelter them from attack as we throw ourselves into the contest.”

—WILLARD FISKE. Letter from the Land of Chess



Throughout all chess history there has been a piece stationed in the corner square with the power of moving along straight lines, vertically or horizontally, in any direction. Until the extension of the queen’s powers (see Chapter 3) in the sixteenth century, the rook was the most powerful piece on the board.

What Is a Rook? Origin of the word “rook” is the platform for one of the most debated points in chess history. The controversy turns on whether the piece was originally a chariot or a ship. Forbes is the principal supporter of the “ship” theory and his evidence centers around the fact that roka is the Sanskrit for “ship” whereas ratha is Sanskrit for “chariot”; and certainly “rook” sounds more like roka than ratha. And in Russian, Siamese, and Javanese the piece is called lodya, rua, and prahu, respectively, which are the regular words for “ship.” Forbes then says:


“It has been objected that the introduction of a ship is an anomaly … however the vast alluvial plains of the Panjab as well as those bordering on the Ganges are, for nearly a third of the year, flooded with water arising from the melting of the mountain snow in the spring and torrents of rain in the summer. In such a country, boats must have formed an important item in the materiel of any army.”*



If Forbes were correct, it would appear that the Persians carried over the Sanskrit word roka, but did not translate it because ships played no major role in their warfare. Instead they adapted it to their language simply as rukh, from which the European names of the piece were derived. To account for the fact that the rook is now shaped like a tower, Forbes points out that the Italian word rocca meant “fortress,” and emphasizes the similarity between this term rocca and the word rocco which is the Italian adaptation of the rukh. This, plus the fact that a fortress has some function in the royal court or field of battle whereas rukh was meaningless, resulted in a false association whereby the rook was rapidly transmigrated into a castle or tower. Disentangling the facts from the theory in this reasoning, we can recognize at least three solid items in Forbes’s argument: (1) the Sanskrit word for ship is roka; (2) the piece is carved as a ship in countries as widely separated as Russia and Java; and (3) in some languages (Siamese, Javanese, Bengalese, and Russian) the piece is called a ship.

The Chariot Thesis. Murray, chief champion of the chariot theory, dismisses Forbes’s reasoning with the following thesis. The corner piece was originally called ratha (Sanskrit for “chariot”), and while it is true that roka is Sanskrit for “ship,” that has nothing to do with the case, since there was no piece in chaturanga ever called a roka. Ships could never have been components of an Indian army. Ancient wars were fought on the ground and river traffic was not a major element in warfare except in maritime countries. Chariots were an important part of the army and it is inconceivable that the ancient Indians would have devised a war game and omitted so dramatic and important an arm as the squadron of chariots. Murray then tells us that rukh was old Persian for “chariot,”† and thus is a simple translation of ratha. Every other Sanskrit chess name (rajah, mantri, and so forth) was translated into Persian (shah, farzin, and so forth), and it would have been strange if rukh would have been an untranslated adaptation of roka when all the other names were clear translations. To explain the fact that the piece is undoubtedly a ship in the Malay Peninsula, Murray reasons thus: the game travelled back to India after it had become a Persian activity, and the strange Persian word “rukh” looked to the Bengalese like the word “roka” (ship), and they so carved their pieces. When the game reached Java, the idea of the chariot was rejected because the Javanese could not visualize a chariot moving through their jungles in so sweeping a fashion as the chess rook. The only vehicles that moved in straight lines were ships, and living in an island country, they were accustomed to ships and therefore dropped the concept of chariot and simply replaced it with a ship (Javanese prahu). In a maritime country like Siam, the replacement of a chariot by a ship seemed equally logical. Unfortunately Murray gives no explanation of why the Russians should have a ship on their chess board. Certainly that vessel would have no scope for movement on the steppes of Siberia, and if Russian chess developed from Mongol or other North Asiatic sources, the persistence of the ship is still more remarkable, since in North Asia the chariot became even less military, being reduced to the role of a cart. Murray’s defense of the chariot origin is thus weak, at least to the extent that it does not meet the objections raised by advocates of the ship thesis. If the original Sanskrit piece were a ship, we could understand the Russians calling it lodya (ship). Otherwise our Russian ship is left stranded on dry land with no legitimate parentage. While neither explanation is entirely satisfactory, the chariot hypothesis enjoys a slight margin of the evidence. The fact is that a chariot is exactly right for the rook in the Sanskrit game; it is in the position the chariot squadrons occupied on the battle line (on the flanks) and has a comparable move, that is, like the war chariot, it moves rapidly along smooth straight lines, mowing down any enemy in its way.

Rukhs and Rooks. The Arabs spoke of a mythical two-headed bird that could carry an elephant in its claws. This bird was a rukh (whence our English “rook” for the blackbird) and perhaps he, rather than a chariot or a ship, sired our chess rook. The legend of the bird’s being able to handle an elephant fits in neatly with the fact that one of the other chess pieces was an elephant which the rook could capture. And the frequent shaping of the rook as a two-headed piece would accord with this explanation too. While the bird was called a rukh in Arabic, there is no evidence that he had such a title in old Persian. Yet the chess piece was also called rukh in that language. Old Persian rukh originally meant “soldier” or, at most, “hero” (in spite of Murray’s positive statement that it did mean “chariot”), and when it came to mean “chariot,” it acquired that meaning only by extension; that is, the wreath-crowned chariot driver was the battlefield hero. And it may be that the Persians called this chess piece rukh simply because he was an especially powerful soldier.

The Encyclopedia of Islam‡ explains chess rukh as meaning the “monstrous bird of that name.” Since the Arabic word rukh is an adaptation of an earlier Persian word (and remember rukh never meant “bird” in old Persian), the Encyclopedia is clearly wrong. Fazliali’s Persian-English dictionary gives rukh as “cheek,” “side,” or “surface,” and rakht as “horse” or “horse and harness,” but does not recognize rukh as ever meaning “chariot.” However the Burhani-Qati (another Persian dictionary) does give rukh as meaning “chariot.”

Castles and Towers. Whether the rook was originally chariot, ship, hero, or bird, today it is a castle. The most reasonable explanation for this metamorphosis has already been given—that the Italian word rocca, meaning “fortress,” absorbed the function of the piece both because of its similarity to the Italianized version of rukh (which was rocco) and because of the greater appropriateness of a castle or fortress in a battle game. There is another possibility which does not require us to assume that chess entered medieval Europe via the Italian gateway. That turns on the fact that mobile towers were popular machines of war in the middle ages. These towers were constructed of wood and mounted on wheels or rollers. Because of their mobility, they were considered the medieval equivalent of the ancient chariot. Because of their shape, they would be thought of as towers. And in most European languages the rook is called a tower today (SPANISH: torre; FRENCH: tour; GERMAN: turm, and others—see Chapter 17). This thesis also gives us a reasonable explanation for the maneuver of castling. One can visualize the king retiring into one of these machines for his own protection, and of his ordering the tower rolled into the center of the line so that he could climb in. Since on the chess board two pieces cannot occupy the same square, the game does the next best thing, rolling the tower toward the center, while the king leaps next to it.

As a whimsical footnote to the troubled history of the rook, it may be mentioned that in the Chinese and Korean versions of chess there is an accessory rook which moves like the castle, but which requires the intervention of another piece as a sort of shield before it can capture. Because of the latter peculiarity, this accessory rook is usually spoken of as a “cannon.”

Shape of the Piece. Modern chess sets, made in the Orient, often represent the rook as an elephant bearing a tower or a howdah. This only confuses the role of the rook and the bishop. The latter was the original elephant. The rook was at first a block-shaped piece. In some old sets (particularly in Northern Asia) a wheel was cut on the block to symbolize the chariot or cart. During the Arabic period the rook was often carved as a block with two projections. So was the bishop, but whereas the projections on the bishop were claw-like and directed upward (representing elephant’s tusks) the protrusions on the rook were either flattened or curved downward. This was a symbol of the two-headed bird, for whether the Arabs derived the word from the name of the bird or whether they simply carried over the Persian word for “hero” or “chariot,” the fact that their mythology did include a two-headed rukh made such a representation obvious. Wilkinson thinks that the tower was suggested because the two-headed block resembled a tower with two projections. This is not very convincing. It seems more likely that it was homophony between the Italian words rocco and rocca which first conveyed the tower (fortress) meaning. The shape of the piece was probably derived from this new meaning rather than, as Wilkinson suggests, vice versa.

Castling. The root of castling is the king’s leap, which was described in Chapter 2. There were two forms of this leap. In the first, the king could jump once like a knight. In the other, he had the privilege of going two squares on his first move. The latter form of the “king’s leap” was the practice in European chess down to the thirteenth century. In the North African variety of Arabic chess, the king was put into a safe corner by a two-stage procedure. First he moved into the second rank. Then the rook was brought into the king’s original square and simultaneously the king went to the rook’s corner. This was the embryo of modern castling and its development from there proceeded along logical lines. The rook at this time was the most powerful piece on the board, since the queen’s move then was limited to one square. (See Chapter 3.) But the rook’s power was stultified until the midgame because he was hemmed in by pawns and a knight. The king’s leap already suggested a way of clearing a space laterally for the rook, and as the need for furnishing the monarch with some protection became apparent, the idea of exchanging stations between the two pieces naturally developed. It was soon recognized as a way of speeding the pace of the game. The use of mobile towers as war machines furnished the conceptual basis for the move. A stage in the battle was reached when (a) the king needed some protection and (b) the army needed power in its center. Translate this from military to chess terms, and the rationale of the maneuver becomes apparent. In the original castling procedure the king went all the way to the corner square. But this conflicted with the idea of his retiring into his tower, so the players in North Africa simply placed the king as close to the tower as they could get him, i. e. in the adjacent square. This was practically the modern form of castling except that the procedure required two moves. From North Africa it crossed the Mediterranean along the trade routes and its first appearance in Europe was in Italy toward the close of the fifteenth century. For a while, Italy was the only country in Europe which used castling in chess play. As the Arabic crescent waxed around North Africa and crossed Gibraltar, the chess practices of the Moslems entered Spain and in the sixteenth century castling was the rule in Spanish chess. By this time, however, the Arabs had consolidated the maneuver into a single move, so that one-move castling was practiced on the Iberian peninsula and two-move castling on the Italian peninsula. By 1630 castling was known in France, Britain, and Germany, though because of its dual ancestry,§ there was for a while some confusion as to the technic. Wherever introduced, it was promptly adopted, since it plunged the players so quickly into the midgame by bringing the powerful rook into active play and stowing away, for a time, the vulnerable king. By the end of the seventeenth century, castling in the modern manner was a fixed rule of chess.

Nomenclature. The rook is the only piece which has two common names in English (rook or castle). And alternate names are found in many other tongues. Languages in which the term is derived from the ARABIC rukh are: CZECH: hroch; FRENCH: roc; GERMAN: roche; HINDUSTANI: rukh; ICELANDIC: hrokur; ITALIAN: rocco; PORTUGUESE: roque; SPANISH: roque; and TURKISH: rukh; as well as the ENGLISH rook. Although derived from the Arabic form rukh, the CZECH and ICELANDIC terms hroch and hrokur have had other meanings read into them (“hippopotamus” and “hero,” respectively).

Languages in which the rook is called “tower” or “castle” are: CROATIAN: toranj or kula; CZECH: vez; DANISH: taarn; DUTCH: kasteel or tooren; ENGLISH: castle; FRENCH: tour; GAELIC: caslean; GERMAN: turm; HEBREW: migdal; HUNGARIAN: bastya; ITALIAN: torre; LITHUANIAN: bokstas; LETTISH: tornis; NORWEGIAN: tarn; POLISH: wieza; PORTUGUESE: castelo or torre; RUSSIAN: tyra; SERBIAN: torony or kula; SLOVAK: basta; SPANISH: torre; and SWEDISH: turn.

The piece is called a “ship” in BENGALI: nauka; JAVANESE: prahu; RUSSIAN: lodya; and SIAMESE: rua.

The rook is a chariot in BORNEAN: ter; BURMESE: rutha; CHINESE: che; JAPANESE: kiosha; KOREAN: tcha; MALAY: ter; and TIBETAN: shingta.


* Page 11 of Forbes’ History of Chess.

† “It is certain that the Persian rukh as a name of chessman meant ‘chariot’ and the use of this word with the same meaning is recorded … both in Persian and Arabic …” From page 377 of A History of Chess. Oxford, 1913.

It is true that rokh (but not rukh) has entered native Persian dictionaries in the sense of “chariot.” But it is not at all clear whether this was always a Persian word for “chariot” (in which case it would represent the Sanskrit ratha and completely support Murray) or whether the Persian named their piece by homophony with ratha and later attached the meaning “chariot” to it. As a matter of fact, there is an indigenous Persian word rukh meaning “soldier,” and this might by transition have come to mean “chariot” because this was the common vehicle for the soldier, just as in French and German, cavalier and ritter came to mean “knight” because knights rode on horses. There is also a Persian rukh meaning “face,” “cheek,” or “side,” which in the latter sense might be construed as “combatant.”—H. D.

‡ Page 338 of Volume 4.

§ For instance, Arte del Axedrez, the original Ruy Lopez book published in 1561, gives both modern castling and the old king’s leap. Even as late as 1828, we see evidences of several forms of castling. In that year Sarratt, in his New Treatise on Chess, describes modern castling, but asserts that it is peculiar to Britain and France. In Italy, he says, castling is simply a maneuver in which king and rook change stations. Sarratt laments the standardization of castling, feeling that the game would have been more interesting if the player retained a choice of several technics.




Chapter 6. Old Grey Mare: The Story of the Knight


“Those true old times when every chance brought out a noble knight.”

—TENNYSON. Idylls of the King



The horse moved in the Sanskrit game precisely as the knight does in modern chess. Throughout thirteen centuries, this move has never varied. It is so peculiar to chess that it serves as a shibboleth by which one may determine whether a board game is, or is not, a descendant of chaturanga. It is by this test that the Chinese game tseung-ki (see this page) establishes its membership in the chess family. The move is supposed to mimic the jump of the horse. The likeness is certainly not exact, but it presumably represents two qualities of the horse’s leap: the prancing oblique move and the ability to vault over an obstacle.

Development of the Name. The original Sanskrit asva or ashwa meant “horse” and was translated to asp, later to faras, these being respectively Persian and Arabic words for “horse.” So long as chess was thought of as an image of battle, the piece was a token cavalry. When, in medieval Europe, the concept of chess became that of a royal court rather than that of a field of war, the piece easily transformed from a horse to a horseman, i. e. a knight. As a matter of fact, in an age when all warriors were horsemen, the knight was sometimes styled simply miles (soldier). In medieval Germany he became ritter (literally “rider,” German equivalent of “knight”), but in modern German the piece is a springer (i.e. a jumper). The Scandinavian countries, except for Iceland, follow the modern Germanic practice, at least as an alternate title. Thus SWEDISH: springare; NORWEGIAN: springer; and DANISH: springer. Since Iceland derived the game from Britain, not from Scandinavian Europe, the ICELANDIC term is ridarri and not springer. Alternate SWEDISH and NORWEGIAN designations are their words for “horse” (hest or hast), never the equivalent of “knight” or “rider.”

Modern Nomenclature. The piece is called a horseman, rider, or knight in: BORNEAN: kuda; BURMESE: me; FRENCH: cavalier; GAELIC: ridire; HEBREW: parash; ICELANDIC: riddari; and, of course, in English.

The local equivalent of “jumper” is the designation for the knight in: CROATIAN: skakac; CZECH: jerdec; DANISH: springer; GERMAN: springer; LETTISH: sirdsinsch; NORWEGIAN: springer; SLOVENE: skakas; and SWEDISH: springare.

Elsewhere the knight is always a “horse” or “little horse”: ARABIC: faras; BENGALI: gora; CHINESE: ma; CROATIAN: konjic; CZECH: kun or konik; DUTCH: paard; EGYPTIAN: fares; ETHIOPIAN: faras; GREEK: hippos; HINDUSTANI: asp; HUNGARIAN: lo; ITALIAN: cavallo; JAPANESE: keima; JAVANESE: jaran; KOREAN: ma; LITHUANIAN: zirgas; MALAY: kuda; NORWEGIAN: hest; PERSIAN: asp; POLISH: kon or konik; PORTUGUESE: cavalo; RUSSIAN: kon or koni; SERBIAN: kon; SIAMESE: mah; SLOVAK: kon; SPANISH: caballo; SWEDISH: hast; TIBETAN: rita; and TURKISH: suvari or at.

As indicated in the above listings, alternate designations are available in Croatian, Czech, Greek, Norwegian, Polish, and Swedish.

The Japanese Knight. In Japan the knight is called “honorable laurel horse” and jumps forward only, though on reaching the last rank he may be promoted to a queen—a doubtful advantage since the queen is not a powerful piece in their game.

Shape of the Knight. In all forms of European chess, and in many eastern Asiatic versions, the knight has been consistently represented as a horse or horse’s head. Elaborate sets have been carved showing the piece as a mounted, armed soldier; in some he is even attended by a bevy of footmen. In western Asia the prejudice against carving an image of a living thing has prevented designing the piece in the form of a horse. In older games he was simply a wooden cylinder, wide at the bottom, curving up like a bell, with one or two mosque-like knobs on top. In later sets, the effect of the horse’s head was achieved by giving the cylinder a sweeping neck-like curve. In its most conventionalized form, the early knight was an L-shaped piece placed upside down, the angle of the L representing the curve of the horse’s neck.


Chapter 7. Pawns, Peasants, and Peons


“But the backbone of the Army is the noncommissioned man.”

—KIPLING. The Heathen



Etymology. The word “pawn,” referring to a chess piece, comes from an Anglo-French word poun, through the French pion—meaning “foot soldier.” The French word comes from the Latin pedo, pedonis, which also meant “foot soldier” (note Italian pedona), and which is related to the Latin pes, pedis, meaning “foot” (our word “pedestrian” has the same source). Latin is one of the large group of Indo-European languages stemming from Sanskrit, and the pes, pedis of the Romans is not far removed from the Sanskrit pad for foot. The ancient Hindus called a foot soldier “padati,” which was the word for “pawn” in the Sanskrit game. Thus this piece has preserved both its original meaning, and substantially its original form, since the seventh century. (The verb “to pawn,” meaning “to deposit an item as security,” is not related to the chess word at all. In that sense, “pawn” is from the German pfand, and cognate to the English “penny.”)

Concept. In all armies the infantryman has been the backbone of the force, the most numerous component, and the soldier most easily sacrificed. The relative expendability of infantry is not a new concept. To modern ears this emphasis on the feet seems somewhat out of place, since war has become motorized as well as mechanized. In older armies the division was sharp. There were wagon soldiers who rode with the field guns—these were the artillery; their ancient equivalents were either the soldiers who rode the elephants or the chariot drivers. And there were the mounted soldiers, always more valuable not only because they were more effective, but also because horses were harder to replace than men. And then there were the men who fought on foot. These three—the infantry, cavalry, and artillery—are represented in chess: the pawns, the knights, and the rooks (or bishops, as elephants). In the direct line of chess from India to medieval Europe, the pawn remained the foot soldier; numerous, forward, weak, and expendable. The Germans and Scandinavians converted the piece to a peasant (Bauer in German, bonde in Norwegian and Swedish) either because the peasantry was the basis of the infantry, or because of the similarity of the sounds of b and p in Germanic tongues. Another link between infantrymen and peasants is the word “peon.” Derived from the same Latin root (“foot”), “peon” originally meant “a messenger, a courier, one who travelled on foot.” (In modern armies he is appropriately called a runner—which is what the word “courier” means, anyway.) From “messenger” the concept shifted to “orderly” or “attendant” and thence to “peasant” or “laborer”—the sense in which the word “peon” is used in Mexico today. In Tibet, where chess has been demilitarized (the king, queen, and bishop are lion, tiger, and camel, respectively), the pawn is called “bu,” which means “child.”

The Move. The basic move of the pawn has always been one square forward. Through all the history of chess there has been no substantial alteration in the two characteristics of this move: he could never move backward; and his forward move was limited to a square at a time. This, of course, is but a replica of the plodding step of the infantryman compared to the rapid advance of chariots, cannons, elephants, and horses.

Capture. The pawn is the only piece that does not capture as it moves. And this has always been so. One reason is that the foot soldier kills the enemy by a sideward thrust of his sword; therefore the pawn captures obliquely. Furthermore, if the pawn captured forward, the game would be badly stalled. Try opening a chess game with the rule that the pawns capture as they move. The first player to post a pawn on a fourth square would dislocate his opponent’s game.

The Initial Double Move. Not until about 1550 did the pawn uniformly enjoy the power of moving two squares for his first move. The reason for the final adoption of the rule was simply that openings became highly conventionalized. White moved P to K3; Black did likewise. Then each pushed the pawn up a square. Since this was the usual opening, the modern practice of allowing both moves at once, thus speeding the game, was introduced. As a matter of fact, this pawn privilege was the last, not the first, of a series of special consecutive-move privileges (see Chapter 1).

In chaturanga (Sanskrit) and in early chatrang (Persian) each player made a number of consecutive moves; and in the Arabic games the openings had become so stereotyped that a bystander would see each player rapidly making a half dozen moves with no attention to his opponent. Generally this privilege was exhausted when either player crossed the midline or effected a capture.

The en passant rule followed immediately and inevitably the introduction of the double initial move.

Pawn Openings. Pawn openings have always been the practice in chess, and for obvious reasons. To be sure, there were times in the history of the game when the king could open by leaping over the row of pawns (see Chapter 2), and the knight has, of course, always enjoyed the privilege. But otherwise all pieces are hemmed in until a pawn or two moves. During the seventeenth century a convention was in effect permitting a player to open a game by moving both rooks’ pawns simultaneously one square each. The purpose seems to have been to prevent the bishop (which by then had its long-range powers) from going to his own Kt5 and thus putting pressure on king or queen. It also gave the castle a loophole in the event of attack, since with the bishop out, the Kt2 square (occupied by opposing bishop or queen) is a menace to a rook that cannot move. While this appears to be the reason for wanting to make a simultaneous move with both rooks’ pawns, it does not furnish a justification, since (except in castling) there is no occasion in post-medieval chess when two pieces may be moved at once. Perhaps the idea was that moving two pawns each one square was the equivalent of moving one pawn two squares.

The P-K4 opening (or its cognate P-Q4) with the answer mirrored by the opponent has been the usual opening since the Middle Ages. The answering move would have been impossible if the pawn captured forward instead of obliquely. Prior to the extension of the powers of the queen and bishop (see Chapters 3 and 4), this opening was not as useful as it became in later chess. In the modern game the P-K4 move opens a diagonal along which queen or bishop may threaten long-distance pressure. In pre-medieval times the queen and bishop had such short moves that opening their diagonal was not much of a menace to the opponent during the early phase of the game.

Gambits. A “gambit” is not necessarily an opening. Actually the word means “trap.” It derives from the Italian gamba* (meaning “leg”), from which come also the French word jambe and the English word “ham.” Italian wrestlers spoke of gambetto as a maneuver for entrapping the opponent’s legs, and Italian sportsmen used the verb gambitare to mean “to set traps,” literally “to catch the legs” of the animal. The word “gambit” came to mean a special type of chess opening through the following chain of events. A Portugese apothecary named Damiano wrote a book on chess in 1512. Here he described an opening in which a pawn was sacrificed for the sake of better position. In the sixteenth century this was considered very tricky. In 1561 the Spanish priest Ruy Lopez wrote another book on chess, in which he described this pawn sacrifice as el gambito, meaning “the trap.” The name seemed appropriate for any type of opening in which the opponent is offered a pawn as bait, and by the early seventeenth century it was used to describe pawn sacrifices generally. Since these pawn sacrifices could be standardized only at the beginning of the game, the term “gambit” was used largely for sacrificial openings. And by common though careless extension it is used today for any kind of opening.

Pawn Promotion. The idea that the pawn may be promoted to any piece at the option of the player would have sounded strange to the ears of medieval or older chessmen. Modern players assume that the promotion is usually a “queening” simply because the queen is the most potent piece on the board. As long as you have the choice, in other words, you might as well make the most of it. Originally the idea was that the infantry private who had survived all the hazards of the battlefield to reach the enemy lines has earned promotion to officer’s rank, but, as with most battlefield promotions, it was to the lowest such grade. And the weakest piece was the farzin (that is, the queen). So the practice in the Sanskrit, Persian, and Arabic games was to advance the successful pawn to the rank of queen. When the queen eventually became the most powerful piece on the board, the effect of pawn promotion dynamically influenced the game (see Chapter 1). Let it be remembered, too, that when the queen and bishop had their old, restricted (one-square) moves, it was much easier to promote a pawn.† In those days if a pawn climbed a square or two ahead of the bishop or queen, the latter could not intercept him since like the pawn, they could move only a square at a time.

