CHAUCER’S KNOWLEDGE OF CHESS

by Mark N. Taylor

Among the aristocracy in the later Middle Ages, according to the author-
itative H. J. R. Murray, “chess attained to a popularity in Western Europe
which has never been excelled, and probably never equalled at any later
date.” Judging by the extant literature, its “conquest of the leisured
classes” was complete, “while a knowledge of chess had spread downwards
from the inmates of castle and monastery to the wealthier burgesses and
merchants of the towns. It was widely played by the Jews in the Ghettoes.
It was an essential portion of the equipment of the . . . minstrel.” If the
romances, chansons d’aventure, and occasional legal documents are any
indication, aristocratic women also played chess and sometimes excelled:
the board was regarded as one acceptable point of contact between sexes.?
Allusions to chess in medieval literature are numerous, from inclusions
in lists of courtly pastimes, to accounts of chess masters, to legal briefs, to
technical treatises, to a full-blown allegorical romance. On the technical
side, medieval experimentation with the rules developed the slower
Persian game into the seemingly perfected version played today.

Given the high interest in chess in Chaucer’s day, it is worth exploring
the extent of the poet’s knowledge of chess for the light it sheds on him
as homo ludens and on his references to the game, notably the famous pas-
sage in the Book of the Duchess. Despite two articles in the 1940s on Chaucer
and chess and two more in the past decade, the question has never been
fully addressed, and Chaucer’s references remain problematic. Among
the recent treatments, Margaret Connolly assumes that Chaucer’s knowl-
edge of chess came only through the Roman de la Rose and so his handling
of it was confused and ineffective.* Guillemette Bolens and Paul B. Taylor
exonerate Chaucer by assigning the poor application of the chess
metaphor to a deliberate rhetorical strategy.” Both readings are somewhat
labored and their accuracy compromised by a failure to directly consult
Murray’s authoritative reference, which dispels some of the difficulties
inherent in their understandings. In this article I argue that Chaucer
used the chess metaphor in the Book of the Duchess to express, in the con-
ventional terms of the day, the depths of the Knight's love for his late wife,
and also that the poet’s knowledge of chess was adequate to this purpose.
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In Chaucer’s works there are three references to chess that go beyond
the metaphorical use of “mate” or “Chek mat!” (TC1I, 754) for one who
has been defeated.” One passage in the Franklin’s Tale merely includes
the game as a typical aristocratic pastime (V 900) and does not warrant
further consideration here. Of the other two references, both appear in
the Book of the Duchess, and the more extensive one has attracted contin-
ued critical attention because of difficulties in its presentation, that is,
how it may contribute to our understanding of the narrator and grieving
Knight and how it reflects Chaucer’s handling of loss as a theme. Using
the metaphor of a chess game, the Knight blames his opponent Lady
Fortune for the death of his beloved wife Blanche:

“At the ches with me she gan to pleye;

With hir false draughtes dyvers

She staal on me, and tok my fers.

And whan I sawgh my fers awaye,

Allas, I kouthe no lenger playe,

But seyde, ‘Farewel, swete, ywys,

And farewel al that ever ther ys!’
“Therwith Fortune seyde, ‘Chek her,’

And mat in the myd poynt of the chekker,?

With a poun errant. Allas,

Ful craftier to pley she was

Than Athalus, that made the game

First of the ches, so was hys name.

But God wolde I had oones or twyes

Ykoud and knowe the jeupardyes

That kowde the Grek Pictagores!

I shulde have pleyd the bet at ches

And kept my fers the bet therby.

And thogh wherto? For trewely

I holde that wyssh nat worth a stree!

Hyt had be never the bet for me,

For Fortune kan so many a wyle

Ther be but fewe kan hir begile;

And eke she ys the lasse to blame;

Myself I wolde have do the same,

Before God, hadde I ben as she;

She oghte the more excused be.

For this I say yet more therto:

Had I be God and myghte have do

My wille whan she my fers kaughte,

I wolde have drawe the same draughte.
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For, also wys God yive me reste,

I dar wel swere she took the beste.
But through that draughte I have lorn
My blysse; allas, that I was born!”

