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3 The Metamorphosis of Elephants:
Medieval Chess between Play
and Standardization

Abstract: This chapter examines one aspect of the adaptation of chess to medieval
European courts: the change in form and name for the elephant riders who had
stood on either side of the king and vizier in the Indian game that had been trans-
mitted to Persia and the Islamic world. Among Europeans, elephants were unfa-
miliar though not unknown animals, and they had no role in the kind of warfare
that chess represents. Yet the forms received from the Islamic world were long
retained in Christian Europe, and so was the Arabic name of the piece. The his-
tory of the elephant piece in Europe reveals a tension between creative reinven-
tion and a conservatism driven by the cognitive processes of serious players. The
latter is, I propose, a version of standardization proper to courtly games.
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Introduction

Historically, modern European chess is an advanced variety of Muslim chess, which has
been differentiated from the parent game as the result of a long series of improvements in
move and rule. When chess entered Western Europe it took its place for the first time in the
main stream of civilization. There it became subject to those laws of development and prog-
ress which were working in all other branches of human activity. The history of chess in
Europe, therefore, is a story of advance in form and rule which has ended in placing the
game in its position of pre-eminence among other games of its type. —H. J. R. Murray, A
History of Chess (1913), p. 394

[. . .] the chessboard lies midway between the two guiding principles of human society: his-
tory and utopia. They are incompatible in all places and through all the ages, yet one could
say that they fix a clandestine meeting in this one space. —Gilles Lapouge, Utopie et civilisa-
tions (1973), p. 86"

1 Unless otherwise indicated, all translations are by the author.
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In their different ways, the British historian H. J. R. Murray and the French writer
Gilles Lapouge shared an awareness that the history of chess was riven by a tension
between fixity and change through time. Murray (1868-1955) was the son of Sir
James Murray, the first editor of the Oxford English Dictionary. As a boy he helped
his father compile the quotations for entries. Trained in the new science of histori-
cal linguistics by his father and in mathematics by his teachers at Oxford, he went
on to study Arabic in preparation for what would become his scholarly life work,
the history of board games. It was Murray who made the conclusive argument that
chess had originated in India, and Murray who argued, based on historical phonol-
ogy, that chess must have been adopted in Western Europe in the ninth century, a
claim that would not be corroborated until carbon dating was applied to sets nearly
a century later.” But he was an heir to nineteenth-century historiography and a
child of Empire. Faced with this peculiar tension between change and fixity, he
could only articulate it in terms of an opposition between Oriental timelessness and
European progress, a progress that has culminated in the perfection of the game.
On this page, we find him pivoting from Part I, “Chess in Asia,” which presented the
evidence for the game’s origin in India and then traced its adoption in Sasanian Per-
sia and the Rashidun, Umayyad, and Abbasid Califates, the game’s varieties and
changing piece forms and the invention of chess treatises and problem sets, to Part
II, “Chess in Europe,” which will be devoted to the game’s adoption in medieval
western Europe through contact with Muslim communities in the Mediterranean.
That the matter treated in the 393 pages of the first part could be construed as im-
provements, developments, and progress taking place in the mainstream of civiliza-
tion is a possibility that Murray has amply demonstrated but cannot entertain. Such
an impulse to deprive the Other of history or modernity has been amply critiqued

2 Murray’s work remains indispensable for the transmission of chess through the Islamic world
and into Western Europe. For Eastern Europe, which probably came to know the game through
trade routes along the Volga and Dnieper rivers, see Linder, The Art of Chess Pieces. The major
recent publications do not address the question of transmission into Scandinavia, but the region
likely received chess from both south and east: there is a striking similarity in the form of rooks
found in Sweden (e.g. Figure 17) and those found near Kyiv and at Novgorod. For a new, earlier
dating of the earliest documentary evidence in Western Europe, see Gamer, “The Earliest Evi-
dence.” For the carbon dating, see Terrasi et al., “Datazione radiocarbonica,” and Goret and Pop-
lin, “Le mobilier de qualité en matiéres dures d’origine animale du XI° siécle.” The set discussed
in the latter publication is particularly important because it was found in Burgundy, the heart of
Western Europe, and is in antler, a material used for this purpose only in Europe. For recent
studies of the game in Europe, see especially Adams, Power Play; Mehl, Des jeux et des hommes
dans la société médiévale: O’Sullivan, ed., Chess in the Middle Ages and Early Modern Age; Pas-
toureau, Le jeu d’échecs médiéval; and Kopp and Lapina, eds., Games and Visual Culture in the
Middle Ages and the Renaissance, as well as the work cited below.
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by late twentieth-century thinkers, most prominently Edward Said in Orientalism
(1978) and Johannes Fabian in Time and the Other (1983). It is true that piece forms,
names, moves, and rules endured longer than dynasties, but the present chapter
will show that medieval Europeans played their own role in perpetuating them, and
that along the road to new forms and names there were enough false starts to call
any teleology into question.

Lapouge (1923-2020) suggests a more productive interpretation of the tension.
Chess participates in history because games unfold in time, and because each game
marks a new point in the history of games played. Yet chess also participates in
utopia because the chessboard is an ideal, mathematical space and the pieces are
without instinct, will, or personality. They embody a category while lacking identity
(“horse” rather than “Bucephalus”) because they have surrendered their particular-
ities or desires to the utopian perfection of the game® But Lapouge arrives at the
idea of the chessboard from a comparison with early planned cities. He is far more
interested in the geometry of the board than that of the pieces, more interested in
mathematics than in language, and so he does not realize that piece forms and
names also change. The creative uses to which chess pieces have been put in the
visual arts and literature constitute another way of inscribing them in time. Simi-
larly, we could query Lapouge’s assimilation of utopia to mathematical perfection
and ask whether the idea of the 64 squares is adequate to explain the long persis-
tence of form and rule in the game. Surely that persistence is due less to an ideal
than to a practice within a community constituted in specific places at specific
times. I would suggest that the tension arises, instead, between the poetic and artis-
tic suggestiveness of the pieces and the serious chess player’s resistance to change.
The history of chess has been marked at once by the proliferation of creative carv-
ings, poems, and allegories, and by the rarity and sluggishness of the alterations to
the game itself over the fifteen centuries and six continents where it has been
played.

The present chapter is an essay in the etymological sense of the word, an at-
tempt to write a history of chess pieces that is neither orientalist, nor teleological,
nor utopian, one that accords full significance to the tension between continuity
and change. This continuity may be viewed as a standardization, construed as
one of the unwritten, unlegislated standards that the editors describe in the intro-
duction to this volume. Its motivation may be ideal or utopian in the way that
Lapouge indicates, but I would like to move beyond the notion of utopia and con-
sider the geometric form of chess pieces and the persistence of Arabic loan words
naming them in European languages in light of the cognitive psychology of seri-

3 Lapouge, Utopie et civilisations, 84-87.
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ous chess play. What is the relationship between the verbal and formal play to
which medieval poets and craftsmen submitted the pieces and the practice of
chess as a game requiring a specific kind of cognitive processing? My test case
will be the elephant pieces from the earliest version of the game: the king, the
vizier, and especially the elephant riders that stood on either side of them at the
start of play. This remnant of the ancient Indian army found no parallel in medie-
val European warfare. It could be reduced to abstract forms, as had already oc-
curred in the Islamic world, or reproduced mimetically as a relic of the long ago
and far away, or transformed into a character familiar to Europeans. The piece’s
remarkable plasticity manifested itself time and again in the very material of the
elephant: ivory.* Thus the metamorphoses of the elephant allow us to discern the
endurance of old standards and the creation of new ones.