Pawn promotion has had a troubled history. There were, for instance, moral complications. When the fers became a queen, the moralists were disturbed at a player having two or more queens on the board. So long as the queen was the “counsellor,” there was no moral objection. Again, at various times, the promoted pawn could become only the piece on whose file he was promoted (or from whose file he started). In Italy during the eighteenth and even part of the nineteenth century, the pawn could be promoted only to a piece which had been lost, so that if the player already had a queen, he could not earn another by advancing a pawn. This old Italian rule (that a pawn could be promoted only to a piece previously lost) persisted unevenly for many years, though in most of Europe from the early nineteenth century, unrestricted pawn promotion was the practice. Philidor never liked the possible duality of queens, and in all editions of his book (from 1749 to 1790) indicated that a pawn could be promoted only to a piece previously lost. Yet Arthur Saul’s book, published only twenty-four years after the last edition of Philidor, gave the unrestricted promotion rule. Thus we find in England two opposing rules on the subject existing simultaneously during the seventeenth, eighteenth, and early nineteenth centuries. In 1765 Lambe wrote: “When your pawn arrives at the head of the board, you may change him for any one of the pieces which you have lost.”‡ In an anonymous volume called Easy Introduction to the Game of Chess, published in London in 1813, the restricted rule is given; yet Sarratt in his 1828 book recognizes the unlimited rule. Sarratt notes that this unrestricted rule is the practice in all the French clubs and asserts that it has had the sanction of leading British players since the early eighteenth century. If we are to believe the books, we must suppose that the pawn promotion rule was travelling in mad circles. Thus, according to these books:

1790—Philidor   —Promoted only to a piece already lost

1814—Saul         —Promoted to any piece

1765—Lambe     —Promoted only to a piece already lost

1828—Sarratt     —Promoted to any piece

By Sarratt’s time, unlimited promotion had become fashionable; and by the middle of the nineteenth century, it had become universal. Today no restrictions are placed on pawn promotion in any modern form of chess.

Shape of the Piece. Pawns were originally pebbles, shells, or other conveniently small and portable objects. There seemed, at first, to be no reason for carving any special design for so humble a soldier. When little wooden cylinders became the fashion, the pawn was the smallest and plainest of these. In some Persian and old Arabic sets, a chip of flat wood sufficed. When it became customary to carve curves and knobs on the chess pieces, the pawn was given the fewest curves or the smallest knobs. As sets became more elaborate, pawns were designed as archers, riflemen, peasants, and even sometimes as soldiers. One Burmese set represents the red pawns as little men and black pawns as little monkeys. Throughout many centuries the pawn was a tiny cone with a knob on the top, and with some elaboration this has remained in the contemporary Staunton pattern.

Nomenclature. The native term for “foot soldier” is the word for “pawn” in: CHINESE: ping; CROATIAN: pjesak; CZECH: pesak; HUNGARIAN: gylog; ITALIAN: pedona; KOREAN: pieng; LITHUANIAN: pescius; PERSIAN: piyada; POLISH: pieszek; RUSSIAN: peshka; and SANSKRIT: padati.

A pawn is a soldier—really “militiaman” or “army man”—in GAELIC: fiann; GREEK: stratiotes; and HEBREW: hayal.

The name of the piece is idiomatic to chess (that is, has no noun-meaning except “pawn in chess”) in ARABIC: baidak; DUTCH: pion; ENGLISH: pawn; ETHIOPIAN: medak; FRENCH: pion; ICELANDIC: peth; JAVANESE: bidak; MALAY: bidak; PORTUGUESE: peao; RUMANIAN: pion; SERBIAN: peon; SIAMESE: bere; SPANISH: peon; and in the TURKISH terms piyade or baizaq.


* Incidentally, the American slang word “gams” meaning “legs” had the same respectable origin, having entered English usage through the language of heraldry, where gam or jamb is used for “leg.”

† It was easier to promote a pawn in medieval and earlier times, but less effective. Since the promoted pawn became only a fers with a one-square diagonal move, a game ending with K vs K and P became a draw, because even if the pawn were promoted it could have no mating power as a fers. Unless robado were allowed (see Chapter 8) therefore, P and K vs K was always a draw—quite different from modern chess where such an ending has dramatic possibilities.

‡ Page 90 of Lambe; see Bibliography.




Chapter 8. Checkmate and Stalemate


“It is impossible to win gracefully at chess. No man yet has said ‘mate’ in a voice which failed to sound to his opponent bitter, boastful and malicious.”

—A. A. MILNE. A Misjudged Game



Development of Check and Checkmate. Modern players direct their strategy at the capture of the king. Check and checkmate are simply devices to indicate respectively the threatened and inevitable capture. In the early Sanskrit game it was not necessary to call “check” (see Chapter 2), and if by oversight you allowed your king to remain under attack, your opponent lifted him at the next move, thus terminating the game. The Persians introduced the practice of calling “king” (shah, from which “check”), and eventually declared it illegal to remain in or move into “check.” Checkmate thus appears to be the logical and indeed the only decisive game ending, since in the checkmate position, no matter what move the losing player made (assuming it were legal to remain in check), he would forfeit the king at the next move. Yet it is only since about 1600 that checkmate was the sole way of winning. Prior to that time, the game could also be won by annihilation.

Robado. Annihilation or robado is effected by capturing all of your opponent’s pieces except his king. Until late medieval times this was the commoner method of terminating the game. Presumably it corresponded to the realities of battle, since a king, stripped of his army, was helpless. Manad, Persian word for “helpless,” is the root of the word “mate.” Medieval players developed the idea that it was somehow nobler to win by checkmate than to win by annihilation; so that in time robado became but a half-victory. In the Malay peninsula arose the curious practice of endowing the isolated king with the power of any piece on the board. Thus it became good judgment to leave your opponent with at least one piece in addition to the king. Should his king be stripped of all support, he (the king) could leap like a knight or roam like a rook. And then it became exceedingly difficult to checkmate him.

Stalemate. The status of stalemate was not stabilized until the nineteenth century. Prior to that time, stalemate might be anything from a half-victory for the “winning” player to a full victory for the “losing” player. Justification for giving victory to the “losing” player was as follows: it is illegal to move into check. When you put your opponent into a position where no legal move is possible, you stall the game, making it a legal nonentity. This is a sort of “foul” and your penalty is the forfeit of the game. In France during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries stalemate merely caused the stalled player to lose his move. The opponent thus had two consecutive moves and, being presumably far in the lead, he unlocked the stalemate at his next move and proceeded to victory in the usual manner.

Consider the situation in which White is the “winning” player in that he has many major pieces still on the board, while Black has only his king plus a few blocked pawns. In that situation stalemate has at one time or another been:


(a) A victory for White—this was the rule in tenth-century Arabia, for instance.

(b) A half-victory for White was the practice in eighteenth-century Spain.

(c) A victory for Black. This paradoxical rule has had a long life and persisted in Britain well into the nineteenth century. It was also the practice in seventeenth-century Russian chess.

(d) Disallowed entirely. That is, the move which effected the stalemate is itself an illegal move, and White retracts it and makes another in its stead. Naturally the substituted move avoids stalemate, so the net result is almost certain victory for White. Stalemate was disallowed in most of the Eastern Asiatic forms of the game (specifically in Burma, India, Japan, and Siam) until early in the twentieth century.

(e) Black forfeits a move and White thus has two consecutive moves, during the second of which he simply unlocks the stale. This differs from (d) above only in that White does not have to retract a move. Net result is the same—almost certain victory for White. This was the rule in medieval France.

(f) A drawn game. This was an original European contribution to chess, the rule having first developed in fourteenth-century Italy and then gradually spread-through the Continent. It did not win favor in Britain, however, until the nineteenth century. (See below).



History of Stalemate. The history of stalemate then appears to have been as follows: Originally, if White effected the stalemate, he won the game because Black’s next move inevitably resulted in his losing his king. When the king became immune from capture (eighth or ninth century), the stalemate position became illegal and the player who precipitated it (White, the winning player, in our example) forfeited the game by a sort of default. From the beginning, however, this appeared unreasonable, and the Arabs could not accept it when they began playing chess. They then went back to the original Sanskrit concept that Black must lose the game. When the game entered Europe, it underwent a long period of experimentation (see Chapter 1), and medieval players tried various methods of resolving the stalemate dilemma. The French, with their passion for realism and logic, simply said that if Black had no legal move, he should stay where he was and let White move again. Meanwhile the game had been transmitted to Russia through Asiatic channels, and the paradoxical rule (that Black, the losing player, won the game) was in effect. Somehow the paradoxical rule bridged the gap from Russia to Britain without affecting intervening territories. (There was brisk direct trade between the two countries in the seventeenth century.) And although Russia abandoned the old rule when Western cultural influences penetrated the country (eighteenth century), it persisted in Britain until comparatively modern times (see below).

Chess entered Europe almost simultaneously through Spain and Italy. Under Moslem influence, Spanish players accepted the Arabic rule that the stalemate was a victory for White. Then in the seventeenth century, recognizing that this was unsatisfactory, they reached a vague compromise by construing it as a half-victory. In Italy, however, from the very beginning, players could not accept stalemate as a victory for anybody. They argued that since no legal move was possible, the game simply stopped. Consequently in medieval Europe four different stalemate rules were simultaneously in effect, and travelling players had to agree in advance as to whether they were playing by the Spanish (victory for White), French (forfeited move for Black), British (victory for Black), or Italian (drawn game) rules. The Italian practice eventually spread throughout the Continent, partly because of the tremendous influence which Italy exercised on all European culture, partly because of the world fame of Italian chess players,* and partly because the rule seemed inherently logical. By the end of the eighteenth century every part of Europe (except Britain) had agreed that stalemate was a drawn game. The Eastern Asiatic countries generally refused to recognize stalemate, and White had to retract the precipitating move.

The Paradoxical British Rule. The persistence in Britain of the paradoxical stalemate rule is one of the oddities of chess history. Under the British practice, if White (the “winning” player) made a move which stalemated Black, Black was declared the winner.† It is hard to determine exactly when English players accepted the modern regulation that stalemate is a draw. Official club rules considered stalemate a draw as early as 1808, yet among most players the paradoxical rule was observed until the middle of the century. Murray writes that this practice “was abandoned as a result of Sarratt’s influence in the London Chess Club in 1808.” Yet I have an anonymous Easy Introduction to the Game of Chess (see “Anonymous” in Bibliography), published in 1813, in which the following appears: “If you place your pieces in such a situation as to prevent your adversary’s king moving without making it liable to be taken, and he having no other piece which he can play, you lose the game.” Since a book published in 1813 would presumably be in use for some decades thereafter, it seems reasonable to infer that the paradoxical stalemate rule persisted in Britain until well into the middle of the century.

In the 1828 edition of Sarratt’s New Treatise on Chess appear, on the indicated pages, the following paragraphs:


“A stalemate implies the situation in which a player is placed whose king is not in check, although he is unable to move without being in check. When such is the case, and you are unable to move another piece, your king is said to be in a stale. The best authorities agree in considering a stalemate to be a drawn game.”‡

“In every part of Europe, stalemate has been considered a draw. At the chess club which met at Parsloe’s, an alteration has taken place and he whose king was stalemated was declared the victor: on what authority, it is impossible to discover. It is subversive of the spirit of chess that he who cannot move his king should gain victory; that the player without means of acting in any manner is forsooth to be pronounced the conqueror!”§



The heated intensity of Sarratt’s arguments in the second paragraph indicates that he was playing the role of a vigorous advocate and that in his time (1828) there must have been many players clinging to the paradoxical rule (otherwise, why such a vigorous protest?). Murray says perhaps the last word on this: “The rule (the paradoxical rule) is given in Hoyle’s Games Improved, 1775, and as the chess portion of this was still printed in 1866, the rule may have been followed in out-of-the-way places almost to the end of the nineteenth century.”

Etymology of “Checkmate.” The word “checkmate” is obviously composed of “check” plus “mate.” Check is an Anglicization of the French echec, which is derived from the Italian schacci. The prefixed e (first letter of echec) is characteristic of an old French custom, seen for instance in the transition of schola to ecole (and for that matter in the Latin spina, after some delay, emerging as the French epinard which became spinach in English). Schacci is an adaptation (not a translation) of the Arabic shah, which in turn is a carbon copy of the Persian word for “king” (shah). “Check” thus comes from “king.”

Since mat is the Arabic for “dead,” the phrase “checkmate” would appear to be an adaptation of shah-mate and would thus mean “The king is dead.” This, however, is too good to be true. As a matter of fact, there are at least three objections to this plausible thesis. First, the king is not dead when that phrase is uttered. In fact he is not even captured. He is still on the board, under attack, to be sure, but still alive. In the second place, all early Arabic chess terms are borrowed from old Persian, never the reverse; and the word mat for “dead” is an indigenous Arabic term. The third and dispositive objection is that the Persians used the phrase shah mat (or shah mand) before any Arab had ever heard of the game, and neither mat nor mand means “dead” in Persian.

The actual etymology of the word “mate” has been traced by Moghadam. It comes from a Persian root mandan, meaning “to remain” (the last half of the English word “remain” ultimately stems from the same Sanskrit root via the Latin maneo). In the preterit form of mand it means “remained” in the sense of “abandoned,” and the formal translation of it in Persian dictionaries is “surprised.” The word “surprised” here is used in its original and military meaning, and not in the American sense of “astonished.” As military men use it, “to surprise” means “to ambush” or “to confound.” This is neatly illustrated by the appropriate if apocryphal story of the lexicographer who was kissing the maid as his wife walked in. “Noah,” she said, “I’m surprised!” “No, my dear,” retorted the lexicographer, “you are astonished. I am surprised.” And that is exactly the sense in which mand means “surprised.” The king is in “mate” when he is ambushed, at a loss, or “abandoned” to his fate. (The word “mate,” meaning “companion,” has an entirely different origin. It comes from the Anglo-Saxon gemaka.)

Etymology of “Stalemate.” The term “stalemate” is a modern and peculiarly English one. In no other language‖ does the phrase for “stalemate” contain any syllables in common with the phrase for “checkmate.” The word pat or its equivalent is the term for “stalemate” in Croatian, Czech, Dutch, French, German, Hungarian, Icelandic, Italian (pattare), Polish, Portuguese (empate), Russian, Slovak, Slovene, Spanish (empate), Swedish, and Turkish. All these derive from the French pat, which was in use by the seventeenth century. In his 1675 Traitte du Jeu des Echecs, Asperling de Raroyne refers to a smothered mate as pat, a word which stems from the same origin as the French word pate, our English “paste,” mean-“stuck.” From France the word pat radiated throughout the rest of Europe. The Spanish originally called stalemate ahogado, the Arabs called it zaid, and the Persians shahqam. The most popular modern designation for “stalemate,” after pat, is the word remis. This is an alternate designation in Czech, Dutch, and Swedish, and is the regular term for “stalemate” in Norwegian. It is analagous to the backgammon term “sent back,” which, of course, is the original Latin meaning of “remiss” and means that the game is at an end: start over again. The English word “stalemate” is derived ultimately from the Latin stare (to stand), and is akin to words like “stale,” “station,” and “stance”—all of which convey the meaning of being fixed or static. The word “stale” as applied to food has the same origin as the chess term “stale,” both coming from the Latin, meaning “to stand.” Food which has been allowed to stand becomes “stale”; and a chess game at a standstill where no move is possible is likewise “staled.” The tag “-mate” to the prefix “stale” arose because of the persistent British practice of considering stalemate a victory; hence it was necessary to indicate that although play stopped, it was a legal ending, that is, a mate.


* This was the age of such Italian chess giants as Salvio, Rocco, Ponziano, Del Rio, Carrera, Gianutio, and Greco.

† In 1765, Lambe wrote: “When the king has no man he can play is not in check, yet is so blocked up that he cannot move without going into check, this is called a stalemate or pat. In this case, the king who is stalemated wins the game.”

‡ Page 24.

§ Page 53.

‖ Except modern Gaelic, where the English-language influence is apparent. In Gaelic, “checkmate” is mortshain and “stalemate” is leamhshain, meaning respectively “fatal predicament” and “silly predicament.” The word shain is thus common to both phrases, and means “predicament.”




Chapter 9. The Prehistory of Chess


  “A beaker full of wine and love with gentle memories crowned

To him who lived in days of old on orient Indian ground

Unknown, yet honored everywhere; though nameless, yet renowned

Whose genius, wit and skill combined, an after-world to bless,

Who plucked from out his wondrous mind, the glorious game of chess”.

—Willard Fiske



The story of the march of chess traced in the previous chapters represents a concrete account of how the game developed. Here and there it was necessary to lay down inferences or to fill in historical gaps with presumptions; but on the whole, the record may be considered factual. When we turn to chess before the sixth century, we enter the realm of fantasy.

What follows will be told directly, just as if it all really happened. The reader must be warned, however, that no one knows if it occurred this way; or, indeed, if any of it occurred at all. The account which begins below may be entirely mythical. It is, I hope, a true story. Certainly it is a credible one. It represents the only explanation which accords with the few available facts and which gears in with the historical background of other board and dice games.

It all started with knucklebones. These were elongated bones, originally the phalanges of sheep, which primitive man tossed in the air as a form of amusement. Sometimes it was a game of skill, victory depending on how many you could catch or with what artistry you could toss them. Sometimes it was a game of chance, the surfaces of the bones being marked, and your fortunes depending on what side was face up when the bones fell. From this simple beginning came a long line of games. Knucklebones as a game of skill was the parent of juggling. As a game of chance, knucklebones fathered a dozen modern forms of play, including backgammon, dice, dominoes (which are flattened-out dice), parchesi and chess.

The bones were pounded and shaped so that eventually each took the form of an elongated block of bone (later of wood) with rounded or sliced-off ends. The faces were distinguished by markings, but as no system of numerical notation had yet been developed, the values were indicated simply by dots: one, two, three, or four. Thus was born the game of dice. When dice was first played, we do not know. Dicing is mentioned in the Rig Veda Sanita, a collection of the hymns of India, dated about 1000 B.C. Cutting the bones down to the shape of cubes, thus providing a six-surfaced die, was a later innovation. The dice of the old Sanskrit literature were of the elongated four-sided variety, and it was these dice which played a role in chess history.

In an age without pencils, paper, or even a set of numerals, it was no easy matter to keep track of the game’s progress. In ancient India and probably in many other parts of the world, there developed, as an obvious answer, the use of a marker to indicate the score. This was originally a small shell or pebble, and the player simply traced a line in the dirt and drew marks across the line. As his score advanced, he pushed his counter, mark by mark. Soon scoring boards became a regular part of the game. The boards were originally long rectangles of wood with lines cut across them at regular intervals. Each player used a pebble or shell as his counter and advanced it with his score. The modern cribbage board is a form of this ancient scoring device. The size of the board was determined by two considerations. It could not be too long or it would lose portability and become unwieldy. And the space between consecutive score marks had to be greater than the length of the pebble or shell. A board more than eighteen or twenty inches long would be awkward to carry. A pebble less than, say, a half-inch long, would be too small to manipulate easily. Boards thus became standardized. For instance, a space of about an inch between consecutive marks could comfortably house the counter. And twelve or fifteen such spaces would represent about the longest board that could be carried with convenience. But a game would not have much interest if its possibilities were exhausted by a maximum score of twelve or fifteen. As it was not desirable to make the board any longer, the only alternative was to set up several rows of scoring lines. Now it became necessary to draw a vertical line separating the rows; and since the cross-marks already served as horizontal lines, the board was thus divided into small squares. The earliest boards were rectangular, consisting simply of several rows of cells serving as tracks along which the counters would be pushed as the players scored.

So far, the board was only an accessory to the dice. The primary game was still the tossing of the dice themselves. But the counters now not only registered the score, they also served the additional function of setting a goal. Instead of playing indefinitely with the loser always complaining that another few throws might change his fortunes, it was agreed that when a marker reached the last cell, the game would be over. Once this was accepted, primary emphasis shifted from the dice to the board. Now players and spectators watched the board; as the counters approached the goal, interest mounted.

In the course of this game, it would often happen that both counters would land on the same square. So long as the board was simply an accessory, this did not matter. It merely indicated that the scores were even. But once the position and movements of the shells or pebbles became the primary feature of the game, this was no longer true. To add interest, it was agreed that if, as a result of a casting of the dice, I landed my counter on a cell which you were occupying, I could take off (that is, capture) your piece. And you would have to re-enter him all over again. It was a variation of this that led to backgammon, the rudiments of which are apparent in this primitive scoring board.

The actual arrangement of the rows of cells also must have varied. A design of common appeal was a cross-shaped configuration, where the counter traversed each arm, reaching the center as a goal, the rate of movement being determined, of course, by the cast of the dice. Players will have no difficulty in recognizing in parchesi the derivative of this variation.

At this stage of development, the game in India was played with an elongated scoring board divided into several rows of squares. Each player had a counter which was advanced according to the score determined by a throw of dice. If a player landed on an occupied cell, he “captured” the other man. Capture naturally implied ransom; and unless terminated when one participant thus lost his “man,” the game was resumed when the player paid a ransom to put his counter back into circulation. The idea of ransom at once suggested a king, since, of all people, kings were most often the beneficiaries of ransom deals. Several significant concepts were thus added to the game at this time. They were: (1) That the counter was a king, (2) that he moved along little squares aiming at a goal, (3) that he could be captured by the opposing player’s marker. A game of any sort is a struggle, a miniature war. And with kings on the board (since kings at that time were actual military leaders), the concept of “war” was further emphasized. But this could not be pursued to the point of setting up a miniature army so long as the board retained its oblong, essentially race-track aspect.

How did the board become square? The simplest explanation is a purely mechanical one. The more cells on the board, the more complex and more interesting the game. The length of the board was already predetermined by mechanical features (portability and wieldiness). You could not increase the number of cells by extending the length of the board; therefore it could be done only by extending the width. But here, too, there was a limit—the same dimension which had already predetermined maximum length. This became the width as well as the length, and the board thus became square.

While the square board was suggested by considerations of convenience, its utility was enhanced by other factors. It made it possible for four players to participate, each entering his marker on the center of his side. The square board also provided a convenient surface for casting the dice. And there were magical elements in it, too. The number four has long had magical meaning, relating to the four directions, the four elements, and so forth. So the four-sided square board was readily adopted. And with it came the possibility of visualizing the game, not as a race, but as a war; the board became a battlefield rather than a race track.

The idea that a dice game could represent an effigy of war gave added impetus to the ingenuity of the players. With a king and a battlefield ready, it was necessary to set up an army. Little markers as “men” had already been accepted for centuries. All that was needed were more markers. The armies of old India were made up of four well-defined components: elephants, chariots, infantry, and cavalry. The battle line of the army was rigidly conventionalized—the elephants in the center, the chariots on the flanks, the cavalry between them, and the infantry in the advance line. Since the king was already there (he was the original counter, in fact), he could be stationed in his natural position at the center. And as the king was usually accompanied in battle by his counsellor (adviser, prime minister, chief-of-staff), space was made for him. This disposition determined the number of cells. The king and his counsellor in the center, and symbols for elephants, horses, and chariots on each side—total: eight.

By this time, we see a simulacrum of chess, a static frozen chess, to be sure, one with no diversity of move, still powered by the throw of dice. It had originated in a race-track kind of game, and it is unlikely that it easily shed the characteristics of a race. For centuries, perhaps, the feature of the game was still the movement of these pieces along their files, the number of squares being determined by the cast of the dice, the “man” newly arrived on a square capturing the earlier occupant. It is the sort of war game a primitive people would have devised. As a matter of fact, it is possible to play a passably interesting game this way. Set up a chess set in the modern manner. Throw a die, and move any piece the number of squares indicated. When a player has stationed five of his men (more than half, that is) on his opponent’s base line, he wins.

The unsatisfactory features of this game provoked considerable experimentation. Many players must have toyed with the idea of giving each piece a move corresponding to his powers in battle. The dice would then determine which piece was to be moved rather than the extent of the move. So the infantryman would move but one square forward, the horses could hurdle obliquely, the elephant could occupy any square within reach of his five limbs (the trunk plus the four legs), and the chariots could sweep along clean straight lines. With this established, chaturanga was on its way. Its development from this point is traced in Chapter 1, and in more detail in Chapter 11.

The disappearance of the dice is a complement to the charm of the game. First used to determine how many squares to move the piece, dice were later needed to tell the player which piece to move. It was soon discovered that the element of skill required to decide which piece to play was itself a challenging feature of the game, and the dice remained only to determine which player moved first. That this was a superfluous device became apparent as early as the Persian era of chess play.

Legends of Chess Origin. Jones wanted to think that “chess was the glorious and grand concept of a single mind,” an idea which Forbes properly characterizes as a “crotchet.” Although many legends support the claim that one individual somewhere at one time just sat down and invented the game, this seems highly unlikely. The diversity of move is too ingeniously contrived; the game maintains its tempo too smoothly; it never stalls; the varied moves mesh into each other beautifully. This happy result could have been obtained only by the trial and error of long experience. Even if one individual had dreamed up all the moves, actual experience would rapidly have rubbed the edges off his rules, and time would have mellowed them long before they attained the relative maturity of the Sanskrit game. I like the way Fiske puts it:


“It seems to me that chess grew as music grew, as poetry grew. I believe that it sprang from rude beginnings and gradually added one beauty after another until it ripened into chaturanga.”*



Yet people are never satisfied with an explanation that a practice just “developed.” We yearn for heroes and reject the thesis that something was not invented, but matured out of the contribution of hundreds of improvisers. Who invented baseball? Or the musical scale? We cannot commemorate “time” or “development” with monuments or postage-stamp issues. Certainly Abner Doubleday did not invent baseball, Edison did not invent electric light, and Columbus was not the first to sail the Ocean Sea. They adapted, perfected, made practicable an earlier idea. You can always turn the history book back another few pages and find someone else who had the same idea. The story of aeroplanes is a good example. No matter how far back you go, there is always evidence of earlier attempts at human flight. This is even more true of chess, since it is not a mechanical device, but a process more akin to activities like discovering the musical scale or the running of races. Historians will never identify the individual who first thought of painting a picture or devising a cryptogram.

This is true—but unsatisfactory. It leaves us with a loose end. Surely, we suppose, there must have been a day in time before which no one had ever sung a note, painted a picture, or run a race; and on that day somebody did run a race, paint a picture, or sing a note. And he invented the process because he was the first to do it. Now all we have to do is give a name to that person and we have another candidate for the Hall of Fame.

Out of this passion for the personalization of natural development has sprung a long line of mythical heroes. Someone is celebrated as the first to invent an alphabet or the first to paint a picture on the wall of a cave.

