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The Concept of Beauty in Chess
by

Glenn Statile – St. John’s University

(1) What’s in a Game?
The game of chess is the source of a treasure trove of verbal wit, which unfortunately would be lost upon all those who have not assimilated the secrets of this ancient game.  For example,  former world chess champion Boris Spassky once described his incompatibility to his first wife in terms of bishops of opposite color. The humor in this analogy would not be perceived by anyone who does not know that bishops are pieces whose movement is restricted to either wholly white or wholly black diagonals on the chessboard.  Hence, like mismatched spouses whose viewpoints never coincide, bishops of opposite color are doomed never to cross paths.   Appreciation of chess humor is thus not innate but requires the learning curve of experience and prior knowledge.
Among the most puzzling and intriguing arrows in the aphoristic quiver of chess wit is the following pronouncement of the great German player Siegbert Tarrasch:  “Chess, like love, like music, has the power to make men happy.”  If anyone here would care to ponder about how chess, a mere game, might be legitimately spoken about in the same breath as other forms of human expression and activity which invite such accolades as sublime and beautiful, then you are in the right place.  If however you agree with the proverbial wisdom that  “life is too short for chess,”  then there is still time enough for you to politely make your escape before I attempt to stake out some of the relevant aesthetic factors pertaining to a game whose lexicon is etymologically linked, much to the liking of Sigmund Freud, to the demolition of a king.
   For the word checkmate is descended from the Persian words shah and mat,  which quite literally mean that ‘The king is defeated’, and perhaps even dead.  While I may not be able to secure any ultimate answers to the nature of chess beauty in this exploratory essay, I hope to at least  hit upon some important questions worthy of subsequent consideration for those interested in the philosophy of chess.  
(2) The Concept of Beauty

