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“Marilyn Yalom has written the rare book that illuminates something that always has been dimly
perceived but never articulated, in this case that that the power of the chess queen reflects the
evolution of female power in the western world.” —Cleveland Plain DealerEveryone knows that
the queen is the most dominant piece in chess, but few people know that the game existed for
five hundred years without her. It wasn't until chess became a popular pastime for European
royals during the Middle Ages that the queen was born and was gradually empowered to
become the king's fierce warrior and protector.Birth of the Chess Queen examines the five
centuries between the chess queen's timid emergence in the early days of the Holy Roman
Empire to her elevation during the reign of Isabel of Castile. Marilyn Yalom, inspired by a handful
of surviving medieval chess queens, traces their origin and spread from Spain, Italy, and
Germany to France, England, Scandinavia, and Russia. In a lively and engaging historical
investigation, Yalom draws parallels between the rise of the chess queen and the ascent of
female sovereigns in Europe, presenting a layered, fascinating history of medieval courts and
internal struggles for power.

From Library JournalThe contributors of five case studies involving foster care, teenage
pregnancy and abortion, school discipline, the welfare system, and institutions for the mentally
retarded examine the role and effectiveness of test case litigation brought by public-interest
attorneys and resultant judicial policymaking in promoting the welfare and rights of children.
Following Mnookin's introductory section, these legal experts analyze the origin, litigants,
strategy, judicial history, and impact of each case ultimately resolved by the Supreme Court. This
is both a critical analysis of these five cases and a textbook on judicial activism as a vehicle for
structural reform, and as such could serve as a sourcebook for sociology and political science
courses. Recommended for public and academic libraries. Mer lin Whiteman, Dann Pecar
Newman Talesnick & Kleiman, IndianapolisCopyright 1985 Reed Business Information, Inc. --
This text refers to an out of print or unavailable edition of this title.
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Birth of the Chess QueenA HistoryMarilyn YalomFor Irv, who introduced me to chess and other
wondersContentsAcknowledgmentsIntroductionSelected Rulers of the PeriodPart 1 • The
Mystery of the Chess Queen‘s BirthOne Chess Before the Chess QueenTwo Enter the Queen!
Three The Chess Queen Shows Her FacePart 2 • Spain, Italy, and GermanyFour Chess and
Queenship in Christian SpainFive Chess Moralities in Italy and GermanyPart 3 • France and
EnglandSix Chess Goes to France and EnglandSeven Chess and the Cult of the Virgin
MaryEight Chess and the Cult of LovePart 4 • Scandinavia and RussiaNine Nordic Queens,
On and Off the BoardTen Chess and Women in Old RussiaPart 5 • Power to the QueenEleven
New Chess and Isabella of CastileTwelve The Rise of “Queen’s Chess”Thirteen The Decline of
Women PlayersEpilogueNotesSearchable TermsAbout the AuthorPraiseOther Books by Marilyn
YalomCopyrightAbout the PublisherWaking PieceThe world dreams in chessKibitzing like
loversPawn’s queened redemptionL is a forked path only horses lead.Rook and King castling for
safetyBishop boasting of crossways slide.Echo of Orbit: starless squared sky.She alone moves
where she chooses.Protecting helpless monarch, her bidden skill.Attacking schemers, plotters,
blundered all.Game eternal.War breaks.She enters.Check mate.Hail Queen.How we craveHer
majesty.—GARY GLAZNERAcknowledgmentsThis book would not have been possible without
the vast philological, archaeological, literary, and art historical research of previous writers, most
notably from Germany and England. With deference to my predecessors, many of whom were
serious chess players and almost all of whom were men, I have called upon my long experience
as a feminist scholar to cast a new light on the game and its most paradoxical figure.Two
libraries rich in chess materials and four knowledgeable librarians opened their resources to me.
At the Cleveland Public Library, Steven Zietz and Jeffrey Martin helped me explore the amazing
John White Chess Collection. Similarly, at the Royal Library in The Hague, Henk Chevret and
Henriëtte Reerink shepherded me through their enormous chess holdings. My heartfelt thanks to
these institutions and their courteous curators.My home base at the Institute for Research on
Women and Gender at Stanford University provided me with library resources and supportive
colleagues. Above all, Institute Senior Scholar and historian Susan Groag Bell severely critiqued
the manuscript from the first page to the last. Thanks also to Institute Affiliated Scholars,
mathematician Alice Silverberg, and sociologist Ashraf Zahedi for useful comments on the
epilogue.I am indebted to many other individuals. Professor Kathleen Cohen from the Art History
Department at San Jose State followed the progress of this book over the course of several
years, enthusiastically sharing her knowledge of relevant artworks and providing one of the
photos. Professor Leah Middlebrook of the University of Oregon was an astute critic of the
Spanish chapter in its first version. Professor Brigitte Cazelles of Stanford University gave me
early leads on medieval French material. Professor Danielle Trudeau from San Jose State also
counseled me on pertinent French texts. For the Scandinavian section, I wish to thank the
literary scholar Dr. Vera Føllesdahl and the historian of early North Atlantic exploration Kirsten



Seaver, as well as Peter Carelli of the University of Lund and the Swedish/Finnish writer Stina
Katchadourian. Professor David Goldfrank of Georgetown University was extremely helpful in
reviewing my Russian chapter. Professor Hester Gelber from the Stanford Religious Studies
Department gave me advice concerning the cult of the Virgin Mary. Professor David Riggs of the
Stanford English Department helped elucidate a sixteenth-century poem on chess. Ira Lapidus,
Emeritus Professor of History at the University of California/Berkeley, prevented me from making
errors in matters of Muslim history. The British chess historian Victor Keats offered important
information on Spanish Jewish contributions. Berkeley Professor of Comparative Literature
Robert Alter commented judiciously on a Spanish Hebrew text. Medievalist Roswitha Wooley
helped with translations from Middle High German. Biographer Peggy Liss shared relevant
information from the reign of Queen Isabella of Castile. Ambassador Juan Duran Loríga
facilitated research in the Spanish Royal Library. Christophe Reisner, who directs the Göttingen
Literary Fair, arranged crucial contacts for me in Germany. Father P. Odo Lang, OSB, from the
Library at the Benedictine Abbey in Einsiedeln, Switzerland, provided essential information on
the earliest known document mentioning the chess queen. Author David Shenk, who is writing
another history of chess, added thoughtful comments on my final manuscript.Sharlette Visaya,
Stanford graduate student in the Modern Thought and Literature program, fulfilled the role of the
perfect research assistant.My son, Ben Yalom, worked on the developmental stages of the book,
helping to provide a structure for its varied historical material, and carefully edited its final
version for publication.A very special thanks to my editor at HarperCollins, Julia Serebrinsky,
who saw the merit of this quirky book from the start and never lost faith. Her guidance and
editorial suggestions were of inestimable value. Similarly, my literary agent and good friend,
Sandra Dijkstra, supported me in countless ways.As always, my husband, Irvin Yalom, was my
partner in this venture. When one has an enlightened king at one’s side, it’s easy to be a
queen.IntroductionBooks are born in unexpected ways. This one grew out of a misconception.
While preparing for a lecture at the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum in Boston on my book A
History of the Breast, I was shown a small ivory figure of a Madonna and Child by one of the
curators, who referred to it as a “chess queen.” This figure of Mary suckling the baby Jesus
captured my imagination. How could a fourteenth-century nursing Madonna be a chess queen?I
discussed this so-called chess piece in my lecture on “Breasted Visions” at the Gardner in 1998,
but with more questions than answers. Little did I know then that I would spend the next five
years tracking down every surviving medieval chess queen to determine whether the Gardner
figure did or did not belong on a chessboard. (See chapter 7 for my conclusions.)During those
years, I became fascinated with the chess queen as an icon of female power. How did she come
to dominate the chessboard when, in real life, women are almost always in a position of
secondary power? What is her relationship to the other chessmen? What can she tell us about
the civilization that created her? Consider the chess queen as she exists today. She is an
awesome warrior who can move in any direction—forward, backward, to the right, to the left, and
diagonally—one space at a time or across the entire board. In a microcosm where all movement



is strictly regulated, she defies the narrow constraints that bind the rest of her army.Initially, she
sits at the side of the king, as befits a royal spouse. During the game, she charges forth to
protect her lord and destroy their enemies. If necessary, she may give her life in combat, for
ultimately it is the king’s survival that counts. This is the paradox of chess: he is the crucial figure,
even if she is more potent.But this scenario did not always exist. Before the birth of the chess
queen, there was no queen at all on the chessboard. In India, Persia, and the Arab lands where
the game was first played, all the human figures were male. These consisted of the king, his
general or chief counselor called a vizier, and a line of foot soldiers. There were also, as in real
Indian armies, chariots, horses, and elephants. It was only after the Arabs invaded Southern
Europe in the eighth century and brought chess with them that the queen appeared on the
board. Around the year 1000, she began to replace the vizier, and by 1200, she could be found
all over Western Europe, from Italy to Norway.This event, miniscule in the great order of things,
raises major questions about the position of women during the Middle Ages. In what ways did
her birth reflect the power of real-life queens and highborn ladies? In contrast to the Near East,
where the vizier was the shah’s second-in-command, the European queen was the king’s other
half, his trusted companion, his deputy when he was absent or incapacitated. The Christian
monogamous ideal, which paired one husband and one wife, stood in contrast to the
polygamous possibilities allowed Muslim men, and the pairing of king and queen on the
chessboard symbolized a partnership more significant and more enduring than that of a king
and his chief minister. It also reflected another difference between a European queen and the
wife of an Eastern potentate: the European queen expected to share political power with her
husband, especially if she had brought territorial holdings into the marriage. In countries like
Spain and England that allowed for daughters to inherit thrones from their fathers in the absence
of a male heir, some queens even ruled on their own, without the benefit of a spouse.In India,
where chess had originated in the fifth century, it would have made no sense to have a queen on
the board. Chess was resolutely and exclusively a war game enacted between male fighters
mounted on animals or marching on foot. This same pattern made its way into Persia and the
Arabic lands, with only slight modifications. To this day, the Arabic game is played with a vizier
and an elephant, having resisted the changes that took place in Europe a thousand years
ago.When the Arabs carried the game across the Mediterranean into Spain and Sicily, chess
began to reflect Western feudal structures and took on a social dimension. The queen replaced
the vizier, the horse was transformed into a knight, the chariot into a tower (today’s castle or
rook), the elephant into a bishop (though in France, it became a jester, and in Italy, a standard
bearer). Only the king and the foot soldier (pawn) at the two ends of the hierarchy remained
exactly the same.The Indian game had been played with naturalistic chessmen intended to look
like a miniature army. But in the Arab world, after the death of Muhammad in 632, Muslim players
transformed these realistic pieces into abstract ones because the Koran, like the Hebrew Bible,
prohibited the portrayal of living creatures. Then, following the Arab invasion of Southern Europe
in the eighth century, as chess made its way up the Spanish and Italian peninsulas, it came in



contact with artisans who had no inhibitions about depicting human beings and animals
realistically—as in the original Indian sets. A foot soldier could be shown standing on two sturdy
feet with shield and sword in front of him. The mounted knight was furnished with reins and
stirrups. The elephant, unknown to Europeans, became a bishop with a two-pronged miter or a
jester wearing a cap with two bells—probable transformations of the elephant’s tusks. The king
and queen sat on thrones, wore crowns on their heads, and carried scepters or orbs in their
hands. One could see on the chessboard the very same people who walked or rode through
medieval streets, prayed in Romanesque churches, and presided over royal assemblies.We
know relatively little about the transmission of chess from the Muslim to the Christian world and
even less about the invention of the first chess queen. Where did she first appear? Was there a
living sovereign who inspired this innovation? What was the reaction of the chess carver when
his patron commissioned a set with a queen instead of the traditional vizier? Did the fact that
girls, as well as boys, commonly played chess have anything to do with the advent of the queen
on the board? Did women—queens and other high-status ladies—bring a new dimension to the
game that would not have existed without them? These are some of the questions that
obsessed me as I followed the traces of the medieval game from texts, images, and other
artifacts, and tried to reconstruct the civilization that had borne and nurtured the chess
queen.But there is a second part to this puzzle. The chess queen did not start out as the
mightiest piece on the board. In fact, like the vizier, she was initially the weakest member of her
community, allowed to advance only one diagonal square at a time. Yet, by the end of the
fifteenth century, she had acquired an unparalleled range of movements. In 1497, when Isabella
of Castile reigned over Spain and even those parts of the New World discovered by Columbus, a
Spanish book recognized that the chess queen had become the most potent piece on the board.
This book, written by a certain Lucena and titled The Art of Chess (Arte de axedres), was a
watershed dividing “old” chess from “new” chess—the game we still play today.It is fitting that the
chess queen reached the summit of her power under the rule of Isabella of Castile, the most
renowned Spanish queen of all time. This convergence of queen and icon begs another set of
questions: Was the evolution of the chess queen related to the increased prominence of queens
during the late Middle Ages? What political and cultural events should be taken into account as
one considers the five-hundred-year period between the chess queen’s timid emergence and
her elevation into the game’s mightiest figure?During the eleventh and twelfth centuries, when
the chess queen was driving the vizier from the European board, there were numerous currents
favorable to the idea of female power. The first was the reality of Christian queenship, which had
taken its distinctive shape during the early Middle Ages. The queen was, first and foremost, the
king’s wife, his faithful partner, helpmate, and loyal subject. Like the Eastern vizier, she was also
a giver of advice, especially on issues concerning kinship, but even in matters of diplomacy and
warfare. Her official duties included intercession with the king on behalf of various petitioners, be
they members of the nobility, clergy, or laity.On a more intimate level, she was expected to
preside over the royal household, with chief administrative responsibility for providing food,



