




One of the wonderful things about chess is that it is like a time machine. Play through 
a game of Paul Morphy or François-André Danican Philidor, and you are transported 
to the year 1858 or 1783. The position on their board then is on yours to the last detail, 
and their presence along with it is almost real. The dial on the machine can be turned 
some more, to the year 1620 or 1475 or 946 or still earlier, and the effect is the same. 
But the further in time you travel, the more bewildering the world becomes. Go back 
far enough, and not a word anyone says will be intelligible, even though they insist 
they are speaking English. You may see two people playing what they call chess while 
doing things that are completely unrecognizable.

This is simply the way culture works: things change, either quickly or slowly, but 
also inevitably. Language is an important and instructive model for how this happens. 
Those long-ago English speakers make no sense 
to us, but English got from there to here somehow 
while being intelligible to everyone along the way. It 
may seem paradoxical, but is in fact not. Languages 
change by evolving in tiny bits, a new word here, 
an old one forgotten there, slowly transforming 
into something else. It is still happening now: the 
Oxford English Dictionary’s Word of the Year for 
2023 was rizz. A few hundred more years of words 
like rizz, and we will be unintelligible to whoever is 
around then.

Chess evolves in the same fashion. As with lan-
guage, this stream of small changes is constantly in 
motion. In Garry Kasparov’s day, time increments 
were almost unheard of, but are expected in every 
game now. The adjournment after forty moves of 
play, on the other hand, was commonplace then 
but incomprehensible to today’s digital generation. 
Another rule change very much in the news is the 
randomized initial array known as Freestyle Chess 
or Chess960, which, according to some, will revolu-

tionize the future of the game. Behind all the hoopla, though, is 
a long history of smaller experiments in shuffling pieces around. 
For instance, Victorian England saw a vogue for chess games 
with the positions of knights and bishops switched. The most 
important rule change in the history of chess is the adoption of 
long queen and bishop moves in the late 1400s. Even this did 
not happen in a vacuum. Instead, “Mad Queens Chess,” as it was 
then known, was but one of many variants circulating in me-
dieval Europe that toyed with the rules to a smaller or greater 
extent, and it cannot be understood without reference to them.

The starting point for these variants was the stan-
dard set of rules imported into Europe around the 
turn of the millennium from the Islamic caliphates to 
the south and east. This standard ruleset featured an 
8x8 gridded board, with eight pawns and eight pieces 

for each side. Rooks, knights, 
and kings moved as they do 
now, but here the similarities 
end. The game could be won 
by “bared king”—capturing 
all the opponent’s pieces ex-
cept for the king—or by stale-
mating the king, as well as by 
checkmating him. Also, to-
day’s queen was then a firzan, 
or counsellor, which moved 
and captured one square along 
any diagonal. The bishop was 

instead an elephant, which hopped over one square along any 
diagonal and captured the same way. Pawns could move only 
one square ahead and always promoted to a firzan, though they 
at least captured as they do now. Castling and en passant did not 
exist at all. It made for a decidedly slower game than the modern 
one, though it also gave the medieval endgame an extraordinari-
ly rich strategic depth owing to its protracted maneuvers.

But people have always liked to monkey around with things. 
Early European chess manuscripts show abundant evidence of 
this. By the 1270s, the king’s leap was common enough to be 
mentioned in the Jacobus de Cessolis work Liber de moribus ho-
minum et officiis nobilium sive super ludum scaccorum (Book 
of the customs of men and the duties of nobles or the Book of 
Chess). This was a special privilege of the king, which allowed it 
to jump one square in any direction and even hop over friendly 
pieces if needed. This privilege could be used only once, on the 
king’s very first move. Here is the obvious germ of the modern 
rule allowing the king to castle—a surprisingly ancient begin-
ning to something often considered recent. A few years later, in 
Spain, the Libro de los Juegos, commissioned by King Alfonso 
X of Castile in 1283, was already allowing pawns to move two 

squares on their first move, but only un-
til the first capture of the game had been 
made. In the next century or two, Spanish 
usage even came to include a version of en 
passant, though the pawn making a dou-
ble move was the one doing the captur-
ing rather than the other way around. The 
Cessolis manuscript also notes stalemate 
as a draw and bared king as no longer a 
win, corresponding precisely to modern 
win conditions.

