








M A X E R N S T

Max Ernst’s earliest known chess set was a series of loosely sculpted plaster forms pictured
in a photo of Plaster Chess Set, 1929. Between 1929 and 1930 these king, queen, and bishop
figures were mounted together on a base and editioned as Roi, Reine et Fou, a trio which
may have been included in The Imagery of Chess show. Ernst, a serious player, also prepared
a framed watercolor referred to as his Strategic Value Chess Board 1 and a second version of it
which served as the board of Xenia Cage’s Chess Table. He additionally offered the 16 piece
plaster set of his transitional design, 1944 Plaster Chess Set Prototype, along with three complete
sets of his now classic 1944 Wood Chess Set. The forms, suggestive of Easter Island and African
sculptures, were initially composed from fragments of plaster casts of funnels and other
kitchen utensils which Ernst then had reproduced in different combinations of hardwoods by
the local craftsman Levy had found. Ernst also exhibited the plaster version of what became
his most famous sculpture, The King Playing with the Queen, a large, horned Minotaur King
seated at a chessboard, his right hand forward protecting his Queen while his left hand hides

the beheaded torso of another Queen figure behind him.
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Though he played a large part in organizing the show, Duchamp exhibited the smallest
known work, an altered readymade object. It was a wallet-style pocket chess set held
by a rubber glove pinned to the wall, with pins as center points of the chessboard
grid supposedly to hold the celluloid chess piece tabs Duchamp had custom-made. The
French chess master was making a visual pun referring to the chess tactic of “pinning” an
opponent’s piece in a position that rendered it useless. Often referring to art as “useless,”
Duchamp ironically offered the convenience of a portable chess set but rendered it useless
(hence now art) by inviting the player to try to move the miniature “pinned” pieces while
wearing a large clumsy rubber glove. Duchamp attempted to sell copies of his “pin-grip
pocket chess board” with the help of his friend Grandmaster George Koltanowski, with
whom he staged a blindfold chess event on January 6, 1945. With Duchamp as interlocutor,
Koltanowski simultaneously defeated Levy, Museum of Modern Art Director Alfred Barr, Jr.,
artist/designer Xanti Schawinsky, composer Vittorio Rieti, painter Dorothea Tanning,

and Max Ernst. Architect Frederick Kiesler forced a draw.
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The Blindfold Chess Event, Julien Levy Gallery,
January 6, 1945
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Living in self-imposed exile in Hollywood, California, from 1940 until 1951, Man Ray was

an eager, though long-distance participant in the exhibition. Though this American Dadaist
and Surrealist began designing chess sets as soon as he had mastered mechanical drawing in
high school, as demonstrated in Recto: Perspective Study for Chess Pieces, he assembled his first
actual chess set in 1920 from wooden found objects in his studio. He sent his deluxe 1926
Silver Chess Set, an enlarged version of this first 1920 wood set to The Imagery of Chess show.
This 1926 set and its table design was the inspiration for his later 1962 Chess Set and Table edition.
Man Ray may also have submitted an earlier 1944 version of Design for Chess Pieces drawing
from which one set was ordered and produced in 1945. Unable to participate in person at
the Blindfold Chess Match Duchamp planned, Man Ray may also have sent the photograph
Self Portrait with Chess Set, and his chessboard painting The Knight’s Tour to represent him as a

player in absentia.

One of Duchamp’s chess friends, Freudian psychiatrist Dr. Gregory Zilboorg loaned the show
an early 1923 prototype of what was to become the iconic 1924 Josef Hartwig Bauhaus Chess
Set. Perhaps the first chess set whose sole subject was the nature of the game of chess itself,
this set visually portrayed the “... role the figure has to play in the struggle.” Derived from
identical wooden blocks, the abstract shape of each piece portrayed its identity solely by

indicating its direction of movement.

Having suffered the senseless, chance privations of warfare before arriving safely in America
the European artists, especially, drew closer to the game of chess. Chess was the game of
war, but it was a cathartic one. It was an orderly game of skill with rules, not blind chance,
determining one’s destiny. For these disenfranchised immigrant artists the opportunity to
design a chess set, to create a harmonious ensemble of new forms, allowed them to imagine

a new, more ideal model of society and network of relationships. Then, as now, chess offered

players and artists alike a sense of community.
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The wartime scarcity of good materials generated a strong psychic urge to piece together