(652-86)°

When we read these lines against medieval chess lore, we find that they
convey a fair amount of information about what Chaucer must have
known about the game. That understanding, in turn, can clarify much
of the obscurity and misunderstanding surrounding this passage.

Like Jean de Meun and most other medieval authors, Chaucer makes
limited use of his chess metaphor and does not attempt an allegorical
iteration. Recent critics have expended much effort to precisely corre-
late the “man in blak” (445) and his late wife Blanche to the colored
chess pieces and their squares.!® There is no warrant in the poem to jus-
tify such a high degree of specificity, which derives from the scholarly
temper to account neatly for every detail, even those not explicitly
included in the text. We ought not assume that, because the Knight wears
black and his wife is named White, Chaucer wishes the reader to identify
either the couple or Fortune with squares or pieces of specific colors.
Such color symbolism transcends the chessboard. Moreover, because the
uniform contrast of black and white was not yet established in the
medieval game, Chaucer could not have assumed that his use of these
colors would lead readers to make such a connection. While the influ-
ential Jacobus de Cessolis (Caxton’s source) does use these colors, many
other texts, including collections of chess problems copied in England,
were as likely to use other colors, most notably black and red, which were
already well established, as they had apparently continued in Europe
from the Persian tradition.!! Because Chaucer did not affix his charac-
ters explicitly to specific squares or pieces, color symbolism holds no sure
place in his use of the chess metaphor.

Chaucer’s knowledge of chess could have come from any of four dif-
ferent ways: (1) actual play of the game; (2) manuscript collections of
chess problems (puzzles is the more popular moniker today); (3)
extended metaphorical and didactic uses of chess in literature; or (4)
common usages of chess metaphors, either in literature or at large. In
the latter two instances, Chaucer need not have had any actual experi-
ence with the game. Indeed, from the point of view of a chess-conversant
modern reader, one of the most striking features of chess allusions in
medieval literature is their lack of sophistication, and, to be sure, chess
often figures in medieval literature in ways more iconographic than accu-
rate. Furnishing examples of authors’ ignorance, including impossible
moves, Murray states that chess was generally outlawed in universities,
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which may partly explain why many medieval writers express such poor
knowledge of the game.!? Even the most extensive and accurate figura-
tive use of chess, the late fourteenth-century allegorical romance Les
Eschecs amoureux, in which an entire game is played out against a lover
wooing a lady, depicts the lover blundering through moves that would
make even a casual player wince.!> Many medieval writers appropriated
chess figuratively for its social and moral resonance without scrupling
over an accurate usage. Chaucer, as we shall see, stands apart from other
writers in this respect.

Chaucer’s most direct source for his chess metaphor is usually identi-
fied as Jean de Meun’s Roman de la Rose, lines 6601-69, where Reason
recounts the victory of Charles, Count of Anjou and Provence, over
Manfred, King of Sicily, Conradin, and Henry.!* Bolens and Taylor refer
to Chaucer’s borrowing as “a critical axiom,” though they find “several
significant alterations” that diminish the value of the Roman as a source
text.!> The connection is slight indeed: beyond Chaucer’s reference to
Athalus (663), both works merely mention the mate in mid-board by an
errant pawn (cp. BD 660-61):

eschec et mat li ala dire
desus son destrier aufferrant
d’un tret de paonet errant
ou milieu de son eschequier.

(lines 6622-25)

[Charles] on his grey war-horse announced to him “check and mate”
with the move of an errant pawn in the middle of the chess board.

The use of the term “errant pawn” (paonet errant), however, “occurs fre-
quently in the Latin problem MSS to describe the mating Pawn.”!'® The
same phrase also occurs in an early fourteenth-century Anglo-Norman
problem collection (London, British Library MS Royal 13.A xviii): “A le
quinte tret soun adversarie mater / Ov un poun erraunt en mylu de
I’eschecker” (On the fifth move to mate his opponent with an errant
pawn in the middle of the chess board).!” The term must have been cur-
rent among chess players and problem formulators. Thus we should not
assume that Chaucer’s usage was suggested solely by the Roman rather
than by additional sources in chess literature.