Metamorphosis

In the earliest documented version of chess, the king (Persian and Arabic shah)
and his counselor (Persian farzin, Arabic firzan or firz) were represented as figur-
ines of elephants bearing howdahs, platforms for riders of importance. These
pieces were flanked by two elephants with warrior-riders, each called a pil in Per-
sian or fil in Arabic, which is simply the word for elephant. An elephant in dolo-
mite, now at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City, may be derived
from such a set (Figure 11).

The animal was finely carved, probably by an artist of the Sasanian Empire
shortly before the Arab conquest. It is squat but otherwise anatomically correct.
Its feet, which are caught in mid-stride, and its tail, flicked upward and to the
right, give the impression of life and movement. Holes in its head either side of
the trunk would have been fitted with tusks of ivory, and a large hole in its back
may have allowed the insertion of a piece of ivory carved to represent the shah in
a howdah. A smaller and more damaged, but otherwise similar figurine in the al-
Sabah Collection in Kuwait may represent the farzin to the Met’s shah.> Another
elephant with rider, carved of a single piece of ivory in the same period, has been
found among other ivory chess pieces during archaeological work at Afrasiyab
and is now in the State Museum of Culture and History of Uzbekistan in Samar-

4 For the significance of the use of ivory for chess sets, see Pastoureau, Le jeu d’échecs médiéval,
19-23.
5 Fahid, Chess Chess and Other Games Pieces from Islamic Lands, cat. 2.
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Figure 11: Elephant figurine, possibly a chess shah (king), probably carved in sixth or seventh
century in the Sasanian empire (pre-Islamic Persia; present-day Iraq, Iran, and Afghanistan).
Dolomite, height 7.5 width 3.9 length 9.2 cm. New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art, 48.154.8.
Photo: the Met (Public Domain).

gand.® Such elephants continue to appear today in luxury chess sets from Asia.
However, international chess play now involves a different piece in this position,
the bishop.

Figure 12 A and B: Chess pieces in the design by Nathaniel Cook, London, 1849, commonly referred
to as the “Staunton” design and still recommended by the International Chess Federation for
tournament play. These pieces were carved of rosewood and boxwood for the House of Staunton in
the United States, reproducing the version of the design sold by Jaques of London in the mid 1890s.
Height of kings 9.5 cm. A. Left to right, king, queen, bishop, knight, rook, and pawn. B. Pieces in play
on a board of walnut and maple. Photos by the author.

6 See Fahid, Chess and Other Games Pieces from Islamic Lands, 291.
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Figure 13: The transition between figurative
and abstract forms, as reflected in an
elephant, probably a chess pil (bishop).
Eastern Iranian region, seventh or eighth
century. Elephant ivory, height 5.5 length

5 cm. New York, Metropolitan Museum of
Art, 64.262.1. Photo: the Met (Public
Domain).

The disappearance of the elephant and the emergence of the bishop or the fool in
different parts of western Europe was driven by three phenomena: the reception of
the abstract piece forms that had developed early in the game’s history, forms that
were used throughout the Islamic and Christian worlds for the rest of the Middle
Ages, the reception of the Arabic terminology of chess, which had to be adapted to
European languages, and Europeans’ lack of familiarity with elephants as an ani-
mal. For many artisans and players, the object that stood beside the king and queen
on the chessboard was an enigma that could be solved through verbal and visual/
formal associations. The visual/formal part of this process was already modeled by
the invention of the abstract piece forms in Asia, and we cannot fully understand
what happened in Europe without first considering this earlier transformation.

The earliest abstract chess pieces to emerge from a clearly datable archaeo-
logical context were found in an early ninth-century house in Nishapur, a pros-
perous trading city on the Silk Road, but it is likely that the forms had already
existed in the preceding century.’

The development of these forms has been much discussed in scholarship on
chess. Some have been too quick to attribute it to an Islamic prohibition of images,

7 Fahid, Chess and Other Games Pieces from Islamic Lands, 299; see also her dating of a number
of pieces in the Al-Sabah collection to the eighth or ninth century. For the Islamic pieces owned
by the Met, see Carboni, “Chessmen.”



3 The Metamorphosis of Elephants: Medieval Chess between Play and Standardization =— 73

an explanation that relies on the perception of Islamic art as entirely abstract and
decorative.® Early religious authorities did consider the question of the pieces’ rep-
resentational forms, but there are many reasons for us to approach this topic with
more circumspection.” We do not know the precise chronology of the development
of these piece forms, so we cannot know how it measures against the development
of Islamic teaching or the Islamic conquest of Persia. We do not even know that this
new development originated in Persia, because the game came from India, but no
Indian pieces from the early period are known to have survived. As for the study of
Islamic Art, the research field was invented by Europeans in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries with the presupposition that the art forms in question could not
be representational. However, early Islamic religious texts discussing the image
were open to diverse interpretations and various kinds of figurative art were prac-
ticed throughout Islamic lands over the course of the Middle Ages."® Symmetrically,
the use of figurative art in Christian lands was also called into question by religious
authorities, during the period of Byzantine iconoclasm in the eighth and ninth cen-
turies and during the Reformation, and medieval Christians also developed the dec-
orative arts to a high degree, but the early creators of the field of “Islamic Art”
overlooked these parallels. The representational form of chess pieces could not have
concerned ninth-century Byzantine authorities for the simple reason that the pieces
they encountered were already abstract, not because they were not sensitive to the
implications of representational art in specific contexts. The vague chronology and
geography of the old explanation of the abstract forms, the oversimplification of its
theology, and its blindness to parallels in the Christian world have prompted schol-
ars to propose alternatives. Antje Kluge-Pinsker has suggested that the influence of
the debate about images in Islam had a more indirect effect on the development of
the abstract forms by “sharpening the sense of abstraction.”™ Most recently, Debo-
rah Freeman Fahid has proposed that the abstract forms may have been preferred
because they were easier to produce, a response to growing demand for chess sets."
In my view, the cognitive demands of the game, which I consider toward the end of
this essay, provide an explanation that most people have overlooked, although
Kluge-Pinsker’s comment points in this direction, as does the observation by Isaak
Linder that the development of abstract forms was a boon for the game because the

8 E.g. Wichmann and Wichmann, Chess, 16.

9 For the reaction among Muslim religious authorities, see Murray, A History of Chess, 186-191.
Compare this to the Christian authorities’ response, discussed by Bubczyk, “Ludus inhonestus et
illicitus?”.