Aside from the ways that pieces moved, 
their names and physical form were also 
subject to gradual change long before 
the current game developed. Queens and 
bishops had been present on European chess boards since at 
least the 1100s, as shown by the delightful Lewis chessmen, the 
somewhat misnamed Charlemagne chessmen, and many oth-
ers. We also see the beginnings of the European divergence in 
piece-naming conventions. Spain and Russia preserved an older 
terminology, perhaps due to their geographic proximity to the 
caliphates from which they had learned the game. Spain con-
tinued to use the Arabic word alfil, while the Russians simply 
translated it directly into “elephant,” as it still remains, and kept 
the Arabic word ferz for the queen. French texts, however, had 
already started using the word “fool” for the bishop by the early 
thirteenth century and have continued this usage without inter-
ruption. As with the regal queens and bishops, we see that some 
of the features of chess most identified with the shift to moder-
nity in the late 1400s turn out to have a far earlier and more pro-
gressive evolution.

Some medieval innovations didn’t pan out. The Libro de los Juegos notes a variant of chess using 
dice, where the results of the throw determine which piece must be moved. Another variant in the 
Libro makes captures compulsory. Still more strange is a rule where the king and queen, if neither 
has moved, may move together and have the result count as one single move. Occasionally, ideas were 
floated that almost amounted to a new game altogether. Under this heading belong variants such as 
Courier Chess, a German innovation of the 1100s that featured an 8x12 board and new pieces like the 
sage, the fool, and the courier. The Libro had its own take on expanded chess, with the Grant Acedrex 
having a 12x12 board and such exotic pieces as the unicorn, lion, and giraffe. In Central Asia, Com-
plete Chess achieved a measure of popularity with its 10x11 board, camels, giraffes, and war engines. 
Some of the pieces introduced in these expanded games had moves very similar to what would be-
come the bishop and queen. In particular, the courier of Courier Chess, crocodile of Grant Acedrex, 
and scout of Complete Chess are exact analogues of the modern bishop. These 
experiments indicate that chess players were exploring long-range powers of 
movement hundreds of years before those supposedly dropped from the sky 
in the 1470s.

The new, expanded games, while lively, unpredictable, and often moderate-
ly successful, don’t seem to have survived into early modernity. But this is also 
the way culture works. Some novelties have staying power and some don’t, 
and there is no way to find out which ones do until they are all tried out in 
the open arena of cultural contest. When this does happen, there is usually a 
period of time alive with diversity and excitement. Something like this almost 
certainly took place in the late Middle Ages when conventional chess, the new 

expanded games, and what would eventually become Mad Queens Chess co-existed in a 
restless blend of gaming traditions.

The evidence of medieval texts bears this out. They recognized that the rules of chess 
had diverged in various regions of Europe according to what local game players found 
more pleasing. The term assize was thus coined to refer to the different codes of play. 

We hear of the Lombard, Spanish, and German assizes, as well as 
Long and Short assizes in England. Being aware of these differenc-
es beforehand could be useful in avoiding unpleasant and possibly 
violent disagreements over a move’s legality, particularly in games 
with money at stake. It was also possible to be fluent in multiple 
variants. Several chess problem manuscripts of the late 1400s and 
early 1500s contain positions of both the traditional ruleset and 
the variant that would become modern chess. None of these texts 
bother to comment on that fact, indicating that this type of bi-
lingualism was perfectly ordinary and unremarkable at the time. 
Most notably, the Repeticion de Amores of 1497, compiled by Lu-
cena, lumps all its problems together into one large group arranged 
by the number of pieces in each position. Lucena is completely un-
concerned about mixing different games together, beyond a small 
note by each diagram indicating which ruleset applies—nor does 
he prefer one to another, except to call the traditional style of play 