Regrettably, there are no extant actual and complete games played in
the medieval period to which we may compare Chaucer’s use of chess,
although the various assizes, or local rules, are clear enough.!® On the
other hand, Chaucer’s reference to “the jeupardyes” (666) indicates an
awareness of manuscript collections of chess problems, which were called
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partita or jeopardies.'” The earliest ones we have date from thirteenth-cen-
tury Spain, although much of the material therein is directly related to
the pre-European mansubat of the Muslim world.?’ These widely circu-
lated problems were known in Chaucer’s day, and at least two important
collections dating from the late thirteenth to early fourteenth century in
England have survived.?! The purpose of chess problems was twofold.
Because they demand a knowledge of moves and strategies, they were
recommended as a good way to sharpen playing skills, especially in fore-
seeing moves,?? which is their chief function today. Many medieval prob-
lems, however, are clearly not derived from or reflect actual play, so they
represent an end in themselves.

Which of these kinds of chess knowledge are most likely to have been
possessed by Chaucer? The chess passage in the Book of the Duchess fur-
nishes us with a good amount of information, once it is correctly under-
stood. First, readers generally assume that, by the Knight’s account,
Fortune makes two moves.?® Perhaps Chaucer’s presentation, in which
loss of the fers (the medieval chess queen) and the checkmate are sepa-
rated by several lines of lamentation, is responsible for this general
impression. It is ambiguous, however, as to whether Fortune has made
one move or two. Did Fortune take the fers with her errant pawn and
declare check and mate? Or did she first take the fersand then mate with
the pawn on the second move? If so, did she declare check when taking
the fers How might the Knight have moved in response to the loss of his
fers? The question is not merely academic: how we answer bears directly
upon how we read Chaucer’s application of the metaphor. While I believe
that previous readers’ assumption that there are two moves is correct, it
will be helpful here to explicate briefly the grounds for it.

Although the Knight’s despair that he “kouthe no lenger playe” when
he lost his fers (655-56) and also the adverb “Therwith” (659) might indi-
cate a single checkmating move, there are several reasons to reject this
reading. First, even if “Therwith” links the taking of the fers with “chek,”
Chaucer’s phrase ““Chek her,” / And mat” (658-59) is not necessarily syn-
onymous with “checkmate” or even “check and mate” (as is the case with
eschec et mat in the Roman, quoted above).?* Second, “kouthe no lenger
playe” implies a crisis of imagination, not of possibility to continue the
game. If the Knight had been mated in one move, the phrase would be
superfluous. Third, why would the narrator dismiss the loss of the fers
(740-41) if that loss were synonymous with checkmate? If he were
reminding the Knight that it is only a game, his message would be made
more forceful by his referring to the mate. Fourth, the narrator describes
the Knight as “Ryght wonder skylful and resonable” (534), a phrase best
translated ‘marvelously discerning and of good judgment.’ Thus, assum-
ing that the Knight was a competent chess player and not a duffer like
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the lover of Les Eschecs amoureux, one may find it highly unlikely that he
would have allowed himself to fall into a position where a pawn could
checkmate by capturing the fers—the threat would simply be too obvi-
ous—and such a blunder would mitigate the effective presentation of
Fortune’s subtlety in checkmating (discussed below).?

Finally, the loss of the fers as prelude to checkmate is not unique to
Chaucer, nor is the conventional metaphor of equating the fers with one’s
lady. In an earlier instance of this metaphor, probably unknown to
Chaucer, we find a description of checkmate occurring after loss of the
fers and not simultaneous with it. A thirteenth-century troubadour, Peire
Bremon Ricas Novas, boasts of his chess skill:

Anz sai ab cavallier gen jogar et ab roc,

Et anc nuills hom sa dompna genseis garder non poc.
Mas En Sordels joguet a guisa de badoc,

Qan si mezeis aduis e la fersa el deroc;

Adoncs fon del joc matz.?

I know how to play ably with knight and with rook, and no one can
guard his lady better. But Sir Sordels plays like a duffer when he leads
his fers with himself to her ruin, and then gets checkmated.

The use of the adverb Adoncs indicates that mate follows loss of the fers
and is not synonymous with it. This circumstance is also clearly the case
in a similar chess game with a metaphor of Fortune described by Charles
d’Orléans in both French and English versions of his ballade:

Et par meschief, que maudite soit elle!
A ma Dame prise soudainnement;

Par quoy suy mat, je le voy clerement,
Se je ne fais une Dame nouvelle.?”