But before I begin to delve into the philosophical terra incognita of beauty in chess, it would be prudent to first fasten our focus upon the concept of beauty itself.  By so doing we will provide ourselves with a background and framework that should prove of value for contemplating the aesthetic credentials of chess.  While John Keats, in good Neo-Platonic style, equates the transcendental concepts of beauty and truth in his Ode on a Grecian Urn, it is nonetheless the case that beauty has been demoted from its former pedestal in modern aesthetic theory.  The Hippias Major, most likely by Plato, is addressed exclusively to the question: What is Beauty?.  The concluding section of Plato’s Philebus provided a locus classicus for thinking about the problem of beauty prior to the rise of a new aesthetic sensibility in the 18th century. With the rise of the notion of the fine arts in the 18th century however the concept of aesthetic experience began to be systematically reformulated.  As a consequence, beauty lost its traditional centrality within the canon of mainstream aesthetic speculation and scholarship.  
Plato took beauty to be an internal and objectively real structural property of things.  Thus, for Plato, beauty was a formal or geometrical property.  In the Symposium he adds a spiritual dimension to beauty whose purpose is to confer upon it  an elevated status that  transcends the merely mundane or material.  For Aristotle in the Poetics beauty is also objectively real, as in the case of Plato, but is held to be a universal inherent within beautiful objects themselves.  In the Aristotelian view the artist reproduces the ideal or universal element within things.  Later on, Saint Thomas Aquinas will develop the fragmentary aesthetics of Aristotle and combine it with Neo-Platonic mysticism, thus interpreting earthly beauty as a manifestation of divine beauty.  Dante echoes this notion in canto XI of the Inferno in claiming art to be the grandchild of God (si  che vostr’ arte quasi è nipote – line 105).  Aquinas defines the beautiful as: id quod visum placet (That which being seen, pleases.).   In chess what pleases has more to do with understanding than with optics, although in saying so I do not mean to demean what Aquinas truly meant by ‘being seen’.  
A rebellion against Platonic formalism and a reconstruction of aesthetic theory took place in the 18th century whereby the role of the spectator was elevated to a position of privilege.  With such an elevation came an inversion of the relationship between art and taste in which it became the business of art to conform to taste instead of taste conforming to any objective aesthetic standard.   A famous essay by David Hume was even entitled “Of the Standard of Taste.”   In his Critique of Judgment (1790) Immanuel Kant would propose a logical reaction to this slippery slope into the dark night of aesthetic subjectivity.  In this important work Kant addressed the problem of how aesthetic judgment can offer us more than a mere autobiographical account of experience despite its being informed by the vagary of feelings.  Such subjectivity in judgment would seem to make it difficult to identify anything definitive concerning the universal and objective worth of any aspect of our aesthetic experience.  Kant’s defense of the objectivity of beauty is based upon an analysis of how works of art which provoke a positive response in most viewers can be nonetheless understood in terms of logical criteria that are intersubjectively valid.   George Santayana, in works like The Sense of Beauty (1896) and Reason in Art (1905), argued that the ultimate justification for art is simply that it augments human enjoyment and hence human happiness.  While I do not intend to go out on the limb in categorically defining chess as an art, I think that experience has proven it undeniable, at least to me, that chess brings great joy to many of its practitioners.  Such joy I would claim is connected to what many would describe as its beauty, which is often associated with its formalistic or mathematical qualities.  Additionally, joy in chess is often the result of its addictive power, and not infrequently serves as a source of intellectual self-esteem based upon the will to exercise intellectual power over others.   As in the case of  Nietzsche’s analysis of the origins of Greek tragedy,  one might point to these  distinct Apollonian and Dionysian dimensions of chess, having to do with abstract form and emotional content, as somehow jointly contributing to its intoxicating power over many a human psyche.  
(3) In the Eye of the Beholder
The great choreographer George Balanchine once described ballet as an art which is precariously balanced upon the promontory of science.  I think that we can all surmise what he meant by this.  Ballet consists in a harmonious formal correspondence between bodily movement and music that is both mathematically precise and in accordance with a systematically worked out body of knowledge concerning human anatomy and its capabilities.  My colleague at St. John’s University, Dr. Paul Gaffney,  who works in the area of the philosophy of sport, has often asked me whether chess should be counted as a sport.  This is a good question.  According to former world chess champion Anatoly Karpov “chess is everything – art, science, and sport.”
Beauty in chess can easily be compared to the choreographic movements of bodies in  ballet.  This alone seems to cast chess in a different light than that shed upon it by Wittgenstein, who employs chess over and over again within the Philosophical Investigations as an analogue for rule directed activity.   There is, arguably, a mathematical beauty, in the choreography and flow of motion by which intellectual lines of force (horizontal, vertical, and diagonal) convey the conventionally designated powers of the pieces to their intended destinations.  Thus, following in Balanchine’s footsteps,  it might make sense to refer to the art and science of chess.  As many of you are undoubtedly aware both art and science are sometimes influenced by each other.  Nietzsche, for example, maintained that science is essentially an exercise in our aesthetic sensibility while Thomas Kuhn evaluated the merits of scientific theories in non-rational or quasi aesthetic terms.  On the flip side many developments in the history of painting owe their provenance to various scientific and technological innovations, such as the correlation between the invention of photography and the rise of non-representationalist styles and schools of painting.
If there is beauty in chess then it can only be gauged or defined, as far as I can tell, in terms of one or both of the following two possibilities which straddle, loosely speaking, the traditional aesthetic divide between the objective and the subjective:  1) The objective beauty inherent in the flow of the pieces; and/or  2) The intellectual and/or emotional impact of the moves, actual or potential, upon the real time players and spectators, or post-game reviewers of a particular chess game.  By ‘actual’ I refer to those actually played individual moves, or sequences of moves, such as are involved in combinations which involve a sacrifice of material.  By ‘potential’ I refer to the moves which never get played on the board, that are merely the subject of analytical consideration.  By extrapolation, long range tactical and strategic schemes and plans, as well as specific styles of play, might be characterized as beautiful.