“of the old manner.” 
But as we know, one of these 

variants eventually came to 
displace all the rest. The term 
displace is probably more ap-
propriate here in its connota-
tions than other words such as 
replace. It calls to mind a pro-
cess of slowly pushing aside, of 
crowding out; for the advent 
of modern chess was less a 
revolution than an act of for-
getting, a letting go of the old 

ways as they pass into obscurity. From this point of 
view, it is not medieval chess that is the variant, but 
rather the thing we all do now which is the offbeat 
deviation, the anomaly veering off course. We, too, 
will be displaced and forgotten one day, since we and 
the strange things we do now are no less contingent 
in time than the old ways. It is sometimes unsettling, 
but also a deeply human condition. Chess is indeed a 
time machine, although time turns out to be the most 
human thing of all.  
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The earliest known existence of a game that can be unquestionably identified as a form 
of chess appeared in India around the 6th-7th centuries AD. Unlike older board games, 
which often used dice and typically had only one or two kinds of pieces, this earliest 
form of chess had six kinds of pieces, each with its own way to move. It was modeled 
on the chaturanga (“four-limbed”), a traditional form of the Indian army that had four 
components: chariots, cavalry, elephants, and infantry. This early form of chess and its 
six kinds of pieces represented the four parts of that army, plus a king and his minis-
ter. The moves for each piece in the game reflected the different functions of real-life 
military units. The chariot-pieces had the same move as our modern rook, moving 
rapidly along clear lines, like real chariots. The cavalry-pieces moved like our modern 
knight, able to move faster than infantry, leap over obstacles, and change directions 
quickly like actual cavalry. The infantry-pieces moved like the modern pawn, slowly 
forward, attacking only enemy units which were in direct contact with it, like real infan-
try. The king-piece moved like the modern king, one square in any direction it wanted. 

However, the minister (modern queen) 
could move only one square diagonally 
at a time. Pawns promoted to minister 
upon reaching the last rank, but since the 
minister’s diagonal move limited it to only 
half the squares on the board, a pawn pro-
moting on d8 was limited to a completely 
different set of squares than one which 
promoted on e8. The elephant (modern 
bishop) moved exactly two squares diago-
nally. Like the cavalry-piece (knight), the 
elephant could leap intervening pieces; 
but could reach only 8 squares of the 64, 
while a piece with the knight’s move can 
travel to all 64. Checkmate and stalemate 
brought victory, and victory could also be 
achieved by leaving the enemy king be-
reft of all his forces. Chaturanga adopted 
an 8x8 square board that already existed, 
having been used for centuries in other 
board games that were completely unlike 
this new game. Dice may have been used 
in some early versions of chaturanga to 
determine which piece could legally move 
in a turn. But chess, from its beginnings, 
has primarily been a game without dice, 
in which a player can move any of his 
pieces in a turn; thus making strategy the 
free calculation of possibilities rather than 
of probabilities.  

Chaturanga spread through 
Persia, and through the new-
ly-forming Islamic world, 
changing its name to chatrang 
and shatranj respectively. By 
the 10th century, shatranj had 
developed its own literature 
with composed problems, sys-
tems of opening play, and ways 