10 For a recent reassessment, see Gruber, “Idols and Figural Images in Islam.”

11 Kluge-Pinsker, Schachspiel und Trictrac, 14.

12 Fahid, Chess and Other Games Pieces from Islamic Lands, 23.
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Figure 14: Abstract pieces found in the excavation of a house of the early ninth century at Nishapur,
a Persian city on the Silk Road. From left to right: shah (king) or farzin (queen); ibid.; rukh (rook); pil
(bishop). Elephant ivory with green stain. Height of taller shah 3.3 cm; height of pil 2.3 cm. New York,
Metropolitan Museum of Art, from left to right 40.170.150, 151, 148, and 149. Photo: the Met (Public
Domain).

simpler forms did not distract the players, allowing them to focus entirely on the
game.”

The gradual creation of the abstract forms has left artifacts, early chess pieces
that we could consider transitional. Three of the original pieces, the shah or king,
his counselor or vizier (now the queen), and the pieces that stand immediately be-
side them at the opening of the game, involved men riding elephants. As makers
began to simplify the form, they reduced the elephant to a conical shape. For the
shah and farzin/firzan, they reduced the howdah to something of a half-cylinder
perched on the back half of the cone’s apex. This eventually produced the abstract
forms in Figures 14 and 15, rounded cones with a pronounced cut that makes the
front half lower than the back. Less clear is the inspiration for the abstract version
of the pil/fil, the elephant rider who guarded the central pair. In one transitional
ivory piece from the eastern Iranian region that is now at the Met (Figure 13), the
rider has been reduced to two shapes that suggest a pair of shoulders and the head
of a figure that seems to crouch behind the elephant’s ears and peer out over its
forehead. In a similar piece of fired clay from Pakistan, now at the British Museum,

13 Linder, The Art of Chess Pieces.
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Figure 15: Set of abstract pieces in glazed fritware (stonepaste), reportedly from Nishapur, probably
made in the twelfth century. They represent the most common abstract forms used in Islamic and
Christian worlds. Shah (king, the largest piece, center right of first row) height 5.1 cm; pujada (pawn,
the smallest piece, entire second row) height 3.3 cm. New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art,
1971.193a-ff. Photo: the Met (Public Domain).

the rider has been reduced to something of a button positioned in the center of the
animal’s back. Neither piece suggests the eventual abstract form, which consists
of a small cone with two front protuberances that extend up or out (Figures 14-17).
They would recall tusks if they pointed down, but an early transitional set from the
Lothar Schmid Collection, sold at Sotheby’s, London in 2016, already had fully ab-
stract elephants with protuberances pointing up at about 45°, like the Nishapur
ivory piece in Figure 14." It is possible that the protuberances were inspired by the
frontal lobes of the skull of the Indian elephant (see Figure 11), as Ralph Pinder-
Wilson has suggested.'® Later artisans, who no longer knew what the original inspi-
ration had been and might not have seen an Indian elephant, might have inter-

14 British Museum inv. no. OA+.7838. See Akbarnia, The Islamic World, 50-51.

15 See Fahid, Chess and Other Games Pieces from Islamic Lands, 304-305. Sotheby’s, London,
20 April 2016, lot 93.

16 See Fahid, Chess and Other Games Pieces from Islamic Lands, 24-26.
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preted these protuberances as tusks and sharped their ends, but pointy ends are by
no means universal in the long history of the abstract pieces.

Figure 16 A and B: Front and back views of an abstract fil (elephant) in the style of the western
Islamic world, probably made in Egypt or Sicily. Elephant ivory with dot and circle decoration
highlighted with black pigment, height 9 cm. New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art, 49.36.
Photos: the Met (Public Domain).

The pil/fil pieces that reached Christian Europe are most likely to have resembled
Figure 16. Pieces in elephant ivory with similar ornamentation seem to have been
made in Egypt beginning in about 700 and in Sicily in later centuries. The latter is
the likely source of many of the surviving pieces in this design in European and
American collections."”” The earliest imitations from Christian artisans that sur-
vive are less ornate. Decorated or plain, such pieces resemble no animal, even for
viewers who know what elephants look like. How might medieval Europeans
have understood them — and the pieces they flanked? What names did they give
them? If Christians in Europe began playing chess in the ninth or tenth centuries,
then for 100-200 years they used words that no surviving documents capture.
The terms in Latin texts surviving from about the year 1000 and in the vernacu-
lars from shortly after 1100 are our only indications what those early names may
have been.

17 See Rosser-Owen, Ivory: 8" to 17 Centuries, 20; Fahid, Chess and Other Games Pieces from
Islamic Lands, 64.



3 The Metamorphosis of Elephants: Medieval Chess between Play and Standardization =—— 77

Figure 17 A and B: Upright forms of the abstract elephant/bishop found in archaeological work in
Ostergétland, Sweden. A. Pieces from Alvastra Monastery (Cistercian). The abbey was founded in
1143 but the pieces may predate the context in which they were found. Antler, height of elephant/
bishop 2.3 cm; height of knight 2.5 cm. B. Pieces from Vreta Convent (Benedictine, ca. 1100-1162;
Cistercian 1162-1582). Bone, rook height 3.3 cm; knight height 3.2 cm; elephant/bishop height

3.5 cm. Stockholm, Historiska Museer, (from left to right) A. object numbers 554033 and 203021;
B. object numbers 43471, 43473, and 372119. Photos by the author.

The adaptation of the names for the different pieces into the European languages
took two different tacks. Some names were simply translated, such as the king and
the knight, offices that Islamic and Christian polities shared. The vizier ought to
have been straightforward as well, but on this point the earliest texts offer varia-
tion. I have compared the terms in Latin texts with those that appear in the two
vernacular languages in which words for chess pieces are first attested, Occitan
and French, as well as Catalan, the other Romance language most closely related to
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Occitan.’ It is important to consider the earliest vernacular usages in relation to
Latin, because the fuller picture makes it possible to distinguish the terminology
that players, especially in lay circles, were most likely using day to day from erudite
experiments in renaming that may have inspired little emulation, becoming at best
a precious usage among a small group. For the same reason, it is also necessary to
map the chronological range of the use of different words in the different lan-
guages, and the specific kinds of texts in which they appear. A failure to do so en-
courages an anachronistic or teleological view of what the common usage must
have been in early centuries.”® For the firzan, a couple of early Latin poems give
ferzia, a loan word from Arabic with the stress shifted to an earlier syllable and the
-a ending that converts it into an ordinary first-declension feminine noun in
Latin.?® The earliest vernacular terms that appear are similar: the Occitan fersa
and French fierce/fierge. (The word does not appear in Catalan texts of the twelfth
century.) These words are attested in multiple twelfth-century courtly texts in the
genres of epic and romance; in the thirteenth century, they also appear in lyric,
hagiography, historiography, and chess treatises.”* The number of attestations
across a broad range of genres and the fact that no other term appears in French

18 There is no comprehensive survey of chess allusions in this vernacular literature. For Occi-
tan, Blakeslee, “Lo dous jocx sotils” is the only scholarship but misses some references in ama-
tory texts and excludes those in non-amatory contexts. (For the significance of the archaeological
evidence from Southern France, neglected in the surveys, see Bourgeois, “Pieces.”) I have
searched COM1 and the various lexicons of Catalan, Occitan, and French.