Chess has not escaped this mythology. Even a cursory survey of the older literature discloses numerous legends to account for the “invention” of chess. All these stories assign credit to an individual—a different individual in each case, but always a single one. Here are a baker’s dozen of such legends:

(1) Chinese soldiers, in the field and away from home a long time, were suffering from a drop in morale and efficiency; so their general invented this game with the dual purpose of diverting them and “inflaming their military ardor.” (Crawley)

(2) A king was killed in battle and the problem was how to break the news gently to his mother. A learned Hindu thereupon invented this game; and when the queen-mother learned how to play, the sage got the game into a position where she said “Checkmate,” which meant, says the legend, “The king is dead.” (It doesn’t mean that at all, as a matter of fact; see Chapter 8.) And when she herself said it, the sage could explain: “Ah, yes, that is just what we have been trying to tell your majesty.” (Raverty)

(3) Chess was invented by a Hindu counsellor in order to instruct young nobles in the tactics of war. (Murray)

(4) During the long siege of Troy, the Greek chieftains became bored and to while away their time, a philosopher named Palamedes invented the game. (Crawley)

(5) The metropolis of Ceylon was being besieged and to divert the king of the beleaguered capital, his wife invented the game. (Jones)

(6) Chess was invented by a Hindu scholar at the request of his king for the sole purpose of challenging the ingenuity of the neighboring Persians. The idea was that the Hindu monarch could then say to his Iranian colleague: “We are smarter than you; therefore you must pay us tribute. We have proved our ingenuity by inventing a game that you would never have thought up.” (Forbes)

(7) The reciprocal legend to Number 6 goes to the effect that the Persians first invented backgammon and were very proud of it; so a Hindu king (Sherak) commissioned one of his smarter subjects (Sahasi) to invent a still more ingenious game. (Raverty)

(8) A commoner, subject of a Hindu king, annoyed at his monarch’s arrogance, invented this game one day to demonstrate to him that a king unsupported by his subjects is weak and likely to get into trouble. (Lambe)

(9) A Hindu king had conquered all countries and was getting bored with life. Yearning for some divertissement, some new worlds to conquer, some additional use for his military talents, he instructed one of his sages to do something about it. The latter thereupon invented chess so that his king could continue to lead troops happily thereafter. (Forbes)

(10) Chess was invented solely as a diversion to alleviate the sorrow of a Hindu queen, mourning the death of her royal son. (Wilkinson)

(11) Two royal princes of India engaged in civil war, and one was killed in lawful battle. Their mother was understandably annoyed at the successful son and would not accept his explanation that it was an inevitable battle casualty, not a planned murder. The surviving prince had an adviser who then invented chess to demonstrate to the queen-mother how the unfortunate son was ambushed and destroyed according to the rules of war. (Forbes)

(12) Buddhists were pacifists and the world was too belligerent for them; so a Buddhist priest sat down and invented chess one day as a bloodless substitute for war. (Murray)

(13) Anxious to impress his subjects with the virtues of optimism, prudence, foresight, and patience, a Hindu king commissioned one of his wise men to invent a game which would portray these qualities. In response to that, the philosopher invented chess. (Murray) [The caution, foresight, and patience are indicated all right, but why the optimism?]

Legends 6, 9, and 11 are detailed in Forbes; Legends 3, 12, and 13, in Murray; Legends 1 and 4, in Crawley; Number 8, in Lambe; Numbers 2 and 7, in Raverty; Number 5, in Jones; and Number 10, in Wilkinson. (See Bibliography for fuller citations to these references.)

An analysis of these thirteen legends reveals that in all except two (Numbers 1 and 4) the locale of the invention is India. Version Number 4, which ascribes the game to classical Greece, is obviously an adaptation of Number 5, though in reverse. In the later, classical account, the attackers needed the diversion; in the earlier Indian form, it was the besieged who needed it. In six of the stories (Numbers 1, 4, 5, 9, 10, and 12) diversion was alleged to be the purpose of the game; in four of them (1, 3, 8, and 13) the function of chess was to instruct; in two of the accounts (6 and 7) it was simply an exercise in, and demonstration of, national ingenuity; and in six legends (2, 8, 9, 11, 12, and 13) the game was used as a symbol. In all but four of the legends (all except 6, 7, 8, and 13) the invention of chess was directly associated with war or battle; and in these four, war or battle conditions were implicit in the play itself.

The most consistent—and persistent—legend of chess concerns the bonus requested by the hypothetical inventor. (See Chapter 15 for an account of this whimsey.)

The Antiquity of Chess. In their pride in the game, many lovers of chess have claimed for it an excessive antiquity. Thus Wood, Fiske, Capablanca, and Forbes (to name but a few) assert that chess was known thousands of years B.C. Most of these claims derive from Forbes who has asserted that chess was mentioned in the Bhavishya Purana which he dates as about 3000 B.C. The Puranas are old Sanskrit hymns, and I am informed by Horace I. Poleman, Chief of the Indic Section of the Library of Congress, that “the date of the composition of the Bhavishya Purana is placed around 550 B.C.” Thus even if chess were mentioned in this collection, it would establish an ancestry not thousands of years but only five centuries B.C. However, the thesis that Chaturanga was mentioned in the Bhavishya or any other Purana rests on a very doubtful basis. A Brahman by the name of Radhakant told Sir William Jones (in the eighteenth century) that the game of Chaturanga was described by one Vyasa in this Purana, but scholarship has failed to unearth any such citation. In fact Mr. Poleman tells me there is no mention of Chaturanga in this epic. Raverty, Murray, and Chakravarti all reject the alleged reference in the Puranas and agree that it (the reference) was introduced by Ragunanadana in the fifteenth century.

Actually, the earliest references to chess are in the seventh century. Raverty fixes the first as a notation in a Sanskrit romance, Harsha-Karita, which he dates about A.D. 650, while Murray quotes a few lines from the Karnamak (about A.D. 600) and adds: “So runs the earliest reference to chess in all literature.” The Karnamak is a Persian epic founded on the life of Artaxerxes. No reliable reference to chess has been dated before A.D. 600, though on other subjects we have a large European and Asiatic literature antecedent to that date. We are thus in the embarrassing position of admitting that there is no satisfactory evidence of the existence of the game prior to the sixth century. Of course, it must have taken a long time for chess to develop, but it would be unfair to date chess from the beginnings of the roots of the game. If, as suggested here, it originated in the use of markers on a scoring board for a dice game, then in that sense chess is of great antiquity because dice are of great antiquity. But practically all board games—parchesi, backgammon, and so forth—and all card games ultimately derive from dice, so this great age is not peculiar to chess. What is needed at this point is a definition. Let us say that the basic characteristics of chess are: (1) that it is played on a square board divided into numerous smaller squares, (2) that the counters used are of various sizes, shapes, names, and powers, (3) that one piece may capture another, (4) that the object of the game is to capture or otherwise render impotent a single specified major piece. Anything less than this is not chess but only an embryo out of which chess might have developed. Defining chess by that formula, we are obliged to say that no game of this sort is known to have existed prior to about A.D. 500. Statements ascribing to chess a greater age than this must be viewed critically and with the burden of proof on the claimant.

Alleged Non-Hindu Origins of Chess. More countries have claimed the origin of chess than the birthplace of Homer. The evidences for and against the Persian, Greek, Roman and Hebrew origins are reviewed below. Brunet y Billet† asserts that the game originated in Egypt and was pictured on the walls of the tomb of Thebes, while Eyles Irwin* assigns the origin of the game to China. Claims of the Welsh and of the Arabians are mentioned and dismissed by Forbes,* who also disposes promptly of the legend that chess originated among the Irish. The Welsh claim rests on the antiquity of their game of tawlbwrrd, which some fancy as a primitive form of chess. Actually, tawlbwrrd was played with sixteen men of equal powers, and there was none of the variability of name, form and power which characterizes true chessmen. The Irish claim similarly turns on the identity and antiquity of their game of fitcheall,‡ which is sometimes translated as “chess.” There is not a particle of evidence as to the nature of the old game of fitcheall, and the assumption that it was chess seems wholly gratuitous. The most curious claim is that made by James Mill, who contended that chess was invented by a tribe of South American Indians known as the Araucanians. Forbes demonstrates (Appendix F) that the Araucanians did not show familiarity with chess until after the Spaniards had invaded their country; and certainly chess was well known to Spain long before the discovery of America.

The Greeks and the Romans. We owe so much to Greece and Rome that it comes as something of a shock to discover that these great nations played no role at all in the development of chess. But many classicists, unable to imagine a fragment of modern culture devoid of Greek or Roman roots, have conjured possible Near-East sources of chess. The favorite candidates are petteia of the Greeks and ludus latrunculorum of the Romans. Petteia is played with pebbles on a board of twenty-five squares, the object being to hem in the adversary’s pieces. The pebbles were of equal rank, however, and there is no capturing and none of the variety of power which are included in the criteria of chess. Ludus latrunculorum is also out of the line of chess development. While the pieces may be captured, this is effected by trapping an opponent’s counter between two men—certainly not like the capture of chess. And there is no differential in the shape, designation, or power of the pieces.

It is sometimes alleged that chess must have been known to the Greeks of classical antiquity because the game is mentioned in the Odyssey. This is another case of anachronistic translation, however (see Chapter 12.) The reference is to Pope’s translation, where, describing the activities of Penelope’s suitors, he writes:


“With rival arts and ardor in their mien
At chess, they vie to captivate the queen”



Actually, this is a free English translation of a free Latin translation of Homer’s Greek. Even in the relatively modern Latin form, the game is identified as talis, which is certainly not chess (probably it is dice), and this Latin word in turn is a translation of the Greek word “petteia” which, as described above, is nothing like chess. Still another instance of anachronism is the existence of a complete Latin vocabulary of chess. However, this is neo-Latin, for when the game was first introduced into Europe, Latin was not a popular spoken language and the scholars simply Latinized the appropriate words. Thus the Arabic shah was artifically converted into an imaginary Latin masculine plural, scacci; while rukh was similarly written roccus and al-fil became alfinus. It would be amateurish to assume that the old Romans must have played chess because Latin dictionaries contain translations of our chess terms.§ The process is something like that which goes on when a modern scholar has to write a diploma in Latin. If an engineer today were to receive an honorary degree for having invented a new automobile carburetor, his citation would probably read Carburetor ipsomobiliae or something like that, on the theory that if the ancient Romans had had a word for “automobile,” it would have been ipsomobilia. A professor in the X-ray department of a medical school signs diplomas as Professor Radiologicae, the explanation being that radiologia ought to be the Latin for “X-rays.” But this is not evidence that the old Romans ever heard of X-rays. Similarly, the existence of a Latin lexicon for chess terms is not evidence that the game was known to the contemporaries of Caesar and Cicero.

The Alleged Persian Origin of Chess. While the Persians themselves do not claim the invention of chess, such a contention has been advanced on their behalf by an Englishman named Nathaniel Bland. Writing in 1852, Bland proposed the following account of the origin of the game. It started in Persia on a large 10 × 10 board, having camels and lions in addition to the usual pieces. In an attenuated 8 × 8 form the game travelled to India and later, under the Sanskrit name chaturanga, returned to Persia where somehow (and miraculously) all memory of its original Persian origin had been wiped out. The claim is based on a single old Persian manuscript which outlines this story, and on the fact that the old Sanskrit literature is silent on the early history of chess. Though Bland is conscious of the weakness of the case (basing it all on a single uncertain manuscript), he argues that while one manuscript is a poor score, it is infinitely better than zero; and no ancient Sanskrit manuscripts satisfactorily describe the game. As supporting evidence, Bland cites the persistence of the Persian names (shah, farzin, rukh, etc.) and the disappearance of the Sanskrit names (rajah, mantri, ratha, etc.). No modern historian supports this thesis. Competent Iranologists concede that Persia learned the game from India. All Persian manuscripts except the lone dissenter cited by Bland do ascribe Persian chess to Hindu sources. The persistence of the Persian names is simply due to the long Arabic period of play and to the fact that by geographic continuity it was Arabic chess which entered Europe, thus ferrying over the Persian-Arabic nomenclature. And it is contrary to the spirit of chess development to suppose that the game ever became simpler (from a 10 × 10 to an 8 × 8 game).

Alleged Hebrew Origin of Chess. While the Jews have played an important role in the transmission and development of the game, and have always numbered among their people many chess masters, there is no satisfactory evidence that the game was known to, or originated among, the ancient Hebrews. A writer who signed himself only L.N.D. submitted a brief for a Hebrew origin of the game, in a letter published in The Nation.‖ His contention is that chess must have been known to the Hebrews in the third century. He supports this by a reference in the Babylonian Talmud (reference is to Ketuboth 61b) in which it is suggested that a wealthy lady might well occupy her time at nadrshir. L.N.D. says that the word nadrshir is a corruption of Ardeshir who was the Persian king at that time. He then jumps to the conclusion that this must have meant a game where a “king plays the foremost part.” And he quotes a Talmudic scholar by the name of Rashi who affirmatively stated that nadrshir was chess.

The thesis seems unlikely for several reasons: (1) There is not one bit of other evidence that chess was known anywhere prior to the sixth century; (2) the word nadrshir is more likely to mean “backgammon,” which in the East was called nard; (3) even if the word did refer to the king, the jump from this to “chess” is a wild one; and (4) the confirming authority, Rashi, lived in the twelfth century and is thus not primary evidence for any third-century history.

Four-Handed Chess. Chess has long been played as a four-handed game. During the nineteenth century it was fashionable to suppose that four-handed chess was the original game and that the two-handed chaturanga (which certainly fathered modern chess) was only a derivative of a more ancient four-handed game. This is probably incorrect, but the thesis has been repeated so often that it must be reviewed here.

Cox was probably the originator of the four-handed theory. In his 1801 article on Burmese chessa he advanced the theory. The most vigorous advocate of a primary four-handed chess, however, was Duncan Forbes, whose 1860 book elaborates the thesis that the four-handed game came first. Culin indirectly supported Forbes by asserting that chess was derived from four-handed parchesi.

It is true that the four-handed game is of great antiquity. Sir William Jonesb has shown how long ago it was played, but he sees it as a derivative of a still older two-handed game; and he is probably right.

Four-handed chess is played by assigning to each participant one king, one bishop, one knight, one rook, and four pawns. Each player arranges his pieces in the usual two ranks along the right-hand half of his side of the board. The pieces have the moves in Sanskrit chess, described in Chapter 1, with two exceptions: there is no mantri; and on promotion, a pawn acquires the rank of the piece located behind him at the start of the game. Whether the king’s pawn was thus eligible for promotion to king is not known. Probably he was promoted to mantri, since four kings on the board would seem to be quite enough without adding a fifth. The players on the opposite sides were loosely allied and when one player lost his king, his partner took command of the combined forces. Forbes thinks that the latter practice was the seed from which the two-handed game sprouted. (See the footnote, Chapter 3, for his ingenious, though probably incorrect, explanation for the origin of the mantri.)
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Four-handed chess, chaturrajah, showing the lay-out at the start of a game. There is no queen, and the diagonally opposite players are partners. This illustration is the frontispiece of the 1865 edition of Forbes’ History of Chess in which an attempt is made to prove that chess began its history as a four-handed game like this. Forbes labels this diagram “The Primaeval Hindu Chess.” It is now believed that four-handed chess was a blind-alley off-shoot of an original two-handed game, and not the ancestor of the modern game.

Four-handed chess is still played in parts of India; and in one form or another (sometimes with an enlarged board) in other parts of the world.

Why did Cox, Forbes, and Culin think that four-handed chess was the original form of the game? Their evidence appears to go back to a text allegedly from the Bhavishya Purana. Apart from the doubtful authenticity of the passage is the question of how they interpreted the reference to be to a four-handed game. I think the mistake arose in this fashion. The four-handed game was called chaturaja which means “four kings.” Chatur is Sanskrit for “four” and raja for “king.” Now the words chaturaja and chaturanga are easily confused and in the general uncertainty that attends the deciphering of ancient documents, it is not surprising that the one word should be taken for the other. The chatur in chaturanga indicates the four components of the army (elephants, chariots, infantry, and cavalry), as pointed out in Chapter 1. This might suggest to the casual observer that chaturanga, literally “four arms,” was a game for four players. And knowing that there is a game of “four kings” called chaturaja, his confusion becomes complete.

Another question: Why do we so promptly dismiss the possibility that chess was originally a four-handed game? For three reasons. First, the generally accepted theory is against it, and the advocate of a new thesis must prove it. This Cox and Forbes have failed to do. Their evidence is insufficient to overthrow, for one thing, the conclusion of Sir William Jones who conducted his studies right in India with the aid of Hindu historians and interpreters and who finally decided that the two-handed game came first. While it does not follow that Jones cannot be wrong, it is fair to require the advocate of a new theory to carry the burden of proof. A second objection to the Cox-Forbes-Culin thesis is this: the four-handed game is more complex than the two-handed and this in itself bespeaks a more advanced stage of development. The history of chess has not once revealed a backward step toward simplification. Any change that has been made has always been in the direction of increasing the complexity of the game or the powers of a piece. Thus the historically verifiable innovations are: castling, the two-square initial move of the pawn, allowing the promoted pawn to assume any rank, and increased powers for the bishop and queen. All of these are in the direction of more power or more complexity. But to accept the Cox-Forbes-Culin thesis is to suppose that at one point in its history chess went backward and became simpler. The third objection is that chess is a mimicry of war, and it seems altogether unlikely that an imagery of a struggle conjured by a primitive people would have started with a four-sided battle when two-sided wars were more frequent and more “natural.”

Original Presentations of the Four-Handed Thesis. The thesis that chess was originally a four-handed game developed in this fashion. In 1790 Sir William Jones gave the first full account of chaturaja (four-handed game) but (probably correctly) considered it a derivative of an earlier two-handed game. Jones’ remarks follow:


“Of this simple game (two-handed chess), so exquisitely contrived and so certainly invented in India, I cannot find any account in the classical writings of the Brahmans … At present, I can only exhibit a description of a very ancient Indian (i.e. Hindustani) game of the same kind, more complex and in my opinion, more modern than the simple (two-handed) chess of the Persians. This game … is called chaturaja or “four kings” since it is played by four persons … The description is taken from the Bhawishya Purana …”c



Nine years later, on May 28, 1799, Captain Hiram Cox addressed a letter to J. H. Harington, Vice-President of the Asiatic Society in Bengal, discussing the Jones essay. The pertinent parts of Cox’s letter follow:


“Sir William Jones’s evidence goes to confirm the opinion that we are indebted to the Hindus for the game of chess; the description of the (four-handed) game … has nothing of the beautiful simplicity which called forth his admiration. Indeed he admits that the Indian (Hindustani) game … is more complex and he considers it more modern than the simple (two-handed) game … of which he could not find any account in the writings of the Brahmans … The game described by him (four-handed) is generally known by the name of chaturaja or “four kings” since it is played by four persons … This game is mentioned in the oldest law books and is said to have been invented by the wife of the King of Lanka … while his metropolis was beseiged by Rama … who appeared on earth at least 3800 years ago … yet notwithstanding these proofs of antiquity and originality, Sir William Jones was of the opinion that this rudimental and complex game is a more recent invention than the refined (two-handed) game of the Persians, which he also states to have been invented in India; and appears to have considered (the two-handed game) the original. But to admit this would, I conceive, be inverting the usual order of things … I have given precedence to the (Hindu) game said to have been invented at Lanka as it appears to be the most ancient … In the ancient Hindu game, the principal distinction from the English consists in having four distinct armies and kings …”d



Cox’s thesis that the game was originally four-handed, attained considerable popularity especially in England. It remained for Forbes, however, to give a complete and well-integrated account of how the two-handed game might have developed out of the four-handed variety. Following is the relevant passage in Forbes:


“We shall find that the history of chess naturally falls under three distinct periods. The first is that of the ancient Hindu game … in which the moves and powers of all the pieces … were the same that prevailed in Asia … down to the close of the fifteenth century … It was invented in India. The board consisted then, as it does now, of 64 squares. The game was played by four persons, each having a king, a rook, a knight, and a bishop, then represented as a ship, together with four pawns. The opposite players were allied against the other two … the king might be captured as well as any other … The very simplicity and imperfection of this primitive chess furnish the best possible proofs of its being the original.”e



By the middle of the nineteenth century, interest in chess history had waned and Forbes’s thesis that chess originated as a four-handed game was indifferently accepted, more or less by default. The men of chess were more interested in the tactics of play than in the history of the game. Culin lent some support to Forbes’s theory by arguing that chess was related to parchesi and that as parchesi was originally a four-handed game, chess must have been one, too. Culin, in fact, is obsessed by the number 4 as having magical properties to prehistoric man. Thus he writes:


“The relation of the game of chaturanga, the four-handed chess, to the game of parchesi is very evident. The board is the square of the arm of the parchesi cross … the arrangements of the men at the corners of the board survives … the pieces or men are of the same colors as in parchesi and consist of the four sets of men or pawns of the parchesi game with the addition of four distinctive chess pieces, the origin of which remains to be accounted for. By analogy it may be assumed that the board, if not indeed all boards on which games are played, stands for the world and its four quarters, or the year and its four seasons”.f



It was the monumental 1913 work of H. J. R. Murray which finally disposed of the four-handed-origin thesis. For the reasons indicated above, the idea that chess originated as a four-handed game is now rejected by historians. As Murray says:


“The advocate for the priority of the four-handed chess might argue that … Indian policy has always had an eye on warfare in which four kings were concerned, to wit; the aggressor, his foe, the neutral, and the one called the middlemost. But I do not think the argument carries much weight … this philosophical view of warfare as involving four kings can only be looked upon as a generalization, for it is obvious that the aggressor and his foe would be quite capable of conducting a war without the intervention of the other two monarchs. So far as Indian evidence goes, I do not think that it is decisive for or against the priority of either form of chess, though the probabilities are stronger for the priority of the two-handed game. On the other hand, the comparative evidence of the non-Indian games tells strongly in favor of the original game having been for two players. This conclusion also seems to me the more natural one.”g



In summary then, strong evidence has been cited for the thesis that chess was originally a four-handed game. But the evidence is not quite strong enough. The most acceptable conclusion seems to be this: chess was originally a two-handed game, and a four-handed variety was an early derivative. But the whole spirit of chess history has been toward greater, not lesser, complexity, so that the present two-handed game would never have evolved from a more complicated four-handed variety. And chess is a token war. Warfare involving allies against allies is a relatively modern development in the history of human destruction. Wars of antiquity were struggles of one opponent against another. And chess of antiquity was in this image.


* Willard Fiske, page 341 of Chess Tales. Longmans Green, New York, 1912.

† The references to Brunet y Billet and to Eyles Irwin are detailed by Willard Fiske in his letter to the Nation magazine, issue of August 16, 1900, vol. 71, page 132. The Welsh and Arabic claims are reviewed on pages 5 and 6 of Forbes’s book, while the Irish and Welsh legends are discussed in Appendix D and Appendix E to the same book.

‡ The modern Gaelic name for the game is fidhcheall, which is derived from fitcheall.

§ As Fiske aptly puts it: “The language of ancient Rome was employed to set forth an art which the ancient Romans never knew.”

‖ On May 3, 1900, vol. 70, page 338.

a Vol. 7 of Asiatic Researches, London, 1801. page 486.

b Vol. 2 of Asiatic Researches, London, 1790. page 159.

c From an article by Sir William Jones in Asiatic Researches, London, vol. 2, page 159, 1790. In this extract the words in parentheses have been inserted by myself, and the use of italics is mine.—HD.

d Cox’s letter was printed in Asiatic Researches in 1801, and part of it was published in Forbes’ book, page 297 et seq. In the above extract, italics are mine, and the material inserted in the parentheses is explanatory and does not appear in the original.—HD.

e From pages 6 and 7 of The History of Chess by Duncan Forbes, published 1860 in London by Wm. H. Allen of 7 Leadenhall St.

f From Stewart Culin’s Chess and Playing Cards, Govt. Printing Office, Washington, D. C., 1898.

g From page 45 of A History of Chess by H. J. R. Murray, Oxford, at the Clarendon Press, 1913.




Chapter 10. Counterfeits of Chess


“Amberly excelled in chess—one mark, Watson, of a scheming mind.”

—Conan Doyle.

The Adventures of the Retired Colourman



Somewhere on his road between novitiate and mastery, each chess player goes through a stage when he is inspired to suggest “improvements” to the game. This is usually the result of some frustration at play, some feeling that if only a certain piece had a different power, he would have won the game—and, consequently, there ought to be a law. Or it may be part of a planned effort to add more interest or excitement. Inventors of novel twists in chess usually advance the latter explanation. Thus Foster ascribes the urge to make changes in the rules by the assumption that “some thinking spirits, weary of the old and monotonous debuts and not believing that the game has reached perfection, have originated new pieces.” And an article in the St. Louis Globe-Democrat*, recommending addition of a new and potent piece to the chess set, admonishes the reader to “think how much more beautiful, symmetrical, and scientific the royal game will appear, how many more mating position and ingenious problems will be formed, and how infinite will be the combinations!”

The logic of such claims is hard to follow. In the first place, adding pieces, especially if they are given strong moves, simply makes the game faster, brings about an earlier mate, and thus reduces rather than increases the complexity (and thereby the artistry) of the combinations. And in the second place, until some player has repeatedly tasted every possible chess combination, he cannot tire of the “old and monotonous” form of play. And even the busiest of players admits that he rarely reaches the identical mid-game or end-game position twice in a decade. It can be mathematically demonstrated that the chances for identical hands at cards are far greater than the chances for identical positions in chess.† And the fear of identity of card hands has never made that game seem “old and monotonous.”