to rank players with regard to their strength. The 
Medieval Christian world learned of this new game, 
and in playing it retained the basic pieces, moves, 
and rules of shatranj. It became popular throughout 
that region, but significant changes in terminology 
were made. The minister-piece was renamed queen, 
likely because some queens were rulers with military 
responsibilities during the late Medieval period. The 
elephant-piece was given various new names, becom-
ing a bishop in England. While it seems strange to 
modern minds to have a bishop fighting in an army, 
that did not seem strange to Medieval Englishmen; 
in those days, bishops not infrequently had military 
responsibilities and commanded armies. Since char-
iots were no longer used, medieval players adopted 
new names for that piece; the term “rook” may have 
been based on a Persian term for the piece, which 
may have come from an earlier term meaning “chari-
ot”. The term “pawn” was ultimately derived from the 
Latin term for foot-soldiers. The cavalry piece be-
came, quite naturally, a knight. Medieval Christians 
changed the name of the game to fit their languages; 
in England, it was being called “chesse” by the late 
1400s. During these early centuries, boards became 
checkered, facilitating the visualization of moves.      

East Asia developed chess variants that have the ba-
sic features of chaturanga, but with a number of dif-
ferent features. China, which had much contact with 
India during the Tang dynasty, (7th through 10th 
centuries AD) developed a variant of chess that is still 
played by millions today. It has not been determined 
whether the Chinese form of chess (called xiangqi) 
might have preceded the appearance of chaturanga 
in India and influenced its rules, although scholarly 
opinion has tended to favor India as the birthplace 
of chess. In xiangqi, pieces are placed on the points 
of intersection of squares rather than the centers of 
squares, and the board has a “river” separating the 
players’ sides of the board. Through these changes, 
the 8x8 board of chaturanga is replaced by a 90-point 
board. Xiangqi has the same six kinds of pieces as 
chaturanga, but with some differences in their ba-
sic moves, plus the addition of a new piece. The 
xiangqi pieces move as follows: The king can move 
only one point orthogonally (not diagonally), and 
is confined to a 9-point fortress. There are two ad-

visers or guards that have the 
same move as the minister in 
chaturanga, (one point diago-
nally); but they are confined 
to the same 9-point fortress as 
their king. Elephants have the 
same move as the chaturanga 
elephant, but cannot leap piec-
es and cannot cross the river. 
Pawns move and capture or-
thogonally forward (not diag-
onally) one point at a time, and 
cannot promote, though they 
can move sideways one point 
as well as forward in the op-
ponent’s half of the board. The 
horse (knight) moves as the 
knight in western chess, but 
cannot leap pieces; the first part 
of its move must be orthogonal, 
and that point must be unoc-
cupied, before it completes 
the diagonal part of 
the knight’s move. 
Checkmate is the 
object of the game. 
The Japanese devel-
oped a chess variant, 
called shogi, which 
keeps many features 
of the original cha-
turanga, but makes 
so many changes that it is a 
very different game from in-
ternational chess, despite the 
obvious influence that the 
original form of chess had on 
many of its rules. Shogi uses a 
9x9 square board, and many 

A HISTORY
OF THE 
DIFFERENT 
VARIETIES 
OF CHESS

shogi variants have been invented over 
the centuries.

It is remarkable that the basic chaturanga 
pieces were retained throughout the geo-
graphic spread of chess; the moves of king, 
rook, knight, and pawn have survived with 
only minor modifications until today. How-
ever, significant challenges to communi-
cation across regions inhibited a full stan-
dardization of rules. Information traveled 
slowly and incompletely in the era of horse-
drawn travel, which was often dangerous. 
Literature intended for public consumption 
(including chess treatises) was limited to 
copied manuscripts, which were rare and 
expensive, before the advent of printing. In 
some areas, common people of limited lit-
eracy played on crudely-made sets, using 
rules passed on by spoken language only. 
But in other areas, chess was mainly played 
by the wealthy and the literate classes. 