a new world from whatever could be found. Chess set prototypes and the sculptures that
Ernst and David Hare exhibited were plaster originals, not bronze casts. The lack of
fresh art supplies drove artists to work with found objects and salvaged materials instead.
In 1942, Alexander Calder used slices of a broom handle to create his first Traveling Chess
Set, then went on to use odds and ends of wooden bric-a-brac, including the sawn-off
legs of his studio sofa as the rooks, to complete his Assemblage Chess Set and Board of 1944.
Scarcity promoted reducing forms to their minimal limits as Yves Tanguy did with his Chess
Set and Tabletop Board, first made in Paris, 1938, then again in New York in 1944. The sets
he fashioned, also from broom handles, rival the Hartwig Bauhaus Chess Set for simplicity,
functionality, and clarity of identity and purpose. Surrealism’s theorist André Breton and
art critic Nicolas Calas took the use of scavenged found objects even further by assembling a

temporary Wine Glass Set and Board from borrowed wine glasses and mirrors.
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N E W M A T E R I A L S

Though wartime made the familiar materials scarce it also introduced artists to new
experimental materials. Laszl6 Moholy-Nagy sent his protégé Richard Filipowski’s Clear Chess
Set entirely from transparent surplus Plexiglas. Xanti Schawinsky used curving lengths of the
plastic rod to describe artillery trajectories over a chessboard battlefield, and Isamu Noguchi
used Plexiglas to fashion colored abstract silhouette-figure Chess Set pieces and the inlays on
the Chess Table he made from two other new aviation grade materials, lumber core plywood
and cast aluminum. Man Ray’s friend, the Czech architect and stage designer Antonin
Heythum, a government advisor on civilian substitutions for strategic materials, sent a small

chess set of lathe-turned and anodized aluminum, which influenced Man Ray’s post-war designs.
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T R A b1 T I ON & I N N O V A T I O N

While new materials and scarcity of familiar ones sparked innovation, so too did these
artists’ awareness of chess history and tradition. Levy, Duchamp, Ernst, and Man Ray all had
their own chess libraries, and through copies of H.J.R. Murray’s 1913 masterwork A History
of Chess, many of the other artists drew inspiration from the 14 centuries of chess history.
Noguchi’s intense study of Indian culture and art led him to make his chess pieces sparkling
red and green and his table black with inlaid white center-points instead of squares, to pay
homage to traditional ruby and emerald chess pieces on black lacquered Indian boards
with their round mother of pearl center-points. Levy’s cast plaster chess board expressed
his love of both Eastern and Western stylistic traditions. A fan of Early Italian Renaissance
painter Piero della Francesca’s perspective geometry, Levy inscribed a forced perspective
grid into the plaster board surface but, with a nod toward the Indian board mother of pearl

center-points he embedded a lustrous mother of pearl seashell in the center of each square.

FI1GUWRATTION & A BSTRAUCTTION
By the time of The Imagery of Chess show in 1944, the experiments of Surrealism, which
begun in the 1920s to build bridges between reality and dreams, had reached the
boundaries between figuration and abstraction. Around this time, Chilean architect-
turned-Surrealist painter Roberto Matta tutored ambitious young New York painters Robert
Motherwell, Arshile Gorky, and Jackson Pollock in Surrealist collage and calligraphic
automatic writing techniques. Matta promoted a new “Abstract Surrealism” to them.

The picturing of chess sets and boards offered the perfect nexus of figuration and abstraction.

Chess pieces, designed as harmonious families of forms almost always read as figures, even
when abstracted. However, the chess boards they were moved about on were increasingly
viewed as purely geometric, gridded, totally flat, abstract spaces. They were canvases across
which linear, multi-directional, non-perspectival painting gestures, like chess moves, could be
made in a new type of conceptual space. The dialogues that Gorky and Motherwell had with
Matta and the exposure that the New York art community had to “chess space” described in
the chess board grid paintings of Man Ray, Dorothea Tanning, Max Ernst, John Cage, and
Julio de Diego in The Imagery of Chess show may have contributed to the development of the

flat picture plane abstraction of the New York School and by extension to later forms of

Minimal grid-based art.
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John Cage (1912-1992)
Chess Pieces, c 1944
Black and white ink and
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u
- André Breton (1896-1966) and Nicolas Calas (1907-1988).

LOOKING BACK — LOOKING FORWARD

The Imagery of Chess exhibition of 1944 was an idea simply sparked by the absence of a chess
set. Yet, it led a diverse range of creative talents to produce an incredibly rich variety of
work based on the 14 centuries of chess history and culture. It gave 20th-century modernists
alternative ways to think about space, form, and movement; offered a new set of abstract
Modernist norms; and has encouraged the aesthetic explorations of subsequent generations

of artists, designers, and architects.

—Larry List
New York, August 2016
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1962 Silver Chess Set and Table, 1962

Enameled metal chessboard with 32 Sterling Silver Players
Edition 1 of 5
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