Desire to tamper with the game thus arises chiefly from personal pique at a player’s powerlessness in some situation, which suggests to him that a better game might be devised. A second factor, of course, is the usual human desire to tinker. Nor is a passion to earn a place in history absent. Thus Foster, while admitting that many others before him had suggested a new piece combining the powers of a rook and a knight, carefully staked out his claim by publishing his own book and writing in it: “The actual construction of the new piece, putting it into type, using it in problems, and enlarging the board to 81 squares, each and every one is a claim that entitles us to being the inventor of Chancellor Chess.”

To discourage any potential inventor of a new piece or an enlarged board, there are listed below a few of the modifications in chess structure which have earned some place, usually brief, in chess history. The arrangement is alphabetical and the list is incomplete. Any effort to exhaust the catalogue of suggested variations would exhaust only the reader.
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     The new pieces would have the following moves:


a—Like a knight, but also one square in any direction.

b—One square diagonally only.

c—Two squares diagonally.

d—Combines powers of modern rook and modern knight.

e—Combines power of modern bishop and modern knight.

f—One square in any direction.

g—Two squares straight (horizontal or vertical) and one oblique.

h—Three squares straight (horizontal or vertical) and one oblique.

j—One oblique and any number straight (horizontal or vertical).

k—Four horizontal or four vertical squares.

m—Same as modern bishop.

n—Same as modern rook.

p—One square horizontally or vertically.

r—Combines powers of king and rook.

s—Combines powers of queen and knight.



Inspection of this table reveals several interesting items. First, notice the sizes of the board. Without exception they represent enlargements. This indeed has been the trend in chess—toward more complex play, never toward simpler play. And this incidentally furnishes one reason for doubting historical claims which assume that chess was once more complicated and has since become simpler.‡ Notice, too, that the extra baseline squares were occupied by new pieces, most of them with added powers. The favorite new piece is a combination of rook and knight, marked d in the table. Such a piece under various names (guard, champion, chancellor, concubine, and marshall) has been offered off and on for some centuries. The reason for the popularity of this combination is suggested by Foster: “The queen has the power of the bishop and the rook, and another piece having the power of a knight and a rook was needed to equalize the force on the king’s side.”

The reason does not seem very cogent. Changing from an eight-cell base line to a nine-cell line hardly seems in the interest of symmetry. And the bishops and rooks are the balancing pieces, since one moves on rectangular lines, the other on diagonal lines. Together they cover all lines of radiation from any square on the board. Merging the bishop’s move and the rook’s move into the powers of a single piece (the queen) makes for perfect symmetry. It is the knight which is out of place, if an inventor has an unrequited passion for symmetry. The knight’s move is “peculiar” in that it is not balanced by any parallel move in any other piece. If an innovator creates a new piece to consolidate the powers of the knight and rook, surely symmetry demands still another to merge the moves of knight and bishop. This could go on indefinitely.

Suggestions for “improvement” have been made in all centuries since the game invaded Europe. For an account of twentieth century suggestions and an analysis of their fate, the reader is referred to Chapter 16.


* February 12, 1887.

† In cards the number of possible combinations in a four-handed game is 4 to the 13th power; an enormous number, to be sure, but a bagatelle compared to the staggering number of chess combinations. It would require billions and billions of volumes merely to write down the numeral indicating the number of different chess moves. See Chapter 15.

‡ Forbes says that chess is a derivative of what was once a four-handed game. Bland contends that modern chess is a descendant of a game originally played on a 10 × 10 board. Both thus make the assumption that chess was once a more complex game and that modern chess is a simplification—an assumption belied by the pattern of chess history, of which the above list is an index.




Chapter 11. The Geography of Chess


“The peasants of Persia and Iceland, the warriors of the East and of the West, scholars of Asia and Europe, priests of the Moslem faith and ministers of a purer belief, monarchs of enlightened nations and rulers of pagan lands, have all found entertainment in the study of chess, and pleasure in its practice.”

—WILLARD FISKE



In what part of India did chess originate? Forbes thinks it was central India, Murray places the source in the west of the peninsula, while Jones believes it was in the east, perhaps even in Ceylon. There is no direct evidence, of course, to support any of these hypotheses, though it is probable that the game’s entry into Persia would have been facilitated by a western rather than an eastern Indian origin. The greatest schism in contemporary chess is between the form of the game in east Asia and the form adopted by the rest of the world. India lies at the dividing line. The game we mean when we say “chess” is the European form; and it was that style of chaturanga which crossed the border from western India into Persia. Had it originated in the eastern side of the peninsula, it would presumably have entered China in its more primitive form; yet Chinese chess is a more complicated game than European chess. The only reasonable conclusion seems to be this: that chaturanga originated in western India and crossed into the adjacent Persian Empire with little change. An eastward radiation of the game, however, travelled across the entire Indian peninsula and moved on into China. And in the course of that long journey it was considerably modified.

Major Radiations. From its point of origin in India, chess radiated along four major trunks. These were:


(1) A northeast radiation into China

(2) A southeast radiation into Burma and Indo-China

(3) A westward radiation into Persia

(4) A northward radiation into Siberia



The modern European game came from radiation Number 3. On this western tour, chess rounded the world and returned to the home of its origin with the British conquest of India.

Northeast Radiation. At one place or another, there has always been a Burma Road or Khyber Pass along which trade moved between China and India. Caravans brought the cargo of the Celestial Kingdom into India and came back with the game of chess. Diffusion was slow and difficult, for the Himalaya mountains effectively close most of the roads between these two nations. However, striking due north from Kashmir is the pass known as Karakorum which leads to the west Chinese province of Sinkiang. Through this the religion of Buddha traveled from India to China; and through the same route, several centuries later, came the game of chess.

Chess in China. Claims that chess originated in China, and later diffused to India, have been advanced from time to time. Ball says that chess was invented in China in 1120 B.C., but adds that “the game appears to have been different from the present one,” so that the most one can say is that the Chinese played chess thirty centuries ago, but it was a different game known by a different name—in other words, it was not chess at all. Actually, there is no evidence that chess was ever played in China prior to the sixth or seventh century. Writing in 1765, Lambe says: “The Chinese call chess ‘the Game of the Elephant’ and say that they had it from the Indians. The great Chinese dictionary under the word sianghki says that this happened … about the year of Christ 537.” China now knows two games of chess, tseungki and the modern European game. Tseungki is played on a 9 × 9 board, the pieces being fashioned like modern checkers, with nominal inscriptions on each. They are stationed at the intersections of the lines, not in the squares. The elaborately carved “Chinese” sets, manufactured for the European tourist trade, are not part of the furniture of native Chinese chess.

Chess Moves East. The similarity between the nomenclature of chess in China and chess in Korea suggests that the Korean game came from the former country. (Compare the Korean and Chinese terms in Chapter 17.) Since Korea lay on the regular trade route between China and Japan, it seems probable that the game reached Japan from China by way of Korea. Murray flatly denies this, writing that “the present (Korean) game cannot have been the origin of the present Japanese chess.” I can see no other explanation, however, for the diffusion of chess from China to Japan. The Korean channel was the normal one, and it would have been strange if other Chinese culture traits had travelled that route, while chess made a detour to the south. As a matter of fact, many features of Korean chess indicate that it is a transition between the other two games. Thus it is like Chinese chess in its nomenclature; but, as in Japanese chess, the men are placed in the squares, not on the intersections.

Chess in Japan. Japanese students of the game generally concede that their form of chess came from China. In Japan chess is known as shogi. There is a persistent popular error to the effect that go is the Japanese equivalent of chess. Not so. Go is the popular board game of the Nipponese, but it is not chess. Go is played on an 18 × 18 board, and the first half of the game consists in placing men on the board, one by one. The pieces are equal in power, and victory is achieved by hemming in a piece and then removing him. The size of the board, order of play, method of capture, method of victory, and uniformity of the pieces are all evidences that go is not in the line of descent from chess. In his Korean Games, Stewart Culin gives an account of the Chinese, Korean, and Japanese forms of board play, which makes it apparent that go and shogi are quite different.

Shogi. Shogi is chess. The word is probably a Japanification of the Chinese tseungki. The game must have come into Japan early, since by the sixteenth century it had reached its present form—very divergent from the parent Chinese game. Chess attained its greatest popularity during the seventeenth century, when it enjoyed imperial patronage and its teachers were on the government payroll. By the nineteenth century, however, shogi had been displaced in popularity by go. The latter is also of Chinese origin (the Chinese designation being weiki). In Japanese chess a 9 × 9 board is used, and at the beginning of the game the “men” are arrayed in three rows instead of (as in European chess) in two. The pieces are flat coffin-shaped counters, bearing on one face the name of the piece, on the reverse side, the “promotion-name.” All are of the same color, and the direction in which the “head-end” of the marker points indicates to which side the piece belongs. Each player starts with nine pawns, two rooks, two bishops, two knights, two queens, and two accessory pieces, hisha (chariot) and kakko (side-stepper). The first rank lines up from left to right as follows: rook, knight, bishop, queen, king, queen, bishop, knight, and rook. The third rank is occupied by a straight line of pawns. The square in front of the left-hand knight is the station of kakko and that in front of the right-hand knight is the station of hisha. The other seven squares of the second rank remain empty at the beginning of the game.

The bishop has the move of the elephant in earliest Sanskrit chess (see Chapter 1), one square forward, or one square diagonally, while kakko has the move of the modern bishop. The rook moves forward only; hisha has the power of the modern rook.

Rapid promotion is a feature of the Japanese game. As soon as a piece enters any of the last three ranks, he earns a promotion. (The king and queen are not eligible for promotion.) The higher rank gives the piece the right to move backward and usually combines the power of some other piece with the previous move of the recent promotee. A unique feature of shogi is that a captured piece may be enlisted on the side of the capturing power. Capturing in Japanese chess is just what the name implies; not, as in the European game, a concept that the soldier has been slain. To take your opponent’s piece means that you make him your prisoner, and, in spite of the Geneva convention, the Japanese see no reason why a captured prisoner of war cannot be put to work battling his former comrades. When he captures, the player holds the prisoner in his hand, and when it suits him to do so, he re-enters him on the board, simply turning the counter so that it points toward his opponent.

The game is won by checkmate as in European play, and a stalemate is illegal, so that the player who effects it must retract his move. (For Japanese names of the pieces, see Chapter 17.)

The Southeast Radiation. From its source in India, chess spread early and easily through Burma into the Malay Peninsula. It travelled in the saddle bags of the Buddhists who converted the people of southeast Asia. This diffusion reached a dead end in Borneo and Java, where Sanskrit chess was later to be covered by the modern form of the game brought in by the British and Dutch traders. On linguistic evidence alone, chess in southeast Asia displays its closeness to the Sanskrit chaturanga. The name of game is chatur (in Borneo), chitareen (in Burma), and chat or (in Java)—all early adaptations of the word chaturanga. Many of the names of the chessmen are of obvious Sanskrit origin (see Chapter 17), and some of them have no other meaning in the local tongue. In Burma the elephant (bishop) has the “five-directions” move of the Sanskrit gaja, while the queen has the limited one-square move of primitive Hindu chess.

Northern Radiation. How chess first entered Siberia has never been explained. The difficulty centers on the Russian name for rook, which is lodya meaning “ship.” This indicates a direct east-Asiatic origin, since the piece was never called a ship in western Asia, whereas this is the regular word for rook in the Malay Peninsula and eastern parts of India. On the other hand, the Russian designation of queen, ferz, points to a Persian or Arabic route of entry. Furthermore, India is separated from Siberia by some of the tallest mountains in the world, and old trade routes between the two countries have never been proved. The modern Russian game is of western European origin, but eighteenth-century Siberian chess had an unmistakable Asiatic tincture. The conclusion that the game somehow crossed from India into eastern Russia seems unescapable. A Chinese route is unlikely, since the Russian game was always closer to the Hindu than to the Chinese form. Persian, Arabic, and Byzantine channels seem excluded by the lodya. The only plausible explanation seems to be this. There is an area north of India and Persia, lying between the Volga and the China frontier, known as Turan. Here lie Samarkand, Azerbaijan, and the plain of Turkestan. There are passes through the mountains of the Hindu Kush, which otherwise block Turan off from India. Assuming that in eastern India the rook was a ship (Sanskrit roka), we can see that the original Russian (Siberian) names for the pieces, with the exception of the ferz, were all translations of the Sanskrit. Siberia was the parade ground of the Mongols, some of whom (Genghis Khan and Khubla Khan to name just two) held Persia under their sovereignty. The Persians had promoted the game extensively and their influence was felt wherever their culture touched. Mongol conquests opened Siberia to Persian influences. A complete Persian vocabulary of chess, in translation, was made available. The names of knight, pawn, king, and bishop were analogous in all three languages (Sanskrit, Persian, and Russian) where they were horse, foot soldier, king, and elephant, respectively. This merely reinforced the names which the Siberians were already using. Ferz, however, was a new name, and would thus be the only Persian word adopted. Since it was taken over in the Arabic rather than in the pure Persian form (farzin), we must suppose that this diffusion took place after the Arabic conquest of Iran in the seventh century. Cammann, an authority on Mongol culture, disposes of the problem by asserting simply that “the game spread (from India) … west to the Persians and Arabs, and finally to the Europeans. Sometime later it spread east to central Asia where the Mongols found it at the time of their great conquests in the thirteenth century.” This explains everything except lodya. If the rukh were a chariot, we can see how the Mongols began calling it terghe, which means “a wagon or cart.” But the east Russian ship (lodya) is still unexplained.

Westward Radiation. It was in its westward movement from India that chess encompassed the globe, travelling farther in less time than any other game in history. The movement was west to Persia, then on to the Arab lands in Asia Minor. Here the stream divided, one branch crossing the Dardanelles into Byzantine Europe, the other following the conquering Moslems around North Africa to enter Europe through the Spanish peninsula. From North Africa chess radiated across the Mediterranean to Marseilles and Italy, and southward to Egypt and Ethiopia. From triple European foci (in Spain, Italy, and Byzantium) chess spread throughout the continent, France acquiring the game from both Italian and Spanish sources and subsequently serving as a center from which chess was broadcast to Britain and Germany. Southern Germany learned chess from Italy; Northern Germany from France. These two streams merged in central Europe, where Germany served as power house in radiating the game northward into Scandinavia and eastward into Russia. Russia, in fact, received chess from at least three sources: Siberia, Byzantium, and Germany. Britain learned the game from France with some reinforcement from Norway and Denmark. During the age of westward discovery in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, chess was carried across the Atlantic; Spanish and Portuguese travellers brought it to South America, while ships flying the flag of England carried it to North America, Australia, and the islands of Asia and the South Seas.

Chess Enters Persia. In A.D. 220 Artaxerxes of Persia founded the Empire of the Sassaniads. One of his descendants was Chosroes I, also known as Nushirwan, Anushirwan, and Kisra Naushirawan. Chosroes ruled from 531 to 579, and it was during his reign that chess was brought from India into Persia. The traditional story is that chess was one of the gifts sent to the Persian court by a Hindu embassy during the reign of Chosroes. It is an oversimplification to suppose that chess was introduced into Persia on a certain day in a certain year of the sixth century. The legend of the embassy indicates that there was flourishing commercial and cultural intercourse between the two nations during this century, and it would have been remarkable if chess had not spread into Persia during that period. Nearly all Persian historians (Sykes, for instance) concede the Indian sources of chess. Bland (see Chapter 9) is almost alone in claiming a Persian origin for the game.

Chess is mentioned in a Persian romance called the Karnamak. This is a story of the exploits of Artaxerxes. The references to chess, however, do not prove that the game was played during the life-time of Artaxerxes (third century); they show only that at the time of the composition of the Karnamak (seventh century) chess was known in Persia. The name by which chess is designated in this work is chatrang. This is significant because, after the Arab conquest, the invader’s name for the game, shatranj, became the Persian word, too. The change in name occurred in the early eighth or late seventh century. During the reign of Chosroes (sixth century) a series of poems, stories, and biographies was collected, and during the three centuries following, many items were added. This collection became the basis for the epic poem Shahnameh, written by Firdawsi in the tenth century. Chess is mentioned in this epic and referred to as shatranj, which indicates that the Arabic term had been completely absorbed into the Persian language by then.

(For the development of chess in Persia, see Chapter 1).

The Arabs Learn Chess. Although the Saracen world contributed enormously to the progress of chess, it is certain that the Moslems received the game and its vocabulary from Persia. The Encyclopedia of Islam* concedes the Persian source of chess and states that Iran acquired the game from India. The Arabs first learned chess during the invasion of Persia. Arabic modifications of Persian chess are reviewed in Chapter 1.

The Moslems were essential links in the transmission of chess from Asia to Europe. Under the generic term Moslems or Saracens are included the peoples of Asia and Africa who adopted the religion of Mohammed. Racially this covers a mixed group of Arabs, Berbers, Moors, Turks, Egyptians, and many others.

Moslems played three roles in the cultural development of the Eurasian world. They were (1) incubators of new ideas, (2) carriers of culture between Europe and Asia, and (3) warehouses for the storage of culture during the Dark Ages. Their function in chess development may be summarized under the same three headings. Thus they developed many new ideas in chess, they were the funnel through which the chess lore of India and Iran was poured into medieval Europe, and they were the world’s greatest repository of chess knowledge during the eighth, ninth, and tenth centuries.

Chess Follows the Crescent. Prior to the birth of Mohammed, the Arabs were wandering, poorly organized tribes of Bedouins whose activities centered around pasture and trade. Mohammed was born in A.D. 571. By 629 Islam had triumphed in Arabia, and by 650 Arab conquest of Persia was complete. They learned in Persia of the game of chatrang, which because of language difficulties they had to pronounce shatranj. They used most of the Persian chess terms, while the Persians adopted the Arabic style of writing them. From the Persians the Arabs first learned of the decimal system of numerical notation (later to be known as Arabic numerals), and it was a collection of Persian stories which formed the basis for the Arabic version of Thousand and One Nights (The Arabian Nights).

The Arabs began to move west before they had really learned the game of chess. Thus Islam began its conquest of North Africa in 644 and reached the Atlantic Ocean by 710. The horsemen who began the march around North Africa in 644 certainly had no knowledge of chess, and thus the Saracens who formed the spearhead of conquest could not have been familiar with the game. In 711 a Moorish general named Tarik led his troops across the straits and around a mountain onto the soil of Europe. The mountain was thereafter called by the Moors the “Mountain of Tarik” or Gebel-al-Tarik, a phrase which has been Anglicized to “Gibralter.” It is unlikely that General Tarik or any of his troops could have known of the game of chess. At least not as early as 711. There were no Arabic writings on chess before the ninth century, and our best estimate is that the game was not known to Moslem troops in the west before 800, possibly not before 900. It must have been well known to them by 1000, since the first European reference to chess is in a battlefield will dated 1008.

Chess Enters Europe. Chess entered Europe through three gateways. First, there was some diffusion of the game from the Asiatic to the European side of the Bosphorus, that is from Asia Minor into Byzantine. Second, there was much early trans-Mediterranean trade between North Africa and Italy, and Moslem sailors who crossed into Marseilles and Italy taught medieval Europeans the game. Finally, and most important, was the powerful nucleus of Moorish culture in Spain, which had learned of chess through Moslem channels and which now radiated a knowledge of the game throughout the rest of the continent. Of these routes of entry, the Spanish was the most important. While technically the first chess played on European soil had entered through Byzantium, it was not the chess culture of the Byzantine Empire which formed the roots of later European chess.

Byzantine Background. To understand the relative sterility of Byzantine chess, it is necessary to realize the cultural isolation of the Eastern Empire from the rest of Europe. In the early centuries after Christ European civilization was represented by a single government, the Roman Empire. Separate nuclei at Rome and Constantinople, plus difficulties of travel and differences in language and culture, soon caused the Empire to fall into two units, a Western Empire with headquarters at Rome or Milan and an Eastern Empire with its capital at Byzantium (Constantinople). This division occurred in A.D. 395, and within a century the western territory fell to the barbarians, leaving the Empire of the East as the sole repository of European authority. However, Byzantium was isolated from the western part of Europe and the writ of the eastern emperor did not run in the west. Justinian became emperor at Byzantium in 527. He re-established traffic with the Far East—it was during his reign, for instance, that the silkworm was introduced to Europe. By this time Byzantium had become an appendix of Asia, separated from the major portion of Europe by almost impassable geographic and cultural barriers. So it was that the introduction of chess into this corner of Europe did not mean its spread through the Continent. In the eleventh century Alexius of the house of Comnene was emperor. His daughter, Anna Comnena, wrote a biography of her father, the Alexiad, and in it mentions that the emperor played chess and refers to it as an Assyrian game. The Alexiad was written about 1100 and identifies chess as zatrikion and not, as in Modern Greek, as skaki. The word zatrikion is only a Hellenization of shatranj and indicates that the source of chess knowledge in Byzantium was the adjacent Moslem world. Anna Comnena’s identification of chess as an “Assyrian” game means no more than that it was of Oriental (Asiatic) origin.

Chess was played in the Eastern Empire (that is, in southeast Europe) for several centuries without influencing the rest of the Continent. The present Greek word for chess is skaki, reflecting an Italian source for the modern Greek game. Though spoken and written in the Greek language, zatrikion never perpetuated itself even in that tongue.

It is possible that Byzantine chess was a source of some Russian knowledge of the game. Constantinople was the end of a trade route into Russia through the valley of the Dneiper, and it may be that Russia acquired the Arabic vocabulary for its chessmen (ferz for “queen,” for instance) by this route.

The eastern emperors liked to have Scandinavian guards, and every year some Norsemen entered Constantinople to serve in the palace, or left the city to begin the long journey back from the Bosphorus to the Baltic. Fiske has suggested that Scandinavian knowledge of chess came through this channel, direct from Byzantium, through the travels of these Varangian guards. There is no direct evidence to support this, and I think a Franco-German origin for Scandinavian chess is much more likely. (See below.)

The Crusades. Many historians (such as Stephenson) assert that chess was introduced into Europe through the Crusades. Their theory is that on their travels through Asia Minor the Crusaders learned the game and brought it back with them. This seems unlikely, however, since it was well into the twelfth century before participants in the First Crusade returned, and chess was played in Europe before then. But if the Crusades were not responsible for the entry of the game into Europe, they certainly were a factor in its diffusion. The Crusades meant contact with a flourishing Moslem civilization where chess was widely enjoyed. The Crusades brought Northern Europe into touch with Italy and Spain, countries where chess was played early and often; and the Crusades were instrumental in the growth of cities (where bands stopped to eat, sleep, play, or trade), and in Europe chess always thrived best in and around cities.

Spain: Nursery of European Chess. At the turn of the millenium chess was a Moslem activity, and Spain was the country in Europe most intimately associated with Islamic influences. It is not surprising then that modern European chess began in Spain. Spanish and Portuguese are the only European languages in which the name of the game retains its Arabic character. Ajadrez and xadres, Spanish and Portuguese names for “chess”, are obvious adaptions of shatranj (the Spanish j and Portuguese x being pronounced sh). The Spanish designation for the bishop is alfil, which is the unchanged Arabic name for the piece, al fil, “the elephant.” The incorporation of the definite article al, meaning “the,” into the rest of the word, so that it reads alfil instead of simply fil, is common practice, as noted in our words “algebra,” “alkali,” and “albatross,” where al is originally the Arabic prefix “the”. The French, on the other hand, took only the noun, fil, whence fol, presently fou, current name for that piece.

Europe’s first reference to chess is found on Spanish soil. It is in the will of the Count of Urgel, written in 1008 on the eve of a battle, bequeathing his chessmen to a church. By the twelfth century the game was well known in Spain. Within another two centuries formal rules of play had been drawn up in Spain and were a yardstick for chess play everywhere in Europe.

The date at which chess entered Spain may be fixed as sometime between the years 900 and 1000. This marks, therefore, the time frontier between Asiatic (and North African) chess and Europe’s introduction to the game. This date is an approximation and is determined by the following process. The only pre-European source of chess was the Arabic world, and chess could not have been introduced into Europe prior to the Moslem conquest of North Africa, since whatever knowledge of the game crossed into Byzantium remained isolated there. The Moors crossed Gibraltar in 711; therefore the absolute floor date would be 711. The battlefield will of the Count of Uregel, written in 1008, shows, that chess was already known in Spain then, giving the year 1000 as the approximate ceiling date. Hence chess entered Europe sometime between the eighth and the eleventh centuries. The Arabs did not really learn the game until they conquered Persia in 650. By this time, however, their westward moving vanguards were already en route across North Africa. They had started on this African conquest in 644, and thus their first troops could have had no knowledge of chess. From which it follows that the soldiers of Tarik, sweeping down on Spain in 711, were unfamiliar with chess. It is unlikely that the eastern Arabs would have exported the game to their western allies until they themselves had developed a chess literature. The first Arabic writings on chess did not appear until about 850, and these were written at the eastern end of the Moslem world. From what we know of the rate of cultural diffusion along a terrain like that of North Africa, we are justified in saying that the game could scarcely have reached Northwest Africa until at least a half-century later. This takes us to about 900, fixing that as the earliest date at which any substantial body of chess knowledge could have been transmitted to Spain. And since 1000 is the latest date, we must conclude that the century between 900 and 1000 sets the time during which Europe first learned of the game of shatranj.

Early Spanish Chess. The chess introduced into Spain in the tenth century was, of course, the Arabic form of the game. This differed from modern chess in these particulars: (a) the queen moved only one square at a time, and moved diagonally; (b) the bishop moved diagonally three squares, leaping over the intervening square; (c) the pawns never moved more than one square at a time—the initial double move was unknown; (d) there was no process of castling; (e) victory could be won by robado (see Chapter 8) as well as by checkmate. The earliest Spanish reference to chess is the series of instructions written by Abraham ben Ezra in Hebrew in about 1150. The relevant parts of his text (Murray’s translation) are:


“The pawn (regel) marches straight forwards yet he turns aside to capture the foe.”