Given those communication challenges, it 
is not surprising that many 
changes to the rules of 
chess were tried in dif-
ferent regions. Most of 
those variants were limit-
ed in time and place, and 
have not survived. But 
in a sort of survival of 
the fittest, some of those 
changes to chess rules 

have survived over the centuries to be-
come a part of modern chess. Since some 
of the innovations have occurred and re-
curred in different guises across the cen-
turies, the following summary will focus 
on general categories of changes rather 
than strict chronological sequencing.  
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Changes to the Moves 
of Existing Pieces
The original form of chess was a rather slow game, due to the 
limited movements of pieces other than knight and rook. As a 
result, the opening phase of a game developed slowly. Further-
more, the elephant’s move was regarded as too limited, since 
moving exactly two squares diagonally (no more or less) allowed 
the piece to reach only 8 squares. To address the latter issue, an 
attempt to strengthen the elephant’s move was made around 850, 
when it was allowed to move exactly two squares orthogonally 
(not diagonally), increasing its range. A more lasting change to 
the elephant’s move was made circa 900: it allowed the elephant 
to move one square straight forward as well as to any diagonally 
adjacent square. This move for the elephant is, interestingly, the 
same as that of the modern “Silver General” piece in shogi.    

To address the issue of the slowness of opening play, in the 
latter medieval period, pawns were allowed to move two squares 
forward on their first move. However, that change created con-
troversy over the issue of whether it is fair for a pawn to use this 
two-square move to pass safely by an opposing pawn. The result-
ing “en passant capture” rule, which addressed that problem, was 
not fully standardized across nations until the end of the 19th 
century. Another innovation that gained wide acceptance was a 
rule that a king could leap two squares in any direction (orthog-
onally, diagonally, or as a knight), jumping over other pieces in 
the way, on its first move. In some areas, the queen (which was 
still a weak piece), was given the same privilege.   

The most important change in the moves of pieces occurred 
in the last quarter of the 15th century, when the queen and bish-

op were given their modern 
moves. This sudden change, 
modeled on the rook’s original 
move, was certainly the re-
sult of a single invention. The 
name of the inventor(s) was 
not preserved, but he, she, or 
they apparently lived in either 
Italy, Spain, or France. By re-
placing the old moves of the 
queen and bishop with the 
stronger moves, the new game 
could be played with existing 
chess sets, a factor which un-
doubtedly facilitated its rapid 
spread, as did the invention of 
the printing press in that same 
century. The older moves of 
the queen and bishop were ex-
tinct everywhere within a few 
decades, superseded by the 
new, much faster game. 

The new moves of queen 
and bishop caused changes 
in some other rules of chess. 
Kings were no longer as safe 
while powerful queens and 
bishops were on the prowl. 
So the king’s leap became a 
useful way to move the king 
to a safer haven on its first 
rank, leaping over the rook 
after it was moved from the 
corner. This became the mod-
ern castling move. Endgames 
became much more decisive, 
since pawns could still pro-
mote to queens, but now with 
a much greater increase in 
power that made checkmates 
easier to achieve.                            



Adding New Pieces 
and Enlarging the Board
From the earliest days of chess, various at-
tempts were made to add new pieces with 
new kinds of moves to the chess set, to sup-
plement the six basic pieces of chaturanga. 
Increasing the size of the forces on each 
side by adding newly-created pieces cre-
ated a need to enlarge the board to ac-
commodate them, and boards of 12x12 
squares and even larger have been tried. 
Various new pieces, most with a limited 
range of movement, were tried. When the 
queen assumed its modern move in the 

15th century, combining the moves of rook 
and bishop, suggestions were made as early 
as the 17th century to add other very strong 
pieces, such as one that combines the moves 
of rook and knight; and of bishop and 
knight respectively. World Champion José-
Capablanca suggested adding those pieces 
in the 20th century. But the idea of adding 
these new powerful pieces never caught on, 
except in Russia, where some players em-
ployed a chess variant that added a rook-
knight, bishop-knight, and queen-knight 
piece to the regular array. FranÇois-André 
Danican Philidor, a Frenchman who was 

one of the top players of the 1700s, played some games of this Russian variant, but con-
cluded that those added super-strong pieces so diminish the role of the other pieces that 
they spoil the game. The inventors of these new pieces may have thought they were in-
creasing the possibilities of novel plays within the game. But adding new pieces tend to 
reduce the role of the weaker pieces, and may complicate the players’ calculations to the 
point of diminishing the enjoyment of the game.  Furthermore, adding pieces requires 
enlarging the board to a size that players might find unwieldy. 