O woo worthe she that my game ouyrthrew
For tane she hath my lady welaway

That y am matt this may y se and say
Withouten so be y make a lady newe.?®

The import of this fact on Chaucer’s metaphor is that if loss of fers and
checkmate occur simultaneously, the loss of the lady is denigrated and
its impact is reduced to self-loss. When we read two moves, however, we
see in the space between loss of fers and checkmate how the Knight
despairs, living without joy and without hope. Although Chaucer’s pas-
sage remains ambiguous, I believe we are safer in reading two moves
rather than one.

We may now examine the moves of the endgame. Fortune’s penulti-
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mate move wins the Knight’s fers—“She staal on me and tok my fers”
(654)—and this capture throws him into despair. At one time critics con-
fused the fers of the medieval chess game with its more powerful modern
counterpart, the queen.?® Recent critics have pointed out, however, that
the loss of the fers is minor compared to the loss of its modern descen-
dant, a situation that may well give a player reason to lament and even
resign.* A corrected understanding of the value of the medieval fers com-
plicates recent readings of the passage. Unlike the modern queen, which
can move any number of squares and in any straight or oblique direc-
tion, the fers could move only one square and only diagonally. Since the
fers was not powerful, its loss should not give a player cause for the despair
the Knight expresses. Indeed the narrator finds the outburst unac-
countable: “But ther is no man alyve her / Wolde for a fers make this
woo!” (740-41). Is the narrator remaining obtusely literal in his regard
by saying the loss of the fers in the course of the game is not important
enough to warrant such sorrow? Or is he emphasizing, more philosoph-
ically, that the loss occurs only within a game—that this world, compared
with the next, has no more reality than a game of chess? There are sev-
eral attempts to explain the difficulty of this reading: (1) The fers’s role
was to defend the king; thus its loss weakens the king by leaving him
exposed.’! (2) The metaphorical significance of the analogy, lost on the
narrator, is more important than actual play of the game.?? (3) The dis-
proportion of the Knight’s despair is revealed by the “practical intellect”
of the narrator.?® (4) The metaphor is confused because Chaucer’s knowl-
edge of chess is entirely at secondhand.* (5) The chess metaphor is
intentionally confused in order that “a collaborative correction” may
emerge in the course of the poem.*®

I suggest that the most obvious reading has hitherto been overlooked.
Any good chess player knows when checkmate is imminent because he
or she is accustomed to seeing several moves ahead. The chess problems
provide particularly valuable training in this skill. For this reason the los-
ing side in modern tournament play often resigns prior to checkmate.?
W. H. French’s belief that the Knight resigned prematurely ignores the
fact that Fortune announced mate.?” As discussed above, Fortune took
the Knight’s fers and then on her very next move checkmated him with
a pawn. The Knight despairs at losing his fers because he knows that he
will be unable to escape checkmate in the next move. The metaphorical
significance of this common chess situation conveys a common declara-
tion of love: the loss of his wife precipitates his own loss because she was
everything to him; he cannot live without her. This sense of despair is not
the same as equating her loss with self-loss, which would be better con-
veyed by means of a single mate-by-capture move, as noted earlier. Rather,
in losing her, he loses all hope of future happiness. The chess metaphor
expresses the depths of the Knight’s abiding love for his late wife.
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In the final move, Fortune checkmates the Knight’s king in the center
of the board with a “poun errant” (660-61): Chaucer emphasizes the sub-
tlety of Fortune’s checkmate by having it accomplished by a pawn. A mate
by rook or knight would be more obvious. In fact, as Murray observes:

In early times the mate in the centre of the board was highly
esteemed, especially in France and England.?® In the banter that
went on between Charlot and Bauduinet during their game in Oger
de Danemarche, Charlot says that he does not think much of a player
who can only mate with a Knight or Rook; the player who knows how
to drive the King into the four points and can then mate him with a
Pawn is the one who deserves praise. By the four points are meant the
four squares d4, d5, e4, €5, in the centre of the board.?