“The queen (fers) makes her move to her four oblique squares and if she likes she can, at the outset, leap three squares.”

“The bishop (fil) has a step which resembles that of the fers but it is a triple one.”



The rabbi’s text is silent as to castling or as to any initial double move of the pawn. The initial queen’s leap is allowed as was the practice in late Moslem chess (see Chapter 3). So we know that until the middle of the twelfth century, Spanish chess closely followed the Arabic pattern; the European innovations had not yet been introduced.

Our next Spanish chess reference is from the rules collected by Alfonse X of Castille in 1283. The pertinent portions of his text are:


“The pawn (peon) goes not more than one square straight forwards through some play with pawns to a third square for the first move only until a capture is made.”

“The queen (alferza) goes a square aslant and, can for the first move leap to a third square.”

“The bishop (alfil) leaps three squares obliquely.”



We see, then, that within the century the double initial move of the pawn had won acceptance.† Extended moves of the queen and bishop were not to come for some centuries. See Chapter 3 for later development of queen’s move, Chapter 4 for history of extension of the bishop’s move, Chapter 5 for the development of castling, and Chapter 8 for the stabilization of the stalemate rule.

Latinization of the Chess Vocabulary. Since Latin was the international and scholarly language of medieval Europe, it was inevitable that the names of the chessmen would soon be Latinized. It must be remembered that these were not in any sense old Roman names, since the ancient Romans never heard of chess. These were eleventh-century synthetic Latin words arbitrarily assigned to the vocabulary of chess. The name of the game was constructed, not from the Arabic shatranj (meaning “chess”), but from the Arabic shah (meaning “a king in chess”). The word shah was Latinized to scaccus, which did not mean “king,” but simply “chess-man.” Then the plural scacci came to mean “chess-men,” i.e. the game of chess. A verb scacco, scaccare was constructed to mean “to put in check,” from which came the interjection scac, meaning “check!” Scacci became Italian scacchi, Provencal escacs, French echecs, ultimately English “chess.” The word scaccus came to mean a “checkered board,” hence the name of the game “checkers” and ultimately the English “exchequer” (from French echec), meaning “a table covered with a checker-board patterned cloth.” As such tables were used for financial transactions (the coins being piled up on the several squares to make calculation easier), the word “exchequer” soon became associated with finance (still the function of the British Chancellor of the Exchequer). The word “check,” meaning “a bank invoice,” is directly descended from “exchequer” in this sense. In British usage the spelling c-h-e-q-u-e conceals its ancestry. In America both words are spelled c-h-e-c-k, revealing their common origin. The Arabic names for the pieces were similarly Latinized. Bishop, al fil, became alfilis or alphilus. Rukh was Latinized to rochus or roccus and ferz (queen) to fercia or ferzia. The -ia ending made it grammatically feminine, thus promoting the concept of the piece as a lady or queen. King, horse, and foot soldier were translated into Latin, rather than adapted from the Arabic. Hence rex for “king,” equus for “horse,” and peditis for “pawn.” The knight was sometimes called miles (meaning “soldier,” because most soldiers were mounted), and pedestris (pedestrian) was sometimes used instead of peditis (foot soldier) to indicate the pawn.

In some early medieval poems the bishop is called calvus (the bald-headed one) either a reference to the close-cropped haircut of the priest (“bishop”) or the Germanic concept of this piece as a sage (old one) or adviser. In Central Europe the rook was sometimes called a marchio (nobleman, margrave) and the bishop a comes (count, royal companion).

Italy as a Focus of European Chess. While for much of its early culture Italy was indebted to Greece, this current was reversed in the case of chess. It was Greece which learned chess from Italy, not vice versa. In medieval Byzantium chess was designated by the Greek word zatrikion. In Greece itself, however, the name of the game is and always was skaki, obviously an adaptation of the Italian designation, scacchi. Chess reached Italy in the middle of the eleventh century, not many decades after the game was known on the Spanish peninsula. It was ferried over the Mediterranean from North Africa, either through Sicily, which retained Moorish influences for many centuries, or through Marseilles. The first Italian reference to chess appears to be in a letter from the Cardinal-Bishop of Ostia to the newly elected Pope Alexander II reporting that the Bishop of Florence was indulging in certain secular frivolities such as chess. This letter is generally assigned to the year 1062.

As the central power in Europe’s southern front, Italy was well situated to serve as nucleus from which chess lore could spread. Italy was also a trade center, a corridor to the East, homeland of much medieval learning, and the center of Europe’s official religion. At first, the game played in Italy was, inevitably, pure Arabic chess. But Italian players showed more willingness to experiment than their Spanish colleagues (presumably because they were less under Moslem cultural influence). Thus we find the double initial move of the pawn and the rule that stalemate was a draw first developing in Italy. Italian players were the first to adopt a consistent castling practice, though at the beginning it was a two-move process (see Chapter 5). The relatively urbanized pattern of Italy favored the study of the game, and the first chess clubs in the world were established in Italy in the sixteenth century. During most of the Middle Ages chess was a palace recreation of the feudal nobility; but in Italy it was also a home and tavern activity of the scholar and city-dweller. And it is to Italy that we are indebted for the modern game of chess (that is, the game in which bishops and queens have their extended moves). It is true that the first text detailing the modern game was written in Spain by Lucena in about 1490. But Lucena himself asserts that his material came from Italy. Modern chess was played in Italy before 1500, in Spain during the earliest decades of the sixteenth century, in France and England by about the middle of that century, and in Germany by 1600.

Cultural Diffusion in the Middle Ages. In an age when there were no books, newspapers, radios, or rapid transit, new ideas could travel no faster than the swiftest horse. The transmission of a game, however, required something more than a dispatch rider. An individual pilgrim or merchant who learned chess in Italy or Spain and then returned to Northern Europe could scarcely singlehanded create extensive interest in the game among his fellow countrymen. Such transmission required either mass movements of people or simple geographical proximity. The latter alone would account for a slow steady advance of chess knowledge. If chess were popular in one village, the citizens of the next village would soon acquire the game. While the extraordinary speed with which chess spread over Europe cannot be explained by such simple village-hopping, the factor of geographical adjacency was always present under the pattern of the movement of chess. Thus there is no case of chess having leaped over an intervening nation. For instance, it did not and could not advance from Germany to Norway without influencing the intervening Denmark.

Movements of large masses of people were the chief vehicle for the spread of chess in both Europe and Asia. The extensive mass migrations of the Moslems offer the most dramatic example of such transmission. In Europe the agencies of large popular movements were: (a) war, (b) international trade, (c) the quest for learning, and (d) religious pilgrimages.

War and the Transmission of Chess. War has always offered an opportunity for cultural interchange. American troops who occupied Germany and Japan in 1948 and 1949 could scarcely avoid learning something of German and Nipponese mores. If this is true in days when modern methods of communication keep the exiled soldier in intimate contact with the culture of the homeland, it must have been still more true of an age when foreign travel meant isolation from home. Furthermore, ancient wars were fought like ball games in a series. The soldiers would leave their quarters, go to battle, and return to their billets to await the next summons. Battles were called off because of bad weather. And in those days, civilian trade and social activities continued a “business as usual” policy even while war raged about them. Murray, I am sure, is wrong when he insists‡ that a game like chess is not transmitted under conditions of hostile contact between peoples. Medieval wars were punctuated by long periods of siege during which both armies had little to do but sit and wait. Characteristically, the enemy people of the invaded hinterland furnished the attacking army with their food and amusements, so that war must have provided rich opportunities for cultural interchange. And Europe has always been involved in wars. In the Middle Ages, dynastic wars, religious wars, political wars, and barbarian invasions were cutting channels into the face of Europe—channels through which knowledge of chess and other activities of Southern Europe flowed upward into the countries of the North. During the twelfth century, Europe was subject to raids from the east, from the south, and from the north. The Vikings raided Britain, France, Germany, and even western Russia. Mongols and Tartars from Hungary and Russia overran France, Germany, and Italy. And the Saracens raided from Asia Minor into the Eastern Empire and from North Africa into Sicily and Spain. These raids carved a gridiron of pathways over the map of Europe and expedited the internationalization of all forms of knowledge.

International Trade. In the twelfth century, Constantinople was trading with Venice, Asia Minor, and Russia. The city was the center of a network of trade routes, by sea and land. Since it lay in the path of the Saracen advance, Constantinople knew chess early. And while it transmitted little of this knowledge to continental Europe by the overland route, it was in a favorable position to transport chess knowledge both to Italy and to Russia. Christian-Moslem hostility did not prevent the maritime cities of Southern Europe from serving as trade centers to both peoples and acting as a cultural liaison between them. German merchants had a well-established trade with Italy and brought back to the North the new learning of the Mediterranean. The commercial travelers of the Middle Ages usually moved in caravans, and poor roads necessitated frequent stopovers at inns en route, where idleness was assuaged by engaging in the recreations of the country. Trade itself requires that either the buyer or the seller speak the other’s language, and familiarity with a foreign language encouraged familiarity with a foreign culture. The medieval period may have been a Dark Age in terms of scholarly progress, but there was no blackout of trade during that epoch.

The Quest for Learning. During the Middle Ages chess was a favorite game at royal courts, and younger members of the nobility were often sent to court to complete their education. Chess was an item of the educational equipment of the nobleman, so that a knowledge of the rudiments of the game was thus acquired and transmitted as part of the general quest for learning on the part of the nobility. In Italy, where scacchi was a more democratic activity, the medieval universities provided Europe’s chief reservoir of popular learning, and while chess was certainly not on the curriculum of the college, it inevitably became part of the curriculum vitae of the visiting student.

Religious Pilgrimages. Mention has already been made of the role of the Crusades. In addition to these formal expeditions, countless lesser religious pilgrimages were being undertaken during the Middle Ages. Journeys to Rome, to the Holy Land, to the nearest shrine were common activities of medieval life. Europe was crisscrossed with the trail of religious pilgrims. These wanderers stayed at the common inns and inevitably absorbed much of the lore of the country through which they were passing. Usually travelling in groups as merchants did, they provided Europe with another vehicle for the dissemination of a new game.

Chess in Medieval France. Chess was not played in France before the end of the eleventh century. The earliest French reference to the game is a report by Fouche of Chartre recounting an incident at the siege of Antioch, wherein it was mentioned that the Turkish general was playing chess. This was in 1097, and while in itself it merely indicates that the Turks knew of the game then, the casualness of the reference suggests that at the time of the writing (about 1100) chess was already known to the French. The Fouche report was confirmed by a history of the siege of Antioch written by William of Malmesbury, in which was described in some detail a meeting between the Christian representative (Peter the Hermit) and the Turkish general (Karbooga). When Peter called on Karbooga, the latter was engaged in a game of chess.

Two persistent legends would credit France with chess knowledge at a much earlier date. One concerns two sets of chessmen allegedly given to Charlemagne—an ivory set (said to have been the gift of the Abbey of St. Denis) and a glass set, presumably presented by Haroul al Raschid. The former is described by Murray, the latter by Wilkinson. Since Charlemagne ruled from 768 to 814, these legends, if correct, would have implied that chess was known in France in the eighth or ninth century. However, research has revealed that these ivory chessmen could not have been manufactured prior to the twelfth century, while the glass pieces have never been authoritatively connected with Charlemagne.

The second legend tells of an assault on a Bavarian prince by the son of King Pepin. The weapon was an iron chess rook. Forbes is the chief promoter of this story, which he writes as follows:


“The story to which I allude is given by Augustus, Duke of Luneberg, in his great work on chess, page 14. It is extracted from an old Bavarian chronicle in the library of Marcus Welser and states that Okarius, prince of Bavaria, had a son of great promise residing at the court of King Pepin. One day, Pepin’s son, when playing at chess with the young prince of Bavaria, became so enraged at the latter for having repeatedly beaten him that he hit him on the temple so as to kill him on the spot.… Now here we have an anecdote as well authenticated as any recorded in history; therefore we are bound to receive it as a fact. Old chroniclers, to be sure, did not tell many improbable and some impossible tales; but this is not one of them.”§



Forbes gives the reference to the Duke of Luneberg’s book as Das Schach oder Koenigspiel von Gustavo Seleno [Leipsic, 1616]. Forbes himself, it appears, did not examine the “old Bavarian chronicle in the library of Marcus Welser,” and his confirming evidence consists in reciting passages from The Acts of Saint Quirin and from two other old Bavarian chronicles. However, all three “confirming” sources are themselves derived from Augustus and are included in the same 1616 book. That is, all the evidence comes back to the same source: a book by the Duke of Luneberg.

Pepin ruled from 741 to 768. If the story were true, it would mean that chess was known in France before 768. This is utterly incredible. There is not even a single Arabic reference to chess before 800. In 768 the game was just becoming popular in Arabia thousands of miles to the east of France. To be sure, the Moors were already in Spain at that time, but their literature is completely silent on the subject of chess in Europe before 1000. In spite of Forbes’s gullibility, no scholar will accept an ancient manuscript as evidence of anything which pre-existed the time of writing. The Duke’s book was written in 1616 and proves that chess was known in 1616. It does not—it cannot—prove that chess was known in 768. Incidentally the Encyclopaedia Britannica article on chess history quotes Vander Linde as stating that there was no Bavarian prince named Okarius (Otkar) at that period in history.

Medieval France acquired chess from two sources: Spain and Italy. Geographical proximity was a factor as indicated by the report that the earliest chess known in France was played near the Pyrenees and on the Riviera. The other vehicles of mass movement (trade contacts, religious pilgrimages, and so forth) also played some part in the diffusion of the game from these early sites into France. As early as 1208 a synodal decree of Sully, Bishop of Paris, banned chess among the clergy, his Twenty-ninth Synodal Precept reading: Ne in suis domibus habeant scaccos (Let them not have chess in their homes).

Chess flourished in France, where the feudal style of the country permitted the high nobility an idleness eased by chess and by many other games, where the splendor of the Frankish courts attracted noble visitors from all over Europe, and where twin streams from Italy and Spain fused into a single culture. France, too, was a corridor for traders and religious pilgrims, a bridge between Britain and Italy, between Spain and Germany. However, except for a unique and brief stalemate rule (see Chapter 8), French chess players furnished nothing new to the game, though they contributed much to its development, analysis, and vocabulary. Thus French influences were largely responsible for the feminization of the fers, which became dame in their language, “queen” in ours. (See Chapter 3.)

Germany. Chess entered Germany by two routes. The earlier was the pass through the Alps connecting with Italy, a channel through which passed traders and pilgrims who brought back to Germany some knowledge of the game. There is a poem, Versus de Scachis, found in Switzerland and probably written about 1070. If this indicates chess knowledge in Germany, it would mean that that country knew the game at about the same time France did—at the close of the eleventh century. The style of chess described in that poem is practically the pure Arabic game. Pawn and king are referred to as pedes and rex in accordance with the synthetic Latin chess vocabulary of the day, but the bishop is called comes (“count,” literally “companion”), which was something of an innovation; and marchio alternates with rochus as the designation for “rook.” Marchio is a Germanized Latin for margrave, title of the military governor of a border province. The first syllable is from mark, an old Teutonic word for “a frontier colony,” and grave is analogous with Graf, the regular German word for “count.” These two terms comes and marchio suggest the medieval German military hierarchy, and their use in Versus points to a German source for the poem. It also reflects the chief German contribution to the structural history of chess—verbal innovation. Modern German and the languages influenced by it have a unique chess vocabulary, using Bauer (peasant) for “pawn,” Springer (jumper) for “knight,” and Laufer (runner) for “bishop.” Throughout the Middle Ages there was more tampering with the chess lexicon in Germany than in any other part of Europe.

The second source of German chess knowledge was France, and the two streams amalgamated to form a center for the subsequent dispersal of the game into Scandinavia and Eastern Europe. Germany was favorable soil for the development of chess, and the game flourished mightily there from the fifteenth to the nineteenth centuries. However, none of the changes which converted medieval into modern chess originated in Germany. De Ludis Scaccorum, a poem written about 1420, indicates that at that period German chess was at the level of development achieved in Spain two centuries earlier. A curious but characteristic feature of this verse is the multiplicity of the names given to each chessman, with the tendency to experiment with various alternate designations, usually military, which marked German chess during the late medieval and early modern periods.

Scandinavia. The Scandinavian countries acquired chess from Germany. It is hard to accept Fiske’s theory that the game was introduced more or less directly from the East. Here is what he says about it: “The bodyguards of the Byzantine emperors returning to their northern homes brought the amusement to Scandinavia and introduced it into the flourishing republic of Iceland.”‖ That is certainly not true as to the first and probably not true as to the second. Iceland surely acquired chess from Britain, since the bishop there was always called biskup after the fashion of the English and never had even the Germanic connotation of “runner” (German Laufer, Norwegian loper), let alone the Eastern meaning of “elephant.” The fact that Swedish, Norwegian, and Danish names of the piece are lopare, loper, and lober, and that the Scandinavian names for “knight” are all obvious derivatives of the German term Springer would seem to establish a Teutonic source for Scandinavian chess. Thus:

[image: ]

Britain. There is nothing to indicate that chess was played in Great Britain prior to the Norman conquest in 1066, and the linguistic evidence points to a French source. To be sure, there are legends that King Canute amused himself with the game, but these references are anachronistic. Forbes thinks the game was known in England during the tenth century, asserting that it came over with the Saxons. However, Forbes is incurably early in his time estimates, and the philologic evidence points to a French rather than a Germanic origin. Twiss, writing in 1787, states that chess was brought to England during the reign of William the Conqueror, which is probably correct. And Lambe in 1765 accepted France as the source and the eleventh century as the time.

The earliest British chess work is De Shahiludo, a poem written in Latin during the last decade or two of the twelfth century. The poem calls a bishop calvus, a queen regina, and a pawn pedestris, but adds that when the pedestris reaches the last line, he is called ferzia. If the game had had Saxon origins, the pawn would have been referred to as “a peasant,” not “a pedestrian.”

British rules of play closely followed French practices except for the stalemate rule (see Chapter 8). In the thirteenth century the game was played as follows: The queen was stationed to the right of the king, so that the two queens were on the same “color.” The bishop leaped diagonally to the third square, the queens moved one square diagonally, the pawns one square only, and the knights and rooks as in the modern game. This was essentially the early Arabic form of chess. As the English language began to replace Latin and French in scholarly usage, the pieces acquired titles that were Anglicizations of medieval French names (additional evidence for the French origin of British chess). Thus the bishop was aufin and the queen fers or ferz. The long-range moves of the bishop and queen (which distinguish modern from medieval chess) were introduced in Britain, as in the rest of Europe, during the fifteenth century. The modern game spread with such rapidity from its source in Italy that by the middle of the sixteenth century it had replaced the medieval game in both France and England.

In a poem written by Henry of Surrey (“To the Ladie That Scorned Her Lover”) there is a reference to the modern game; and this poem must have been written prior to 1547 (since the author died in that year). The reference is:


“For I will so provide
That I will have your fers

And when your ferse is had
Then all your war is done

Then shall yourself be glad
To end what you begun.”



The capture of the fers could not have been so fatal if the queen still had had her old very limited move. Also, in the same poem:


“Now check and guard to thee
Defend it if thou may

For sure I will assay
If I can give thee mate.”



The reference “check and guard” meant exactly what it means now (simultaneous attack on king and queen) and its apparently dire results indicate that the queen already had her extended powers.

The modern game spread rapidly through England, and that country has been vigorously chess-conscious ever since. Most of the great players of Continental Europe found it worth their while, financially and professionally, to include Britain in their tours. England’s contributions to chess structure include the paradoxical stalemate rule, the Staunton pattern of chessmen, the designations “queen” and “bishop,” and a promotion of popular chess literature. The world’s first newspaper column on chess appeared in the Liverpool Mercury in 1813, and the first correspondence match was between London and Edinburgh; and, except for the short-lived Palamede,a the world’s first chess magazine was the London Philidorian, established in 1838.

England was important, too, as the center from which chess radiated to North America. The game as played in the United States today came across the Atlantic in the ships of Queen Elizabeth and King Henry.

America. Chess had reached its present form prior to the colonization of America. The Western Hemisphere, therefore, plays no role in this history of chess structure, since there have been no changes in the anatomy of the game since the sixteenth century (except for the stabilization of the stalemate and castling rules, both of which occurred in Europe).

While Klahre asserts that the earliest chess in America was played in what is now New York, it seems more probable that the first New World devotees of the game were in South America. During the sixteenth century, when there was much transatlantic shipping between Spain and America, the Spanish adventurers carried their culture into the New World. And Benjamin Franklin, certainly a North American patriot, admits as much, for he wrote in 1786: “Europe has had chess over a thousand years; the Spaniards have spread it over their part of America; and it has lately begun to make its appearance in the United States.”b In North America chess did not attract many players until after the American Revolution. The first chess club was established in 1801 (in New York), and the first American publication on chess was not printed until 1802.


* 1934 edition, article: shatranj.

† 1934 edition, article: shatranj.

‡ Thus “… the two-years raid … offered no opportunity for the peaceful spread of a game …” and “… essential condition for the passage of chess … was peaceful intercourse …” From History of Chess, pages 403 and 405.

§ Page 201 of the 1860 edition of Forbes’s History of Chess.

‖ From page 351 of Fiske’s “Chess Tales.”

a Published for a few months in Paris in 1836.

b From Morals of Chess, first published in the Columbian Magazine, Philadelphia, 1786.




Chapter 12. The Checkering of the Board


“Tis all a checker board of nights and days Where Destiny with men for pieces plays”

—OMAR KHAYYAM. Fitzgerald Translation



Modern players would find it difficult to use an uncheckered (that is, uniformly colored) board. If all the squares were of the same color, it would require a mathematical computation to determine the initial position of the queen. Planning the knight’s move would be confusing. Bishop strategy would be markedly affected if we could not tell at a glance whether a specific square was immune to the attack of a certain bishop.

Yet the game was originally played on an uncheckered board, and alternation of color was not introduced until the thirteenth century. This is a European innovation, unknown to the early Hindu, Persian, and Arabic players. Here it is necessary to lay the ghost of an anachronistic translation that has been cited to “prove” that the ancient Persians were familiar with checkering. Omar Khayyam has a quatrain which, in Fitzgerald’s famous translation, reads:


“Tis all a checker-board of nights and days

Where Destiny with men for pieces plays
Hither and thither moves and mates and slays

And one by one back in the closet lays”



Since Omar flourished about 1100, this would imply that the board had been checkered then, as the reference to “checkerboard of nights and days” can mean only the alternate dark and light squares. Actually it implies nothing of the sort, for the verse cited is more Fitzgerald than Omar. Rodwell’s translation of the same quatrain is:


“We are but pieces in a game of chess

Played by great Heaven in its waywardness
Hither and thither on the board we move

And singly reach the box of nothingness”



While Rodwell’s version is inferior to Fitzgerald’s in its literary and poetic qualities, it is closer to Omar Khayyam’s own language. Note that Rodwell makes no reference at all to a “checker-board” or to any alternation of “nights and days.” The best evidence is the original quatrain. Translated for me by Mehmed Simsar, the American Iranologist, the verse literally reads:


“In reality and not figuratively—

“We are chess men and Heaven is the player

“We are playing against each other

“We reach the box of nothingness one by one”



It is apparent therefore that Omar Khayyam made no mention of any checkering of the board, and the case for a European origin of the practice of checkering remains unassailed.

(For another example of confusion caused by an anachronistic translation, see Chapter 9. Here a reference to chess in Pope’s translation of the Odyssey gives the spurious impression that the game was known to the Greeks of the Classic Age.)

During the twelfth century the board was occasionally checkered, while by the thirteenth century, alternation of color had become routine. Thus the Swiss poem Versus de Scacchus, written during the twelfth century, includes the line: Sunt quibus has placuit duplici fucare colore, which means: “There are those who please to make the board of two colors.” The implication is, of course, that this was not the common practice. However, in the thirteenth century we find at least two references which take the checkering for granted. One (about 1280) is in Alfonso’s collection of rules in which appears the phrase E los xvi d’una color (“and sixteen of these”—meaning squares of the board—“are of one color”), and the other is the essay Quaedam Moralitas de Scaccario, which opens with the sentence: Mundus iste totus quoddam scaccarium est, cujius unus punctus albus est, alius vero niger, propter duplicem statum vite et mortis, gratiae et culpe. Freely translated, this means: “All the world is but a chess board of which one part is white, the other black, being the two states of life and death, praise and blame.”

Once established, checkering speedily became popular since it simplified the player’s calculation, especially in visualizing the moves of the knight and the squares available to the bishop; and it made possible the modern rule fixing the original station of the queen.

The custom of placing the board with a white square to the right is of later origin and was not firmly established until the extended powers of the queen (in the latter fifteenth century) made it important to be certain in advance of her exact starting position. Sarratt thinks that the custom of placing a white square to the right is “of great antiquity, arising from an old Greek idea that white on the right portends good luck.” Such a superstition may, indeed, be at the source of the arrangement, but it is neither of great antiquity (since it is scarcely more than five hundred years old) nor of Greek origin, since the Greeks played no major role in the history of chess.


Chapter 13. The Notation of Chess


“Vain was the chief’s, the sage’s pride.

They had no poet, and they died.”

—ODES OF HORACE, 9:4. Pope’s Translation



An instruction like “P to K4” is characteristic of the modern American notation. In principle, this system is the oldest notation in the history of chess, though the use of abbreviations and symbols is an innovation. The Arabs referred to the squares as “houses” and named each file for the piece which stood at its head. Thus a square which we would denominate as KB5 was called by the Arabs “the fifth house of the king’s elephant.” Moves were written out in full without symbols for capture, check or castling. Spanish and Italian players, having derived chess directly from Moslem sources, carried over this notation and adapted it for European languages.