clothing, rest, and entertainment. Even more intimately, she was expected to produce children.
This was her most important function, since only the king and queen’s heirs could ensure
dynastic stability.Most queens, as well as duchesses and countesses, became rulers by virtue of
marriage to a reigning sovereign and were then known as queens consort. If they were widowed,
some were appointed queens regent until the heir apparent came of age. Precious few women
were queens regnant, ruling by right of inheritance, like the Spanish queen Urraca of León and
Castile, who received her kingdom directly from her father in 1109. At a somewhat lower level,
many noblewomen with inherited titles assumed full responsibility for their fiefs. Even after
marriage, they did not automatically turn over authority to their husbands. Such heiresses did
homage to their superiors—kings, emperors, and popes—in formal ceremonies that
acknowledged their feudal allegiance. Some became de facto rulers of their domains when their
husbands went off to the Crusades, beginning with the First Crusade in 1095.A second cultural
current that coincided with the chess queen’s birth and reinforced the institution of queenship
was the cult of the Virgin Mary. From the eleventh century onward, the miraculous birth of Jesus
became the subject of countless poems, hymns, narratives, and theological treatises. Hundreds
of churches were dedicated to Our Lady, with mother and child represented in sculpture, wall
paintings, and stained glass. In her privileged maternal position, Mary could be appealed to for
intercession with the Lord, or she might produce miracles on her own. Mary in her various
incarnations as the Mother of God, the Bride of Christ, and the Queen of Heaven became an
object of unrivaled worship throughout medieval Christendom.A third influence was the cult of
romantic love. The adoration of a beautiful lady, often the wife of a king or powerful noble, was
first celebrated by troubadours in the South of France and then exported to all the courts of
Europe. Chess soon became associated with good breeding and “courtesy.” The knight who
wanted to be considered “courteous” was expected to be able to play chess well, with female as
well as male adversaries. The game allowed the two sexes to meet on equal terms, and
sometimes served as a cover for romance. Both Mariolatry and its secular opposite—the cult of
romantic love—contributed to the rise of the chess queen.We shall follow the spread of chess,
region by region, from India, Persia, and the Arab lands to Spain, Italy, and Germany; France
and England; Scandinavia and Russia. Simultaneously, we shall encounter the significant
queens, empresses, countesses, duchesses, and marchionesses reigning in each country. The
interplay between symbolic queens on the chessboard and living queens at numerous royal
courts provides the woof and warp of this book. While there were few women rulers before the
fifteenth century whose names can be definitively linked to the game, the reality of female rule
was undoubtedly entwined with the emergence and evolution of the chess queen. In time, the
chess queen would become the quintessential metaphor for female power in the Western
world.Selected Rulers of the PeriodMuslim Rulers786–809Reign of Caliph Harûn al-Rashîd in
Baghdad822–852Reign of Caliph Abd al-Rahman II of Córdoba913–961Reign of Caliph Abd al-
Rahman III of CórdobaChristian Spanish Rulers895?–970Toda Asnárez of Navarre, widow of
Sancho Garcés, King of Pamplona (died 925)975–1058Ermessenda, countess of Barcelona,



widow of Count Ramón Borrell (died 1017)1172–1109Reign of Alfonso VI, king of León-
Castile1109–1126Reign of Urraca, queen of León-Castile1252–1284Reign of Alfonso X, king of
León-Castile1474–1504Reign of Isabella of Castile and Ferdinand of AragónGerman and Italian
Rulers931–999Adelaide, German queen and Holy Roman Empress, widow of Otto I (died
973)958?–991Theophano, German queen and Holy Roman Empress, widow of Otto II (died
983)1046–1115Matilda of Tuscany1154–1198Constance of Hauteville, queen of Sicily and Holy
Roman Empress, widow of Henry IV of Hohenstaufen (died 1197)1194–1250Frederick II, king of
Sicily and Holy Roman EmperorFrench and English Rulers1121?–1180Louis VII, king of France
(reigned 1137–1180)1122–1204Eleanor of Aquitaine, queen of France (1137–1152) and queen
of England (1154–1189)1133–1189Henry II, king of England (reigned 1154–1189)1165–
1223Philip Augustus, king of France (reigned 1180–1223)1187–1226Louis VIII, king of France
(reigned 1223–1226)1188–1252Blanche of Castile, queen of France (1223–1226) and regent
(1226 and 1248–1252)1214–1270Louis IX, king of France (reigned 1226–1270)Scandinavian
Rulers969–1000Olav Trygvason, king of Norway1353–1412Margaret of Denmark, regent in
Denmark as of 1387, ruler in Norway as of 1388, ruler in Sweden as of 1389Russian
Rulers1672–1725Peter the Great, Russian emperor (reigned 1682–1725)1729–1796Catherine
the Great, Russian empress (reigned 1762–1796)PART IThe Mystery of the Chess Queen’s
BirthONEChess Before the Chess QueenThough historians still debate the exact origins of
chess, most agree that it emerged in India no later than the sixth century. In Sanskrit, the game
was called chaturanga, meaning “four members,” which referred to the four parts of the Indian
army: chariots, elephants, cavalry, and infantry. This fourfold division, plus the king and his
general, provided the basic pieces of the game, first in India and then throughout the
world.Chess in Persian LiteratureThe first definite literary reference to chess comes not from
India but from Persia. In an ancient romance called Kārnamāk, written around 600 in Pahlavi (the
writing system of Persia before the advent of Islam), chess already commanded the great
esteem it would hold for centuries to come.1 The Persians took from the Indians the essentials
of the game—the six different figures, the board with sixty-four squares—and rebaptized the
pieces with Persian names. This new nomenclature was to have enduring significance far
beyond the East, for shah, the Persian word for “king,” ultimately served as the name of the
game in several European languages by way of the Latin scacchus: scacchi in Italian, Schach in
German, échecs in French, and chess in English, among others.The Persian epic Book of Kings
(Shāh-nāmeh), written by the great poet Firdausi (c. 935–1020), gives an amusing account of
how chess made its way from India to Persia. As the story goes, in the sixth century the raja of
India sent the shah a chess set made of ivory and teak, telling him only that the game was “an
emblem of the art of war,” and challenging the shah’s wise men to figure out the moves of the
individual pieces. Of course, to the credit of the Persians (this being a Persian story), one of
them was able to complete this seemingly impossible assignment. The shah then bettered the
raja by rapidly inventing the game of “nard” (a predecessor of backgammon), which he sent
back to India with the same challenge. Despite its simplicity relative to chess, the intricacies of



nard stumped the raja’s men. This intellectual gambling proved to be extremely costly for the
raja, who was obliged to pay a heavy toll: two thousand camels carrying “Gold, camphor,
ambergris, and aloe-wood,/As well as raiment, silver, pearls, and gems,/With one year’s tribute,
and dispatched it all/From his court to the portal of the Shah.”2Another story in the Shāh-nāmeh
tells how chess was originally invented. In this tale, an Indian queen was distraught over the
enmity between her two sons, Talhand and Gav, half brothers with respective claims to the
throne. When she heard that Talhand had died in warfare, she had every reason to think Gav
had killed him. The sages of the kingdom, the tale has it, developed the chessboard to recreate
the battle, and show the queen clearly that Talhand had died of battle fatigue, rather than at his
brother’s hands. The Persian term shāh māt, used in this episode, eventually came down to us
as “check mate,” which literally means “the king was dumbfounded” or “exhausted,” though it is
often translated as “the king died.”The Shāh-nāmeh version of the birth of chess vied with
another popular legend in which a man named Sissa ibn Dahir invented the game for an Indian
king, who admired it so much that he had chessboards placed in all the Hindu temples. Wishing
to reward Sissa, the king told him to ask for anything he desired. Sissa replied, “Then I wish that
one grain of wheat shall be put on the first square of the chessboard, two on the second, and
that the number of grains shall be doubled until the last square is reached: whatever the quantity
this might be, I desire to receive it.” When the king realized that all the wheat in the world would
not suffice he commended Sissa for formulating such a wish and pronounced it even more
clever than his invention of chess.3While no Indian or Persian chess pieces have survived from
this early period, later pictures of Indian and Persian men playing chess give us an idea of what
a match must have looked like. Usually, the chessboard is a white cloth divided by vertical and
horizontal lines. The illustration included here, found in a fourteenth-century manuscript of the
Shāh-nāmeh, depicts a Persian noble playing with an envoy of the Indian raja.Chess in Muslim
TheologyIn 638, six years after the death of the prophet Muhammad, Arab conquerors under the
leadership of Caliph Omari overran Persia to spread the gospel of Islam. (A caliph is the
supreme ruler of the Muslim community in both religious and secular matters.) As they moved
on, they brought chess with them, spreading the game to such far-flung destinations as Spain
(conquered in 711) and Northern India (1026). Arabic became the dominant language in many
of these conquered lands, and some of the chess pieces took on Arabic names (al-fil for
elephant, baidak for pawn, and firzan, firz, or ferz for the general or vizier), while others retained
their Persian labels (shah for king, rukh for rook, asp for horse).While the Muslims were clearly
enthralled with the game, chess sets with pieces resembling humans and animals appeared
suspect to them, probably because of a passage in the Koran that reads: “Believers, wine and
games of chance, idols and divining arrows, are abominations devised by Satan. Avoid them, so
that you may prosper.”4 Sunni Muslim theologians took this ban on “idols” to include all
representations of humans and animals, in forms as diverse as painting, sculpture, and chess
pieces. In contrast, Shi’ite Muslims gave this a narrower interpretation, limiting the meaning to
religious idols.On the whole, the Sunni interpretation prevailed, and realistic-looking Indian and



Persian chessmen were transformed into abstract pieces. Curiously, the prohibition against
realistic representation has never been applied universally. Court culture often ignored it, as in
numerous Persian works of art, even though symbolic figures became the norm on the
chessboard.In general, Muslims held that chess was permissible as long as it was played with
nonrealistic pieces, did not interfere with the performance of religious duties, was not played for
money, and did not lead to disputes or foul language. Mālik, an influential eighth-century jurist
and head of a Muslim theological school, took a harsher view: he is reported to have said that
“there was nothing good about chess” and pronounced it haram, an expression classifying it as
forbidden and deserving punishment.5 From time to time during the following centuries, a strict
caliph would issue a blanket prohibition of the game and order the destruction of all sets.6This
extreme position was found in the last decades of the twentieth century under the Ayatollah
Khomeini in Iran, where chess was banned from 1979 to 1988, and the Taliban in Afghanistan,
who lumped chess together with movies, television, alcohol, nail polish, kites, billiards,
firecrackers, and secular music. Afghanis found enjoying these “unclean things” were subject to
whipping and imprisonment. Not surprisingly, when Afghanistan was liberated from the Taliban,
the first objects to be taken out of hiding were radios, musical instruments, and chess
sets.Chess Under the CaliphsDespite such ultra-orthodox prohibitions of the game throughout
its embattled history, chess has survived and prospered in Muslim circles. No less a figure than
the famous Caliph Harûn al-Rashîd, who reigned in Baghdad from 786 to 809, is credited with
popularizing the game. Along with backgammon, polo, archery, and racket games, chess
became an exemplary court activity. If you wanted to shine in Harûn’s presence, skill in chess
was a sure way to catch the light. Unusual prowess, like being able to play blindfolded, could
bring admittance to high society as well as great riches, even for those of humble origins. An
analogy with the pawn promoted to the rank of vizier once it had crossed the board (“queened”
in today’s language) was appropriated for someone who rose from lowly beginnings to achieve
worldly success.Harûn’s lavish gifts to those who won his favor have become legendary.
Hundreds of gold pieces, prized slave girls, silk robes, and even thoroughbred horses were
offered by Harûn or his beloved wife, Zubaidah, to lucky members of their entourage. A poet
producing verses that touched Harûn’s heart or a chess player unfolding a remarkable
combination might become the recipient of a fabulous reward. One of the stories in The Arabian
Nights tells how Harûn paid ten thousand dinars for a slave girl known to be a fine chess player.
After he had lost to her three times in succession, he rewarded her by commuting the sentence
of a certain Ahmad b. al-Amin, presumably her lover.7Whether this story had any factual basis
whatsoever, Harûn’s interest in chess is a matter of historical record. In 802, when Emperor
Nicephorus succeeded Empress Irene to the Byzantine throne, his greetings to Harûn used a
chess metaphor to describe his discontent at their current relations: “…the Empress to whom I
have succeeded estimated you as of the rank of the Rook, and estimated herself as of the rank
of the Pawn, and paid a tribute to you, which you rightly should have paid to her. But this was
because of a woman’s weakness and folly.”8 The new emperor felt that the former empress had



underestimated herself vis-à-vis the caliph, and demanded that Harûn return the tribute. The
matter was ultimately settled in battle, and Nicephorus, whose forces were soundly beaten, was
compelled to continue the tribute that Irene had paid without bloodshed. Perhaps she was not a
victim of weakness and folly, but a practitioner of sober Realpolitik.Arabic Women PlayersThat
Empress Irene spoke the language of chess was not unusual, as high-status Byzantine women
and Muslim women from various social levels have played chess ever since the game was
introduced into their homelands. For example, Ali ibn Husayn, a great-grandson of the prophet
Muhammad, is reputed to have played with his wife. Caliph Ma’mûn, the brother of Caliph Amin
of Baghdad (reigned 809–813), is reported to have bought a female slave for the lofty price of
two thousand dinars, in no small part because of her great skill as a chess player. Stories of
clever women had wide currency in the Arab world, especially those about well-educated slaves
taught to recite poetry, play the lute, and excel at chess. Sometimes they even offered
assistance to a prestigious male so he could beat his opponent, as in the competition between
two famous scholars, Sûlî and Mâwardî, during the first decade of the tenth century.9In addition
to these semihistorical accounts, a wealth of chess stories featuring women formed part of
medieval Islamic fiction. These stories often took the form of a contest between the sexes, with
the possibility that the winner might be a woman intensifying the excitement. In one such tale,
the beautiful maiden Zayn al-Maswâsif invites Masûr, a love-struck suitor, to play chess using a
set made of ebony and ivory, and encrusted with pearls and rubies. They begin to play, but
Masûr becomes so obsessed with her fingertips that he is unable to concentrate on the game,
and is quickly defeated.A similar story from The Arabian Nights pits the Muslim prince Sharkân
against the Christian princess Abrîza. The princess is the leader of a group of beautiful young
girls, who enjoy such unfeminine activities as wrestling. After the prince has secretly watched the
princess defeat a series of female opponents, he makes himself known and challenges her to
unarmed combat. Although he is her physical equal, he becomes so dazed by the touch of her
body that he, too, loses—no fewer than three times! The princess then offers him hospitality,
and, on one of the following nights, challenges him to a chess match. Again the prince is
distracted, this time by looking at her beautiful face during the game. He is once again undone,
and once again defeated. Predictably, the two fall in love, Abrîza is converted to Islam, and they
depart for the court of the prince’s father.10We shall see in later chapters how the theme of
chess matches between the sexes is taken over, but treated differently, by European authors. In
those equally biased tales, it is usually the exotic Arab princess who becomes distracted by the
beauty of the European male, and, if a conversion is made, it is invariably from Islam to
Christianity.Fictional tales like these, as well as the game itself, arrived in Spain with the Arab
conquerors. Chess was introduced at the court of Córdoba, the seat of Spanish Islam, in 822 by
an influential musician from Baghdad named Ziriab.11 He also brought the new modes of Arabic
poetry and song practiced in Baghdad, all of which quickly took root in this new land. By the
tenth century, Córdoba had become the acknowledged equal of Baghdad in wealth, splendor,
and cultural achievements. The mighty caliph of Córdoba, Abd al-Rahman III (reigned 913–61),