Chaucer’s disciple, Thomas Hoccleve, also states that a mate by pawn is
considered a humiliating defeat:

Shame hath he bat at the cheker pleith,
Whan pat a powne saith to the kyng “chek mate.”

The Knight'’s sorrow may reflect this chagrin, at once personal, social,
and spiritual.*' He remarks: “My boldnesse ys turned to shame” (617).
Chaucer’s use of the phrases “poun errant” and “myd poynt of the
chekker” indicates, whatever the source, a familiarity with the technical
vocabulary of chess. The description of the mate, which is far more
detailed than common metaphorical references, is accurately calculated
to impart a strong emotional resonance.

Chaucer does mention one specific kind of chess treatise when the
Knight expresses the wish that he had occasionally familiarized himself
with “the jeupardyes” (666), that is, chess problems, as noted earlier, so
that he “shulde have pleyd the bet at ches” (668). When offered as a chal-
lenge, a wager was often attached to chess problems as well as to chess
games. Murray states, “From the custom of playing for a stake arose cer-
tain rather obvious parallels, e. g. life is a game of chess between Man
and the Devil, the stake being the Man’s soul.”*? The allegorical Eschecs
amoureux makes the same connection: the defeated lover is told, “ainsy
va des gieus de Fortune” (so goes the game of Fortune) (line 1908).
Chaucer’s game of chess between the Knight and Fortune is of this type,
the stake being, perhaps, the Knight’s worldly happiness. Where there is
a wager, there is a propensity to deceive, and some problem manuscripts
explicitly reflect this. A fifteenth-century Italian manuscript (Florence,
Biblioteca Nazionale XIX.7.37) containing Civis Bononie, one of the great
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problem collections, includes additional advice to professional gamesters
on fleecing the unwary:

Vt autem caute ludas nec possis perdere est considerandum ut
scias concludentis secreta circa que dantur plures cautele. prima
est: Certum est quod partitum bonum non debet esse id quod
apparet sed eius oppositum.

But in order that you may play cautiously and avoid losing, you
should take care that you know the secrets of the gamester, con-
cerning which many tricks are given. The first is: it is certain that a
good problem ought not to be what it appears, but the opposite.*

Some of the tricks revealed, which are on the level of the street hustler’s
three-card monte, give the game of chess a questionable reputation in
the eyes of some medieval writers, such as Robert of Brunne, who com-
plains about players deceived (byswok) by crafty moves (draughtes queinte)
and tricks (sleyghtes):

Somme pat wolde nought of pe tabler
Drowe for the meyne for pe cheker
Wyb draughtes queinte of knight & rok,
& oper sleyghtes ilk oper byswok

At ilka mattyng bei seide ‘chek’;

Pat most per loste sat y pe blek.

This darker side of the problems in the hands of hustlers apparently col-
ored the usual vernacular term jeopardies and has given the word its pre-
sent negative connotation.* This deceit associated with the jeopardies
accounts for the Knight’s otherwise unfairly negative view of Fortune:

For fals Fortune hath pleyd a game
Atte ches with me, allas the while!
The trayteresse fals and ful of gyle.

(618-20)

And he describes her endgame moves as “hir false draughtes dyvers” by
which “She staal on me” (653-54). Had the chess player been more famil-
iar with the traps found in the problems, he might have fared better. He
might have known that “partitum bonum non debet esse id quod apparet
sed eius oppositum” (a good problem ought not to be what it appears,
but the opposite). Had the Knight been more familiar with the negative
side of providence, he would not have been deluded but instead would
have known what to expect at the height of his happiness. At last he
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understands that this is how the game is played, and he achieves some
resolution in his admission, “I wolde have drawe the same draughte” (682).