19 These are the shortcomings of Murray’s treatment of European terminology, Murray, A His-
tory of Chess, 421-428.

20 The Deventer poem, France, possibly thirteenth century, Murray, A History of Chess, 516-517,
lines 26-27, but regina also appears, lines 12-13. For the promoted pawn only, Winchester poem,
England, early twelfth century, Murray, A History of Chess, 514515, lines 28-30.

21 In epic: the Canso d’Antioca (twelfth century), lines 50-52; and the Occitan version of the Gir-
art de Roussillon (ca. 1145), 135. In romance: Gautier d’Arras, Eracle (ca. 1159-1184), lines
4388-4389; Chrétien de Troyes, Cligés, ca. 1176, lines 2355-2357; Jean Renart, Le Roman de la Rose
ou de Guillaume de Dole (ca. 1200-1211), lines 3592-3593; and Jean de Meun and Guillaume de
Lorris, continuation of the Roman de la Rose (ca. 1269-1278), lines 6646—-6647 and 6681-6682. In
lyric: Elias Cairel, “Abril ni mai non aten de far vers” (PC 133,1, early thirteenth century), line 48;
and Peire Bremon Ricas Novas, “En la mar major sui e d’estieu e d’ivern” (PC 330,6, ca.
1240-1241), line 38. (As per convention, troubadours are identified by the two-part PC numbers
assigned in the bibliography of Pillet and Carstens. The first number identifies the troubadours,
the second, their songs. The editions of the individual troubadours are indicated in my bibliogra-
phy.) In hagiography: Gautier de Coincy, Les miracles de nostre dame (ca. 1214-1236), Book 1, lines
216-218 and 259-293 (ed. 1:13, 15-17). In historiography, Philippe Mouskés, Chronique rimée (ca.
1250), lines 19604 and 23618. For the chess treatises (Anglo-French translations), see Les gius par-
tiz: the first treatise (MS C) employs fierce; in the second (MS R), reyne and fierce both appear in
the context of standard chess games (compare lines 47 and 717).
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or Occitan in the twelfth century suggest that the loan word may have been the
dominant usage in France from the time that Christians learned to play the game.
But in Latin, already by around the year 1000, an alternative appears in a poem
now preserved at Einsiedeln in southern Germany: regina (queen).” This notion is
continued in later Latin texts and begins to be reflected at least metaphorically in
French — but not Occitan — texts in the thirteenth century.”® The reinterpretation
of the piece as a queen is usually attributed to a European view of the court as cen-
tered on the ruling couple. Along with the appearance of the bishop, historians usu-
ally understand these changes to reflect a Christian reconceptualization of chess as a
representation of society rather than war. Although I fear that such an interpretation
underestimates the pugilistic nature of medieval queens (and bishops), amply dem-
onstrated by some chapters in Marilyn Yalom’s Birth of the Chess Queen, I agree that
the importance of women at the center of the court was one likely influence. How-
ever, I would propose that the sound of the word in its new modified form was
equally powerful. The adaptation of loan words involves experimentation, a play of
associations, the speakers’ feel for their language. The morphology of ferzia/fersa/
fierge made the word sound like the name for a person of feminine gender. Thus
even after its deformation the Arabic loan word would have exerted an influence on
the choice of its replacement.

The invention of the chess queen has been amply treated by Murray and
Yalom.** The present chapter is concerned principally with the fil, which pro-
duced the broadest range of words in Latin. Again we see parallel traditions. On
the one hand, the word with its article, al-fil, inspired a loan word in Latin with a
regular second-declension ending, the alphinus or alphicus, which continued in
common use through the fourteenth century.” It finds an echo in the first vernac-
ular usages: the Occitan alfi, the French alfin/aufin, and the Catalan orfil.*® Like

22 The Einsiedeln Poem, southern Germany, late tenth century, Murray, A History of Chess,
512-514, lines 35-36.

23 In Latin: Winchester poem, line 5; Alexander Neckham, De naturis rerum, England, ca. 1180,
Murray, A History of Chess, 511-512, at 511; Elegia de ludo scachorum, twelfth century, Murray, A
History of Chess, 515-516, lines 15-16; Deventer poem, lines 12-13. In French, metaphorically, by
Gautier de Coincy, Les miracles, Book 1, prologue (ed. vol. 1, lines 1-23).

24 Murray, A History of Chess, 423-424 and 426-428; Yalom, Birth.

25 Elegia, lines 9-10; De vetula, attributed to Richard de Fournival (France, thirteenth century),
Murray, A History of Chess, 520-521, section xxxiii.

26 In epic: the Canso d’Antioca (twelfth century), lines 50-52. In romance: Gautier d’Arras, Eracle
(ca. 1159-1184), lines 4388-4389; Raoul de Houdenc, La Vengeance Raguidel (ca. 1200), lines
4234-4242. In historiography: Jordan Fantosme, Chronique (Anglo-French, 1174-1175), line 590;
and Sarrasin, Histoire (second half of thirteenth century), 108. In hagiography: Simund de Freine,
La vie de saint Georges (Anglo-French, late twelfth century), lines 1101-1105; and Gautier de Co-
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the fersa/fierge, the existence of a sole term alfi/aufin/orfil suggests that chess
players in these regions in earlier centuries used this word exclusively. In Latin,
on the other hand, translational adaptations appear from the year 1000: comes
(count) in a poem of the tenth or eleventh century,”’ calvus/senex (bald/old man)
and episcopus (bishop) in English poems and encyclopedic writing of the twelfth
century,”® and finally stultus/stolidus (fool, dimwit, or jester) in a thirteenth-
century poem.”® This text is likely from France, where the sense of jester (fol) is
also attested for the first time in the vernaculars by the speech of Reason in Jean
de Meun’s continuation of the Roman de la Rose (ca. 1269-1278) and by a trouba-
dour song of ca. 1280 (the only example of this attestation I have found in the Oc-
citan corpus).®® Catalan has maintained the Arabic loanword into the modern
period, like Castilian.