established a luxurious and sophisticated court that was admired by ambassadors from both
East and West. Chess figured prominently in this cosmopolitan setting where Muslims,
Christians, and Jews played the game together, the women as well as the men. Christians and
Jews, it should be noted, were legally protected from persecution in Islamic Spain as long as
they did not proselytize or make a public show of their faith. The period of rule by the Omayyid
caliphs (756–1013) became known as a “golden age” for Muslims and Jews.Queen Toda of
NavarreCaliph Abd al-Rahman III was the nephew of the legendary Christian queen Toda of
Navarre. Like other visitors to his court, she would have encountered chess there, and then
returned to her own kingdom familiar with the game. Queen Toda’s story reveals so much about
the interchange between Islamic and Christian Spain, as well as the status of queenship in this
era, that I shall recount it at some length. Queen Toda Asnárez of Navarre was the major political
figure of tenth-century Spain, overshadowing all the other Christian sovereigns, male or female.
Those sovereigns ruled over small principalities in the North—Galicia, Asturias, León, Castile,
Navarre, Aragón, Catalonia—each jockeying for power, and all mindful of the greater Muslim
power that occupied the rest of the Iberian peninsula.The success or failure of the Christian
kingdoms was largely determined by the character of their rulers. A successful king had to be a
fierce warrior, and a queen, too, could not shrink from the sight of blood. She was often expected
to accompany her husband at the head of an army or, if need be, lead troops into battle on her
own. Both kings and queens had to be skillful politicians, forming alliances with influential
members of the nobility and clergy, and administering their realms with untiring vigilance.For the
most part, in Spain as elsewhere in Europe, daughters from noble or royal families became
queens by marrying the inheritors of thrones. This was the case for Queen Toda when she
married Sancho Garcés, king of Pamplona, around 912. She quickly became known as an
intelligent coruler, but it was upon her husband’s death in 925 that she transformed herself into
an awe-inspiring regent. For many years, she wielded great power as the force behind the throne
of her son, García Sánchez, who was only six when his father died. It is clear from both Christian
and Arab documents that she was seen in the Muslim world as the true ruler of the kingdom—
the decisive voice in politics, diplomacy, and the military.12 Even after García Sánchez married
in 943, Queen Toda’s name often appeared in royal documents rather than that of the new
queen, her son’s wife. Sometimes a charter read, “I, García Sánchez, King by the grace of God,
together with my mother Queen Toda,” and sometimes it read, “together with my wife Queen
Teresa.” There is good reason to believe that powerful dowager queens like Toda enjoyed a
special status superior to that of their sons’ wives.Toda’s children—four daughters and a son—
were partially the key to her success. She married each one advantageously so as to create a
network of influence throughout the Iberian peninsula. From her seat in Pamplona on the French
border, she manipulated the long tendons of power that extended east to León and Castile, west
to Aragón, and even south to Córdoba, the resplendent Muslim capital that outstripped all the
other peninsular cities in size and wealth.But Toda’s dominance did not go uncontested. Her son-
in-law Count Fernán González of Castile was equally ambitious. A bold warrior and astute



politician, he had fought his way up from obscurity to become the greatest landowner in Castile
and a dominant presence in the neighboring kingdom of León through the marriage of his
daughter to the reigning monarch. However, with that king’s early death, Queen Toda seized the
chance to push her grandson Sáncho onto the Leónese throne.As Fernán González was not
one to give up control without a fight, it was necessary to war against him. Queen Toda and King
Sáncho formed a coalition of military forces, including Toda’s nephew Caliph Abd al-Rahman III
of Córdoba. González was ultimately defeated and compelled to accept Sáncho as king of
León.Sáncho’s problematic right to the throne was compounded by a major physical
impediment. He was so obese that he could not mount a horse, which was an absolute
prerequisite for a king. Desperate to create a better image for her grandson, Toda asked Abd al-
Rahman whether his personal physician, the internationally famous Jewish doctor and
statesman Hasdai ibn Shaprut, would treat Sáncho. When Hasdai visited Toda and Sáncho in
Pamplona, he insisted that the patient come for treatment to Córdoba, accompanied by his
grandmother. Toda and Sáncho accordingly went off to Córdoba, where he endured a lengthy
diet, and she had the satisfaction of seeing her slimmed-down grandson reinstalled on the
throne of León in 959. (Sadly, despite his efforts, Sáncho has come down in history as “Sáncho
the Fat.”)Queen Toda treated royal politics as a family affair. Daughters, sons, and their spouses,
grandchildren, nieces, and nephews were all subject to her dominion. Toda was not limited by
her sex; she simply found cunning ways of manipulating circumstances to her advantage.
Though she became a queen through marriage and an even more powerful one through
widowhood, she established a model of fierce matriarchal rule that would be used by numerous
queens during the next centuries.Abstract Chessmen in SpainIn tenth-century Spain, whether in
Muslim or Christian territories, chess would have been played with abstract pieces representing
the king, vizier (predecessor of the queen), elephant (predecessor of the bishop), horse
(predecessor of the knight), rook, and pawns. Even after realistic pieces had been introduced,
abstract chess sets continued to dominate the Spanish scene. And although the chess queen
was known elsewhere in Europe by the year 1000, her definite presence in Spain can be traced
back only to the twelfth century. Surprisingly, it was not south of the Pyrenees, but in the shadow
of the Alps, that the chess queen made her first recorded appearance. Read on.TWOEnter the
Queen!No witness has left behind an announcement of the chess queen’s birth. The first
recorded sighting appears in the musty leaves of a Latin manuscript preserved in the Einsiedeln
Monastery in Switzerland for over a thousand years. In the late 990s, a German-speaking monk
wrote a Latin poem of ninety-eight lines titled “Verses on Chess” (“Versus de scachis”) that
contains both the first European description of chess and the first evidence that the chess queen
had been born.1Let us try to imagine the atmosphere within the monastery when this
anonymous monk wrote what is now called the Einsiedeln Poem. As a Benedictine, he would
have spent hours reading the Bible and the writings of the Church Fathers, in addition to
following the daily rituals of his order. Yet he found time to compose a nonreligious poem on a
game that would prove controversial within the Church, and would even be prohibited by various



ecclesiastical authorities. What did he have in mind when he set down the rules of the game with
obvious enthusiasm and precise detail?The Einsiedeln Poem began by praising chess as a
unique game that required neither dice nor a stake. This was an obvious attempt to counter
religious opposition to games of chance, especially those involving gambling. The poem then
described everything one needed to know in order to play. As the following summary of the
poem shows, the rules were somewhat different from today’s, but beyond these differences, one
could indeed create a chess set and play, given the information provided.The board must have
sixty-four squares and two colors, so as to make the moves easier to follow. (This contrasted
with the Arabic board, which was unicolored and divided only by vertical and horizontal lines.)
The thirty-two chessmen, sixteen on each side, have to be colored white and red. The pieces
are named: rex (king), regina (queen), comes or curvus (count or aged one, today’s bishop),
eques (knight), rochus (rook), and pedes (pawn).The game begins by moving a pawn to the
square in front of it. Pawns capture another piece by taking it diagonally on an adjacent square
of the same color. The king can move to any adjacent square, but the queen can move only to a
diagonal adjacent square, always of the same color. (This made her the weakest piece on the
board, after the pawn.) A pawn that reaches the eighth row can move afterward like the queen,
provided the original queen is no longer on the board. The count or aged one moves diagonally
to the third square of his original color. The knight moves to the third square of a different color—
two steps straight ahead, then one step on the diagonal. The rook goes in a straight path as far
as the player wishes. The knights and rooks are the chief fighting forces, and should be carefully
guarded. The king can never be taken, but when he is under attack and surrounded so that he
can no longer move, the game comes to an end.2It is worth noting that this monk treated the
presence of the chess queen on the board as no more remarkable than that of the other pieces.
The transformation from vizier to queen was already a fait accompli, at least in the mind of this
Einsiedeln monk. But the transformation from elephant to bishop had reached only a halfway
stage: “counts” or “elders” were the German ancestors of the future bishops. During the tenth,
eleventh, and twelfth centuries, bishops wielded enormous power as administrators of church
moneys, properties, and even armies of their own. Their traditional collaboration with royalty was
eventually reproduced on the chessboard, where they took their place flanking kings and
queens.The prohibition on promoting a pawn to a queen while the original queen was still on the
board was an attempt to preserve the uniqueness of the king’s wife, his only permissible
conjugal mate according to Christian doctrine. The Arabic game did not have to face that
problem because a Muslim ruler could theoretically have as many viziers as he wanted. The idea
of multiple queens on the chessboard proved so anxiety-making for Europeans that it remained
a subject of contention for centuries to come.All the pieces described in the Einsiedeln Poem
had the same moves they already had in Persian and Arabic chess. The significant differences
from today’s game are the movements of the count/bishop (no more than two squares at a time,
as opposed to today’s limitless diagonal movement) and the queen (one diagonal space, as
opposed to any number of squares in a straight or diagonal line).Living Models for the Chess



QueenThe monk’s version of the game gives us some clues as to the state of chess during that
era in Europe. The canton of Einsiedeln, like the rest of Switzerland at this point, was part of the
Holy Roman Empire. Further, the monastery itself had close ties to the Germanic Ottonian
emperors. From this we can safely deduce that chess was already being played with a queen in
the German and Italian territories under imperial rule.3But how did she make her way onto the
board? Given what we know, we can speculate on the living sovereigns who might have served
as models for the miniature queen. Empress Adelaide, the wife of Otto I, and Empress
Theophano, the wife of Otto II, are the most probable candidates. This duo of mother-in-law and
daughter-in-law were exceedingly prominent during the last decades of the tenth century—the
period during which the chess queen must have been created, since she appeared in the
“Verses on Chess,” circa 997, not as a novelty, but as a piece whose existence was
unremarkable.First, consider the history of Adelaide of Burgundy, the most famous of the
Romano-German empresses. She was betrothed to Lothar, son of the king of Italy, when she
was six and he scarcely older. They married ten years later, in 947, and spent three unhappy
years together before his early death. The young widow, praised for her character and
appearance, was seized by Lothar’s successor, the margrave Berengar, not for himself but for
his son. When she refused the proposal, Berengar imprisoned her at Como, where she
remained for four months. Her daring escape from prison and her flight disguised as a peasant,
with Berengar in hot pursuit, caught the imagination of her contemporaries and attracted the
attention of the widowed German king Otto I. Aware of her plight and her political usefulness as
a conduit to the Italian throne, he proposed that he be her husband, and she accepted.Adelaide
and Otto celebrated their nuptials in Pavia in 952. This was the beginning of a union that,
bolstered by Otto’s armed invasions, gradually extended German sway over Northern Italy. In
962, Pope John XII crowned Otto and Adelaide in Rome as emperor and empress of the Holy
Roman Empire.Otto, it has been said, ruled over the German duchies, Switzerland, Italy, and
even the papacy “like a second Charlemagne.”4 And from the start of their marriage, Adelaide,
too, played an important role in German and Italian affairs. On the political level, she was
influential in crushing the revolt of Liudolf, Otto’s son from his first wife. Like most queens, she
was anxious to eliminate rivals to her own children, only two of whom survived into adulthood—
Mathilda, a future abbess of Quedlinburg, and Otto II, his father’s successor.On the cultural
level, she helped turn Otto I’s court into a center for the revival of classical learning and the
promotion of literature and the arts. Through her connections to Burgundy and Lombardy, she
led the Ottonian dynasty in a new cultural direction that was less Saxon and more broadly
European. Otto and Adelaide also supported monasteries and convents lavishly, establishing
connections that would have long-term consequences, including—among those unmentioned in
textbooks—future ramifications for the game of chess.Adelaide’s refinements of court behavior
extended even to table manners. For instance, at the time it was the custom for guests to stop
eating as soon as the king and queen did so. In one instance, when Adelaide’s appetite failed
her, she graciously held her knife aloft in her hand for an extended period, pretending she would



eat more, thus allowing her guests to continue with their meal.5In addition, she exercised a
controlling influence over her eldest son, who became emperor as Otto II after his father’s death
in 973. Even though Otto II had already married the Byzantine princess Theophano in 970,
Adelaide continued to rule at her son’s court, at least for the first year of her widowhood. She
accompanied Otto II on his inaugural progress through his lands, and her name appeared in his
charters. A battle for power between the two extraordinary women ensued, perhaps best
summed up by one knowledgeable historian: “There was room for only one queen in the
household; the functions and power of that position could belong to one woman only. When a
young king took a wife and queen it was time for his mother to bow out gracefully.”6Before long,
Theophano gained the upper hand, and Adelaide was forced into exile. Adelaide fell entirely out
of favor, and remained that way for nearly a decade until, shortly before Otto II’s untimely death
in 983, mother and son were reconciled, and the animosity between daughter-in-law and mother-
in-law was set aside. Again their accord was primarily political, fashioned so the two women
could work in concert to defend the rights of Otto III, the son and grandson respectively. Many of
the child king’s male relatives joined the fray, struggling for control over the boy, until he was
eventually handed over to the care of the two empresses. With his care secured, Theophano
once again turned on her mother-in-law, managed to eject Adelaide from power, and became
sole regent for her son.Lest we judge her too severely, let us now look at this scenario from the
vantage of the younger empress. As the niece of the reigning Byzantine emperor John
Tzimiskes, as the wife of Otto II, and as the mother of Otto III, Theophano expected to command
the same great authority in the Germanic lands that empresses wielded in Constantinople. Her
marriage in 970, when Otto II was sixteen and she at least twelve, had been an eminently
political act destined to unite the pinnacles of power from East and West. The dower given by
the Ottonians recognized her exalted status: written in golden ink on purple parchment that has
survived to this day, it granted her extensive estates in both Italy and Germany.7 Her own dowry,
consisting of luxury items such as chess pieces, perfume bottles, textiles, and other treasures,
became legendary in her own time and gave rise to the subsequent belief that she deserved
major credit for spreading the culture of Byzantium directly to Saxony.8 She commissioned a
group of painters, sculptors, poets, and Greek scholars from Constantinople to work at the
Western imperial court, and introduced many refined practices such as taking baths and
wearing silks.In all probability, she promoted the game of chess, since chess had been played at
the Byzantine court from at least the turn of the ninth century. Remember the unfortunate letter
from Emperor Nicephorus to Harûn al-Rashîd, informing him in 802 that the late Empress Irene
had compared herself to a pawn and the caliph to a rook—the letter that led to warfare, and
Nicephorus’s eventual defeat. Chess, called zatrikion in the Greek spoken at the Byzantine
court, was a highly regarded skill, and would have been expected of the princess. Like Queen
Toda bringing chess from the court of Córdoba to Navarre, so, too, Theophano would most likely
have transmitted the game from the Eastern Empire to the West.During the thirteen years of her
marriage to Otto II, Theophano had five children—four daughters (one who died at an early age)