The only other system ever used widely was the “algebraic” or “co-ordinate” method whereby each square is named as the intersection of a pair of lines, one horizontal, one vertical. Thus under current German usage, the white QR file is row “A,” the white Q Kt is row “B,” and so forth, up to KR file, which is row “H.” The ranks are then numbered precisely as in the American notation for White. Thus, K4 becomes E4, and White’s KR8 is H8. A co-ordinate system was first used in medieval France, and Murray cites a French manuscript dated 1173 which employs this principle. The actual technic however is different in detail from modern German notation. In that manuscript the ranks as well as the files are lettered, the number 1 rank being called Q, the number 2 being P, number 3 being O, and so forth, down to number 7, which is rank K. The last rank has no abscissal letter, so that QR8 is indicated simply by A, QKt8 by B, and so forth. Under this system, K4 would be EN, K5 would be EM, KB2 would be FP, and so forth. German players have always shown a preference for the co-ordinate system, though here, too, both coordinates were letters in medieval times. Murray reproduces a chart from Mennel’s Schachzabel, dated 1536, which letters the ranks from A to H and the files from I to P. In the fifteenth century, Italian players used a simple numerical series, numbering the top black rank 1 to 8 inclusive, the black pawn rank 9 to 16, the black 3 rank, 17 to 24, and so forth, so that White’s KR is stationed on square number 64. This did not survive long, since, in spite of its apparent simplicity, it is almost impossible to visualize promptly; and an elaborate mathematical computation is required to determine the station of any given piece. By the late seventeenth century the modern German system was in use in central Europe. Staunton in the 1847 edition of his English Chess Player’s Handbook uses a form substantially the same as that now in effect in America (but without symbols or abbreviations). However he refers to “Koch’s notation” as being popular in central Europe. Koch’s is a co-ordinate nomenclature using numerals instead of letters. The ranks are numbered as in American systems. The files are also numbered 1 to 8, so that the square 81 would mean the 8th file (that is KR’s), first square; 37 would be the 3rd file, 7th square—that is, QB7. This is easy to remember and to compute, but has never been widely used.

BLACK
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WHITE

MODERN ANGLO-AMERICAN NOTATION

Current Anglo-American Notation, from White’s side. In most British notations, knight is abbreviated “Kt” rather than “N” as in this diagram. From Black’s side each cell has the same designation, except that the numeral is subtracted from 9. For example, QB6 from White’s side, is QB3 from Black’s. Similarly KR7 from White’s side is the same square as KR2 from Black’s.

BLACK
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WHITE

CO-ORDINATE OR ALGEBRAIC SYSTEM

Continental, algebraic or co-ordinate system, used today in Europe (outside of the British Isles). This system also forms the basis for cable codes for transmitting chess matches.

Notation requires not only a system of designating squares, but also a formula for indicating pieces and moves. In addition to the obvious technic of calling each piece by its initial letter or other simple abbreviation (R, K, Kt, etc.), there have been systems like Kieseritsky’s, in which the pieces are designated by capital letters according to their original file (in a co-ordinate nomenclature) and the pawns in front of them are labelled with the corresponding lower case letter. Thus, QR is called “A,” and the QR pawn is “a.” Philip Stamma (a distinguished Syrian player of the eighteenth century) adopted a system, popular at that time in the Levant, of calling each piece by the file letter, lower-case, and calling every pawn “p.” So QR is “a,” QB is “b,” king is “e,” and so forth. One odd feature of Stamma’s system was the way he singled out one of two possible pawns. For instance, if both the white K pawn and the QB pawn were on the fourth rank, and either of them could capture a black pawn on their fifth rank in the queen’s file, the simple instruction “p takes p” could not suffice. Stamma would mark a little star to the left or right, indicating by *p that the left-hand pawn made the capture, and by p* that the right-hand pawn did. His 1745 book The Noble Game of Chess introduced this system to the English-speaking world. Prior to that time, British chess books had used the old Spanish-Italian system of writing out each move, and Stamma’s nomenclature made it possible to compress a forty-move game into as many lines. The advantage of this may be seen by comparing Lambe’s protocol of the first few moves of a game with the way the same play would be written in Stamma’s and again in modern nomenclature. The citation from Lambe is copied verbatim from his 1765 book:


I

White: The king’s pawn, two squares

Black: The same

II

W: The king’s knight to the bishop’s third square

B: The queen’s pawn, one square

III

W: The king’s bishop to the queen’s bishop’s fourth square

B: The queen’s bishop to the contrary king’s knight’s fourth square.



Here is the way the same moves would be written in Stamma’s notation:



	I. pe4
	pe4



	II. g-f3
	pd3



	III. f-c4
	c-g5




This is more compact than the modern English or American system where the same three moves would be written:



	1. P-K4
	P-K4



	2. KKt-B3
	P-Q3



	3. KB-QB4
	QB-KKt5.




During the early nineteenth century came the great wave of chess books, chess magazines, and chess columns in newspapers. This compelled abandonment of the old verbatim descriptive nomenclature (a full line of text for each move) which had remained popular in spite of the demonstrated usefulness of abbreviated notations in books by Stamma, Philidor, and a few other masters. The abbreviated descriptive nomenclature familiar to American players grew naturally out of the textual systems. It retained its hold in all parts of the Western World except in Germany and some of the adjacent countries where the co-ordinate system, using a letter and number combination, persisted. At this time the practice of writing “x” for “captures” was introduced, but it did not become popular until the use of a cross for “check” was abandoned. The cross was a symbol of the king because in European chessmen this piece is usually carved with a cross on the orb. Hence it was a natural symbol for check. When abbreviated words became popular in chess notation, check was represented as “ch,” thus freeing the cross for use in “x” form to indicate “captures.” The “x” was selected because of its use in forms and in commercial writing to indicate that an item was “crossed out” (exxed out, as we now say, speaking of a typewritten manuscript); hence its aptness in chess when a piece is captured, i.e. crossed off. The symbols O-O for castling did not come into use until later in the century. Captain Crawley, in his 1860 book, still writes out the word “castling” in game protocols.

BLACK
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WHITE

FRENCH NOTATION, TWELFTH CENTURY:

Twelfth-century French notation. The board is shown uncheckered since the alternation of light and dark squares had not yet become popular.

The advantages of the German (co-ordinate) notation are: (a) It is independent of language. The symbol “Kt” obviously is meaningless in any language but English, whereas the designation of “QKt2” as “b2” is comprehensible internationally, (b) It permits a compressed record of the game since it is not necessary to indicate which piece is being moved, but only from what square to what square it is moved, (c) A reader need not reorient himself with reference to black and white between each pair of moves. Thus the square K7 for White is K2 for black under the English (descriptive) notation, whereas that same square is “e7” regardless of the point of reference under the German system. The convenience of this can be seen in following instructions to set up the pieces for a problem. On the other hand, the English notation is easier to visualize because of the constant return to a base of orientation in words. The co-ordinate method has an added advantage to historians of chess in that it may be adapted to enlarged boards (like the 9 × 9 Chinese chess board or the 8 × 9 Stroebeck board) without change in the system.

BLACK
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WHITE

ITALIAN NOTATION, FIFTEENTH CENTURY

Straight line numbering system used in fifteenth-century Italy. This deceptively simple system could not survive because it does not lend itself to ready visualization. See text.

Cable Codes. When it becomes necessary to transmit an internationally played game by cable, compression to as few symbols as possible becomes economically important. In cabling, you pay so much a symbol. The English system requires an absolute minimum of three symbols to a move (as PK4) and may require as many as nine symbols (as QKtPxKKtP). Using the co-ordinate method, the player can always express a move in four symbols, two for the square from which the piece is being moved, and two for the square to which the piece is moved. Thus P K 4 may be expressed as E2–E4. (Actually this would be written simply as E4 if it were an opening move, since at the beginning no other piece could reach the E4 square except the king’s pawn). Ideally, a cable notation should express every move in two symbols, one for the square of origin and one for the square of destination. It would be unnecessary of course to designate the piece itself, since at any point in the game only one piece could be on the indicated square. However, no system has been devised for expressing every square on the board by a unique single symbol. This is because cable symbols are limited to the nine numerals and the twenty-six letters (really only twenty-five letters as I would be confused with 1)—a total of thirty-four different symbols. It is manifestly impossible to use thirty-four symbols to designate sixty-four squares without duplication. Nor would the use of punctuation marks help, since we are thirty symbols short and there are not that many punctuation marks. In his book Chess in Philadelphia, Reichhelm proposed a cable code which numbers each half of the board separately, repeating the entire formulation twice. Reichhelm starts with the top row (i.e. Black’s base line) and numbers the squares 1 to 8, so that Black’s QR is on 1, QKt on 2, and so forth, his KR being on 8. The next to the top row (Black’s pawns) is lettered A to H, while Black’s number 3 rank is lettered J to P. The rest of the alphabet is used to designate Black’s fourth rank (Q to X). This exhausts the top half of the board. Black’s fifth rank (White’s fourth) is now numbered one to eight, White’s third is lettered A to H, White’s pawn’s row is lettered J to P, while the bottom row of the board (White’s base line) runs from Q to X. Now each pawn and piece has two names, an upper name and a lower name. The upper name is derived from the position on which the piece or pawn was originally stationed on Black’s side of the board, and the lower name ditto for the White side. This does not mean however that the designation “A” always stands for black QRP. The same letter could just as well stand for white QRP. Whether the character indicates a white or black piece depends simply on which player happens to have the move. Each move is recorded by two and only two symbols. The second symbol indicates the square to which the piece is to be moved. The first symbol indicates the piece which is to be moved. If the upper name is used for the first symbol, this means that the second symbol is in the upper half of the board. If the lower name is used as the first symbol, then the second symbol refers to a square in the lower half of the board.

BLACK
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WHITE

KOCH’S NOTATION Koch’s notation, used in central Europe in the eighteenth and early nineteenth century. It is the “most logical” of the nonverbal notations, and—unlike the earlier Italian numerical system (this page)—it lends itself to easy visualization.

This is the only system I know of in which it is possible to register any move in chess by only two symbols, and it depends on the fact that by using each character twice, thirty-two symbols suffice for sixty-four squares. The ingenious part of Reichhelm’s system is the way in which the first letter is used as a signal to tell the recorder which of the two squares the second symbol means. Each piece (white or black) is indicated by the symbol set opposite its name in the following table:



	White or Black
	Upper Name
	Lower Name



	QR
	1
	Q



	QKt
	2
	R



	QB
	3
	S



	Q
	4
	T



	K
	5
	U



	KB
	6
	V



	KKt
	7
	W



	KR
	8
	X



	QRP
	A
	I



	QKtP
	B
	J



	QBP
	C
	K



	QP
	D
	L



	KP
	E
	M



	KBP
	F
	N



	KKt P
	G
	O



	KRP
	H
	P




To see how the system functions, consider the three moves already used in notation examples:



	1. P-K4
	P-K4



	2. KKt-B3
	P-Q3



	3. KB-QB4
	QB-KKt5




This takes twenty-five symbols in our American nomenclature. In the standard co-ordinate nomenclature of continental Europe it would be written as follows:



	1. e2-e4
	e7-e5



	2. g1-fe
	d7-d6



	3. f1-c4
	c8-g4




This requires four symbols for each player’s move or eight for each move and answer—a total of twenty-four symbols for the three complete pairs of moves. Under Reichhelm’s nomenclature, P-K4 is written M5. We know that the numeral 5 refers to the KP4 space, not to the black king’s space, because the letter M (see above table) is a “lower name,” thus signalling to us that the second symbol (here the 5) is the one on the lower half of the board. The answering move is EU. Here we know that the “U” refers to Black’s KP4 and not to the white king’s space because the first symbol (here E) being an “upper name” tells us that the second symbol, the “U,” must refer to the “U” in the upper half of the board. The three moves are then written:


1. M5-EU

2. WF-DL

3. V3-S7



This requires a total of only twelve symbols compared to twenty-four in the co-ordinate and twenty-five in the American-British nomenclature. Notice the last item S7. While it is Black’s piece (the black QB) which is being moved, we do not write “3” but “S.” The reason is that his destination is a square in the lower half of the board; therefore we must use the lower name (S) for QB, not the upper name (3). The move 37 at this stage would be impossible, since it would indicate that the black QB was moving to the black KKt square, because the symbol (3) would have pointed to a destination in the upper half of the board.

UPPER
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LOWER

REICHHELM’S SYSTEM OF TWO-SYMBOL NOTATION:

Gustavus Reichhelm’s system of notation whereby any move can be described by two symbols. Each piece has two names, an upper and lower. Thus a queen (either white or black) would be designated 4 (upper name) or T. The queen’s rook’s pawn would be called either A (upper name) or I (lower name). If the piece is to be moved to the upper half of the board, this is signalled by using the upper name of the piece (or pawn); if to the lower half, the lower name is used. Thus, 8P means that the king’s rook is to move to white’s KR6 and not to white’s KR2, because the use of 8, an “upper” name for KR shows that it is the P in the upper half, not the P in the lower half of the board that is meant. See text for more details.

Reichhelm never popularized the system in spite of its obvious advantages, and the Uedeman code, now used for cable play, is a method of recording the moves by algebraic nomenclature.

For recording fixed positions (as in chess problems or making a record of the board lay-out when a game is adjourned) pictures are better than words, and with modern methods of pictorial reproduction, present no difficulties. Where, for any reason, a purely verbal description of the board is desired, the Forsyth notation is the most economical of symbols. See Chapter 16 for a description of this notation.


Chapter 14. Historical Development
of the Chess Vocabulary


“A common tongue is the best assurance of world peace. For when tongues are strange, the minds can never meet.”

—ZAMENHOFF, Esperanto



As chess entered each country, it was necessary to develop there a special vocabulary. The new words were related to the corresponding chess terms in the former country in one of four ways. These were:


(a) By translation

(b) By adoption

(c) By homophony

(d) By neologism



Translation. If the word in the older country has an everyday meaning which seems appropriate, the probability is that players in the new country will simply translate it. Thus the piece which the French called roi became in English the king, because “king” was a simple translation of roi. English chess terms came primarily from the French, but the king is the only chess piece which owes its English designation to simple translation. On the other hand, all the Persian designations, with the possible exception of “rukh,” were simple translations from the Sanskrit.

Adoption. When a new country first acquired the game, it would often happen that simple translation of a term would not serve, either because the original meaning was no longer applicable (as with the elephants of ancient chess) or because the original meaning was lost. In such a case, the “new” country often adopted the old term bodily, merely altering it to suit their habits of spelling and pronunciation. Our English word “rook,” for example, is not a translation of its French antecedent roc, but rather an Anglicization of it. The medieval European designations fers and alfin were simple adaptations of the Arabic firz and al fil. The reasons for preferring adoption to translation here are obvious. While Persian farzin made sense, as it meant “counselor,” the Arabic adaptation of the word firz had no meaning (outside of chess) in that tongue, since their word for “counselor” was wazir (visier) not firz. When the game entered Europe, the word firz provided no basis for translation since it had no non-chess meaning, and therefore medieval Europe simply adopted it as fers. And while al fil (bishop) had a common enough meaning in Arabic (it meant “the elephant”), the animal seemed inappropriate to European court manners or battle customs, so there would have been no point to a direct translation. The only English name (other than “rook”) which entered the language by the adoption route was “pawn,” an adaptation of an old French poun. (See Chapter 7). The name of the game in English is also an adaptation of the French designation echecs, which in turn is an adoption (not a translation) from the Italian scacchi.

Homophony. Frequently a borrowed word would look or sound like a word that already existed in the language of the receiving country. For instance, the Italians first “adopted” the Arabic word rukh, Italianizing it to rocco. But there happened to be a good Italian word rocca meaning “fortress,” and this looked and sounded like rocco. And rocca made sense, since there is a reasonable place for a fortress in battle. This process, which may be called “homophony,” played an important role in chess lexicography. Another example of homophony is the development of the word birs (“lion” or “tiger”) in Mongol chess as the consort of the king. Cammann explains it this way:


“The Persian for “vizier” is firz, but as the Mongols cannot pronounce an f, they changed it to birs. They already had a word birs in their language meaning “big cats” (lions, tigers, leopards etc.), and in time they forgot the new meaning (vizier). Thus when they began to use actual figures to replace the conventionalized chessmen of the Persians, they carved lions and tigers instead of the viziers”.



Homophony has also been responsible for many misleading trails and spurious etymologies. The fact that the first three letters of the Arabic name of the game (shatranj) happen (by coincidence) to be identical with the first three letters of the adopted Arabic name for king (shah) has given rise to numerous false etymologies (see shatranj below). Homophony also played a role in the medieval designations for bishop as detailed in Chapter 4.

Neologism. A neologism is a new word. When none of the above processes (translation, adoption, or homophony) seemed satisfactory, the chess players of the receiving country simply took one of their own common words and assigned it to the piece. Thus the designation “bishop” is a neologism. When the English received the game from the French, the latter were calling the piece aufin, an adaptation of the Arabic al fil. The British used this term for a while, but then by the process described in Chapter 4 elected to call him a “bishop.” The German name for the piece, Laufer (“runner” or “courier”), is also a neologism. The British designation “queen” is a neologism, too, since the older English name for this piece was fers or ferz, and the new name was assigned in English without the intercession of any other language.

The Processes at Work. Using the initial letters T, A, H, and N for translation, adoption, homophony, and neologism—as explained above—we may indicate the processes by which the English names of the chess pieces were acquired as follows:

KING. Sanskrit rajah, T to Persian shah, A to Arabic shah, T to Italian re, T to French roi, T to king.

QUEEN. Sanskrit mantri, T to Persian farzin, A to Arabic firz, A to old Italian fercia, A to synthetic Latin fercia, A to old French fierge, H to French vierge, N to English queen.

ROOK. Sanskrit ratha, T to Persian rukh, A to Arabic rukh, H to Italian rocca, T to French chateau, T to castle, and again from Italian rocca, A to French roc, A to English rook.

BISHOP. Sanskrit gaja, T to Persian pil, T to Arabic al fil, H to Italian alfiere, A to Old English aufin, N to bishop.

KNIGHT. Sanskrit asva, T to Persian asp, T to Arabic faras, T to Italian cavallo, T and N to French cavalier, T to knight.

PAWN. Sanskrit padati, T to Persian piyadah, A to Arabic baidaq, T to Italian pedone, A to Old French pion and poun, A to pawn.

The Word Shatranj. The Arabic word for “chess” is shatranj, which is an adaptation of the Persian chatrang (the latter being an adaptation of chaturanga, Sanskrit for “army”). When the Arabs invaded Persia and heard of chatrang, they had difficulty pronouncing it since the hard ch- and the hard -g were equally alien to their language. Hence the best they could do with chatrang was to soften both the initial and final letters and say it as shatranj. Since the first three letters of the word shatranj are identical with the first three letters of the word shah (Persian for “king”), many observers, who should have known better, persisted in deriving shatranj from a phrase meaning “king’s something.” The otherwise authoritative Encyclopedia of Islam (page 338 of volume 4), for instance, gives shatranj as meaning “Oh, King.” Jones, usually well informed about matters of chess history, thinks that shatranj meant the “king’s distress.” These etymologies (connecting the word shatranj with the word shah) are incorrect since shah was not originally the Arabic for “king” at all. The word shah was originally Persian; yet the Persian name for the game was not shatranj but chatrang, so that the root shah could not have been consolidated into the name of the game. The Arabic name re-entered the Persian language after the Moslem conquest of Iran (in 641), particularly after the Persians adopted the Arabic form of writing. Thus in modern Persian there appears to be some connection—in sound and form at least—between the words for “king” and “chess” (shah and shatranj), but the liaison is spurious, since shatranj is not basically a Persian word at all.

Note: For etymology of the words “checkmate” and “stalemate” see Chapter 8.


Chapter 15. Chess Charivari


“Maybe I’m wrong, but I think that the people who really enjoy chess are the dubs and the duffers, experts who have resigned their ambitions, those who play only for pastime, and, of course, the great fraternity of kibitzers.”

—ALFRED KREYMBORG. Chess Reclaims a Devotee



A persistent legend concerns the bonus demanded by the anonymous inventor of chess. His reward was to be one grain of corn (or wheat) for the first square of the board, two for the second, four for the third, eight for the next one, and so on, doubling each time for the entire sixty-four squares of the chess board. The story is that on receiving this bill the king was humiliated by the meagerness of the request; it seemed too small a reward. But later his mathematicians calculated that to meet the requisition would require more corn or wheat than there was in the world. The sum of the grains requested is one less than the sixty-fourth power of two, which is something over eighteen quintillion. To be exact, it is 18,446,744,073,709,551,615. Since chess was played before there was any modern type of arithmetical nomenclature, it is obvious that this incident (if it ever occurred) could not have been contemporaneous with the origins of chess. No one could have figured out that sum without using something like modern numerals. It could not be done with Roman numerals (try it!); still less with the primitive early Sanskrit symbols. However, it is a good exercise in the higher arithmetic and always comes as a surprise to the numerical novice; and for centuries this anecdote has been inextricably bound up with the history of chess. Northrop has figured out that with nine thousand grains of wheat to the pint, it would take thirty quadrillion bushels to reward the “inventor,” which is certainly more wheat than has ever been raised since the beginning of time. Incidentally, the number two-to-the-sixty-fourth power or eighteen quintillion is, as Kasner and Newman point out, the total number of ancestors each of us has had since the beginning of the Christian era. This is because sixty-four generations have now elapsed since the year one, and we each had two parents, four grandparents, eight great-grandparents, and so forth. Since the total number of people who have been born since the year one is surely considerably less than this eighteen quintillion, it is obvious that we must have all had billions of ancestors in common, and thus in fact we are all cousins; in a very real sense all humanity belongs to one family.

The maximum length of a chess game under current rules is 7100. This is explained on this page. The number of different moves and combinations, however, is for all practical purposes, infinite. For this reason, it is impossible to work out a “perfect game” formula. In theory, there is an ideal answer to every move; hence it might be possible to devise a chart showing every move that White could make, with the perfect answer. Black, armed with such a table, could look up each move and make the proper response and be sure to win. Thus White has only twenty possible opening moves—any of the eight pawns one or two squares (sixteen moves), and either knight to either of two squares (four moves). This theoretical chart would then list each of these twenty openings and indicate the proper answering move. The trouble is that the possible second moves depend on White’s first move. If, for instance, he had opened with P-K4, his second move possibilities would have to include the play of the queen or the bishop to any of several squares; but if he had started with P-Q4, the possible queen moves on his second play would be quite different, while if the initial move had been made with the knight, no queen or bishop moves could be made as Number 2. Kasner and Newman estimate that the total of possible moves in a game of chess is ten to the power (ten to the fiftieth). This is a figure for which we have no name. It is composed first by taking a one with fifty zeros after it, thus: 100,000,000,000,000,000,000,
000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000 and then multiplying ten by itself that many times. An ordinary two-hundred-page book accommodates 330,000 letters or numerals; three such volumes would provide space for about a million numerals. To write the number ten to the tenth to the fiftieth power would take 30,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,
000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000: all this space being required merely to write down the numeral indicating all the different moves in a chess game. Kraitchik has a different formula for estimating the number of different moves. His is 25 × 10115. This is twenty-five times as great as a number one with 115 zeroes after it. It is, however, considerably smaller than the number given above by Kasner and Newman. Ball makes no effort to compute the number, but points out that at the end of the fourth move, some 71,182 different positions are possible. As pieces are captured, more and more space is opened up, so that the number of available moves may be greater at a later stage than at an earlier if it is not balanced by the loss of the moving power of the captured pieces. In any event, the number of moves is practically infinite, and for that reason alone a mechanical device cannot possibly play chess sensibly. However, such a “machine” was once presented to the public. (See “The Chess Automaton”, below.)

Problem of the Eight Queens. Ever since the queen was given her extended move, players have toyed with the eight-queen problem. The goal is to post eight queens on the chess board so that not one of them can capture any of the other seven. Ball and Kraitchik discuss the problem in some detail. Here is one solution (notation from White’s side): Post the queens on QR5, QKt7, QB1, Q4, K2, KB8, Kt6, and KR3. Thus each queen has a rank of her own as well as a file to herself, and the placements are so contrived that not one of them is en prise on the diagonal of any of the others.

Stalemate with No Pieces Lost. Sam Lloyd worked out a twelve-move game terminated by stalemate in which not a piece or pawn is lost on either side.* After the twelfth move, the position is as follows:


White’s men are placed:

Pawns on QR4, QKt2, QB4, Q5, K2, KB3, KKt2, KR3

Bishops on QB1 and KB1

Knights on Q2 and KKt1

Rooks on KKt3 and KR1

Queen on KR2

King on K1

Black’s men are placed (computing now from his side) :

Pawns on QR2, QKt2, QB4, Q3, K6, KB5, KKt2, KR2

Bishops on QKt6 and KR5

Knights on their own initial squares

Rooks on their own initial squares

Queen on QR4

King on K1



It is now White’s move and he is stalemated. There is a black piece in advance of every pawn and no pawn is in a position to capture. The white knight on Q2 blocks the QB in one direction and pawns block the other possible white bishop moves. The knights and queens are blocked. It looks as if White could move his knight from Q2 to K4. But he can’t because this would uncover check from the black queen posted in the QR file. The white KR in his original square is of course completely hemmed in, while the other white rook (on KKt3) is pinned to his square by the black bishop in the adjacent rook’s file. The other black bishop keeps the king from moving into the Q square, while a strategically posted black king’s pawn keeps the white king out of his own KB2. Thus the game is completely stalled after twelve moves, with no pieces lost!