It is notable that even Latin writers keen to use a different term seem aware of
the tenacity of loan words. In the chapter that Alexander Neckham devotes to chess
in his De Naturis Rerum, he notes that the senex is commonly called the alphicus.*
The English author of an anonymous allegorical poem of the same period speaks of
the “the queen (regina), which is called the fierce” and introduces the bishop: “al-
phini [. . .] sunt episcopi” (“the auphins are bishops”).? In the De vetula, a Latin
poem written ca. 1222-1268 and sometimes attributed to Richard de Fournival, the
bishop is introduced and commonly referred to as the alphinus, although it is later
also qualified as the episcopus and said to represent Jupiter (“alphinus episcopus
ipse est Jupiter”). Jean Le Févre, translating the text in the mid fourteenth century,
gives auphin for alphinus and formulates the comparison to Jupiter in a way that
suggests a connection between the name of the piece and the visible aspect of the
figurative piece:

incy, Les miracles de nostre dame (ca. 1214-1236), Book 1, line 220 (ed. 1:13). The Anglo-French
chess treatises use alfin exclusively. For the Catalan orfil: the Vocabulista in Arabico (thirteenth
century), an Arabic glossary with glosses in Latin and Catalan, p. 570; and the allegorical Escacs
d’amor (ca. 1497, now attributed to Narcis Vinyoles).

27 Einsiedeln poem, lines 37-38.

28 Calvus: Winchester poem, line 6. Senex: Alexander Neckham, De naturis rerum, 511. Episcopus:
Moralitas de scaccario, unknown English author, ca. 1200-1250, printed in Murray, A History of
Chess, 560-561, at 560.

29 Deventer poem, lines 12-13, 24-25.

30 Jean de Meun and Guillaume de Lorris, Le Roman de la Rose, lines 6633-6636, 6646—6647, and
6684; Peire, “En aquel son que-m play ni que m’ajensa” (PC 322a,1, ca. 1280), lines 42—45.

31 Edition of the relevant chapter (184) in Murray, A History of Chess, 511-512.

32 Edition from Murray, A History of Chess, 560.
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L’auphin portant d’evesque mitre
de Jupiter ensuist le tiltre
signifiant religion.®

(The auphin, wearing the bishop’s
miter, has the title of Jupiter,
which signifies religion.)

Meanwhile, the stultus is glossed as alfinus or aufins in two of the seven surviving
manuscripts of the Deventer poem.* Given the large contributions made by Latin
writers from England in attempting to conceptualize the piece in a way that had
meaning outside of chess, it is notable that Anglo-French writers from a clerical
milieu (Simund de Freine, Jordan Fantosme, and the translators of the chess trea-
tises) continue to employ alfin. This further supports the view that the alphinus/
auphin remained the dominant term among players.

Figure 18: Two views of a bishop perhaps carved in the region of Cologne in the early twelfth
century. Walrus ivory, height 5.2 width 3.9 depth 2.3 cm. Paris, Musée de Cluny, Cl. 23885. Photos:
GrandPalaisRmn / Michel Urtado.

It is possible that the Latin writers’ experiments with the notion of an old man
were inspired by the vizier. The role of the king’s advisor had been left open by
the creation of the chess queen, and the “old man” terminology appears in the

33 La Vieille, Latin text lines 509-600, 610, and 614-615; French translation lines 1493-1499,
1530-1536, and 1567-1569 (quotation).
34 Murray, A History of Chess, 505.
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Figure 19: Bishop probably made in Trondheim, Norway, late twelfth or early thirteenth century.
Walrus ivory, height 9.6 width 6.3 depth 3.6 cm. New York, Metropolitan Museum of Art, 17.190.229.
Photo: the Met (Public Domain).
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same texts that employ regina. But the notion of the advisor never really caught
on. Eventually, the bishop and the fool did. For the origin of the bishop, we must
look to the form of the abstract piece, with its two horns. In the early twelfth cen-
tury, bishops’ miters rose to two peaks on either side of the head, as in the repre-
sentation of the bishop in a piece carved in Cologne in this period (Figure 18).
Sometime in the second half of the century, a new design of the miter appears.
The headdress seems to have rotated 45° on its vertical axis so that, when viewed
from the front or back, it appears to rise to a single peak in the center, as miters
do today, but when viewed from the side, it can be seen to form two distinct
points. But by this time, the earlier form had so strongly recalled the alphinus that
Germans and Scandinavians had begun to carve figurative bishops for chess
sets.® The tiny bishop in Figure 18 is sheltered within a niche that repeats, on ei-
ther side, the two-horned shape of the abstract alphinus, as if to make the role of
the piece on the board more clearly visible without the distraction of the figurine
itself, but the association of the abstract form to the bishop’s miter is clear.*® The
later, more extravagant bishop from Trondheim, Norway in Figure 19 wears the
new miter and prominently displays his crozier as an additional attribute to distin-
guish him from his neighbors, the king or queen, who might also have been seated
on thrones. The same design appears among the well-known Lewis chessmen, also
probably carved at Trondheim in the early thirteenth century.*’ By later centuries,
the identification is so well established that the bishop can be reduced to a head
perched on a conical base, as in a piece found in Vadstena, Sweden (Figure 20). It
is not impossible that the association also led viewers of abstract sets to see the
two protuberances as a miter, one way to understand Jean Le Fevre’s formulation,
cited above.

Meanwhile, for reasons unknown, some French writers had taken a different
tack. They began to call the piece the fol. It is possible to imagine another visual
association to headgear: this time to the two horns of the jester’s cap. Another
plausible explanation would be a bhilingual pun between the Arabic fil and the
French fol, a verbal rather than visual association. This play with the sounds of
words would be similar to the conversion of the fersia into a woman. In the case
of the fil, the link may have been reinforced by the piece’s movement on the diag-
onal, a directionality that disturbed some medieval writers.®®

35 For the evidence from seals, see Pastoureau, Le jeu d’échecs médiéval, Figures 21 and 22.

36 For this piece, see Koechlin, Les ivoires gothiques francais, 1:468—471; and Berné, Descatoire,
and Taburet-Delahaye, “Deux exceptionnels témoignages de I'art roman.”

37 For this set, see especially Caldwell, Hall, and Wilkinson, “The Lewis Hoard of Gaming Pieces.”
38 See the Moralitas, in Murray, A History of Chess, 560-561, and Simund de Freine, La vie de
saint Georges, lines 1101-05.
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Figure 20: Bishop found in Vadstena, Sweden.
The form of the miter places the piece in the
late twelfth century or later. Antler, height

3.5 cm. Stockholm, Historiska Museer, object
number 44069. Photo by the author.

Abstraction and Standardization

Thus far, I have discussed the forms and names as if Europeans were entirely ig-
norant of the origin of the alphinus, but that was certainly not the case in contact
zones between the Islamic and Christian worlds, and knowledge that the piece
had originally represented the elephant may have been even more widespread.*
The reason that the loanword for the piece in Catalan took the form orfil, rather
than having an al- prefix as in Occitan and Castilian, was assimilation to the Cat-
alan word for elephant (the animal), orifany.*’ The Castilian Libro de los Juegos of
Alfonso X el Sabio (compiled at Toledo ca. 1282) describes how the alffiles on the
chessboard should be made to represent elephants with “castles” on top carrying
armed men. This description is followed by the observation that the difficulty for
artists and the expense of figurative sets are the reasons for the prevalence of
abstract pieces, in the same form as appears in the book’s chess diagrams.*!