and one son, the future Otto III. She also played a significant role as counselor to her husband
on matters of state to such an extent that Otto II was often criticized for following the advice of
his Byzantine wife rather than that of his council. The German nobility were doubly hostile to
Theophano because she was a woman and because she was a non-Western foreigner, “the
Greek,” as she was unceremoniously called behind her back.9When her husband died in 983,
she fiercely fought off the designs of enemy dukes and princes who were eager to place a
claimant other than her son on the imperial throne. She held on to her power with a firm grasp,
speaking for her son in all documents, those to foreign rulers and the Italian nobility alike. Within
Italy she even issued charters in her own name, and in at least one of them, a diploma issued in
Ravenna in 990, she went so far as to call herself imperator augustus, masculine words for the
emperor, instead of the more common words used for the empress, imperatrix augusta. The
chronicler Thietmar of Merseburg praised her for her “manly watchfulness.”10 Ultimately
commanding the kind of respect normally reserved only for men, Theophano incarnated the
strongest authority possible for a dowager queen.As queen regent, she ruled in Italy until her
early death in 991, when she was succeeded by none other than her long-lived mother-in-law,
Adelaide! Adelaide ruled for her grandson Otto III until he achieved his majority in 994, and
expelled her from court on the grounds that she had, out of spite, refused his mother a memorial
service. So the feud continued even after Theophano had been laid to rest.Adelaide’s
posthumous insult to her daughter-in-law did not, however, destroy Theophano’s memory. Her
glory lived on, most notably in the monastery of Saint Salvator Maggiore in Rieti, where a fresco
painted in 975 showed her and her husband with halos around their heads.11 Other images of
Otto and Theophano, enshrined in books, carved into ivory, and molded into medallions,
conveyed their iconic significance as the supreme reigning couple of their day.12Both Adelaide
and Theophano had been designated as consors regni in documents issued by their husbands.
This meant they had institutional power that they shared with their spouses while the men were
alive, and then full power as queens regent after the husbands died and before the heirs
apparent came of age. If a female consort was fortunate enough to be long-lived and to have
produced an heir, she might receive a bonus at the end of her life in the form of a regency,
although not all would have considered widowhood a blessing and some undoubtedly were not
equipped or inclined to rule. Only exceptional women like Adelaide and Theophano had
sufficient confidence to take up the reins of power and govern in that interlude between male
rulers.Adelaide or Theophano?Was it Adelaide or Theophano who served as the model for the
chess queen in the Einsiedeln Poem? A circumstantial case can be made in favor of both. Both
were connected to the Einsiedeln Monastery, as evidenced by charters issued in the names of
Otto I and Otto III, which mentioned Adelaide three times and Theophano once. In the first
charter, dated January 23, 965, Otto I “with our dear wife Adelaide” (dilecta coniunx nostra
Adalheide) granted Einsiedeln certain properties in an exchange with another monastery. In a
second, also concerning property matters, Otto I called her both “dear wife and august
empress.” And after Theophano had died and Adelaide was reinstated as regent, a charter



granted by Otto III in 992 referred to his grandmother as “our dear Adelaide.”13The one
reference to Theophano occurred on October 27, 984, in a text that established the monastery’s
freedom from paying tolls to the city of Zurich. Although issued under the name of her young son
Otto III, the true donor was “our dear mother Theophano and august empress.”Theophano, like
Adelaide before her, continued a tradition of strong support to monasteries, convents, and
churches. We know that she frequently went in person to Gandersheim Abbey, home of the
learned Benedictine nun Hrotsvitha. Contacts between Hrotsvitha and the imperial family can be
inferred from her writings, and especially from her Gesta Ottonis, a long epic commissioned to
celebrate Otto the Great.14Theophano and Otto II sent one of their daughters, Sophia, to be
educated at Gandersheim while Hrotsvitha was alive. Both Sophia and her sister Adelaide
(named after her grandmother) eventually took the veil and became abbesses, Sophia at
Gandersheim and Essen, and Adelaide at Quedlinburg and later at Gandersheim. Of
Theophano’s three daughters, only one—Mathilda—married.15Mathilda’s marriage to Ezzo, the
count Palatine, is associated with a chess anecdote that is too good to be left in silence, even if
its veracity is questionable. As the story goes, Mathilda was married to Ezzo, the count Palatine,
after her youthful brother, Otto III, acting as her guardian, lost her to the elderly count over a
chess match.16 It is impossible to determine whether this tale is true, but Otto III is known to
have been a quixotic personality, so the decision to marry off his sister in this fashion is not
entirely out of keeping with his character.17 We do not know the date of the event or even the
age of the bride, but it probably occurred after the death of Theophano, when she was no longer
in a position to influence the choice of a husband for her one marriageable daughter.Both
Theophano and Adelaide provide plausible sources for the birth of the chess queen. Both were
famous during their lifetimes as consorts sharing power with their husbands and as queens
regent successfully protecting their dynasty. Both were highly cultivated in the realm of art and
literature, and had a working knowledge of Latin. Both have been credited with inspiring the
Ottonian Renaissance at the imperial court. Both died in the 990s (Theophano in 991, Adelaide
in 999), the decade during which the Einsiedeln Poem was composed. What more fitting tribute
to a recently deceased empress, or one about to die, than a poem attesting to the existence of
the chess queen?Perhaps Theophano’s strongest claim is rooted in the special relationship she
had to the game through her Byzantine connection, which would have familiarized her with
chess at an early age. If she had been a carrier of chess from Byzantium to Western Europe,
perhaps she herself suggested that the game be played with a queen. After all, a woman who
had not hesitated to use the masculine title imperator augustus would not have feared a sex
change in the other direction, from male to female, so as to represent herself on the
chessboard.Would that I could present even more convincing evidence for one or the other or
both empresses! As I studied their lives and tried to determine which one should be granted the
honor of having engendered the chess queen, it seemed to me as if they were still competing
against each other from the grave.In the years immediately preceding the composition of the
Einsiedeln Poem, there were an unusual number of queens regent. Indeed, for a brief period in



the 980s, the rule of queens regent was dominant in Western Europe. Not only were Adelaide
and Theophano regents for Otto III, but Adelaide’s daughter Emma was regent for the French
king Louis V, the duchess Beatrice of Lorraine ruled for her minor son, and the youthful
Aethelred II in England was under his mother’s tutelage.18 With so many queens in positions of
extraordinary prominence, it is perhaps not so surprising that the chess queen appeared exactly
when she did.A New Era in HistoryThe appearance of the chess queen and the count/elder/
future bishop around the year 1000 corresponded to a new stage in European history, marked
by the rising power of kingship, queenship, and the Church. In this new era, German kings and
queens, metamorphosed into emperors and empresses, sought to manifest their authority in
every possible way. Crowns, thrones, scepters, orbs, seals, banners, processions, public
displays of largesse, and ceremonies of vassalage were all signs of ascendant royalty.Feudal
society encouraged an outward display of rank. The bishop’s crosier and miter, the knight’s
horse and sword signified their respective positions in the social hierarchy. The king and queen
were situated at the very top, like keystones that held everything in place from on high.To
represent themselves as superior, members of royalty had themselves portrayed in drawings,
paintings, and carvings as bigger than the other human figures. So, too, on the chessboard, the
king was always the tallest piece, with the queen usually second in size. The game of chess,
adapted to European Christendom, provided the perfect representation of a social order in
which everyone was expected to know his or her exact place.19The Latin epic Ruodlieb, written
by another German-speaking monk circa 1070, illustrates this sense of order, and tells us
something about how chess was played by the nobility at regional courts. The epic was written at
Tegernsee, a monastery that, like Einsiedeln, had close connections with the imperial family.
Otto II had helped revive the ancient monastery, and his wife, Theophano, was probably
responsible for stimulating the Byzantine contacts that occurred there during the tenth and
eleventh centuries. The text of Ruodlieb reveals contacts with the Eastern Empire in such signs
as Byzantine gold coins and precious objects.20Our major interest in this work lies in an episode
centered around a court chess match. When the hero Ruodlieb is admitted to the court of the
“little king” and invited to play against him, he at first declines—after all, having a king as one’s
adversary involved matters of etiquette that were awkward for a simple knight. Eventually, he is
forced into playing, and while he tries to lose, Ruodlieb nonetheless beats the king three times,
to the astonishment of the nobles watching the game.At this point, the king magnanimously lays
a wager against Ruodlieb, without allowing him to bet anything in return. The nobles, too, put
forward their stakes on the king’s side. While they kibitz, or comment on the match, Ruodlieb
continues to win, again three times, after which he refuses to play anymore. He tries to turn down
the money he has won, considering it sinful to enrich himself through gambling. “I am not in the
habit of winning anything by playing games,” he tells the nobles, to which they reply, “While you
are amongst us, you live as we do! When you get back home, then you can live as you like.”21
What we learn from this scene is that chess was commonly played in German courts during the
second half of the eleventh century, that kibitzing was allowed, and that betting on the game was
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blundered all.Game eternal.War breaks.She enters.Check mate.Hail Queen.How we craveHer
majesty.—GARY GLAZNERWaking PieceThe world dreams in chessKibitzing like loversPawn’s
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majesty.Her majesty.—GARY GLAZNER—GARY GLAZNERAcknowledgmentsThis book would
not have been possible without the vast philological, archaeological, literary, and art historical
research of previous writers, most notably from Germany and England. With deference to my
predecessors, many of whom were serious chess players and almost all of whom were men, I



have called upon my long experience as a feminist scholar to cast a new light on the game and
its most paradoxical figure.Two libraries rich in chess materials and four knowledgeable
librarians opened their resources to me. At the Cleveland Public Library, Steven Zietz and Jeffrey
Martin helped me explore the amazing John White Chess Collection. Similarly, at the Royal
Library in The Hague, Henk Chevret and Henriëtte Reerink shepherded me through their
enormous chess holdings. My heartfelt thanks to these institutions and their courteous
curators.My home base at the Institute for Research on Women and Gender at Stanford
University provided me with library resources and supportive colleagues. Above all, Institute
Senior Scholar and historian Susan Groag Bell severely critiqued the manuscript from the first
page to the last. Thanks also to Institute Affiliated Scholars, mathematician Alice Silverberg, and
sociologist Ashraf Zahedi for useful comments on the epilogue.I am indebted to many other
individuals. Professor Kathleen Cohen from the Art History Department at San Jose State
followed the progress of this book over the course of several years, enthusiastically sharing her
knowledge of relevant artworks and providing one of the photos. Professor Leah Middlebrook of
the University of Oregon was an astute critic of the Spanish chapter in its first version. Professor
Brigitte Cazelles of Stanford University gave me early leads on medieval French material.
Professor Danielle Trudeau from San Jose State also counseled me on pertinent French texts.
For the Scandinavian section, I wish to thank the literary scholar Dr. Vera Føllesdahl and the
historian of early North Atlantic exploration Kirsten Seaver, as well as Peter Carelli of the
University of Lund and the Swedish/Finnish writer Stina Katchadourian. Professor David
Goldfrank of Georgetown University was extremely helpful in reviewing my Russian chapter.
Professor Hester Gelber from the Stanford Religious Studies Department gave me advice
concerning the cult of the Virgin Mary. Professor David Riggs of the Stanford English
Department helped elucidate a sixteenth-century poem on chess. Ira Lapidus, Emeritus
Professor of History at the University of California/Berkeley, prevented me from making errors in
matters of Muslim history. The British chess historian Victor Keats offered important information
on Spanish Jewish contributions. Berkeley Professor of Comparative Literature Robert Alter
commented judiciously on a Spanish Hebrew text. Medievalist Roswitha Wooley helped with
translations from Middle High German. Biographer Peggy Liss shared relevant information from
the reign of Queen Isabella of Castile. Ambassador Juan Duran Loríga facilitated research in the
Spanish Royal Library. Christophe Reisner, who directs the Göttingen Literary Fair, arranged
crucial contacts for me in Germany. Father P. Odo Lang, OSB, from the Library at the
Benedictine Abbey in Einsiedeln, Switzerland, provided essential information on the earliest
known document mentioning the chess queen. Author David Shenk, who is writing another
history of chess, added thoughtful comments on my final manuscript.Sharlette Visaya, Stanford
graduate student in the Modern Thought and Literature program, fulfilled the role of the perfect
research assistant.My son, Ben Yalom, worked on the developmental stages of the book,
helping to provide a structure for its varied historical material, and carefully edited its final
version for publication.A very special thanks to my editor at HarperCollins, Julia Serebrinsky,



who saw the merit of this quirky book from the start and never lost faith. Her guidance and
editorial suggestions were of inestimable value. Similarly, my literary agent and good friend,
Sandra Dijkstra, supported me in countless ways.As always, my husband, Irvin Yalom, was my
partner in this venture. When one has an enlightened king at one’s side, it’s easy to be a
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years, enthusiastically sharing her knowledge of relevant artworks and providing one of the
photos. Professor Leah Middlebrook of the University of Oregon was an astute critic of the
Spanish chapter in its first version. Professor Brigitte Cazelles of Stanford University gave me
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Seaver, as well as Peter Carelli of the University of Lund and the Swedish/Finnish writer Stina
Katchadourian. Professor David Goldfrank of Georgetown University was extremely helpful in
reviewing my Russian chapter. Professor Hester Gelber from the Stanford Religious Studies
Department gave me advice concerning the cult of the Virgin Mary. Professor David Riggs of the
Stanford English Department helped elucidate a sixteenth-century poem on chess. Ira Lapidus,
Emeritus Professor of History at the University of California/Berkeley, prevented me from making
errors in matters of Muslim history. The British chess historian Victor Keats offered important
information on Spanish Jewish contributions. Berkeley Professor of Comparative Literature
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Literary Fair, arranged crucial contacts for me in Germany. Father P. Odo Lang, OSB, from the