An entire game might be beautiful, or perhaps only a subset of a game, including only a single move.  A relatively short sequence of moves highlighted by some sensational sacrifice of material is perhaps the most easily appreciated of all aspects of chess beauty.   One logical problem in such considerations is that of the fallacy of composition in that a game which might be considered beautiful as a whole could possibly be the result of nothing but routine, that is non-sacrificial, moves.  And while the beauty of a sacrifice might seem to be different in kind than the majority of mundane moves which make up most chess games , as a mutation is different in kind than the gradualism which typifies normal evolutionary development, such a conclusion would be erroneous.  Just as the technique of Trompe l’oeil in painting deceives the eye, for some emotional reason the chess playing community, from the patzer to the grandmaster, has fallen prey to the view that the sacrifice strikes a discontinuity in the position that it apparently or at least supposedly disrupts.  While a player or spectator with an imperfect understanding of a position may be taken by surprise by the seemingly unexpected suddenness of a sacrifice, nothing could be further from the truth.   Objectively, the sacrificial combination differs only in degree, if at all, from any other move or sequence of moves made on the chessboard during the course of a chess game.  For just as mass and energy are convertible according to Special Relativity, so are the quantitative and qualitative factors involved in the assessment of chess positions.  Consider for instance that the material value of a piece, such as a rook, is equated with the qualitative, in this case spatial,  factor of the number of squares it can control on an empty board.  Non-sacrificial moves involve only a change in the qualitative balance of a position, whereas sacrificial moves or combinations involve changes in both quantitative and qualitative factors, with the former always being able to be cashed out in terms of the latter.  But if the quantitative and qualitative aspects of a chess position are always linked, as space is with time in a space-time continuum, then any chess move whatsoever, sacrificial or otherwise, impacts the overall quantitative-qualitative continuum of any chess position, albeit to differing degrees.     Concerning the beauty of science Thomas Huxley once said that many a beautiful scientific hypothesis has been slain by an ugly fact.  Likewise, many a beautiful chess conception has been refuted by an ugly blunder. 
By far the most riveting and aesthetically pleasing of all chess phenomena is the sacrifice.  The literature of the chess sacrifice is almost as vast as the literature of exotic diseases.  All chess sacrifices involve a sequence of one or more moves that lead to an unequal exchange of material.  The intention behind a sacrifice is to transform the overall parameters of a position so as to favor the perpetrator of the sacrifice.  It is often said that sacrifices involve an exchange of quantitative or material assets for those of a qualitative or positional nature, such as a reduction in the safety of an enemy king or the undermining of the solidity of an enemy pawn structure.  Some sacrifices are highly speculative whereas others lead immediately to an easily calculable advantage.  Such a distinction led the sacrificial chess wizard from Latvia, the former world chess champion Mikhail Tal, to assert that there are two types of sacrifices in chess: “correct ones and mine.”  Most people who prefer winning to losing would agree with  the great master Savielly Tartakover that it is always better to sacrifice your opponent’s pieces than your own. 
What happens to the purported beauty of a particular chess sacrifice, or of any more routine sequence of moves for that matter, once a defect has been discovered in a sacrificial conception ex post facto?  A pragmatist might say that a move’s so-called cash value coincides with the fact that it works.  But can the pragmatic truth or value of a move be falsified once it is discovered in retrospect during post-mortem analysis that it should have failed with best play, which of course might seemingly beg the question as to whether the notion of truth on the chessboard can ever be characterized in an objective manner as a basic assumption in the first place?  Yet if chess is in principle a mathematically or logically determinate game, a viewpoint with which Dr. Tony Alterman seriously and intelligently disagrees, then perhaps pragmatic considerations cannot be at the heart of any chess assessment.  On the other hand the psychological style of former world chess champion Dr. Emmanuel Lasker, which included playing the person as much as the board, would necessarily incorporate pragmatic considerations in principle as part and parcel of the art of chess analysis.  It is interesting to note here how closely intertwined the concept of chess truth is to the concept of chess beauty.   A painting is never true, whether it be representational or abstract in style, yet it might be considered beautiful or ugly.  On the other hand it is difficult to describe any stroke made by the painter as a mistake, yet mistakes are made on the chessboard all the time. The beauty of a chess move seems to have an abiding connection to its truth, such that an accurate move is beautiful while a move which seemed beautiful loses its luster once its inaccuracy has been detected.  In this case one might indeed argue that the term beauty in chess is rendered superfluous, unless it follows that while all accurate or true chess moves are beautiful, it is also possible that a beautiful move might not equate with or reduce to any true understanding of the chess position.  This logical connection between truth and beauty in chess reminds me of a statement once made by Marcel Duchamp, who was both a famous artist as well as an inveterate chess player of about master strength.  “Not all artists are chess players, but all chess players are artists.”
There is a tendency in chess aficionados which makes them want to resist that the true but boring moves of an Anatoly Karpov or Tigran Petrosian, assuming they are dull, might be beautiful; whereas the so-called exciting but perhaps inaccurate combinations of a Tal or even a Garry Kasparov might lose their claim on beauty.  The first official world chess champion Wilhelm Steinitz, who in his psychotic latter years once challenged God to a match, said that “A win by an unsound combination, however showy, fills me with artistic horror.”  In an article on the centennial of John Stuart Mill’s Utilitarianism in 1961 J. J. C. Smart said that if utilitarianism clashes with our moral intuitions so much the worse for our moral intuitions.  Analogously, both relativity theory and quantum theory have taught us that classical conceptions of what constitutes our common sense intuitions about the world can be in need of revision.  Thus it might also be the case that what the chess expert or chess philosopher means by beauty in chess might need to take stock of changes to our understanding of the game.  