Nevertheless, one chess variant with added pieces and an enlarged board did achieve 
sufficient popularity to survive several centuries. Called Courier Chess, it used a 12x8 
board and added three new kinds of pieces. Two of the new pieces had limited range, but 
one was given the move of the modern bishop. Courier chess was popular only in certain 
areas within Europe, primarily Germany. It did not develop a significant literature or for-
mal organization, and ultimately failed to compete with the international chess of the 8x8 
board and powerful queen.  

Four-Handed Chess
From the earliest centuries of chess, a num-
ber of four-handed forms of chess have 
been invented and played. One four-hand-
ed variant of early chess used the regular 
set of 32 men and the standard 8x8 board, 
but divided the forces into four armies ar-
rayed from each of the four corners of the 
board. This variant eliminated the minis-
ters and gave each king one piece of each 
of the other kinds found in Chaturanga, 
plus four pawns, whose forward move-
ment was relative to their army’s position. 
A number of four-handed chess variants 
require full-sized armies and significant-
ly enlarged boards. Four-handed variants 
were being played in the 19th-century and 
are still played today. The players may be 
paired as partners, with each partnership 
cooperating to mate both the opposing 
partnership’s kings without verbally com-
municating with each other (as in Bridge, 
but without a dummy). Three-handed 
varieties of chess have also been invented 
and played.           

Changing the Opening Position
Throughout the early spread of chess some variants used a “crosswise” arrangement 
of the opening position, with each king on the same file as the opposing queen. There 
were also variants that exchanged the initial places of bishops and rooks, perhaps in 
an attempt to facilitate the early development of those pieces. With the proliferation 
of chess literature in the 19th century, concerns arose that too much memorization of 
opening lines was interfering with true tests of 
skill of players facing each other. So suggestions 
were made to randomize the opening position 
of pieces on the back ranks, leaving the bishops 
on opposite colors. Former World Champion 
Bobby Fischer advocated a form of randomized 
chess that has 960 randomly-determined possi-
ble opening positions.        

The Move Toward a Universal 
Code of Rules
The 19th century brought technological 
advances that revolutionized commu-
nication (the telegraph and telephone) 
and transportation (railroads and steam-
ships). As a result, chess players could 
communicate and meet with each other 
far more readily over great distances than 
ever before possible. By the mid-century, 
regional gatherings of players began to 
occur, which soon led to the first national 
and international tournaments. A prolif-
eration of chess journalism and books led 
to a drive to produce a 
truly international code 
of rules that was observed 
in all countries.

But there remained sig-
nificant differences in the 
rules across different na-
tions and regions that 

had to be resolved be-
fore a universal code could 
be established. Howard 
Staunton, an inductee into 
the World Chess Hall of 
Fame, was an influential 
and active leader in try-
ing to achieve a universal 
code of rules during the 
mid-1800’s. The following 
is a summary of the major 
rules that had to be stan-
dardized.

a) Stalemate was a win 
for the stalemated side 
in England and the U.S. 
at the start of the 19th 
century, a paradoxical 
rule that allowed a player to win by forc-
ing the opponent to stalemate him! This 
rule is found in English chess literature 
of the 17th century, where it was argued 
that some kinds of mates are more praise-
worthy than others, and stalemate was a 
disgraceful kind of mate. But stalemate 
was a draw everywhere else. English and 
American players early in the 19th cen-
tury stopped defending the paradoxical 
stalemate rule, and accepted the rule that 
stalemate is a draw.  