Library at the Benedictine Abbey in Einsiedeln, Switzerland, provided essential information on
the earliest known document mentioning the chess queen. Author David Shenk, who is writing
another history of chess, added thoughtful comments on my final manuscript.Sharlette Visaya,
Stanford graduate student in the Modern Thought and Literature program, fulfilled the role of the
perfect research assistant.My son, Ben Yalom, worked on the developmental stages of the book,
helping to provide a structure for its varied historical material, and carefully edited its final
version for publication.A very special thanks to my editor at HarperCollins, Julia Serebrinsky,
who saw the merit of this quirky book from the start and never lost faith. Her guidance and
editorial suggestions were of inestimable value. Similarly, my literary agent and good friend,
Sandra Dijkstra, supported me in countless ways.As always, my husband, Irvin Yalom, was my
partner in this venture. When one has an enlightened king at one’s side, it’s easy to be a
queen.IntroductionBooks are born in unexpected ways. This one grew out of a misconception.
While preparing for a lecture at the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum in Boston on my book A
History of the Breast, I was shown a small ivory figure of a Madonna and Child by one of the
curators, who referred to it as a “chess queen.” This figure of Mary suckling the baby Jesus
captured my imagination. How could a fourteenth-century nursing Madonna be a chess queen?I
discussed this so-called chess piece in my lecture on “Breasted Visions” at the Gardner in 1998,
but with more questions than answers. Little did I know then that I would spend the next five
years tracking down every surviving medieval chess queen to determine whether the Gardner
figure did or did not belong on a chessboard. (See chapter 7 for my conclusions.)During those
years, I became fascinated with the chess queen as an icon of female power. How did she come
to dominate the chessboard when, in real life, women are almost always in a position of
secondary power? What is her relationship to the other chessmen? What can she tell us about
the civilization that created her? Consider the chess queen as she exists today. She is an
awesome warrior who can move in any direction—forward, backward, to the right, to the left, and
diagonally—one space at a time or across the entire board. In a microcosm where all movement
is strictly regulated, she defies the narrow constraints that bind the rest of her army.Initially, she
sits at the side of the king, as befits a royal spouse. During the game, she charges forth to
protect her lord and destroy their enemies. If necessary, she may give her life in combat, for
ultimately it is the king’s survival that counts. This is the paradox of chess: he is the crucial figure,
even if she is more potent.But this scenario did not always exist. Before the birth of the chess
queen, there was no queen at all on the chessboard. In India, Persia, and the Arab lands where
the game was first played, all the human figures were male. These consisted of the king, his
general or chief counselor called a vizier, and a line of foot soldiers. There were also, as in real
Indian armies, chariots, horses, and elephants. It was only after the Arabs invaded Southern
Europe in the eighth century and brought chess with them that the queen appeared on the
board. Around the year 1000, she began to replace the vizier, and by 1200, she could be found
all over Western Europe, from Italy to Norway.This event, miniscule in the great order of things,
raises major questions about the position of women during the Middle Ages. In what ways did



her birth reflect the power of real-life queens and highborn ladies? In contrast to the Near East,
where the vizier was the shah’s second-in-command, the European queen was the king’s other
half, his trusted companion, his deputy when he was absent or incapacitated. The Christian
monogamous ideal, which paired one husband and one wife, stood in contrast to the
polygamous possibilities allowed Muslim men, and the pairing of king and queen on the
chessboard symbolized a partnership more significant and more enduring than that of a king
and his chief minister. It also reflected another difference between a European queen and the
wife of an Eastern potentate: the European queen expected to share political power with her
husband, especially if she had brought territorial holdings into the marriage. In countries like
Spain and England that allowed for daughters to inherit thrones from their fathers in the absence
of a male heir, some queens even ruled on their own, without the benefit of a spouse.In India,
where chess had originated in the fifth century, it would have made no sense to have a queen on
the board. Chess was resolutely and exclusively a war game enacted between male fighters
mounted on animals or marching on foot. This same pattern made its way into Persia and the
Arabic lands, with only slight modifications. To this day, the Arabic game is played with a vizier
and an elephant, having resisted the changes that took place in Europe a thousand years
ago.When the Arabs carried the game across the Mediterranean into Spain and Sicily, chess
began to reflect Western feudal structures and took on a social dimension. The queen replaced
the vizier, the horse was transformed into a knight, the chariot into a tower (today’s castle or
rook), the elephant into a bishop (though in France, it became a jester, and in Italy, a standard
bearer). Only the king and the foot soldier (pawn) at the two ends of the hierarchy remained
exactly the same.The Indian game had been played with naturalistic chessmen intended to look
like a miniature army. But in the Arab world, after the death of Muhammad in 632, Muslim players
transformed these realistic pieces into abstract ones because the Koran, like the Hebrew Bible,
prohibited the portrayal of living creatures. Then, following the Arab invasion of Southern Europe
in the eighth century, as chess made its way up the Spanish and Italian peninsulas, it came in
contact with artisans who had no inhibitions about depicting human beings and animals
realistically—as in the original Indian sets. A foot soldier could be shown standing on two sturdy
feet with shield and sword in front of him. The mounted knight was furnished with reins and
stirrups. The elephant, unknown to Europeans, became a bishop with a two-pronged miter or a
jester wearing a cap with two bells—probable transformations of the elephant’s tusks. The king
and queen sat on thrones, wore crowns on their heads, and carried scepters or orbs in their
hands. One could see on the chessboard the very same people who walked or rode through
medieval streets, prayed in Romanesque churches, and presided over royal assemblies.We
know relatively little about the transmission of chess from the Muslim to the Christian world and
even less about the invention of the first chess queen. Where did she first appear? Was there a
living sovereign who inspired this innovation? What was the reaction of the chess carver when
his patron commissioned a set with a queen instead of the traditional vizier? Did the fact that
girls, as well as boys, commonly played chess have anything to do with the advent of the queen



on the board? Did women—queens and other high-status ladies—bring a new dimension to the
game that would not have existed without them? These are some of the questions that
obsessed me as I followed the traces of the medieval game from texts, images, and other
artifacts, and tried to reconstruct the civilization that had borne and nurtured the chess
queen.But there is a second part to this puzzle. The chess queen did not start out as the
mightiest piece on the board. In fact, like the vizier, she was initially the weakest member of her
community, allowed to advance only one diagonal square at a time. Yet, by the end of the
fifteenth century, she had acquired an unparalleled range of movements. In 1497, when Isabella
of Castile reigned over Spain and even those parts of the New World discovered by Columbus, a
Spanish book recognized that the chess queen had become the most potent piece on the board.
This book, written by a certain Lucena and titled The Art of Chess (Arte de axedres), was a
watershed dividing “old” chess from “new” chess—the game we still play today.It is fitting that the
chess queen reached the summit of her power under the rule of Isabella of Castile, the most
renowned Spanish queen of all time. This convergence of queen and icon begs another set of
questions: Was the evolution of the chess queen related to the increased prominence of queens
during the late Middle Ages? What political and cultural events should be taken into account as
one considers the five-hundred-year period between the chess queen’s timid emergence and
her elevation into the game’s mightiest figure?During the eleventh and twelfth centuries, when
the chess queen was driving the vizier from the European board, there were numerous currents
favorable to the idea of female power. The first was the reality of Christian queenship, which had
taken its distinctive shape during the early Middle Ages. The queen was, first and foremost, the
king’s wife, his faithful partner, helpmate, and loyal subject. Like the Eastern vizier, she was also
a giver of advice, especially on issues concerning kinship, but even in matters of diplomacy and
warfare. Her official duties included intercession with the king on behalf of various petitioners, be
they members of the nobility, clergy, or laity.On a more intimate level, she was expected to
preside over the royal household, with chief administrative responsibility for providing food,
clothing, rest, and entertainment. Even more intimately, she was expected to produce children.
This was her most important function, since only the king and queen’s heirs could ensure
dynastic stability.Most queens, as well as duchesses and countesses, became rulers by virtue of
marriage to a reigning sovereign and were then known as queens consort. If they were widowed,
some were appointed queens regent until the heir apparent came of age. Precious few women
were queens regnant, ruling by right of inheritance, like the Spanish queen Urraca of León and
Castile, who received her kingdom directly from her father in 1109. At a somewhat lower level,
many noblewomen with inherited titles assumed full responsibility for their fiefs. Even after
marriage, they did not automatically turn over authority to their husbands. Such heiresses did
homage to their superiors—kings, emperors, and popes—in formal ceremonies that
acknowledged their feudal allegiance. Some became de facto rulers of their domains when their
husbands went off to the Crusades, beginning with the First Crusade in 1095.A second cultural
current that coincided with the chess queen’s birth and reinforced the institution of queenship



was the cult of the Virgin Mary. From the eleventh century onward, the miraculous birth of Jesus
became the subject of countless poems, hymns, narratives, and theological treatises. Hundreds
of churches were dedicated to Our Lady, with mother and child represented in sculpture, wall
paintings, and stained glass. In her privileged maternal position, Mary could be appealed to for
intercession with the Lord, or she might produce miracles on her own. Mary in her various
incarnations as the Mother of God, the Bride of Christ, and the Queen of Heaven became an
object of unrivaled worship throughout medieval Christendom.A third influence was the cult of
romantic love. The adoration of a beautiful lady, often the wife of a king or powerful noble, was
first celebrated by troubadours in the South of France and then exported to all the courts of
Europe. Chess soon became associated with good breeding and “courtesy.” The knight who
wanted to be considered “courteous” was expected to be able to play chess well, with female as
well as male adversaries. The game allowed the two sexes to meet on equal terms, and
sometimes served as a cover for romance. Both Mariolatry and its secular opposite—the cult of
romantic love—contributed to the rise of the chess queen.We shall follow the spread of chess,
region by region, from India, Persia, and the Arab lands to Spain, Italy, and Germany; France
and England; Scandinavia and Russia. Simultaneously, we shall encounter the significant
queens, empresses, countesses, duchesses, and marchionesses reigning in each country. The
interplay between symbolic queens on the chessboard and living queens at numerous royal
courts provides the woof and warp of this book. While there were few women rulers before the
fifteenth century whose names can be definitively linked to the game, the reality of female rule
was undoubtedly entwined with the emergence and evolution of the chess queen. In time, the
chess queen would become the quintessential metaphor for female power in the Western
world.IntroductionBooks are born in unexpected ways. This one grew out of a misconception.
While preparing for a lecture at the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum in Boston on my book A
History of the Breast, I was shown a small ivory figure of a Madonna and Child by one of the
curators, who referred to it as a “chess queen.” This figure of Mary suckling the baby Jesus
captured my imagination. How could a fourteenth-century nursing Madonna be a chess queen?I
discussed this so-called chess piece in my lecture on “Breasted Visions” at the Gardner in 1998,
but with more questions than answers. Little did I know then that I would spend the next five
years tracking down every surviving medieval chess queen to determine whether the Gardner
figure did or did not belong on a chessboard. (See chapter 7 for my conclusions.)During those
years, I became fascinated with the chess queen as an icon of female power. How did she come
to dominate the chessboard when, in real life, women are almost always in a position of
secondary power? What is her relationship to the other chessmen? What can she tell us about
the civilization that created her? Consider the chess queen as she exists today. She is an
awesome warrior who can move in any direction—forward, backward, to the right, to the left, and
diagonally—one space at a time or across the entire board. In a microcosm where all movement
is strictly regulated, she defies the narrow constraints that bind the rest of her army.Initially, she
sits at the side of the king, as befits a royal spouse. During the game, she charges forth to



protect her lord and destroy their enemies. If necessary, she may give her life in combat, for
ultimately it is the king’s survival that counts. This is the paradox of chess: he is the crucial figure,
even if she is more potent.But this scenario did not always exist. Before the birth of the chess
queen, there was no queen at all on the chessboard. In India, Persia, and the Arab lands where
the game was first played, all the human figures were male. These consisted of the king, his
general or chief counselor called a vizier, and a line of foot soldiers. There were also, as in real
Indian armies, chariots, horses, and elephants. It was only after the Arabs invaded Southern
Europe in the eighth century and brought chess with them that the queen appeared on the
board. Around the year 1000, she began to replace the vizier, and by 1200, she could be found
all over Western Europe, from Italy to Norway.This event, miniscule in the great order of things,
raises major questions about the position of women during the Middle Ages. In what ways did
her birth reflect the power of real-life queens and highborn ladies? In contrast to the Near East,
where the vizier was the shah’s second-in-command, the European queen was the king’s other
half, his trusted companion, his deputy when he was absent or incapacitated. The Christian
monogamous ideal, which paired one husband and one wife, stood in contrast to the
polygamous possibilities allowed Muslim men, and the pairing of king and queen on the
chessboard symbolized a partnership more significant and more enduring than that of a king
and his chief minister. It also reflected another difference between a European queen and the
wife of an Eastern potentate: the European queen expected to share political power with her
husband, especially if she had brought territorial holdings into the marriage. In countries like
Spain and England that allowed for daughters to inherit thrones from their fathers in the absence
of a male heir, some queens even ruled on their own, without the benefit of a spouse.In India,
where chess had originated in the fifth century, it would have made no sense to have a queen on
the board. Chess was resolutely and exclusively a war game enacted between male fighters
mounted on animals or marching on foot. This same pattern made its way into Persia and the
Arabic lands, with only slight modifications. To this day, the Arabic game is played with a vizier
and an elephant, having resisted the changes that took place in Europe a thousand years
ago.When the Arabs carried the game across the Mediterranean into Spain and Sicily, chess
began to reflect Western feudal structures and took on a social dimension. The queen replaced
the vizier, the horse was transformed into a knight, the chariot into a tower (today’s castle or
rook), the elephant into a bishop (though in France, it became a jester, and in Italy, a standard
bearer). Only the king and the foot soldier (pawn) at the two ends of the hierarchy remained
exactly the same.The Indian game had been played with naturalistic chessmen intended to look
like a miniature army. But in the Arab world, after the death of Muhammad in 632, Muslim players
transformed these realistic pieces into abstract ones because the Koran, like the Hebrew Bible,
prohibited the portrayal of living creatures. Then, following the Arab invasion of Southern Europe
in the eighth century, as chess made its way up the Spanish and Italian peninsulas, it came in
contact with artisans who had no inhibitions about depicting human beings and animals
realistically—as in the original Indian sets. A foot soldier could be shown standing on two sturdy



feet with shield and sword in front of him. The mounted knight was furnished with reins and
stirrups. The elephant, unknown to Europeans, became a bishop with a two-pronged miter or a
jester wearing a cap with two bells—probable transformations of the elephant’s tusks. The king
and queen sat on thrones, wore crowns on their heads, and carried scepters or orbs in their
hands. One could see on the chessboard the very same people who walked or rode through
medieval streets, prayed in Romanesque churches, and presided over royal assemblies.We
know relatively little about the transmission of chess from the Muslim to the Christian world and
even less about the invention of the first chess queen. Where did she first appear? Was there a
living sovereign who inspired this innovation? What was the reaction of the chess carver when
his patron commissioned a set with a queen instead of the traditional vizier? Did the fact that
girls, as well as boys, commonly played chess have anything to do with the advent of the queen
on the board? Did women—queens and other high-status ladies—bring a new dimension to the
game that would not have existed without them? These are some of the questions that
obsessed me as I followed the traces of the medieval game from texts, images, and other
artifacts, and tried to reconstruct the civilization that had borne and nurtured the chess
queen.But there is a second part to this puzzle. The chess queen did not start out as the
mightiest piece on the board. In fact, like the vizier, she was initially the weakest member of her
community, allowed to advance only one diagonal square at a time. Yet, by the end of the
fifteenth century, she had acquired an unparalleled range of movements. In 1497, when Isabella
of Castile reigned over Spain and even those parts of the New World discovered by Columbus, a
Spanish book recognized that the chess queen had become the most potent piece on the board.
This book, written by a certain Lucena and titled The Art of Chess (Arte de axedres), was a
watershed dividing “old” chess from “new” chess—the game we still play today.It is fitting that the
chess queen reached the summit of her power under the rule of Isabella of Castile, the most
renowned Spanish queen of all time. This convergence of queen and icon begs another set of
questions: Was the evolution of the chess queen related to the increased prominence of queens
during the late Middle Ages? What political and cultural events should be taken into account as
one considers the five-hundred-year period between the chess queen’s timid emergence and
her elevation into the game’s mightiest figure?During the eleventh and twelfth centuries, when
the chess queen was driving the vizier from the European board, there were numerous currents
favorable to the idea of female power. The first was the reality of Christian queenship, which had
taken its distinctive shape during the early Middle Ages. The queen was, first and foremost, the
king’s wife, his faithful partner, helpmate, and loyal subject. Like the Eastern vizier, she was also
a giver of advice, especially on issues concerning kinship, but even in matters of diplomacy and
warfare. Her official duties included intercession with the king on behalf of various petitioners, be
they members of the nobility, clergy, or laity.On a more intimate level, she was expected to
preside over the royal household, with chief administrative responsibility for providing food,
clothing, rest, and entertainment. Even more intimately, she was expected to produce children.
This was her most important function, since only the king and queen’s heirs could ensure