Chaucer’s knowledge of chess thus surpasses that commonly found in
literary allusions and approaches that of the jeopardies, which he explic-
itly mentions in connection with the negative characterization of Fortune.
Indeed, his concise use of chess moves resembles the chess problems,
both in brevity and in the moves themselves. Were it not for the explicit
statement that the Knight has played a chess game with Fortune in con-
trast to the limited moves of the jeopardies (665-68), we could reasonably
read their game as a jeopardy wager. Indeed, it is entirely possible that
Chaucer based his endgame on an existing chess problem. This one
might be described as “mate in two” with the hint “first taking the fers and
then mating with a pawn in the four points.” That none of the problems
in Murray’s compendium precisely corresponds to Chaucer’s endgame
should not be a surprise.*¢ As Murray notes, “Although between 30 and
40 MSS. dealing entirely or in part with partita are known still to exist,
these must represent only a portion of the output in the Middle Ages;
the problem-lover could not do much without his own collection of par-
tita.” Moreover, the extant manuscripts are “of considerable size, and less
likely to be destroyed or mislaid than the smaller collections, which were
all that the ordinary player would be able to afford.”*” Nonetheless, every
element in Chaucer’s long passage can be found to share something in
common with these problems. Many involve mates in two moves; several
feature mates by pawns and/or mates in the four points; a few even
involve capturing the fers.* With a little ingenuity, one could even create
a problem directly based on Chaucer’s endgame.*

Chaucer makes one other direct use of chess terms in this passage, in
a line that remains puzzling: “Thogh ye had lost the ferses twelve” (723).
In medieval chess as in today’s game, it is impossible for a player to have
more than nine queens on the board (the original plus eight promoted
pawns). Cooley provides sufficient grounds to reject older attempts to
make sense of this line, though his own dubious solution is to omit the
definite article and adopt the position that twelve is merely determined
by the rhyme.5° While it is impossible to have twelve ferses of one color on
the board simultaneously in a chess game, it is quite possible in a chess
problem, because not all medieval problems needed to resemble positions
resulting from actual play. Although I have not discovered a problem fea-
turing the loss of exactly twelve ferses, some extant problems do feature
impossible numbers of ferses on the board, and another problem has a
lone knight taking eight ferses and other pieces.”! In the Anglo-Norman
Royal manuscript (quoted above), the fifth problem requires a lone king
to prevent sixteen pawns from promoting to ferses.>? This task could never
arise in the course of an actual game. Perhaps Chaucer is referring to a
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lost chess problem known in his circle. Moreover, Cooley’s suggestion that
the ferses twelve plays on douzepers is worth serious consideration.® For both
reasons, the argument to omit the definite article is unsound.

In all, the evidence suggests that Chaucer’s knowledge of chess went
beyond the common metaphors. His usage is as specific as, and more
accurate than, the more detailed depictions of chess moves in the alle-
gorical literature, although not as extensive. Chaucer’s usage strongly
indicates that he had a technical knowledge of the problems. If Chaucer,
otherwise unfamiliar with the game, has merely abbreviated the kind of
usage found in chess allegories or other secondary sources, his concision
is remarkably accurate, substantial, and appropriate for one otherwise
unfamiliar with the game. We therefore may reasonably conclude that
Chaucer’s knowledge of chess extended beyond its usage in literature
and included some familiarity with chess problems or actual play. Was
Chaucer a chess player or a chess puzzler? Unless a reliable source tells
us that a medieval person played chess, we cannot know.>* The evidence
within a literary work will always be insufficient. Here we must leave rea-
sonable argument for speculation. Here also we may consider Chaucer’s
other reference to chess at line 51 in the Book of the Duchess.

Chess was a common pastime among the aristocracy and also the bour-
geois, as noted at the outset. Although Chaucer, a child of the bourgeois,
spent much of his life in the company of noblemen and ladies, we can-
not be certain that Chaucer picked up the game from either association.
Class consciousness, on the part of either Chaucer or the aristocracy, may
have worked against it to the degree that the prestige of chess was per-
ceived as exclusive of commoners such as merchants and servants.” At
the beginning of the poem, Chaucer’s persona eschewed playing chess
in favor of reading a romance:

So whan I saw I might not slepe
Til now late this other night,

Upon my bed I sat upright

And bad oon reche me a book,

A romaunce, and he it me tok

To rede and drive the night away;
For me thoughte it better play
Then playe either at ches or tables.

(44-51)

The choice may have been influenced by his chronic sickness, but it was
not dictated by the late hour; otherwise Chaucer would not have indi-
cated that chess playing was a viable diversion for an insomniac.? At any
rate, he prefers reading to playing chess. Moreover, one senses a certain