One does not need to be a Leonard Bernstein in order to appreciate a Beethoven  Symphony, an Emeril Lagasse to salivate over a culinary feast, or a Joe Dimaggio to respond to the coquettish charms of Marilyn Monroe.  Plato’s insistence on the necessity of expertise for knowing does not, for the most part, apply in these cases.  And yet the vast majority of  literate people, including myself, have no idea what is going on in James Joyce’s Finnegan’s Wake.   The question here in regard to chess would be whether a minimum amount of chess knowledge, falling short of chess omniscience, is a prerequisite for making judgments about chess beauty.  Furthermore, what might seem as legitimately beautiful to the chess beginner, or intermediate player, will not necessarily threaten the interest of the chess master, while what is beautiful for the latter may be beyond the comprehension of the novice.

Concerning the possibility of a mistake marring the beauty of a chess conception one can easily point to examples in which a judgment that something is beautiful doesn’t require perfection.  While the mildly scarred face of a Helen of Troy might be deemed as less beautiful than that which launched a thousand ships in commencement of  the Trojan War, our double standard in the assessment of human beauty might lead us to say that the scarred face of an Errol Flynn or a Douglas Fairbanks Jr. only adds character to their features.  Analogously, perhaps the beauty of a chess conception doesn’t require ironclad logic without loopholes.  Or perhaps it might be said that a flawed chess conception or sacrificial combination, corrected so as to eliminate it defects, becomes beautiful in its corrected or idealized state.  In the Philosophical Investigations  Wittgenstein, in addition to his use of chess as an analogy for rule-directed behavior, attempted to show the extent to which disjunction, not conjunction, characterized and complicated the problem of definition.  In terms of chess we can ask whether a beautiful chess conception requires certain prerequisite conditions  - [e.g. -  (a ● b ● c ● d)] – the conjunctive sense; or whether a lesser subset of conditions will suffice to render the chess aesthetic judgment as true  - [ e.g.   (a v  b  v  c  v d) – the disjunctive sense.

One does not need to be a card carrying skeptic to realize that beauty, whether it exists or not in relation to other objects, has nothing to do with chess.  Yet it must be granted that practitioners of chess often describe their intense  emotional reactions to what is happening on the chessboard by employing the language of beauty.  It must be conceded that while beautiful moves might in some way cause or engender intense emotions, it does not logically follow that the latter must always be paired with the former.  Also, we must not forget that such an amplification in emotional pitch could itself be the result of a misinterpretation or misunderstanding of the deepest strata underlying the logic of the chess position.  Long ago the Stoics attempted to teach us that our emotional excesses could be cured by correcting our understanding. 


I would like to conclude with a quote from Reuben Fine, a former American grandmaster with legitimate world championship aspirations who traded in his career as a devotee of Caissa, the goddess of chess, for that of a couch loving Freudian psychoanalyst.  He thus combined in one person the credentials of a master of chess as well as a master of suspicion.

“Combinations have always been the most intriguing aspect of chess.  The masters look for them, the public applauds them, the critics praise them.  It is because combinations are possible that chess is more than a lifeless mathematical exercise.  They are the poetry of the game; they are to chess what melody is to music.  They represent the triumph of mind over matter.” 
Notes
�   This quote is often misattributed to Lord Byron, but actually comes from a three act comedic play written by Henry James Byron entitled Our Boys (1875).