These two Iberian examples suggest a complex situation where the original
meaning of the piece is known but the abstract form is preferred. The evidence

39 I thank Svein Gullbekk for drawing my attention to the Icelandic use of fil for elephant (the
animal), one of the rare Arabic loanwords in the language. One might speculate that the word
reached Norse in the practice of chess, and this would mean that the sense of elephant had been
preserved at every prior stage of transmission.

40 See Coromines, Dictionart, “alfil.”

41 See the edition of the opening chapters of this book in Murray, A History of Chess, 485-489,
descriptions of the pieces at 489. There is a significant bibliography on Alfonso’s book; see re-
cently Golladay, “Los libros de acedrex dados e tablas” and Conrad, “The Playing Eye.”
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from southern Italy, where figurative elephant pieces were actually carved, can
be interpreted similarly. A collection of elaborate display pieces, created by a
workshop in or near Salerno in the final decades of the eleventh century and
long held in the treasury of the Abbey of Saint-Denis, includes elephant pieces
that are anatomically mostly plausible.** (The same collection includes a vizier
and two queens.) Other figurative pieces from this milieu have also come to light,
including a piece so tiny that the rider had to be reduced to a head (Figure 21).*
Nonetheless, if we judge by survivals, the ivory workshops of Norman Sicily
and Italy produced more sets in the style of Figure 16, including large pieces made
from a cross section of the tusk that are no less beautiful or precious than the figu-
rative ones. Pieces of this kind have turned up at archaeological sites in northern
Europe and in art collections from the Persian Gulf to North America.** The re-
mains of a similar set in walrus ivory, found at the castrum of Crévecceur-en-Auge
in Normandy, suggest that the design may even have proven popular enough for
imitation in the North Sea world.* Other large abstract pieces in walrus ivory, with
diverse styles of ornamentation, survive.*® European museums also own abstract

42 Paris, Bibliotheque nationale de France, Département des Monnaies, médailles et antiques,
55.313. For this set, formerly but spuriously known as “Charlemagne’s chessmen” and widely de-
picted in studies of chess, see especially Goldschmidt, [V:161-74; Pastoureau, L’échiquier de Char-
lemagne; and Speciale, “Il gioco di re”; “Guerra e pace”; and “Ludus scachorum.”

43 In addition to the tiny elephant at the Louvre: a large elephant with howdah, Doha, Museum
of Islamic Art, inv. no. IV.73.2010; three kings, Florence, Museo Nazionale del Bargello, inv. 60, 61
and 62 Carrand; and a queen, Berlin, Staatliche Museen, Berlin, inv. 615.

44 See the king, queen, and bishop found in Aachen, Kluge-Pinsker, Schachspiel und Trictrac,
cat. A 31, now Aachen, Ludwig-Suermondt-Museum, and a rook found at Seelbach, ibid., cat. A
21, now Lahr, Museum der Stadt. The Museum of Islamic Art in Doha and the British Museum
in London have multiple important pieces in this style: Museum of Islamic Art, inv. nos.
IV.25.00 and IV.05.98 (Rosser-Owen, Ivory: 8" to 17 Centuries, cat. 3 and 4); British Museum
inv. nos. 1856,0612.4, 1862,0809.2, 1877,0802.8, and 1881,0719.47. Individual examples are also lo-
cated in Berlin, Museum fiir Islamische Kunst (1.4670), Boston, Museum of Fine Arts, 1974.534,
Florence, Museo Nazionale del Bargello, inv. 49 Carrand, New York, the Metropolitan Museum
of Art (Figure 16), and Paris, Musée du Louvre OA.6264. Such pieces were once attributed to
Fatimid Egypt, but Freeman Fahid dubs the form “the Mediterranean type” and suggests that
most were made in Sicily in the years following the Norman conquest (Chess, 64).

45 These pieces remain at Crévecceur, Fondation Schlumberger. See Grandet and Goret, Echecs
et trictrac, cat. 8.14.

46 See for example the palmette-leaf-shaped rook with a runic inscription on the underside,
which was found at the ducal castle of Brabant and is now in the Gemeentemuseum, Helmond
(Kluge-Pinsker, Schachspiel und Trictrac, cat. A 34). This piece is significant because it had to be
carved entirely by hand. Other pieces were turned on the lathe, a timesaving technique: the king
or queen with dense horizontal grooves found at Falsterbohus (Skane, Sweden), now Stockholm,
Statens Historicka Museer, inv. no. 17948:214; and the remains of three different sets now in
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Figure 21: Elephant made in Campania, late
eleventh century. Elephant ivory, height

3.9 cm, width 2.5 cm, depth 1.1 cm. Paris,
Musée du Louvre, OA 3448. Photo:
GrandPalaisRmnPhoto / Jean-Gilles Berizzi.

sets in hardstones that had to be carved in special workshops: in Vienna, a set in
jasper and agate likely made in Italy, in Paris, a set in rock crystal and smoky
quartz, decorated with silver gilt and likely made in France.*’ It is clear that the
abstract forms were prized in Europe.

The dominance of the abstract design for luxury sets has two visual analogs.
One is the use exclusively of the abstract forms in graphic depictions of the board
in play. In some cases this may be explained because the hoards are diagrams in
problem collections, such as Alfonso’s book or copies of the popular thirteenth-
century collection by a Lombard who calls himself the Bonus Socius (the Jolly
Good Fellow) (Figure 22).

But the preference for abstract pieces also appears in the illustrations of books
of courtly literature, such as the famous depiction of Margrave Otto IV von Branden-
burg playing against a lady in the fourteenth-century Codex Manesse, a collection of
lyrics in Middle High German,*® or the early fifteenth-century painting of games of
chess and backgammon that accompanies a Persian debate between Chess and
Backgammon in an anthology of courtly debate literature made at Herat.* It is pos-
sible, of course, that the difficulty of depicting any figurative piece in the tiny space

Paris, Musée de Cluny, Cl. 9223 (Bardies-Fronty and Dunn-Vaturi, Art du jeu, jeu dans lart, cat.
no. 54).

47 Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum, Kunstkammer, 168. Paris, Musée de Cluny, Cl. 642 (Bar-
dies-Fronty and Dunn-Vaturi, Art du jeu, jeu dans Uart, cat. no. 102).

48 Heidelberg, Universitatshibliothek, Codex Palatinus Germanicus 848, fol. 13r.

49 Florence, Villa I Tatti, Harvard University Center for Italian Renaissance Studies. fol. 50v.
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Figure 22: Chess problem from the anthology of problems by Bonus Socius [the Jolly Good Fellow], a
Lombard chess player writing in Latin ca. 1260. This manuscript, from northern France, late
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of the illustrated chessboard square explains the use of abstract forms, which
would play a symbolic rather than a mimetic role within the illustration, but consid-
ered in light of surviving chess pieces, these illustrations are more likely to be mi-
metic and benefit from the simplicity and miniaturization already present in the
abstract piece forms. It is the board, rather than the pieces, that is susceptible to
curious reductions when incorporated into these illustrations.’® A comparison of
such representations suggests a further consequence of — or perhaps motivation
for — the maintenance of the same abstract forms during their transmission to new
lands. Chess sets looked the same across the world from Persia to Scandinavia, and
players, whether or not they were able to speak the same language, could bring
their chess skills and experience to bear on a shared game.