b) Castling: As noted above, the mod-
ern castling rule was a product of the Me-
dieval rule that allowed a king to move 

two squares in any direction on its first move, leaping 
over anything in its way. When the queen and bishop 
assumed their more powerful moves in the latter 15th 
century, the “king’s leap” was used to put the king in a 
safer spot, leaping over a rook that had already moved 
away from the corner. Some of the restrictions in this 
old “king’s leap” rule, such as that the king could not 
leap out of or across check, have been retained in 
modern castling. But some areas took this castling 
move to an extreme, allowing the castling king a free 
choice of any square between its original square up to 
and including the corner; and the rook in that corner 
to move to the king’s original square or to any square 
crossed by the king. This “free castling” allows sixteen 

ways to castle by each 
player, as opposed to 
two ways in modern 
castling. Free castling 
was played in Italy un-
til the proliferation of 
opening literature and 
international compe-
tition, which used the 
modern castling rule, 
caused  its abandon-
ment by the end of the 
19th century. 

c) Pawn promo-
tion was governed 
by several signifi-
cantly different rules 
at the beginning of 
the 19th century. In 
India, pawns could 
promote only to the 
piece that originally 
stood on the file in 
the opening position 
(e.g., a pawn promot-
ing on h8 could pro-

mote only to rook.) The modern rule, which allows 
promotion to any piece except the king regardless of 
the number of pieces of that kind on the board, was 
observed many places. By this rule, a pawn can pro-
mote to a second queen even if the original queen is 
still on the board.  But some played by a rule that a 
pawn could promote only to a piece that had been 
captured. Thus, there could never be more than one 
queen, or two rooks, bishops, or knights for a side. If 
no piece had been captured, the pawn was “suspend-
ed” on its promotion square until a piece of its color 
had been captured, when the pawn immediately as-
sumed the rank of that piece. The rule of “promote 
only to lost piece” can lead to a number of absurd po-
sitions, including ones in which tactics turn on which 
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Composition
From as early as the Medie-
val period, players were using 
composed chess positions that 
did not arise in actual games, 
but demonstrated unusual 
features. Many of these com-
posed positions were used by 
gamblers, who used their prior 
familiarity with the composed 
positions to entice passers-by 
to play them at gambling 
stakes. Chess literature for 
centuries has contained many 
composed positions, intended 
either to train tactical thinking 
or simply to demonstrate the 
many unique stratagems that 
the fascinating game of chess 
can produce. 

A special type of composed 
position is called heterodox 
(“fairy”) chess. In composed 
problems of this type, new 
kinds of pieces may be invent-
ed specifically to create posi-
tions with unique properties. 
A popular piece that was in-
vented for heterodox problems 
is called the “grasshopper”, 
which moves like a queen, but 
only to a square that is imme-
diately beyond an occupied 
square. Composed positions 
with grasshoppers can con-
tain fascinating complexities, 
but the piece would have little 
value in competitive games. 
Unlike chess variants that are 
actually played competitively, 
heterodox pieces invented for 
composed positions would 
typically be useless outside the 
composed problems for which 
they were invented.      

Other Variants that Do Not Easily Fit 
into the Above Categories
The game of Kriegspiel is a variant that is intended to mimic 
real warfare, in which the location and strength of opposing 
forces is often unknown. Kriegspiel is played by standard chess 
rules, but each player has his own board, on which he makes his 
moves. But he cannot see the moves made by the opponent on 
his own board, which is in another room. A referee has a third 
board, hidden from the players, on which the full position is 
kept. The referee tells a player when it’s his turn to move, and 
whether his attempted move is illegal without telling him why. 
By this information, each player gets clues on where the oppos-
ing forces are located. 

Another variant that was played in Medieval times used a 
board that has 64 squares with standard piece moves, but the 
squares are arranged in an oblong, 4x16 array. Some other vari-
ants have employed cylindrical boards or boards with hexagons 
instead of squares. In recent times, a three-dimensional board 
has been marketed, modeled on Star Trek episodes, on which 
regular boards are stacked on top on each other, and pieces can 
move on their own board, or jump to other boards.             