The Knight’s Tour. The problem of the knight’s tour is to start the knight in his proper initial position and have him visit every square on the board, once and only once. It is more elegant if you can finish the tour by bringing the knight back to the starting place. This has intrigued players at least since the Persian era of chess. The Arabs devoted some of their chess literature to the subject and while many solutions were known to them, their chief efforts were directed at devising a mnemonic so that the player could remember the order of moves and exhibit them on request. Here is one circut of the tour for the white king’s knight, starting at KKt1.

  1. KKt1

  2. KR3

  3. KB4

  4. KR5

  5. KB6

  6. KKt8

  7. K7

  8. KB5

  9. KR4

10. KKt6

11. KR8

12. KB7

13. KR6

14. KKt4

15. KR2

16. KB1

17. K3

18. KKt2

19. K1

20. Q3

21. K5

22. KB3

23. KKt5

24. KR7

25. KB8

26. K6

27. KKt7

28. K8

29. Q6

30. K4

31. QB3

32. Q5

33. QKt4

34. QR2

35. QB1

36. QKt3

37. QR1

38. QB2

39. QR3

40. QKt1

41. Q2

42. QB4

43. QR5

44. QKt7

45. Q8

46. QB6

47. Q4

48. QKt5

49. QR7

50. QB8

51. QKt6

52. QR8

53. QB7

54. QR6

55. QB8

56. Q7

57. QB5

58. QR4

59. QKt2

60. Q1

61. KB2

62. KR1

63. KKt3

64. K2

Note that these are positions rather than moves. The first position thus is KKt1, while the first move is from there to KR3. The sixty-fourth (last) position is K2, and the sixty-fourth (last) move is from K2 to the starting place. This circuit will do equally well for the moves of the black king’s knight. The tour for the queen’s knight follows the same order as the above except that it starts with position Number 40, and the first move is to Q2 (to the position numbered 41 in the tour) and then continues in the order given, position 42, position 43, etc., leaping from position 64 to position 1, then to position 2, and so on, finishing in QR3, position 39, from which the final jump is made to QKt1, the place of beginning.

More elaborate discussions of the knight’s tour are found in Ball’s Mathematical Recreations. (See Bibliography.)

THE CHESS AUTOMATON

From 1770 to 1840, the chess world was excited about a “machine” which allegedly played the game and played it well. The device was invented by Baron Wolfgang Kempel. Murray says that Kempel was an Austrian, while Poe thinks that he was a Hungarian. The machine was first exhibited in Vienna in 1770 and taken on tour through Europe and America.

This “automaton” consisted of a large crate, on the top of which was painted a chess board. Fixed behind it was the turbaned life-size figure of a Turk. The exhibitor made every effort to persuade the public that the device was a “pure machine.” Doors in the front of the crate were opened to reveal a maze of machinery and then closed before play was begun. The entire apparatus was mounted on casters and elevated above the stage so that there was no possibility of a man’s slipping into it through a trapdoor. The opponent did not actually play the same board as the “automaton.” He played at a side-table with a duplicate set, and an attendant went from the “automaton” to the side-table to move the pieces. The Turk moved first. The attendant made the corresponding move on the opponent’s board. The challenger moved and the exhibitor went to his machine and made the parallel move for black on the “automaton’s” board, and so forth. The ostensible reason for this was to give the spectators a clear view of the “automaton” which would have been blocked by an opponent sitting at the same board. Poe thinks that the real reason was to prevent the opponent from hearing the breathing of the man in the machine.

The “automaton” attracted wide attention at the end of the eighteenth and during the early part of the nineteenth century. Thus Fiske wrote:


“Crowds flocked to see it at every stopping-place; crowned heads condescended to meet the turbaned Turk over the board; great players hastened to encounter such a mysterious and incomprehensible adversary; wise men wrote learned books on the wonderful invention and gravely argued on the source of its motive power … It is now known that a strong player was concealed in its hidden recesses, but in those times its secret was well kept and thousands of prying eyes and acute intellects failed completely to discover it.”



Fiske further says that Frederic the Great bought the machine from Kempel, but Murray denies that. At any rate, it came into the possession of one Ludwig Maelzel, who brought it to the United States on tour. Maelzel died in Philadelphia in 1837 and the machine was bought from his estate by a Philadelphian named Ohl, who sold it to Dr. John K. Mitchell in 1840. Dr. Mitchell deposited it in a Philadelphia museum, where it was destroyed when the building was consumed by a fire in 1854.

The “automaton” was a hoax. It was not a pure machine, but was activated by a man in the interior. How it was possible for the man to conceal himself when the exhibitor opened the doors has been the object of much discussion. Edgar Allan Poe, in his famous essay Maelzel’s Chess Player (written in 1835), suggests at least one plausible modus operandi based on the fact that the exhibitor always closed the back door of one compartment before opening the other to view. He suggested that the occupant simply shifted himself from the closed compartment to the open one as soon as the latter was closed. Murray thinks that the man in the machine could not see the board at all, but knew the position of the pieces because the chessmen were magnetized and pulled up little balls under each square. This seems unlikely, however, since knowing that a square was occupied could not tell the unseeing operator which piece rested on that square. Poe’s explanation is more credible. He thinks that during the game, the player sat inside the figure and looked at the board through the gauze bosom of the Turk. Poe gives many reasons for believing that the automaton was activated by a human agency, and could not be a machine. The two most convincing reasons are: (1) that the automaton occasionally lost a game, whereas a machine capable of winning any games, would win all; and (2) that the moves were not made at regular intervals, which would have been the case if the machine had the perfect answer to each move. Of the large literature which was built up about this device, Edgar Allan Poe’s 1835 essay is still the most readable. Fiske in 1912 and Murray in 1913 also treated of the automaton at some length, and both give lists of players who, at one time or another, occupied the body of the Turk. The machine gave an appreciable boost to the popularity of chess during the early nineteenth century.


* Detailed on page 267 of Mathematic Recreations by Kraitchik. See Bibliography.




Chapter 16. Chess Turns the Century


“Where a choice must be made between a permanent advantage in space and an advantage in time, the master today … prefers space, whereas two decades ago, time would have been the paramount consideration … disadvantage of time can be made up … advantages in space are often permanent …”

—BARNIE WINKELMAN. Modern Chess



With agreement on the stalemate rule (see Chapter 8), the anatomy of chess became stabilized and thirteen centuries of structural change came to a close. The twentieth century has not yet been punctuated by substantial alterations in the rules, although here and there may be found local variations in two aspects of pawn promotion. In a few chess clubs, a pawn may be promoted only to a piece previously captured—an anachronistic rule. And there is still some dispute, particularly in Britain, as to whether a player must promote a pawn which has reached the eighth rank. Sometimes, to stalemate himself, a losing player prefers to leave the pawn motionless and powerless in the last square. The first twentieth-century recognition of this choice (the dummy pawn rule) is cited by Lee and Gossip in their 1907 book. In parts of England the player may still enjoy this option, but the universal American rule is that a pawn in the eighth square cannot remain a pawn.

To the dilettante spectator, chess play seems less exciting in this century than it apparently was in earlier times. There is sound reason for current emphasis on more cautious tournament play. As chess knowledge becomes more widespread, the difference in the range of skills necessarily becomes less. This, in turn, means that a player must depend more on advantages of position and timing and less on the capturing of pieces or the winning of exchanges. Unless the spectator has the master’s vision, he cannot see a struggle for position as clearly as he can see a struggle to win a piece. Twentieth-century players stand on the shoulders of the old masters and have so exhaustively studied past tournament games that today there are many more conventionalized moves, plans, and countermoves than in earlier centuries. A title holder prefers to adhere to tried technics rather than risk the championship by a more adventurous approach. In modern tournaments, victory often goes to the opponent of the first player to make a blunder rather than to the one to conjure a brilliant new play. With the modern stress on positional superiority, there has come greater emphasis on control of (not necessarily occupation of) the center rather than on early piece-count superiority or control of the flanks.*

A complete philosophy of play, reckoning essentially with the time factor, and converting attacks, defenses, and positional advantage into time units, has been worked out by Clarence H. Gaines, of Canton, New York. Because capture of a piece means greater opportunity, and because this in turn gives the player more “time,” even gains and losses of material are measurable by time units in Gaines’ calculus. By the same logic, if an attack fails, then time is actually lost. It does not stand still. The cautious player, by this theory, would not risk an attack that might fail, even though the project costs him no pieces and no impairment of position, because it is certain to cost him time. Such a philosophy, however, has not been adopted by any of the masters.

During the first half of the twentieth century, the world champions have been:


     to 1921—Emmanuel Lasker

1921-1927—Jose Capablanca

1927-1935—Alexander Alekhine

1935-1937—Max Euwe

1937-1946—Alexander Alekhine

1948-        —Mikhail Botvinnik



The title of “world champion,” which prior to the twentieth century has been self-assumed (or at best awarded by informal acclaim), is now within the jurisdiction of the International Chess Federation. Similarly the American championship, during the first three decades of the century, was never an indisputable title since no organization had the unchallenged right to award it. More recently, however, the U. S. Chess Federation, through its biennial tourney, has been recognized as the authentic grantor of the title. At the turn of the century Harry Pillsbury was the American champion. Since then the title has been won by:


     to 1906—Harry Pillsbury

1906-1909—Jackson Showalter

1909-1936—Frank Marshall

1936-1944—Samuel Reshevsky

(During 1942, Mr. Reshevsky was co-champion with I. Kashdan)

1944-1946—Arnold Denker

1946-1948—Samuel Reshevsky

1948-1950—Herman Steiner



Methods of rating players, opening tourneys to all responsible challengers, and designating the champion have never been as clear-cut and workable in chess as they have been in athletic games. One stumbling block has always been the question of making the championship financially worth while. No chess master can ever expect to earn as much as a top baseball player or a champion boxer. A player who earns his entire income from chess will probably need a patrimony, a patron, or a career wife to keep the home fires burning. And one who has another major “business” cannot devote to chess the time it demands in return for mastery. American chess has failed to resolve this dilemma. In some countries chess is cheerfully subsidized, usually by scheduling it as a subject in state-controlled schools. Thus the chess master is salaried as a teacher of the game, and devotes all his professional time to it. In the United States, however, chess masters must depend on vocational side-lines, on exhibit fees, on undependable grants from patrons and on the money prizes awarded at tourneys. These money prizes are notoriously small. A community which proudly pays a singer or speaker two hundred dollars for a single evening’s engagement, often expects a chess master to devote three weeks to a tourney, paying his own expenses in a distant city, for the privilege of competing for a two-hundred-dollar prize. It is impossible to gage to what extent these low dividends have deterred potential champions from entering the lists. Bridge, bingo, and baseball have long since invaded the big money field, while chess, with aloof dignity, retains the economic status of a high-school relay race. The twentieth century, hailed or scorned as an era of commercialism for all other activities, has not—in America, at least—awarded chess wizardry with any commensurate financial accolade.

World Wars I and II provided channels for the further dissemination of chess knowledge. The role of wars in the transmission of the game has already been reviewed (Chapter 11). World War II, the most mobile and widespread conflict in history, found millions of men of all nations sweating out long tropical and arctic evenings. If only one man in a company had a chess set and knew how to use it, he would seek to make converts, until first one, then another colleague became interested. Numerous welfare organizations equipped hospitals, canteens, recreation halls, quonset huts, Red Cross tents, battleships, and all sorts of other military installations with boards and chessmen. In the closing days of the war a network of “chess-for-the-wounded” clubs was formed to furnish chess material and chess instruction to the sick and injured in veterans’ hospitals.

Modern methods of communication have favored both the transmission of chess knowledge and the development of long-distance games. Cable, postal, and telegraph chess were already well known, if not widely practiced, when the twentieth century began. Lower rates and swifter mail service have stimulated interest in postal chess. At least one magazine, Chess Review, has extensively promoted postal chess by making available special forms, rubber stamp position printing sets, and a sensitive system of rating players. A blueprint for telephone chess was suggested by Joseph Keller and later by Melvin Sprecker. Because of the need for visualization, the radio has not played a substantial role, but television chess is already with us.

Chess nomenclature has not changed with the century, although there has been some demand for using “N” rather than “Kt” as the abbreviation for knight. A few English-language periodicals use “S” (Springer) for this piece. The objection to “Kt” is twofold: it is too easily confused with “K” and it is the only piece requiring two letters for its designation. One large magazine—the Chess Review—consistently uses “N” as the abbreviation for knight.

Modern methods of reproduction have simplified the presentation of a fixed chess position pictorially. This is desirable for showing the lay-out at a specified point in a game, for recording positions when a game is being adjourned, and for illustrating chess problems. The Forsyth notation for fixed positions is also regaining some of its popularity. This notation uses the following scheme: it is agreed that all count will be from left to right, and that the board will always be visualized with black at the top. Each rank is described in a single line of type, capital letters for White’s pieces or pawns, lower case for Black’s. Numerals indicate the consecutive count of blank (unoccupied) squares. Thus, suppose Black’s number one rank (White’s number eight) has a Black king in Black’s QB square and a White bishop in the KR square. Then, by the Forsyth notation, this rank would be written:

2k4B

This is read: two empty squares, a Black king, four empty squares, a White bishop. Each line is similarly treated so that the entire board at any one point may be pictured in eight short lines of type.

As players became more evenly matched, games tended to become longer—in numbers of moves, not in hours. The longest officially recorded game, according to Chernev, was the bout between Duras and Wolf at the Carlsbad tournament in 1907. This ran to 168 moves. It is clear, of course, that a game could run much longer. At the 1938 meeting of the American Mathematical Society, Professor Marston Morse demonstrated that, in theory, a chess game could go on forever. However, his explanation implied that repetitive cycles of moves would be permitted. Actually, current rules stop the game when the identical position is repeated or when fifty pairs of moves have been made without a pawn advance or a capture.

Each of the 16 pawns could make a maximum of 7 advances; hence there could be 112 plays in which a pawn moves. And since only 30 of the 32 chessmen are vulnerable to capture, there could be no more than 30 moves in which a pawn or piece is captured. Thus a game could include 142 moves in which a pawn or piece is taken or a pawn advanced. Between each of these 142 moves and the next one there could be 50 moves with no pawn advance or piece capture. Therefore a game could extend to 50 times 142 or 7100 moves before running afoul of the rule that the game must stop if no pawn advances or piece is captured within 50 moves. By this calculation, the longest possible game could run to 7100 moves and not to infinity, as suggested by Professor Morse. By a slightly different method of reasoning, Donald McMurray calculates that the maximum possible number of moves under the current rules is 6237.

From the meager information available (usually descriptions by spectators), it appears that Arab and early Spanish games were played with great rapidity. However, as experience accumulated and collections of game records became available, better players became familiar with standard attacks and defenses. As a result, there was a decided slowing down of the tempo. Each good player realized that his opponent was familiar with the obvious answers, and this necessitated a deliberate study of the board to plan the next cycle of moves. By the nineteenth century, top-grade chess had become a painfully slow game. Spectators became impatient as chess masters sat on their hands, studied the board, and plotted moves and countermoves. As early as 1852, Staunton pointed out that championship games were dragging endlessly—a fact which had begun to threaten public interest in professional chess. He suggested a sand-glass arrangement to time the players. Mechanical clocks were first used officially in the 1867 tournament in Paris. A player would be fined if he overstepped the time limit, which was originally fixed at a specified number of minutes per move. The whole plan proved unsatisfactory on three counts: a single mechanical clock had to be used separately for each player—an obviously awkward arrangement; a fine was not much of a deterrent to the player who waged a war of nerves—and no help at all to the victim; fixing a specific time per move was manifestly too rigid a system for chess.

The twentieth century opened with the introduction of the Veenhoff double-faced, push-button clock familiar to all chess players today. This was made available in 1900, and became popular during the first decade of the century. An even more significant decision, however, was the plan to clock an entire collection of moves rather than to fix a rigid time limit to each separate move. For instance, most tournaments in America are paced at forty moves per two-hour period, or at fifteen moves per one-hour period. An allowance of forty moves per two-hours is quite different from a rule that a player must not take more than three minutes between moves. Mathematically the figures are identical, since one move every three minutes would equal forty moves in two hours. But the latter formula allows the player to save time on some moves and to hoard that time for use later in the game. A player might make a move every thirty seconds for the first fifteen minutes, thus using up a quarter of an hour for thirty moves. He could then take 105 minutes for his next ten moves and still come within the rules. More often, he consumes the extra time during the first hour and has to speed up his moves during the second. Slower play is generally allowed in international tourneys, where the clocking is often as slow as thirty-six moves per two and one-half hours. For additional analytic and historical material on chess timing, the reader is referred to articles by Fred Reinfeld and Edward Krisch in the 1946 issues of the Chess Review.

In contrast to the average of one move per three minutes (allowed in normal tournament play) is the increasing popularity of “rapid chess.” In this, the player is required to make a move every ten seconds, so that there will be eighteen moves instead of one for every average three-minute period. Some players, incredible as it may sound, seem to do as well in ten-second chess as they do in a game paced at forty moves per two hours. This is not just a matter of playing against an opponent who is equally rushed. Actual analysis of recorded games by good players shows surprisingly little loss of brilliancy in rapid chess.

Some players state that in normal tournament play they make up their minds as to the next move almost at once; but being under no compulsion to move for a few minutes, they use that time to consider possible alternatives. Since they are experienced in the game, they may absorb the entire picture of the board very quickly, and their immediate reactions are usually sound. As a result, after three or four minutes of deliberation they frequently decide (some say almost invariably) that their original thought was the right one. If this is true, it is easy to see why rapid chess implies no impairment of quality. The extra time spent in considering alternative moves contributed nothing to the brilliancy of the game. Rapid chess is also more intriguing to spectators, and some observers feel that its increasing popularity will boost the audience appeal of chess tourneys.

This raises the question of the nature of the reasoning process in chess. Psychology is essentially a twentieth-century science, and modern psychologic and psychometric methods should throw some light on the qualities required for masterly chess play. One such study was accomplished at the 1925 tournament in Moscow. The University’s psychology laboratory submitted the participants (all top-notch players) to a battery of psychologic studies. As reported by Rogosin, the study revealed that master players had no better memory than the average man, and had no better powers of concentration. They did, however, show better “dynamic attention,” and had a well preserved, easily tapped stock of chess knowledge, particularly of previous experiences with similar board positions. These findings suggest that experience, habit, and attention to the subject are the prime ingredients of good play. Another psychologic study, this one by Professor A. F. Cleveland, has also been reported by Rogosin. Professor Cleveland’s conclusion, in brief, is that good players excelled in memory, speed, imagination, and foresight, but that “a considerable degree of chess skill is possible to one who is mentally deficient in almost any other line.”

The phrase “mentally deficient” requires clarification. Cleveland did not mean that mental defectives could be good chess players. While feeble minded persons have occasionally exhibited startling mental prowess in certain fields requiring rote memory or phenomenal visualization—these are the so-called idiots savants—it is unlikely that a mental defective could be a good chess player. What Cleveland meant was that a good chess player might be poor in “almost any other” (but not in almost every other) line. An idiot savant would be deficient in every other area except one. A good chess player might be deficient in mathematical grasp, in skill in the manipulation of words, in manual aptitude, and indeed in almost any one other field. But it is unlikely that he would be deficient in every other area.

As a matter of fact, there is evidence of a fairly close correlation between chess ability and general intelligence. Such evidence is furnished by Ekoos, who measured seven chess players in intelligence (from test scores) and who rated them in chess ability from tournament records. In comparison by rank, here is what he found:

[image: ]

Ekoos did not measure the actual correlation between chess ability and intelligence reflected in this report. I have done that calculation, using the Spearman ranking method,† and find a correlation of 0.72 which is well over the edge of “significance.” If there were a perfect correlation between chess ability and intelligence (that is, if always the smarter the person, the better his chess skills, and vice versa), then the score would be exactly 1.0, whereas if there were no relationship between intelligence and chess ability, the coefficient would have been zero. As it is, a coefficient of 0.72 shows a definite positive relationship. Of course, a single study of seven players is not enough to prove anything one way or the other; but it does point the way for a simple and significant technic for studying the relationship between intelligence and chess skills.

Intelligence is not the only essential for good chess play. With twentieth-century methods of psychologic testing, it should be possible to ascertain the exact ingredients of the potent chess mind. So far as I know, no definitive study has been made in this direction. Perhaps the chess masters do not want to serve as guinea pigs in the psychologic laboratory. At any rate, most of our information about the mental qualities used in chess comes from purely subjective analyses. A player sits down and tries to figure out in himself by what processes he worked out a good move. This introspective method is obviously less scientific and less verifiable than the objective method of using psychologic tests.

I have elsewhere‡ published an analysis of the mental components of good chess play. It seemed to me that the prime ingredients were: visual imagery, patience, self-restraint, deliberateness, good memory, and efficient associative reasoning. Lajos Steiner felt that the essentials of a good chess mind were: patience, concentration, associative reasoning, and imagination. The Moscow study found chess masters basically superior to non-players only in “dynamic attention,” the other qualities being all derivative from their greater pool of actual knowledge plus the effect of habit and experience. Professor Cleveland reported that memory, speed, foresight, and imagination were the prime assets. These analyses have in common such factors as imagery and associative reasoning. Whether speed is more desirable than deliberateness in thinking is a moot point. It is a convention among many good players that they make almost intuitive decisions requiring very little time, and that, while quick thinking is not a necessary or essential quality, it is a very common one among masters. Speed in reasoning is obviously an asset, provided that the player has sufficient self-restraint or deliberateness to refrain from acting impulsively. In many walks of life slowness of thought appears to be a desideratum only because speed is so often accompanied by impulsiveness and impatience.

Visual imagery is certainly a prime factor in the first-rate chess mind. No one could play blindfold chess without the ability to visualize the board lay-out in his mind’s eye. And in open-eyes chess, when the player has to consider what he will do three or four moves hence, he must be able to visualize the board as it would be at that time. Visual imagery, so far as we now know, is an inborn trait. There is no proof that it can be developed in a person who is utterly lacking in it. Given a reasonable amount, however, a person can develop it further through practice and experience: and fortunately most persons are born with a “reasonable amount” of this trait. While visual imagery is an essential factor in good play, it is by no means a sufficent factor. It does no good to have the capacity to visualize the board three moves hence, if you haven’t the slightest idea of what moves your opponent is likely to make.

An American magazine (News-Week, May 2, 1938, quoted by Rogosin) once said: “Chess requires too much concentration for the average man.” The implication was that chess is available only to above-average men, which means—if this is true—that the game can never have mass appeal. However there are countries where chess is of such widespread popularity that it must include a high proportion of “average men” among its devotees. Furthermore, it is the mass of “average men” who through all ages have constituted the pool from which the next generation’s geniuses and leaders were recruited. Whenever chess is introduced (generally as an extra-curricular activity) in public high schools, a few young players of superior talent are almost always found—young men whose chess potentialities would never have been realized save for this more or less accidental discovery. There seems to be no warrant for despairing of the growth of the game because of any preconception that it is too complex for the “average man.”

Psychiatrists have sometimes been consulted by worried parents who fear that excess devotion to chess in an adolescent might prove emotionally harmful. The parents may feel that adolescence is a period for outdoor group activity, not for solitary indoor “intellectual” exercise. Since chess is a game for pairs, and adolescence normally a period of large-scale social experimentation and extroversion, the parent’s alarm is understandable even if unjustified. The parents may be worried by the relative “unsocialness” of chess (compared to a high-school prom, for instance); or they may simply be haunted by the ghost of Paul Morphy. It seems therefore important to point out that chess can do no more than mirror the player’s personality; it cannot create or change it. The causes for emotional breakdown in adolescence lie buried in the deeper layers of the unconscious; and neither over-study nor devotion to chess or any other single activity can push a normal person over the frontier of mental illness. As a matter of fact, so far from being poor mental hygiene, interest in chess may be exploited to help mentally ill patients. Thus, Pakenham-Walsh, reporting recently from England, explains how he organized teams of patients in a mental hospital and set them in competition with city chess clubs. He found the game helpful in “socializing” some of the antisocial patients and in improving morale generally. Some of the good results must be credited to the “social evening” (tea, dancing, speeches) which followed each little tourney. In mental hospitals, chess is both a form of recreational therapy and a gage of the patient’s improvement or decline. For example, if a highly introverted, personally isolated, constantly day-dreaming patient were to show a shift of interest from working out problems by himself to playing with an opponent, and eventually to participating in team tournaments, this would suggest a desirable growth in the patient’s socialization. Similarly, his skill at chess before and after shock therapy or brain surgery could be used to yard-stick the damaging or beneficial effects of the procedure.

It is unlikely that any seriously ill mental patient is going to be cured by playing chess. But the game does have some contribution to make in psychiatric therapy. It (1) promotes socialization—usually a desired goal, because many mental disorders are characterized by an impairment in the patient’s “relatedness” to others; (2) keeps the mental machinery polished; (3) diverts the patient’s thinking away from his own morbid thoughts to an “outside” problem; (4) offers opportunities for personal satisfactions and triumphs.

Insanity does not necessarily impair chess skill; sometimes good players may be found even in “chronic” wards. On the other hand, where the mental disease is accompanied by any degree of dementia, intellectual deficiency, or mental deterioration, chess ability will certainly not be preserved.