The second analog comes from more modest contexts and materials. If we set
aside the collections of art museums (because collectors have always favored the
figurative pieces), and if we consider only the pieces that have been found at me-
dieval sites in Europe, the prevalence of the abstract forms suggests that medieval
chess players actively preferred them.*! Perhaps they thought of the pieces chiefly
as geometric shapes, rather than figurines. This would explain the cryptic com-
ment in a twelfth-century English treatise on arithmetic that “all the shapes” of
chess “give to geometry many wonderful things in three-dimensional form” (“fi-
gurarum geometrie non paucas in solido dant admirationes”).”” It might also ex-
plain Alfonso’s choice, in a richly illustrated book where the visual figures are
intended to teach as much as the text does, to provide no painting as visual ac-
companiment to the description of figurative pieces. One has the impression that
the whole passage is a brief preliminary discourse of minor significance.

Figure 22 (continued)

fourteenth century, gives the French translation. The starting positions are represented by drawings
of the pieces, including in this diagram two gold auphins and one red. The letters and other symbols
indicate moves. Tempera colors and gold leaf on parchment, 248 x 168 mm. Los Angeles, J. Paul
Getty Museum, MS Ludwig XV 15, fol. 14v. Photo: Getty Open Content.

50 The board in the Codex Manesse is six squares by seven.

51 Despite their limitations the most representative catalogues of archaeological finds are Kluge-
Pinsker, Schachspiel und Trictrac (now 30 years out of date), and Grandet and Goret, Echecs et
trictrac (dealing almost exclusively with France). One can compare the representation of abstract
sets in those catalogues to that in catalogues curated for artistic taste, such as Wichmann and
Wichmann, Chess, and Bardies-Fronty and Dunn-Vaturi, Art du jeu, jeu dans Uart.

52 Quotation from Burnett, “The Instruments Which Are the Proper Delights of the Quadrivium,”
179, n. 20; translation by Burnett, 184. Burnett avows that the interpretation of this passage re-
mains unclear to him (184, n. 35).
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The tenacity of the loan words to designate the elephant pieces may derive
from the same preference for setting chess pieces somewhat apart from the world.
Both the Bonus Socius and his contemporary and countryman, the Lombard Ja-
copo de Cessolis, who wrote a wildly popular allegory of chess, employ regina for
the queen but still refer to the bishop as the alphinus, even though Jacopo com-
pares the latter’s role to that of a judge. The fate of these terms in the fourteenth-
century French translations is telling, since the words roine/dame and fol were
now available to French speakers. Jean Ferron’s translation of the allegory does
use roine, but the other piece, to which Jacopo had attributed the role of judge, is
still the aufin. In the anonymous translation of the Bonus Socius, regina reverts to
fierge and aufin continues its uninterrupted reign. Late medieval copies of the
problem sets also preserve the familiar abstract forms in their diagrams. It is as if
the keenest chess players, the people who would want a collection of problem sets,
were also the most conservative in their terminology and visualization.

The French aufin was still alive and well at the waning of the Middle Ages. In
a long political allegory published in 1389 and widely read into the fifteenth cen-
tury, Philippe de Méziéres wrote of a metaphorical player “moving an aufin diag-
onally.”*® The allegorical Eschéz d’Amours of the 1370s and its commentaries
revert from newer to older terminology. Although this text constitutes a thorough
poetic response to the Roman de la Rose, the first surviving French text to employ
fol for the bishop, the terminology of the Eschéz is conservative: fierge and
aufin.>* Latin glosses in a late-fourteenth-century French hand in one manuscript
employ virgo and alphilus.> In a further moralization of what was already an
elaborate allegory, the Livre des eschez amoureux moralisés, Evrart de Conty em-
ploys fierge and aufin (this text was completed sometime before his death in
1405). In an echo of the formulations of earlier allegorists, he writes: “Next the
fierge, in other words, the virgin or the queen of chess ” (“La fierge aprés, c’est a
dire la vierge ou la royne des eschez”), and, further on, “The aufins represent the
advisors and judges that these two pieces greatly resemble” (“les auffins repre-
sentent les conseilliers et les juges asquelz ces deux auffins sont assez ressam-
blable”).>® His choice of advisors and judges suggests that the fou was still far
from the dominant paradigm in France.

Well beyond France, and into the first decades of the sixteenth century, the
old names and forms survived. I have already mentioned the tenacity of the Ara-
bic loan word in Catalan and Castilian. The form of the abstract piece in Europe

53 Philippe de Méziéres, Le songe du viel pelerin, 280.

54 The pieces are introduced at lines 4793 and 4830.

55 Gloss on lines 4793 and 4835, edition 617 and 618.

56 Evrart de Conty, Le livre des eschez amoureux moralisés, 2.2, 652, and 2.5.1, 668.
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does sometimes resemble a bishop’s miter, as in the case of a piece found at a
convent in southern Sweden (Figure 17B). But the upright horned shaped proba-
bly derived, not from the visual association with the miter, but from a genealogy
of pieces with upright horns that can be traced back at least to the eleventh cen-
tury in France. It also appears in the same region of Sweden, possibly as early as
the twelfth century (Figure 17A).% It is this form that gave rise to the symbol in
some of the earliest printed chess diagrams, the woodcut prints that accompanied
the Italian and Castilian text of a treatise by the Portuguese Pedro Damiano da
Odemira, printed in Rome in 1512 and reprinted three more times before, in the
popular book’s fifth edition (ca. 1524-1550), the woodcuts were recreated and the
medieval forms of the alphinus and rook are replaced with more modern ones.
This tenacity of the medieval forms is all the more remarkable because it coex-
isted with the new rules for the pieces’ movement: Damiano’s alphinus can move
as many squares as required, as in the modern game, and the text makes no ref-
erence to the medieval restriction to only two squares at a time.>®

We face a paradox. On the one hand, chess is a game. It is leisure and play.
And when it comes to play and creativity, chess is sublime. It involves a set of
plastic forms that invite creative redesign, an extensive terminology that invites
word play — as early courtly poets in Occitan and French quickly discovered —
and an analogy to the military or social sphere that invites the kind of allegory
that medieval writers and readers adored. On the other hand, the history of chess
is marked by the endurance of fixed forms and fixed words, even by a resistance
to change that emanates, not from authorities, but from the players themselves.
The rules have changed, it is true, but that change took place sometime in the late
Middle Ages and since then the rules of European chess have exhibited a similar
fixity. And the piece forms used in serious play today have been essentially the

57 The upright style creates potential confusion with rooks. The piece in Figure 17 has previously
been identified as the latter, but a rook of a different form with a similar base was found at the
site and, after examination, I believe that all three pieces belong to the same set. The example
from eleventh-century France is from the set found at Noyon, where the narrow upright horns of
the alphinus are clearly distinct from the cleft form of the rook (set now held at the Musée de
Noyon et du Noyonnais; see Grandet and Goret, Echecs et trictrac, cat. 8.19). For later medieval
examples of abstract alphini with upright horns in sets whose rooks also survive, see the four-
teenth-century set in jasper and agate in Vienna, Kunsthistorisches Museum, Kunstkammer, 168,
and the late fifteenth-century set in rock crystal and smoky quartz in Paris, Musée de Cluny, Cl.
642; see Bardiés-Fronty and Dunn-Vaturi, Art du jeu, jeu dans lart, ca. 102.