In modern times, there are many variants that are played only 
informally, usually in chess clubs. For example, checkless chess 
prohibits the giving of checks other than checkmate. Another 
variant requires that the players change sides (without chang-
ing the position) every 10 moves. Variants exist in which players 
make more than one move at a time. One variant has the rule 
that captured pieces are not removed from the board, but are 
placed by the capturing side on any vacant square. Such variants 
are typically played only for fun and do not develop any real lit-
erature or organization.     

piece to sacrifice in order for its identity to be assumed by the 
promoting pawn. Even stranger positions can occur: e.g. when 
a suspended pawn abruptly gives check after completion of an 
opponent’s move capturing a piece. Although the “promote-
only-to-lost piece” rule survived in Italy and a few other places 
until the end of the 19th century, it eventually disappeared in 
favor of the modern rule. 

d) En passant captures: As noted above, when the pawn was 
given the right to move two squares forward on its first move, a 
situation was thereby created in which a pawn could now pass 
by an opposing pawn on its fifth rank without risk of capture by 
that pawn. For example, pawns using their initial two-square 
jump to move from g7 to g5 and/or from e7 to e5 would safely 
pass an opposing pawn on f5. Thus, a pawn would now in effect 
be penalized by reaching its fifth rank, since doing so would al-
low opposing pawns on both adjoining files a free pass by using 
their double-jump. By the start of the 19th century there was 
still no consensus on this issue, although the two-square move 
of the pawn had been in place for centuries. In Italy and Ger-
many, the pawn on the fifth rank was not allowed to capture 
the passing pawn. Elsewhere, the modern rule, which allows 
the passing pawn to be captured by the opposing pawn on the 
square passed over, was in place. This rule allowing “en pas-
sant” (in passing) captures prevailed universally by the end of 
the 1800s, thanks to the pressures to standardize rules brought 
on by the increasing frequency of international competitions, 
and the international growth of chess literature.  But en pas-
sant captures have several unique features: It is the only kind of 
capturing move in which only a pawn can execute the capture, 
and in which only pawns can be captured; it is the only capture 
that must be made, if at all, on the following move; it is the 
only capture that leaves the square of the captured man vacant; 
it is the only way that a man can be simultaneously exposed to 
capture on two different squares; it is the only kind of capture 
that can be possible only once in a game on a given square; and 
it is the only way that double check can be given without either 
of the checking pieces having moved.               

Dr. John McCrary has been closely 
involved with the World Chess 
Hall of Fame & Galleries since its 
inception in the 1980s, serving as 
Chair of the Hall of Fame Commit-
tee beginning in 1986. In this role, 
he was instrumental in preserving 
the Hall of Fame concept during its 
formative years, especially when 
securing a suitable museum space 
proved challenging and threatened 
the project’s continuation. In 
1998, while serving as President of 
the U.S. Chess Trust, Dr. McCrary 
proposed the creation of a World 
Chess Hall of Fame to comple-
ment the U.S. Chess Hall of Fame. 
Following a conversation with the 
FIDE Executive Director—who 
confirmed the absence of a compa-
rable museum—he obtained FIDE’s 
endorsement and signed the Trust 
document officially establishing the 
World Chess Hall of Fame.

From 2001 to 2003, Dr. McCrary 
served as president of the U.S. 
Chess Federation (USCF), following 
two years as vice president. During 
his tenure, he worked to bridge gaps 
between scholastic chess leaders 
and top USCF officials. Among his 
key contributions was co-sponsor-
ing the creation of the Scholastic 
Council, which continues to serve as 
a vital part of US Chess. He also rep-
resented the USCF at the landmark 
first U.S.-China team match.

Dr. McCrary credits much of his 
success to the unwavering support 
and partnership of his wife of 55 
years, Dr. Kay McCrary.
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