dynastic stability.Most queens, as well as duchesses and countesses, became rulers by virtue of
marriage to a reigning sovereign and were then known as queens consort. If they were widowed,
some were appointed queens regent until the heir apparent came of age. Precious few women
were queens regnant, ruling by right of inheritance, like the Spanish queen Urraca of León and
Castile, who received her kingdom directly from her father in 1109. At a somewhat lower level,
many noblewomen with inherited titles assumed full responsibility for their fiefs. Even after
marriage, they did not automatically turn over authority to their husbands. Such heiresses did
homage to their superiors—kings, emperors, and popes—in formal ceremonies that
acknowledged their feudal allegiance. Some became de facto rulers of their domains when their
husbands went off to the Crusades, beginning with the First Crusade in 1095.A second cultural
current that coincided with the chess queen’s birth and reinforced the institution of queenship
was the cult of the Virgin Mary. From the eleventh century onward, the miraculous birth of Jesus
became the subject of countless poems, hymns, narratives, and theological treatises. Hundreds
of churches were dedicated to Our Lady, with mother and child represented in sculpture, wall
paintings, and stained glass. In her privileged maternal position, Mary could be appealed to for
intercession with the Lord, or she might produce miracles on her own. Mary in her various
incarnations as the Mother of God, the Bride of Christ, and the Queen of Heaven became an
object of unrivaled worship throughout medieval Christendom.A third influence was the cult of
romantic love. The adoration of a beautiful lady, often the wife of a king or powerful noble, was
first celebrated by troubadours in the South of France and then exported to all the courts of
Europe. Chess soon became associated with good breeding and “courtesy.” The knight who
wanted to be considered “courteous” was expected to be able to play chess well, with female as
well as male adversaries. The game allowed the two sexes to meet on equal terms, and
sometimes served as a cover for romance. Both Mariolatry and its secular opposite—the cult of
romantic love—contributed to the rise of the chess queen.We shall follow the spread of chess,
region by region, from India, Persia, and the Arab lands to Spain, Italy, and Germany; France
and England; Scandinavia and Russia. Simultaneously, we shall encounter the significant
queens, empresses, countesses, duchesses, and marchionesses reigning in each country. The
interplay between symbolic queens on the chessboard and living queens at numerous royal
courts provides the woof and warp of this book. While there were few women rulers before the
fifteenth century whose names can be definitively linked to the game, the reality of female rule
was undoubtedly entwined with the emergence and evolution of the chess queen. In time, the
chess queen would become the quintessential metaphor for female power in the Western
world.Selected Rulers of the PeriodMuslim Rulers786–809Reign of Caliph Harûn al-Rashîd in
Baghdad822–852Reign of Caliph Abd al-Rahman II of Córdoba913–961Reign of Caliph Abd al-
Rahman III of CórdobaChristian Spanish Rulers895?–970Toda Asnárez of Navarre, widow of
Sancho Garcés, King of Pamplona (died 925)975–1058Ermessenda, countess of Barcelona,
widow of Count Ramón Borrell (died 1017)1172–1109Reign of Alfonso VI, king of León-
Castile1109–1126Reign of Urraca, queen of León-Castile1252–1284Reign of Alfonso X, king of



León-Castile1474–1504Reign of Isabella of Castile and Ferdinand of AragónGerman and Italian
Rulers931–999Adelaide, German queen and Holy Roman Empress, widow of Otto I (died
973)958?–991Theophano, German queen and Holy Roman Empress, widow of Otto II (died
983)1046–1115Matilda of Tuscany1154–1198Constance of Hauteville, queen of Sicily and Holy
Roman Empress, widow of Henry IV of Hohenstaufen (died 1197)1194–1250Frederick II, king of
Sicily and Holy Roman EmperorFrench and English Rulers1121?–1180Louis VII, king of France
(reigned 1137–1180)1122–1204Eleanor of Aquitaine, queen of France (1137–1152) and queen
of England (1154–1189)1133–1189Henry II, king of England (reigned 1154–1189)1165–
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Chess Queen’s BirthONEChess Before the Chess QueenThough historians still debate the
exact origins of chess, most agree that it emerged in India no later than the sixth century. In
Sanskrit, the game was called chaturanga, meaning “four members,” which referred to the four
parts of the Indian army: chariots, elephants, cavalry, and infantry. This fourfold division, plus the



king and his general, provided the basic pieces of the game, first in India and then throughout
the world.Chess in Persian LiteratureThe first definite literary reference to chess comes not from
India but from Persia. In an ancient romance called Kārnamāk, written around 600 in Pahlavi (the
writing system of Persia before the advent of Islam), chess already commanded the great
esteem it would hold for centuries to come.1 The Persians took from the Indians the essentials
of the game—the six different figures, the board with sixty-four squares—and rebaptized the
pieces with Persian names. This new nomenclature was to have enduring significance far
beyond the East, for shah, the Persian word for “king,” ultimately served as the name of the
game in several European languages by way of the Latin scacchus: scacchi in Italian, Schach in
German, échecs in French, and chess in English, among others.The Persian epic Book of Kings
(Shāh-nāmeh), written by the great poet Firdausi (c. 935–1020), gives an amusing account of
how chess made its way from India to Persia. As the story goes, in the sixth century the raja of
India sent the shah a chess set made of ivory and teak, telling him only that the game was “an
emblem of the art of war,” and challenging the shah’s wise men to figure out the moves of the
individual pieces. Of course, to the credit of the Persians (this being a Persian story), one of
them was able to complete this seemingly impossible assignment. The shah then bettered the
raja by rapidly inventing the game of “nard” (a predecessor of backgammon), which he sent
back to India with the same challenge. Despite its simplicity relative to chess, the intricacies of
nard stumped the raja’s men. This intellectual gambling proved to be extremely costly for the
raja, who was obliged to pay a heavy toll: two thousand camels carrying “Gold, camphor,
ambergris, and aloe-wood,/As well as raiment, silver, pearls, and gems,/With one year’s tribute,
and dispatched it all/From his court to the portal of the Shah.”2Another story in the Shāh-nāmeh
tells how chess was originally invented. In this tale, an Indian queen was distraught over the
enmity between her two sons, Talhand and Gav, half brothers with respective claims to the
throne. When she heard that Talhand had died in warfare, she had every reason to think Gav
had killed him. The sages of the kingdom, the tale has it, developed the chessboard to recreate
the battle, and show the queen clearly that Talhand had died of battle fatigue, rather than at his
brother’s hands. The Persian term shāh māt, used in this episode, eventually came down to us
as “check mate,” which literally means “the king was dumbfounded” or “exhausted,” though it is
often translated as “the king died.”The Shāh-nāmeh version of the birth of chess vied with
another popular legend in which a man named Sissa ibn Dahir invented the game for an Indian
king, who admired it so much that he had chessboards placed in all the Hindu temples. Wishing
to reward Sissa, the king told him to ask for anything he desired. Sissa replied, “Then I wish that
one grain of wheat shall be put on the first square of the chessboard, two on the second, and
that the number of grains shall be doubled until the last square is reached: whatever the quantity
this might be, I desire to receive it.” When the king realized that all the wheat in the world would
not suffice he commended Sissa for formulating such a wish and pronounced it even more
clever than his invention of chess.3While no Indian or Persian chess pieces have survived from
this early period, later pictures of Indian and Persian men playing chess give us an idea of what



a match must have looked like. Usually, the chessboard is a white cloth divided by vertical and
horizontal lines. The illustration included here, found in a fourteenth-century manuscript of the
Shāh-nāmeh, depicts a Persian noble playing with an envoy of the Indian raja.Chess in Muslim
TheologyIn 638, six years after the death of the prophet Muhammad, Arab conquerors under the
leadership of Caliph Omari overran Persia to spread the gospel of Islam. (A caliph is the
supreme ruler of the Muslim community in both religious and secular matters.) As they moved
on, they brought chess with them, spreading the game to such far-flung destinations as Spain
(conquered in 711) and Northern India (1026). Arabic became the dominant language in many
of these conquered lands, and some of the chess pieces took on Arabic names (al-fil for
elephant, baidak for pawn, and firzan, firz, or ferz for the general or vizier), while others retained
their Persian labels (shah for king, rukh for rook, asp for horse).While the Muslims were clearly
enthralled with the game, chess sets with pieces resembling humans and animals appeared
suspect to them, probably because of a passage in the Koran that reads: “Believers, wine and
games of chance, idols and divining arrows, are abominations devised by Satan. Avoid them, so
that you may prosper.”4 Sunni Muslim theologians took this ban on “idols” to include all
representations of humans and animals, in forms as diverse as painting, sculpture, and chess
pieces. In contrast, Shi’ite Muslims gave this a narrower interpretation, limiting the meaning to
religious idols.On the whole, the Sunni interpretation prevailed, and realistic-looking Indian and
Persian chessmen were transformed into abstract pieces. Curiously, the prohibition against
realistic representation has never been applied universally. Court culture often ignored it, as in
numerous Persian works of art, even though symbolic figures became the norm on the
chessboard.In general, Muslims held that chess was permissible as long as it was played with
nonrealistic pieces, did not interfere with the performance of religious duties, was not played for
money, and did not lead to disputes or foul language. Mālik, an influential eighth-century jurist
and head of a Muslim theological school, took a harsher view: he is reported to have said that
“there was nothing good about chess” and pronounced it haram, an expression classifying it as
forbidden and deserving punishment.5 From time to time during the following centuries, a strict
caliph would issue a blanket prohibition of the game and order the destruction of all sets.6This
extreme position was found in the last decades of the twentieth century under the Ayatollah
Khomeini in Iran, where chess was banned from 1979 to 1988, and the Taliban in Afghanistan,
who lumped chess together with movies, television, alcohol, nail polish, kites, billiards,
firecrackers, and secular music. Afghanis found enjoying these “unclean things” were subject to
whipping and imprisonment. Not surprisingly, when Afghanistan was liberated from the Taliban,
the first objects to be taken out of hiding were radios, musical instruments, and chess
sets.Chess Under the CaliphsDespite such ultra-orthodox prohibitions of the game throughout
its embattled history, chess has survived and prospered in Muslim circles. No less a figure than
the famous Caliph Harûn al-Rashîd, who reigned in Baghdad from 786 to 809, is credited with
popularizing the game. Along with backgammon, polo, archery, and racket games, chess
became an exemplary court activity. If you wanted to shine in Harûn’s presence, skill in chess



was a sure way to catch the light. Unusual prowess, like being able to play blindfolded, could
bring admittance to high society as well as great riches, even for those of humble origins. An
analogy with the pawn promoted to the rank of vizier once it had crossed the board (“queened”
in today’s language) was appropriated for someone who rose from lowly beginnings to achieve
worldly success.Harûn’s lavish gifts to those who won his favor have become legendary.
Hundreds of gold pieces, prized slave girls, silk robes, and even thoroughbred horses were
offered by Harûn or his beloved wife, Zubaidah, to lucky members of their entourage. A poet
producing verses that touched Harûn’s heart or a chess player unfolding a remarkable
combination might become the recipient of a fabulous reward. One of the stories in The Arabian
Nights tells how Harûn paid ten thousand dinars for a slave girl known to be a fine chess player.
After he had lost to her three times in succession, he rewarded her by commuting the sentence
of a certain Ahmad b. al-Amin, presumably her lover.7Whether this story had any factual basis
whatsoever, Harûn’s interest in chess is a matter of historical record. In 802, when Emperor
Nicephorus succeeded Empress Irene to the Byzantine throne, his greetings to Harûn used a
chess metaphor to describe his discontent at their current relations: “…the Empress to whom I
have succeeded estimated you as of the rank of the Rook, and estimated herself as of the rank
of the Pawn, and paid a tribute to you, which you rightly should have paid to her. But this was
because of a woman’s weakness and folly.”8 The new emperor felt that the former empress had
underestimated herself vis-à-vis the caliph, and demanded that Harûn return the tribute. The
matter was ultimately settled in battle, and Nicephorus, whose forces were soundly beaten, was
compelled to continue the tribute that Irene had paid without bloodshed. Perhaps she was not a
victim of weakness and folly, but a practitioner of sober Realpolitik.Arabic Women PlayersThat
Empress Irene spoke the language of chess was not unusual, as high-status Byzantine women
and Muslim women from various social levels have played chess ever since the game was
introduced into their homelands. For example, Ali ibn Husayn, a great-grandson of the prophet
Muhammad, is reputed to have played with his wife. Caliph Ma’mûn, the brother of Caliph Amin
of Baghdad (reigned 809–813), is reported to have bought a female slave for the lofty price of
two thousand dinars, in no small part because of her great skill as a chess player. Stories of
clever women had wide currency in the Arab world, especially those about well-educated slaves
taught to recite poetry, play the lute, and excel at chess. Sometimes they even offered
assistance to a prestigious male so he could beat his opponent, as in the competition between
two famous scholars, Sûlî and Mâwardî, during the first decade of the tenth century.9In addition
to these semihistorical accounts, a wealth of chess stories featuring women formed part of
medieval Islamic fiction. These stories often took the form of a contest between the sexes, with
the possibility that the winner might be a woman intensifying the excitement. In one such tale,
the beautiful maiden Zayn al-Maswâsif invites Masûr, a love-struck suitor, to play chess using a
set made of ebony and ivory, and encrusted with pearls and rubies. They begin to play, but
Masûr becomes so obsessed with her fingertips that he is unable to concentrate on the game,
and is quickly defeated.A similar story from The Arabian Nights pits the Muslim prince Sharkân