58 On Damiano’s position in the history of chess treatises, see Murray, A History of Chess,
787-789, and Eales, Chess, 75-76, 80-82, and 201-203. The dating of rule changes for the moves of
the queen and bishop remains obscure, but see most recently Taylor, “How Did the Queen Go
Mad?”.
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same for more than 150 years. One can tinker around the edges of chess, with de-
tails that are inconsequential, but the rest remains as it has been for centuries.
Long before the invention of formal clubs and international associations for
chess players, the game evolved standards of form, terminology, and rule.

Such ossification appears in other games as well. In his survey of the rich va-
rieties of human play, Roger Caillois has located chess at the place where agéon
(competition) and ludus (rules, artificial difficulties) intersect, along with fencing,
football, and checkers. An entirely different region of Caillois’s taxonomy is given
over to mimicry (illusions, dolls, masked balls, theater and the arts of spectacle),
which he considers the most creative manifestation of play.>® But the curious
thing about chess is that it also participates in mimicry, so defined, in so far as
the pieces represent people and act out a battle. It is this mimicry that proved the
most fruitful for the medieval poets and allegorists, and for the sculptors of figu-
rative sets. As Michel Pastoureau has written, “the game of chess was made for
dreaming about the order of the world and the destiny of men.”®® The ultimate
fantasy of chess as mimicry is, of course, living chess of the kind described by
Lewis Carrol in Through the Looking-Glass, and What Alice Found There (1872), or
by J. K. Rowling in Harry Potter and the Philosopher’s Stone (1997). Serious chess
players today tend to consider this kind of thing frivolous. They prefer sets in the
Staunton design of 1849 (Figure 12) because nothing distracts the player from re-
flection on the game, which is now played at a very high level and requires years
of study. But even in the Middle Ages individuals played at a high level, in so far
as the rules allowed, and they studied the game. There are accounts of Persians,
Arabs, and Africans engaging in blindfold play in court of the Calif in the early
eighth century, and there was an appetite for problem collections, first in Islamic
and then in Christian lands.® Perhaps ultimately, then, what is remarkable about
chess is the range of audiences it can reach, from artists and poets who see it as
material for invention in their own medium, to the denizens of the court who
view competent play as an essential accomplishment, to philosophers (today we
would say, mathematicians) who think of it as a vehicle for training the mind. It
is among this last group, I would suggest, that the reasons are to be sought for the
conservatism in form and nomenclature of the pieces.

In modern cognitive psychology, research on chess play has led to a number
of insights into perception, the mind’s eye, mental processing, and expertise. This
research has demonstrated that the most important mental processes in chess are

59 Caillois, Les jeux et les hommes, 45-91 and Table 1, 92.
60 Pastoureau, Le jeu d’échecs médiéval, 45.
61 For early blindfold play, see Murray, A History of Chess, 191-192.
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not logical-deductive ones, but rather visual-perceptual processing and memory
(also highly visual).®? Players glancing at the board tend to retain a pattern formed
of the salient pieces related to each other by color, spatial proximity, and relations
of defense. These patterns are abstract but involve significant geometric compo-
nents. In addition, players hold a repertoire of such perceptual structures in long-
term memory. The greater the experience of the player, the larger that repertoire. A
mechanism for accessing that memory bank allows players to recognize patterns
that they have already seen, increasing the speed with which they perceive the
pieces on the board in front of them. This memory bank also helps them to generate
new moves. The meeting point of perceptual structures retrieved from memory and
current visual information is the mind’s eye. Between the retina and the mind’s eye
lies what William Chase and Herbert Simon call the “visual vestibule”:

The vestibular representation is by no means an unprocessed pictorial replica of the exter-
nal world: contours are enhanced, the fovea is disproportionately represented, and there is
a loss of resolution in the periphery.5

It is unfortunate that historians of chess have made so little of the psychological
literature, for it offers an account of the mental processes that probably provided
the impetus to create the abstract chess pieces in the first place and a clear expla-
nation of the benefits of their simplified geometric forms. What is remarkable
about the pieces in Figure 15 is how easy it is to determine their nature and ar-
rangement from the briefest glance. The only potential confusion is between the
king and queen, whose size difference is clear if they stand next to each other but
may be more troubling if they become separated. Otherwise, the interplay of sim-
ple geometric forms, all clearly visible from a slightly elevated angle, suffice to
distinguish each kind of piece. This is a similar effect to that achieved by the
Staunton design (Figure 12), even though it deploys European symbols: the crown,
the diadem, the miter, and the tower. All have been abstracted, perhaps none
more so than the bishop. In psychological terms, the visual simplicity of these sets
suits the visual vestibule and the mind’s eye. It spares players from having to per-
form all of the reduction to geometric forms themselves, allowing them to focus
their mental energy on the other processes involved in the game. And it is play-
ers’ reliance on memory - a faculty much appreciated and trained in the Middle

62 I here follow Chase and Simon, “The Mind’s Eye in Chess.” See also their “Perception in
Chess.” The theory has been refined by Gobet and Simon, “Templates in Chess Memory,” Groot,
Thought and Choice in Chess, and Groot and Gobet, Perception and Memory in Chess. For a recent
overview of the theory, see especially Gobet, de Voogt, and Retschitzki, Moves in Mind, chs. 4-6,
51-132.

63 Chase and Simon, “The Mind’s Eye in Chess,” 277.
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Ages, but only recently rehabilitated by modern psychology - that, I believe, best
accounts for the development of a standard in piece forms and nomenclature in
the absence of any institutional agency.**

The history of chess is marked by a tension between tenacious standards in
piece form and nomenclature and experiments by artists, poets, and novelists
desiring to exploit the suggestive structures of the game for their own ends. The
former offers immediate access to the highest mental processes, but at the ex-
pense of confining creativity within narrow bounds and rendering the game an
enigma. The latter has inspired sculpture and literature that comment on the
world of the artists’ day. But each is beholden to the other. It was the process of
formal creation that produced the abstract sets, medieval and modern, so appre-
ciated by players. And it is the timeless, enduring quality of the game, its associ-
ation with intense mental exercise, and perhaps even the apparent paradox of
change and continuity, that make it so appealing as a subject of art and litera-
ture. Thus chess serves as a model case for the interdependence of memory and
invention, of standard and anomaly, of rule and revolution.
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