In the twentieth, as in many of the previous centuries, there have been numerous suggestions for changing the rules of the game, for adding new pieces, increasing the size of the board, or altering the powers of the existing pieces. The factors which motivate these suggestions have been analyzed in Chapter 10 of this book, under the title “Counterfeits of Chess.” In a twentieth-century article on the subject, Barnie F. Winkelman reviews proposals for cylinder chess, kriegspiel, three-dimensional chess, double-chess, and several other innovations. The possibility of “hundred-square” chess (by contrast with our present 64-square board) and of 192-square chess (which uses four complete sets of chessmen) has been analyzed by C. S. Howell.§ Since these innovations produce a game which is not chess at all, they are not here discussed. The most modest of recent proposals is that made by Morley. He wants a 10 × 8 board, adding a file to the left margin and another to the right margin. He takes out of play the resultant four corner squares, so that initially the rook has no more mobility than he now enjoys. Morley asks for no new pieces, no new powers, no new rules. However, the added corridor gives extra space into which the knight might leap at the start, and, of course, doubles the initial-position taking power of each rook’s pawn. His idea is to spare the player the cramping effect of having pawns and pieces jammed against the margin. While the new corridor might be the scene of some extra battles, the nuisance of being jammed against the margin of the board would still be present. Only it would be a different margin.

What happens to all these suggested variations? As Reichhelm puts it, speaking of a new piece: “If it is found to be heavy, it will sink; if it wears well, it will stay.” Since none has remained (we still have the original sixteen pieces and pawns of sixth-century chaturanga), it is apparent that none of the pieces has worn well.

Yet it cannot be concluded that what we now know as chess is the pure and undefiled historical game and that all others are but counterfeits sinking into that oblivion which is the appropriate fate of Ersatz. Actually, modern chess itself was once one of these variations. For a long time the modern game was played in Europe while shatranj persisted in the Near East. At that time, the bishop and queen retained their short diagonal moves in the Orient, while the long-range move of those pieces was just a European tampering with an ancient game. But this was one variation which did not “sink.” The same is true of the method of castling. Our modern procedure is only four centuries old.

The persistence of one variation, the disappearance of another, is largely a matter of balance. Two forces operate to produce interest in the game. One whips up the pace of play; the other restrains the sweep of the pieces to compel players to move less and think more. A game without queens is slower. It resembles artistic boxing more than heavy slugging. A game in which one player has three queens, the other none, is only a subject for yawning. It is error to suppose that more powerful pieces add excitement. The most exciting end-games are surely those in which only pawns and kings remain on the board. The painfully slow march of those pawns and the relentless turtle-like creep of the kings are more likely to raise the spectator’s blood pressure than any across-the-board sweep of a rook or a queen.

So the recipe for a good game of chess is just enough power to provide speed and surprise; just enough restraint on power to require deliberate strategical planning. And modern chess seems to have reached the optimum point on this scale. The single queen has that long-range power; the bishops have the range, but their confinement to color imposes restraint; the rooks, too, have the range, but their inability to slide out diagonally postpones their action until late in the game. The knight takes a long time to reach just the right square. The kings and pawns crawl. The result is a beautiful balance between planning and power. Some day someone may discover a happier combination. But that hasn’t happened yet.


* The history of chess tactics is beyond the scope of this book. The interested reader is referred to Barnie Winkelman’s Modern Chess (McKay Company, Philadelphia) for a compact and readable analysis of twentieth-century trends in chess tactics.

† For readers who have the mathematical interest to accomplish the calculation for themselves in this or in other samples, the procedure is as follows: Compute the difference between the intelligence “rank” and chess “rank” for each player. Thus for A, the difference in rank is 1, for C it is 2, for G it is zero. The seven differences then are 1-1-2-0-1-3-0. Square each difference and add the squares. This comes to 1 plus 1 plus 4 plus 0 plus 1 plus 9 plus 0, total 16. Multiply this by six. This makes 96. Now take the number of cases—in this sample, seven. Cube seven and subtract seven from the cube; that is 343 minus 7, which gives 336. Divide 6 times the sum of the squared differences (that is, 96) by this figure, 336. The quotient is 0.28. Subtract this quotient from 1, and the difference, or 0.72, is the coefficient of correlation.

‡ In the November, 1944, Chess Review.

§ In the July, 1928, Chess Bulletin.




Chapter 17. Chess Polyglot


“Why take to drink in a world full of potent but harmless alleviations? You cannot worry over your worries while playing chess. It has appealed to Persians, Hindus, Icelanders and to Europeans of all times. Men as different as Charlemagne, Haroun Al Raschid, Canute and Voltaire have all enjoyed it and even Ferdinand and Miranda soon sat down to a game upon their enchanted island though it was full of voices and sweet sounds.”

—Desmond McCarthy. Experience



The history of the sweep of culture is often frozen into the speech of the countries on its line of march. For that reason foreign names for the chessmen have often appeared in these pages. Comparative linguistics is a recognized tool of the historian, and in particular serves as a method of determining sources and roots of culture. Thus the Icelandic designations for bishop and knight correspond to the English rather than the Danish terms—a fact which is evidence that the game spread to Iceland from Britain rather than from continental Scandinavia. The only European tongues in which “bishop” retains its Arabic form al fil are Italian and Spanish—A fact which marks out for us the European ports of entry of the game. The items of international nomenclature scattered throughout other parts of the book are here brought together and arranged alphabetically by languages. The same terms, grouped by the specific chess piece concerned, are found in the last paragraph of each relevant chapter.

How to Read This Polyglot. In the paragraphs following, the current chess terms are listed in the forty major languages of the world. The initials are abbreviations, as follows:



	K for king
	P for pawn



	Q for queen
	Cs for chess



	B for bishop
	CM for checkmate



	Kt for knight
	Ck for check



	R for rook
	SM for stalemate




An index number following each word refers to the “Key to Literal Meanings” at the end of the polyglot. For example, the legend in the Russian paragraph reading “B—slon-6” means that slon is how the Russians designate the piece that we call “bishop”; and turning to the key, we see that 6 means “elephant,” which indicates that slon is also the Russian word for “elephant.” Frequently two and occasionally three words may follow an abbreviation. This is because the language has more than one name for the same piece—as we in English have two names (“rook” and “castle”) for the corner piece. The languages covered in this polyglot are:


Arabic

Bengali

Bornean

Burmese

Chinese

Croatian

Czech

Danish

Dutch

Egyptian

Estonian

Ethiopian

French

Gaelic

German

Greek

Hebrew

Hindustani

Hungarian

Icelandic

Italian

Japanese

Javanese

Korean

Lettish

Lithuanian

Malay

Norwegian

Persian

Polish

Portuguese

Russian

Serbian

Siamese

Slovak

Slovene

Spanish

Swedish

Tibettan

Turkish




ARABIC. K-shah-39     Q-wazir-5     B-fil-6     Kt-faras-10     R-rukh-40     P-baidak-39     Cs-shatranj-40     Ck-shah-40     CM-shahmat-40     SM-zaid

BENGALI. K-raja-30     Q-mantri-5     B-hathi-6     Kt-gora-10     R-nauka-26     P-bare-39     Cs-daba Ck-raja-30    
CK-kishmat     SM-zich. These terms were furnished by Mr. Seyd Wahajuddin Ahman, of the Department of India, Information Service, Washington, D.C.

BORNEAN. K-raja-30     Q-mantri-5     B-gaja-6     Kt-kuda-11     R-ter-2     P-bida-39     Cs-chatur

BURMESE. K-meng-18     Q-chekoy-9     B-chen-6     Kt-me-11     R-rutha-2     P-yein-39     Cs-chithareen. Chithereen is an adaptation of the Sanskrit word chaturanga.

CHINESE. K-tseung-9     Q-shi-5     B-siang-6     Kt-ma-10     R-che-2     P-pingh-8     Cs-tseungki     Ck-siang     CM-sze or tsaoliao.

CROATIAN. K-kralj-30     Q-dama-15 or kraljica-24 B-lovac-25     Kt-Konjic-17 or skakec-13; R-toranj-28 or kula-28     P-pjesak-8     Cs-sah     CM-sahmat     Ck-cek     SM-pat-40.

CZECH. K-kral-30     Q-dama-15 or kralovna-24     B-behoun-25 or strelec     Kt-Kun-10 or jerdec-13 or konik-17     R-hroch-35 or vez-28     P-sedlak-22 or pesak-8     Cs-sachy     Ck-sach     CM-sachmat     SM-pat-40 or remis-40.    The words sachy, pat, kralovna, strelec, kun, vez and pesak were furnished by Karl Hudek, Consul-general of Czechoslovakia.

DANISH. K-konge-30     Q-dronning-24 or dame-15 or frue-15     B-lober-25     Kt-springer-13     R-taarn-28     P-knegt-37 or bonde-22     Cs-skakspil     Cm-skakmat     Ck-skak.

DUTCH. K-koning-30     Q-dam-15 or koningin-24     B-looper-25    
Kt-paard-10     R-tooren-28 or kasteel-32     Cs-schaakspel    
Ck-schaak     CM-schaakmat     SM-remis-40,     or pat-40.

EGYPTIAN. K-malek-30     Q-malekah-24     B-feel-6     Kt-fares-10     R-tabya     P-askari     Cs-shatranj or sutrenj     CM-kesh     SM-mat     Ck-malek-30. These terms were verified by the New York office of the Royal Egyptian Consulate-general.

ESTONIAN. K-kuningas,     Q-lipp     B-oda     Kt-ratsu     R-vanker     P-ettur     Cs-male     CM-matt     SM-viik. These terms were furnished by the New York City office, Estonian Consulate-general.

ETHIOPIAN.     (AMHARIC).     K-negus-30     Q-ferz-40     B-fil-6     Kt-faras-10     R-derr     P-medak-39 (apparently an adaptation of Arabic baidak)

FRENCH. K-roi-30     Q-dame-15     B-fou-12     Kt-cavalier-14     R-roc-40 or tour-28     P-pion-40     Cs-echecs     Ck-echec     SM-pat-40     CM-echec et mat.

GAELIC. K-ri-30     Q-bainrioghan-24     B-easbog-31     Kt-ridire-11     R-caislean-32     P-fiann-33 or fear-34     Cs-fidhcheall     CM-Mortshainn     SM-Leamshainn. Terms and meanings supplied by Mr. J. P. Davitt of Brooklyn. Leamh means “silly” or “impotent” “mort” means “fatal” and sainn means “predicament”.

GERMAN. K-Konig-30     Q-Dame-15     B-Laufer-25     Kt-Springer-13     R-Turm-28     P-Bauer-22     Cs-Schach     Ck-Schach     SM-Patt-40     CM-Schachmatt.

GREEK. K-basiles-30     Q-basilissa-24     B-trellos or axiomatikos-38     Kt-ippos-10 or alogon-12     R-pergos     P-stratiotes-33 or pioni-39     Cs-skaki-40     (zatrikion-40-in Byzantine Greek) Ck-echec     CM-echec   et   mat     SM-isopallia. (Iso means “equal”, the implication being that in a stalemate, the players are “equal”—i.e. drawn).

HEBREW. K-melech-30     Q-malka-24     B-ratz-25 or fil-6 or zaken-5     Kt-parash-14     R-migdal-28     P-hayal-8     CM-shahmat     SM-ihachra     Ck-Iyum al ha melech.

HINDUSTANI. K-badshah-30     Q-farzin-5 or vazier-5     B-peela-6 or fil-6     Kt-aspa-10 or ghora-10     R-rukh-40     P-piyada-39 or paidal-8-,     Cs-shatranj-40     Ck-kisht (literally: attack) CM-shah mat     SM-zich (literally: deadlock). Information supplied by Mr. Seyd Wahajuddin Ahman, Department of India, Information Service, Washington, D.C.

HUNGARIAN. K-kiraly-30     Q-kiralno-24 or kiralyne-24     B-futar-25     Kt-ugro-13 or lo-10 or huszar-14     R-bastya-32 or torony-28     P-paraszt-22 or gyalog-8     Cs-sakjatek     SM-pat-40

ICELANDIC. K-kongur-30     Q-drotning-24     B-biskop-31     Kt-riddari-11     R-hrokur-36     P-peth-39     Cs-skak     CM-mat     SM-patt-40

ITALIAN. K-re-30     Q-donna-15     B-alfiere-7     Kt-cavallo-10     R-rocco-40 or torre-28     P-pedona-8     Cs-scacchi     Ck-scacco     CM-scaccomatto     SM-pattare. See pat in index.

JAPANESE. K-osho-19     Q-kin-9     B-gin-6     Kt-keima-10     R-kiosha-2     P-fu-8     Cs-shogi-40     Ck-0-     CM-tsumi.

JAVANESE. K-ratu-19     Q-pateh-18     B-mantri-5-(40)     Kt-jaran-10     R-prahu-26-(40)     P-bidak-39     Cs-chator     Ck-sah     CM-mat. The words bidak, chator, sah and mat are adaptations of the corresponding Arabic words backwashed through Persia and India.

KOREAN. K-Koung-9     Q-sa-5     B-siang-6     Kt-ma-10     R-tcha-2     B-siang-6     P-pieng-8     Cs-tsiangkeui     Ck-tiang     Cm-tyousa. (Compare with Chinese terms, above.)

LETTISH. K-karalis-30     Q-dama-15     B-linhdsineeks-25     Kt-sirdsinsh-13     P-kahjneek-22     R-tornis-28

LITHUANIAN. K-karalius-30     Q-valdove-24     B-riki-14     Kt-zirgas-10     R-bokstas-28     P-pescius-8     Cs-sachmatai     Ck-sachas     CM-matas     SM-lygiosios. These terms were furnished by Jonas Budrys, Lithuanian consul-general in New York. This appears to be the only language in which the bishop is a knight. Zirgas means “horse” but riki is “knight”.

MALAY. K-raja-30     Q-mantri-5-(40)-B-gaja-6     Kt-kuda-10     R-ter-2     P-bidak-39     Cs-chator     Ck-sah     CM-mat. The words bidak, chator, sah and mat are ultimately from the corresponding Arabic terms. See index.

MONGOL, K-Khan-30     Q-birs-16     B-taima-1     Kt-At-10     R-terghe-41     P-khas-42     Cs-shatara     Ck-shat     CM-mat

NORWEGIAN. K-konge-30     Q-dama-15 or dronning-24     B-loper-25     Kt-springer-13 or hest-10 or springar-13     R-taarn-28     P-bonde-22     Cs-sjakk or schaak     Ck-sjaak or schaak     CM-schachmatt     SM-remis. The words drowning, springer, schaak and schachmatt were supplied by the New York office of the Royal Norwegian Consulate General.

PERSIAN. K-shah-30     Q-farzin-5 or wazir-5     B-pil-6     Kt-asp-10     R-rukh-40     P-piyada-8     Cs-chatrang, shatranj-40     Ck-shah     CM-shahmat-40     SM-shahqam. The words wazir and shatranj are Arabic replacements for farzin and chatrang. See index.

POLISH. K-krol-30     Q-dama-15 or krolowa-24     B-goniec-20     Kt-kon-10 or konik-17     R-wieza-28     P-pionek-39 or pieszak-8     Cs-Czachy or Szachy     Ck-szach     CM-szachmat     SM-pat-40. The terms krolowa, goniec, kon and pionek have been verified by Tadeusz Kassern of the New York office of the Consulate-General of Poland.

PORTUGUESE. K-Rei-30     Q-dama-15 or rainha-24     B-delphim-40 or bispo-31     Kt-cavalo-10     R-roque or torre-28    ; also castelo-32     P-piao-39 or peao-39     Cs-xadrez     Ck-xaque     CM-mate     SM-empate. The words dame, torre and peao were supplied by the Brazilian consul-general in New York City while rainha, castelo and piao were furnished by Mr. Gil Stone of Casa de Portugal, an information agency of the Portuguese government. Apparently the queen is a dame (lady) in Brazilian Portuguese and a rainha (queen) in continental Portuguese. The older word for bishop, delphim is an adaptation of the Arabic al fil reconstructed to fit the meaning of “crown price” (French dauphin). Spanish and Portuguese are the only European languages in which the name of the game comes from the Sanskrit chaturanga (Spanish ajadrez and Portuguese xadrez) rather than from the Persian shah.

RUSSIAN. K-korol-30     Q-krala-24 or ferz-5     B-slon-6     Kt-kon-10     R-lodya-26     P-peshka-8     Cs-shakmaty     Ck-shah     CM-mat     SM-pat. These terms were supplied by the New York office of the Consulate-General of the Soviet Union. The word ferz derives from the Arabic or Persian—see paragraph 94—and is not the Russian word for “counsellor”. Slon and lodya are the regular Russian terms for “elephant” and “ship” respectively.

SERBIAN. K-kraly-30     Q-dama-15     B-lovac-25     Kt-kon-10     R-kula-28     P-peon-39 or pjesak-8.

SIAMESE. K-khoon-19     Q-med-5     B-kome-18     Kt-mah-10     R-rua-26     P-bere-39     Cs-magruk     CM-chon     SM-ub. Information furnished by the New York office, Consulate-General of Thai.

SLOVAK. K-kral-30     Q-kralovna-24     B-bezec-25     Kt-kon-10     R-basta-32     P-sedliak-22     Cs & Ck-sach     CM-sachmat     SM-pat. Information supplied by Mr. Karl Hudec, Consul-General of Czechoslovakia.

SLOVENE. K-kral-30     Q-dama-15     B-tekac-25     Kt-skakac-13     R-grad-39     P-kmet-22     Cs and Ck-sah     CM-Sahmat     SM-pat-40.

SPANISH. K-rey-30     Q-reina-24 and senora-15     B-alfil-40 and obispo-31     Kt-caballo-10     R-roque-40 and torre-28     P-peon-22     Cs-ajadrez     Ck-jaque     CM-jaquemate     CM-empate and cerrar. The words reina alfil, torre and cerrar are supplied by Mr. Miguel Espinos of the Spanish Consulate-General’s office. See note after Portuguese terms, above.

SWEDISH. K-kung-30     Q-drottning-24     B-lopare-25     Kt-hast-10 and springare-13    ; sometimes striskampe-29     R-torn-28     P-bonde-22     Cs-schack or scachspel     Ck-schack     Sm-schakmatt     SM-Patt-40 or Remis-40. The terms schack, patt, hast and remis were furnished by Mr. August de Hartmansdordd of the New York Office, Royal Consulate of Sweden.

TIBETAN. K-sendhe-16     Q-stag-27     B-ngamong-1     Kt-rita-10     R-shingta-2     P-bu-3     Cs-chandraki-40

TURKISH. K-shah-40     Q-vesir-5 or wazir-5     B-fil-6     Kt-suvari-10 or at-10     R-kale-39 or rukh-40     P-piyade-39 or baizaq-39     Cs-santranch     CM-mat     SM-pat-40. Information with respect to the words vesir, suvari, kale and santranch was supplied by the New York City office of the Turkish Consulate-General.

KEY TO LITERAL MEANINGS. index numbers in this chapter indicate the following literal meanings:




  1 Camel

  2 Chariot

  3 Child

  4 Commander

  5 Counsellor

  6 Elephant

  7 Ensign

  8 Foot soldier

  9 General

10 Horse

11 Horseman

12 Jester or fool

13 Jumper

14 Knight

15 Lady

16 Lion

17 Little horse

18 Lord

19 Master

20 Messenger

21 Nobleman

22 Peasant

23 Queen

24 Queen

25 Runner (courier)

26 Ship

27 Tiger

28 Tower

29 Warrior

30 King

31 Bishop

32 Castle

33 Army (or “army-man”, i.e. soldier)

34 Man

35 Hippopotamus

36 Hero

37 Servant

38 Worthy one

39 No meaning except as this piece in chess

40 See reference to this word in the Index



COMPONENTS OF THE MODERN CHESS ARMY. The ranks of the chess armies of the world today would include camels and lions and tigers, generals and knights, children and men, lords and masters, kings and queens and a dozen others. Considering the literal meanings of the names of the chessmen, a review of the ranks discloses:


ARMY OR ARMY-MAN. The Sanskrit chaturanga means “army.” In Gaelic and in Greek the pawn is called an “army man.”

BISHOP. The piece flanking the royal couple is called a “bishop” in English, Gaelic, Portuguese, and sometimes in Spanish.

BOAT. See SHIP in alphabetical list below.

CAMEL is the Tibetan name for the bishop.

CASTLE. The rook, usually as an alternate designation, is called by the local term for “castle” in Dutch, English, Gaelic, Hungarian, Portuguese, and Slovak.

CHARIOT is the name for rook in Bornean, Burmese, Chinese, Japanese, Korean, Malay, and Tibetan.

CHILD. In Tibet a pawn is a “child.”

COUNSELLOR is the original name for the king’s consort, and so the queen is designated today in Arabic, Bengali, Bornean, Chinese, Hindustani, Korean, Malay, Persian, Russian (alternate designation), and Turkish. “Counsellor” is also the Javanese name for the bishop.

COURIER as “runner” or “messenger” is the bishop in Croatian, Czech, Danish, Dutch, German, Hebrew, Hungarian, Lettish, Norwegian, Polish, Serbian, Slovak, and Slovene.

ELEPHANT. The bishop was originally an “elephant,” and he is still an elephant in Arabic, Bengali, Bornean, Burmese, Egyptian, Ethiopian, Hebrew, Hindustani, Japanese, Korean, Chinese, Malay, Persian, Russian, and Turkish.

ENSIGN. The Italian name for “bishop,” alfiere, though derived from the Arabic for “elephant,” has been absorbed by homophony to the Italian name for “ensign.”

FOOT SOLDIER is the designation of the pawn in Chinese, Croatian, Czech, Hebrew, Hindustani, Hungarian, Italian, Japanese, Korean, Lithuanian, Persian, Polish, Russian, and Serbian.

GENERAL. In Chinese and Korean, the king is a “general.” In Burmese and Japanese, “general” means “queen.”

HERO. The Icelandic for rook corresponds with their word for “hero,” thought that is not how the word was derived. (See Chapter 5).

HIPPOPOTAMUS is the Czech for rook. (See Chapter 5).

HORSE is the original and one of the commonest translations of the local designation of the knight. This piece is still a horse in twenty-eight of the forty languages analyzed in this chapter.

HORSEMAN in its literal, rather than derived meaning as “knight” is the designation of that piece in Bornean, Burmese, Gaelic, and Icelandic.

INFANTRYMAN. See FOOT SOLDIER above.

JESTER as “fool” is the name for the knight in Greek and the bishop in French.

JUMPER is the word for knight in the Germanic tongues; specifically in Danish, German, Norwegian, and Swedish. And it is also the Croatian, Czech, Hungarian, Lettish, and Slovene designations for knight.

KING is so called in all but seven of the languages displayed in this chapter. He is a “general” in Chinese and Korean, a “lion” in Tibetan, a “lord” in Chinese, and a “master” in Japanese, Javanese, and Siamese.

KNIGHT is used in that form in English, French, Hebrew, and Hungarian. In Lithuanian, the word for bishop, riki also means “knight.”

LADY is the usual or alternate designation of the queen in Croatian, Czech, Danish, Dutch, French, German, Italian, Lettish, Norwegian, Polish, Portuguese, Serbian, and Slovene.

LION is the Tibetan “king.”

LITTLE HORSE. In Croatian, Czech, and Polish, the knight is more usually called by the diminutive for “horse.”

LORD is the Javanese for queen, the Burmese for king, and the Siamese for bishop.

MAN is the Gaelic for pawn. It alternates with the term for “militia-man” or “army-man.”

MASTER. In Japanese, Javanese, and Siamese, the king is called “master.”

MESSENGER. See COURIER above.

PEASANT is the regular designation for pawn in Czech, Danish, German, Hungarian, Lettish, Norwegian, Slovak, Slovene, Spanish, and Swedish.

QUEEN is a regular or alternate name for the king’s consort piece in Croatian, Czech, Danish, Dutch, Egyptian, English, Gaelic, Greek, Hebrew, Hungarian, Icelandic, Lithuanian, Norwegian, Polish, and Portuguese. It is not used in other languages, being unknown in Asia, for instance.

SERVANT as knegt is an alternate Danish term for pawn.

SHIP. A rook is a “ship” in Bengali, Javanese, Russian, and Siamese. (See index.)

SOLDIER. See ARMY, FOOT SOLDIER, and WARRIOR in this list.

TIGER is the Tibetan equivalent of our queen.

TOWER is a regular or alternate name for the rook in Croatian, Czech, Danish, Dutch, French, German, Hebrew, Hungarian, Italian, Lettish, Lithuanian, Norwegian, Polish, Portuguese, Serbian, Spanish, and Swedish.

WARRIOR. The Swedish sometimes call a knight stridskampe (warrior).

WORTHY ONE is an alternate Greek designation for bishop, somewhat analagous to the medieval German term Der Alte (the Old One, the Sage) for this piece.




SOME NOTABLE CHESS FIRSTS

All years are A.D. Dates prior to 1100 are approximate.

YEAR


550 Chess introduced into Persia from India.

600 Publication, in Persian, of the Karnamak, bearing the first reference to chess in all literature.

650 Mention of chess in the Sanskrit romance Harsha-karita, the earliest reference to the game in the Indian literature.

660 The Arabs learn chess.

850 Earliest Arabic writings on the game.

1008 Earliest European reference to chess, the will of the Count of Uregeal, written in Spain, disposing of his chess set.

1062 Earliest Italian reference to chess, letter from the Cardinal of Ostia to Pope Alexander II.

1066 The Norman Conquest introduces chess into Britain.

1097 First French reference to the game, in a report of the siege of Antioch.

1100 First central European reference to chess, the poem Versus de Scachis, found in Switzerland.

1150 First British reference to the game, the poem De Shahiludo.

1474 Publication of Caxton’s Game and Play of Chesse, the first book printed in the English language on any subject.

1550 World’s first chess clubs are organized—in Italy.

1575 World’s first chess tournament—in Madrid.

1769 Chess “automaton” first exhibited.

1813 First newspaper column on chess (in the Liverpool Mercury).

1824 First chess match by correspondence—between London and Edinburgh.

1836 First chess magazine—the Palamede (in Paris).

1844 First chess match by telegraph—between Baltimore and Washington.

1851 First international chess tournament (in London).

1866 First use of the title “world champion” (by Steinitz).
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