against the Christian princess Abrîza. The princess is the leader of a group of beautiful young
girls, who enjoy such unfeminine activities as wrestling. After the prince has secretly watched the
princess defeat a series of female opponents, he makes himself known and challenges her to
unarmed combat. Although he is her physical equal, he becomes so dazed by the touch of her
body that he, too, loses—no fewer than three times! The princess then offers him hospitality,
and, on one of the following nights, challenges him to a chess match. Again the prince is
distracted, this time by looking at her beautiful face during the game. He is once again undone,
and once again defeated. Predictably, the two fall in love, Abrîza is converted to Islam, and they
depart for the court of the prince’s father.10We shall see in later chapters how the theme of
chess matches between the sexes is taken over, but treated differently, by European authors. In
those equally biased tales, it is usually the exotic Arab princess who becomes distracted by the
beauty of the European male, and, if a conversion is made, it is invariably from Islam to
Christianity.Fictional tales like these, as well as the game itself, arrived in Spain with the Arab
conquerors. Chess was introduced at the court of Córdoba, the seat of Spanish Islam, in 822 by
an influential musician from Baghdad named Ziriab.11 He also brought the new modes of Arabic
poetry and song practiced in Baghdad, all of which quickly took root in this new land. By the
tenth century, Córdoba had become the acknowledged equal of Baghdad in wealth, splendor,
and cultural achievements. The mighty caliph of Córdoba, Abd al-Rahman III (reigned 913–61),
established a luxurious and sophisticated court that was admired by ambassadors from both
East and West. Chess figured prominently in this cosmopolitan setting where Muslims,
Christians, and Jews played the game together, the women as well as the men. Christians and
Jews, it should be noted, were legally protected from persecution in Islamic Spain as long as
they did not proselytize or make a public show of their faith. The period of rule by the Omayyid
caliphs (756–1013) became known as a “golden age” for Muslims and Jews.Queen Toda of
NavarreCaliph Abd al-Rahman III was the nephew of the legendary Christian queen Toda of
Navarre. Like other visitors to his court, she would have encountered chess there, and then
returned to her own kingdom familiar with the game. Queen Toda’s story reveals so much about
the interchange between Islamic and Christian Spain, as well as the status of queenship in this
era, that I shall recount it at some length. Queen Toda Asnárez of Navarre was the major political
figure of tenth-century Spain, overshadowing all the other Christian sovereigns, male or female.
Those sovereigns ruled over small principalities in the North—Galicia, Asturias, León, Castile,
Navarre, Aragón, Catalonia—each jockeying for power, and all mindful of the greater Muslim
power that occupied the rest of the Iberian peninsula.The success or failure of the Christian
kingdoms was largely determined by the character of their rulers. A successful king had to be a
fierce warrior, and a queen, too, could not shrink from the sight of blood. She was often expected
to accompany her husband at the head of an army or, if need be, lead troops into battle on her
own. Both kings and queens had to be skillful politicians, forming alliances with influential
members of the nobility and clergy, and administering their realms with untiring vigilance.For the
most part, in Spain as elsewhere in Europe, daughters from noble or royal families became



queens by marrying the inheritors of thrones. This was the case for Queen Toda when she
married Sancho Garcés, king of Pamplona, around 912. She quickly became known as an
intelligent coruler, but it was upon her husband’s death in 925 that she transformed herself into
an awe-inspiring regent. For many years, she wielded great power as the force behind the throne
of her son, García Sánchez, who was only six when his father died. It is clear from both Christian
and Arab documents that she was seen in the Muslim world as the true ruler of the kingdom—
the decisive voice in politics, diplomacy, and the military.12 Even after García Sánchez married
in 943, Queen Toda’s name often appeared in royal documents rather than that of the new
queen, her son’s wife. Sometimes a charter read, “I, García Sánchez, King by the grace of God,
together with my mother Queen Toda,” and sometimes it read, “together with my wife Queen
Teresa.” There is good reason to believe that powerful dowager queens like Toda enjoyed a
special status superior to that of their sons’ wives.Toda’s children—four daughters and a son—
were partially the key to her success. She married each one advantageously so as to create a
network of influence throughout the Iberian peninsula. From her seat in Pamplona on the French
border, she manipulated the long tendons of power that extended east to León and Castile, west
to Aragón, and even south to Córdoba, the resplendent Muslim capital that outstripped all the
other peninsular cities in size and wealth.But Toda’s dominance did not go uncontested. Her son-
in-law Count Fernán González of Castile was equally ambitious. A bold warrior and astute
politician, he had fought his way up from obscurity to become the greatest landowner in Castile
and a dominant presence in the neighboring kingdom of León through the marriage of his
daughter to the reigning monarch. However, with that king’s early death, Queen Toda seized the
chance to push her grandson Sáncho onto the Leónese throne.As Fernán González was not
one to give up control without a fight, it was necessary to war against him. Queen Toda and King
Sáncho formed a coalition of military forces, including Toda’s nephew Caliph Abd al-Rahman III
of Córdoba. González was ultimately defeated and compelled to accept Sáncho as king of
León.Sáncho’s problematic right to the throne was compounded by a major physical
impediment. He was so obese that he could not mount a horse, which was an absolute
prerequisite for a king. Desperate to create a better image for her grandson, Toda asked Abd al-
Rahman whether his personal physician, the internationally famous Jewish doctor and
statesman Hasdai ibn Shaprut, would treat Sáncho. When Hasdai visited Toda and Sáncho in
Pamplona, he insisted that the patient come for treatment to Córdoba, accompanied by his
grandmother. Toda and Sáncho accordingly went off to Córdoba, where he endured a lengthy
diet, and she had the satisfaction of seeing her slimmed-down grandson reinstalled on the
throne of León in 959. (Sadly, despite his efforts, Sáncho has come down in history as “Sáncho
the Fat.”)Queen Toda treated royal politics as a family affair. Daughters, sons, and their spouses,
grandchildren, nieces, and nephews were all subject to her dominion. Toda was not limited by
her sex; she simply found cunning ways of manipulating circumstances to her advantage.
Though she became a queen through marriage and an even more powerful one through
widowhood, she established a model of fierce matriarchal rule that would be used by numerous



queens during the next centuries.Abstract Chessmen in SpainIn tenth-century Spain, whether in
Muslim or Christian territories, chess would have been played with abstract pieces representing
the king, vizier (predecessor of the queen), elephant (predecessor of the bishop), horse
(predecessor of the knight), rook, and pawns. Even after realistic pieces had been introduced,
abstract chess sets continued to dominate the Spanish scene. And although the chess queen
was known elsewhere in Europe by the year 1000, her definite presence in Spain can be traced
back only to the twelfth century. Surprisingly, it was not south of the Pyrenees, but in the shadow
of the Alps, that the chess queen made her first recorded appearance. Read on.ONEChess
Before the Chess QueenThough historians still debate the exact origins of chess, most agree
that it emerged in India no later than the sixth century. In Sanskrit, the game was called
chaturanga, meaning “four members,” which referred to the four parts of the Indian army:
chariots, elephants, cavalry, and infantry. This fourfold division, plus the king and his general,
provided the basic pieces of the game, first in India and then throughout the world.Chess in
Persian LiteratureThe first definite literary reference to chess comes not from India but from
Persia. In an ancient romance called Kārnamāk, written around 600 in Pahlavi (the writing
system of Persia before the advent of Islam), chess already commanded the great esteem it
would hold for centuries to come.1 The Persians took from the Indians the essentials of the game
—the six different figures, the board with sixty-four squares—and rebaptized the pieces with
Persian names. This new nomenclature was to have enduring significance far beyond the East,
for shah, the Persian word for “king,” ultimately served as the name of the game in several
European languages by way of the Latin scacchus: scacchi in Italian, Schach in German,
échecs in French, and chess in English, among others.The Persian epic Book of Kings (Shāh-
nāmeh), written by the great poet Firdausi (c. 935–1020), gives an amusing account of how
chess made its way from India to Persia. As the story goes, in the sixth century the raja of India
sent the shah a chess set made of ivory and teak, telling him only that the game was “an
emblem of the art of war,” and challenging the shah’s wise men to figure out the moves of the
individual pieces. Of course, to the credit of the Persians (this being a Persian story), one of
them was able to complete this seemingly impossible assignment. The shah then bettered the
raja by rapidly inventing the game of “nard” (a predecessor of backgammon), which he sent
back to India with the same challenge. Despite its simplicity relative to chess, the intricacies of
nard stumped the raja’s men. This intellectual gambling proved to be extremely costly for the
raja, who was obliged to pay a heavy toll: two thousand camels carrying “Gold, camphor,
ambergris, and aloe-wood,/As well as raiment, silver, pearls, and gems,/With one year’s tribute,
and dispatched it all/From his court to the portal of the Shah.”2Another story in the Shāh-nāmeh
tells how chess was originally invented. In this tale, an Indian queen was distraught over the
enmity between her two sons, Talhand and Gav, half brothers with respective claims to the
throne. When she heard that Talhand had died in warfare, she had every reason to think Gav
had killed him. The sages of the kingdom, the tale has it, developed the chessboard to recreate
the battle, and show the queen clearly that Talhand had died of battle fatigue, rather than at his



brother’s hands. The Persian term shāh māt, used in this episode, eventually came down to us
as “check mate,” which literally means “the king was dumbfounded” or “exhausted,” though it is
often translated as “the king died.”The Shāh-nāmeh version of the birth of chess vied with
another popular legend in which a man named Sissa ibn Dahir invented the game for an Indian
king, who admired it so much that he had chessboards placed in all the Hindu temples. Wishing
to reward Sissa, the king told him to ask for anything he desired. Sissa replied, “Then I wish that
one grain of wheat shall be put on the first square of the chessboard, two on the second, and
that the number of grains shall be doubled until the last square is reached: whatever the quantity
this might be, I desire to receive it.” When the king realized that all the wheat in the world would
not suffice he commended Sissa for formulating such a wish and pronounced it even more
clever than his invention of chess.3While no Indian or Persian chess pieces have survived from
this early period, later pictures of Indian and Persian men playing chess give us an idea of what
a match must have looked like. Usually, the chessboard is a white cloth divided by vertical and
horizontal lines. The illustration included here, found in a fourteenth-century manuscript of the
Shāh-nāmeh, depicts a Persian noble playing with an envoy of the Indian raja.Chess in Muslim
TheologyIn 638, six years after the death of the prophet Muhammad, Arab conquerors under the
leadership of Caliph Omari overran Persia to spread the gospel of Islam. (A caliph is the
supreme ruler of the Muslim community in both religious and secular matters.) As they moved
on, they brought chess with them, spreading the game to such far-flung destinations as Spain
(conquered in 711) and Northern India (1026). Arabic became the dominant language in many
of these conquered lands, and some of the chess pieces took on Arabic names (al-fil for
elephant, baidak for pawn, and firzan, firz, or ferz for the general or vizier), while others retained
their Persian labels (shah for king, rukh for rook, asp for horse).While the Muslims were clearly
enthralled with the game, chess sets with pieces resembling humans and animals appeared
suspect to them, probably because of a passage in the Koran that reads: “Believers, wine and
games of chance, idols and divining arrows, are abominations devised by Satan. Avoid them, so
that you may prosper.”4 Sunni Muslim theologians took this ban on “idols” to include all
representations of humans and animals, in forms as diverse as painting, sculpture, and chess
pieces. In contrast, Shi’ite Muslims gave this a narrower interpretation, limiting the meaning to
religious idols.On the whole, the Sunni interpretation prevailed, and realistic-looking Indian and
Persian chessmen were transformed into abstract pieces. Curiously, the prohibition against
realistic representation has never been applied universally. Court culture often ignored it, as in
numerous Persian works of art, even though symbolic figures became the norm on the
chessboard.In general, Muslims held that chess was permissible as long as it was played with
nonrealistic pieces, did not interfere with the performance of religious duties, was not played for
money, and did not lead to disputes or foul language. Mālik, an influential eighth-century jurist
and head of a Muslim theological school, took a harsher view: he is reported to have said that
“there was nothing good about chess” and pronounced it haram, an expression classifying it as
forbidden and deserving punishment.5 From time to time during the following centuries, a strict



caliph would issue a blanket prohibition of the game and order the destruction of all sets.6This
extreme position was found in the last decades of the twentieth century under the Ayatollah
Khomeini in Iran, where chess was banned from 1979 to 1988, and the Taliban in Afghanistan,
who lumped chess together with movies, television, alcohol, nail polish, kites, billiards,
firecrackers, and secular music. Afghanis found enjoying these “unclean things” were subject to
whipping and imprisonment. Not surprisingly, when Afghanistan was liberated from the Taliban,
the first objects to be taken out of hiding were radios, musical instruments, and chess
sets.Chess Under the CaliphsDespite such ultra-orthodox prohibitions of the game throughout
its embattled history, chess has survived and prospered in Muslim circles. No less a figure than
the famous Caliph Harûn al-Rashîd, who reigned in Baghdad from 786 to 809, is credited with
popularizing the game. Along with backgammon, polo, archery, and racket games, chess
became an exemplary court activity. If you wanted to shine in Harûn’s presence, skill in chess
was a sure way to catch the light. Unusual prowess, like being able to play blindfolded, could
bring admittance to high society as well as great riches, even for those of humble origins. An
analogy with the pawn promoted to the rank of vizier once it had crossed the board (“queened”
in today’s language) was appropriated for someone who rose from lowly beginnings to achieve
worldly success.Harûn’s lavish gifts to those who won his favor have become legendary.
Hundreds of gold pieces, prized slave girls, silk robes, and even thoroughbred horses were
offered by Harûn or his beloved wife, Zubaidah, to lucky members of their entourage. A poet
producing verses that touched Harûn’s heart or a chess player unfolding a remarkable
combination might become the recipient of a fabulous reward. One of the stories in The Arabian
Nights tells how Harûn paid ten thousand dinars for a slave girl known to be a fine chess player.
After he had lost to her three times in succession, he rewarded her by commuting the sentence
of a certain Ahmad b. al-Amin, presumably her lover.7Whether this story had any factual basis
whatsoever, Harûn’s interest in chess is a matter of historical record. In 802, when Emperor
Nicephorus succeeded Empress Irene to the Byzantine throne, his greetings to Harûn used a
chess metaphor to describe his discontent at their current relations: “…the Empress to whom I
have succeeded estimated you as of the rank of the Rook, and estimated herself as of the rank
of the Pawn, and paid a tribute to you, which you rightly should have paid to her. But this was
because of a woman’s weakness and folly.”8 The new emperor felt that the former empress had
underestimated herself vis-à-vis the caliph, and demanded that Harûn return the tribute. The
matter was ultimately settled in battle, and Nicephorus, whose forces were soundly beaten, was
compelled to continue the tribute that Irene had paid without bloodshed. Perhaps she was not a
victim of weakness and folly, but a practitioner of sober Realpolitik.Arabic Women PlayersThat
Empress Irene spoke the language of chess was not unusual, as high-status Byzantine women
and Muslim women from various social levels have played chess ever since the game was
introduced into their homelands. For example, Ali ibn Husayn, a great-grandson of the prophet
Muhammad, is reputed to have played with his wife. Caliph Ma’mûn, the brother of Caliph Amin
of Baghdad (reigned 809–813), is reported to have bought a female slave for the lofty price of



two thousand dinars, in no small part because of her great skill as a chess player. Stories of
clever women had wide currency in the Arab world, especially those about well-educated slaves
taught to recite poetry, play the lute, and excel at chess. Sometimes they even offered
assistance to a prestigious male so he could beat his opponent, as in the competition between
two famous scholars, Sûlî and Mâwardî, during the first decade of the tenth century.9In addition
to these semihistorical accounts, a wealth of chess stories featuring women formed part of
medieval Islamic fiction. These stories often took the form of a contest between the sexes, with
the possibility that the winner might be a woman intensifying the excitement. In one such tale,
the beautiful maiden Zayn al-Maswâsif invites Masûr, a love-struck suitor, to play chess using a
set made of ebony and ivory, and encrusted with pearls and rubies. They begin to play, but
Masûr becomes so obsessed with her fingertips that he is unable to concentrate on the game,
and is quickly defeated.A similar story from The Arabian Nights pits the Muslim prince Sharkân
against the Christian princess Abrîza. The princess is the leader of a group of beautiful young
girls, who enjoy such unfeminine activities as wrestling. After the prince has secretly watched the
princess defeat a series of female opponents, he makes himself known and challenges her to
unarmed combat. Although he is her physical equal, he becomes so dazed by the touch of her
body that he, too, loses—no fewer than three times! The princess then offers him hospitality,
and, on one of the following nights, challenges him to a chess match. Again the prince is
distracted, this time by looking at her beautiful face during the game. He is once again undone,
and once again defeated. Predictably, the two fall in love, Abrîza is converted to Islam, and they
depart for the court of the prince’s father.10We shall see in later chapters how the theme of
chess matches between the sexes is taken over, but treated differently, by European authors. In
those equally biased tales, it is usually the exotic Arab princess who becomes distracted by the
beauty of the European male, and, if a conversion is made, it is invariably from Islam to
Christianity.Fictional tales like these, as well as the game itself, arrived in Spain with the Arab
conquerors. Chess was introduced at the court of Córdoba, the seat of Spanish Islam, in 822 by
an influential musician from Baghdad named Ziriab.11 He also brought the new modes of Arabic
poetry and song practiced in Baghdad, all of which quickly took root in this new land. By the
tenth century, Córdoba had become the acknowledged equal of Baghdad in wealth, splendor,
and cultural achievements. The mighty caliph of Córdoba, Abd al-Rahman III (reigned 913–61),
established a luxurious and sophisticated court that was admired by ambassadors from both
East and West. Chess figured prominently in this cosmopolitan setting where Muslims,
Christians, and Jews played the game together, the women as well as the men. Christians and
Jews, it should be noted, were legally protected from persecution in Islamic Spain as long as
they did not proselytize or make a public show of their faith. The period of rule by the Omayyid
caliphs (756–1013) became known as a “golden age” for Muslims and Jews.Queen Toda of
NavarreCaliph Abd al-Rahman III was the nephew of the legendary Christian queen Toda of
Navarre. Like other visitors to his court, she would have encountered chess there, and then
returned to her own kingdom familiar with the game. Queen Toda’s story reveals so much about



the interchange between Islamic and Christian Spain, as well as the status of queenship in this
era, that I shall recount it at some length. Queen Toda Asnárez of Navarre was the major political
figure of tenth-century Spain, overshadowing all the other Christian sovereigns, male or female.
Those sovereigns ruled over small principalities in the North—Galicia, Asturias, León, Castile,
Navarre, Aragón, Catalonia—each jockeying for power, and all mindful of the greater Muslim
power that occupied the rest of the Iberian peninsula.The success or failure of the Christian
kingdoms was largely determined by the character of their rulers. A successful king had to be a
fierce warrior, and a queen, too, could not shrink from the sight of blood. She was often expected
to accompany her husband at the head of an army or, if need be, lead troops into battle on her
own. Both kings and queens had to be skillful politicians, forming alliances with influential
members of the nobility and clergy, and administering their realms with untiring vigilance.For the
most part, in Spain as elsewhere in Europe, daughters from noble or royal families became
queens by marrying the inheritors of thrones. This was the case for Queen Toda when she
married Sancho Garcés, king of Pamplona, around 912. She quickly became known as an
intelligent coruler, but it was upon her husband’s death in 925 that she transformed herself into
an awe-inspiring regent. For many years, she wielded great power as the force behind the throne
of her son, García Sánchez, who was only six when his father died. It is clear from both Christian
and Arab documents that she was seen in the Muslim world as the true ruler of the kingdom—
the decisive voice in politics, diplomacy, and the military.12 Even after García Sánchez married
in 943, Queen Toda’s name often appeared in royal documents rather than that of the new
queen, her son’s wife. Sometimes a charter read, “I, García Sánchez, King by the grace of God,
together with my mother Queen Toda,” and sometimes it read, “together with my wife Queen
Teresa.” There is good reason to believe that powerful dowager queens like Toda enjoyed a
special status superior to that of their sons’ wives.Toda’s children—four daughters and a son—
were partially the key to her success. She married each one advantageously so as to create a
network of influence throughout the Iberian peninsula. From her seat in Pamplona on the French
border, she manipulated the long tendons of power that extended east to León and Castile, west
to Aragón, and even south to Córdoba, the resplendent Muslim capital that outstripped all the
other peninsular cities in size and wealth.But Toda’s dominance did not go uncontested. Her son-
in-law Count Fernán González of Castile was equally ambitious. A bold warrior and astute
politician, he had fought his way up from obscurity to become the greatest landowner in Castile
and a dominant presence in the neighboring kingdom of León through the marriage of his
daughter to the reigning monarch. However, with that king’s early death, Queen Toda seized the
chance to push her grandson Sáncho onto the Leónese throne.As Fernán González was not
one to give up control without a fight, it was necessary to war against him. Queen Toda and King
Sáncho formed a coalition of military forces, including Toda’s nephew Caliph Abd al-Rahman III
of Córdoba. González was ultimately defeated and compelled to accept Sáncho as king of
León.Sáncho’s problematic right to the throne was compounded by a major physical
impediment. He was so obese that he could not mount a horse, which was an absolute



prerequisite for a king. Desperate to create a better image for her grandson, Toda asked Abd al-
Rahman whether his personal physician, the internationally famous Jewish doctor and
statesman Hasdai ibn Shaprut, would treat Sáncho. When Hasdai visited Toda and Sáncho in
Pamplona, he insisted that the patient come for treatment to Córdoba, accompanied by his
grandmother. Toda and Sáncho accordingly went off to Córdoba, where he endured a lengthy
diet, and she had the satisfaction of seeing her slimmed-down grandson reinstalled on the
throne of León in 959. (Sadly, despite his efforts, Sáncho has come down in history as “Sáncho
the Fat.”)Queen Toda treated royal politics as a family affair. Daughters, sons, and their spouses,
grandchildren, nieces, and nephews were all subject to her dominion. Toda was not limited by
her sex; she simply found cunning ways of manipulating circumstances to her advantage.
Though she became a queen through marriage and an even more powerful one through
widowhood, she established a model of fierce matriarchal rule that would be used by numerous
queens during the next centuries.Abstract Chessmen in SpainIn tenth-century Spain, whether in
Muslim or Christian territories, chess would have been played with abstract pieces representing
the king, vizier (predecessor of the queen), elephant (predecessor of the bishop), horse
(predecessor of the knight), rook, and pawns. Even after realistic pieces had been introduced,
abstract chess sets continued to dominate the Spanish scene. And although the chess queen
was known elsewhere in Europe by the year 1000, her definite presence in Spain can be traced
back only to the twelfth century. Surprisingly, it was not south of the Pyrenees, but in the shadow
of the Alps, that the chess queen made her first recorded appearance. Read on.TWOEnter the
Queen!No witness has left behind an announcement of the chess queen’s birth. The first
recorded sighting appears in the musty leaves of a Latin manuscript preserved in the Einsiedeln
Monastery in Switzerland for over a thousand years. In the late 990s, a German-speaking monk
wrote a Latin poem of ninety-eight lines titled “Verses on Chess” (“Versus de scachis”) that
contains both the first European description of chess and the first evidence that the chess queen
had been born.1Let us try to imagine the atmosphere within the monastery when this
anonymous monk wrote what is now called the Einsiedeln Poem. As a Benedictine, he would
have spent hours reading the Bible and the writings of the Church Fathers, in addition to
following the daily rituals of his order. Yet he found time to compose a nonreligious poem on a
game that would prove controversial within the Church, and would even be prohibited by various
ecclesiastical authorities. What did he have in mind when he set down the rules of the game with
obvious enthusiasm and precise detail?The Einsiedeln Poem began by praising chess as a
unique game that required neither dice nor a stake. This was an obvious attempt to counter
religious opposition to games of chance, especially those involving gambling. The poem then
described everything one needed to know in order to play. As the following summary of the
poem shows, the rules were somewhat different from today’s, but beyond these differences, one
could indeed create a chess set and play, given the information provided.The board must have
sixty-four squares and two colors, so as to make the moves easier to follow. (This contrasted
with the Arabic board, which was unicolored and divided only by vertical and horizontal lines.)



The thirty-two chessmen, sixteen on each side, have to be colored white and red. The pieces
are named: rex (king), regina (queen), comes or curvus (count or aged one, today’s bishop),
eques (knight), rochus (rook), and pedes (pawn).The game begins by moving a pawn to the
square in front of it. Pawns capture another piece by taking it diagonally on an adjacent square
of the same color. The king can move to any adjacent square, but the queen can move only to a
diagonal adjacent square, always of the same color. (This made her the weakest piece on the
board, after the pawn.) A pawn that reaches the eighth row can move afterward like the queen,
provided the original queen is no longer on the board. The count or aged one moves diagonally
to the third square of his original color. The knight moves to the third square of a different color—
two steps straight ahead, then one step on the diagonal. The rook goes in a straight path as far
as the player wishes. The knights and rooks are the chief fighting forces, and should be carefully
guarded. The king can never be taken, but when he is under attack and surrounded so that he
can no longer move, the game comes to an end.2It is worth noting that this monk treated the
presence of the chess queen on the board as no more remarkable than that of the other pieces.
The transformation from vizier to queen was already a fait accompli, at least in the mind of this
Einsiedeln monk. But the transformation from elephant to bishop had reached only a halfway
stage: “counts” or “elders” were the German ancestors of the future bishops. During the tenth,
eleventh, and twelfth centuries, bishops wielded enormous power as administrators of church
moneys, properties, and even armies of their own. Their traditional collaboration with royalty was
eventually reproduced on the chessboard, where they took their place flanking kings and
queens.The prohibition on promoting a pawn to a queen while the original queen was still on the
board was an attempt to preserve the uniqueness of the king’s wife, his only permissible
conjugal mate according to Christian doctrine. The Arabic game did not have to face that
problem because a Muslim ruler could theoretically have as many viziers as he wanted. The idea
of multiple queens on the chessboard proved so anxiety-making for Europeans that it remained
a subject of contention for centuries to come.All the pieces described in the Einsiedeln Poem
had the same moves they already had in Persian and Arabic chess. The significant differences
from today’s game are the movements of the count/bishop (no more than two squares at a time,
as opposed to today’s limitless diagonal movement) and the queen (one diagonal space, as
opposed to any number of squares in a straight or diagonal line).Living Models for the Chess
QueenThe monk’s version of the game gives us some clues as to the state of chess during that
era in Europe. The canton of Einsiedeln, like the rest of Switzerland at this point, was part of the
Holy Roman Empire. Further, the monastery itself had close ties to the Germanic Ottonian
emperors. From this we can safely deduce that chess was already being played with a queen in
the German and Italian territories under imperial rule.3But how did she make her way onto the
board? Given what we know, we can speculate on the living sovereigns who might have served
as models for the miniature queen. Empress Adelaide, the wife of Otto I, and Empress
Theophano, the wife of Otto II, are the most probable candidates. This duo of mother-in-law and
daughter-in-law were exceedingly prominent during the last decades of the tenth century—the



period during which the chess queen must have been created, since she appeared in the
“Verses on Chess,” circa 997, not as a novelty, but as a piece whose existence was
unremarkable.First, consider the history of Adelaide of Burgundy, the most famous of the
Romano-German empresses. She was betrothed to Lothar, son of the king of Italy, when she
was six and he scarcely older. They married ten years later, in 947, and spent three unhappy
years together before his early death. The young widow, praised for her character and
appearance, was seized by Lothar’s successor, the margrave Berengar, not for himself but for
his son. When she refused the proposal, Berengar imprisoned her at Como, where she
remained for four months. Her daring escape from prison and her flight disguised as a peasant,
with Berengar in hot pursuit, caught the imagination of her contemporaries and attracted the
attention of the widowed German king Otto I. Aware of her plight and her political usefulness as
a conduit to the Italian throne, he proposed that he be her husband, and she accepted.Adelaide
and Otto celebrated their nuptials in Pavia in 952. This was the beginning of a union that,
bolstered by Otto’s armed invasions, gradually extended German sway over Northern Italy. In
962, Pope John XII crowned Otto and Adelaide in Rome as emperor and empress of the Holy
Roman Empire.Otto, it has been said, ruled over the German duchies, Switzerland, Italy, and
even the papacy “like a second Charlemagne.”4 And from the start of their marriage, Adelaide,
too, played an important role in German and Italian affairs. On the political level, she was
influential in crushing the revolt of Liudolf, Otto’s son from his first wife. Like most queens, she
was anxious to eliminate rivals to her own children, only two of whom survived into adulthood—
Mathilda, a future abbess of Quedlinburg, and Otto II, his father’s successor.On the cultural
level, she helped turn Otto I’s court into a center for the revival of classical learning and the
promotion of literature and the arts. Through her connections to Burgundy and Lombardy, she
led the Ottonian dynasty in a new cultural direction that was less Saxon and more broadly
European. Otto and Adelaide also supported monasteries and convents lavishly, establishing
connections that would have long-term consequences, including—among those unmentioned in
textbooks—future ramifications for the game of chess.Adelaide’s refinements of court behavior
extended even to table manners. For instance, at the time it was the custom for guests to stop
eating as soon as the king and queen did so. In one instance, when Adelaide’s appetite failed
her, she graciously held her knife aloft in her hand for an extended period, pretending she would
eat more, thus allowing her guests to continue with their meal.5In addition, she exercised a
controlling influence over her eldest son, who became emperor as Otto II after his father’s death
in 973. Even though Otto II had already married the Byzantine princess Theophano in 970,
Adelaide continued to rule at her son’s court, at least for the first year of her widowhood. She
accompanied Otto II on his inaugural progress through his lands, and her name appeared in his
charters. A battle for power between the two extraordinary women ensued, perhaps best
summed up by one knowledgeable historian: “There was room for only one queen in the
household; the functions and power of that position could belong to one woman only. When a
young king took a wife and queen it was time for his mother to bow out gracefully.”6Before long,



Theophano gained the upper hand, and Adelaide was forced into exile. Adelaide fell entirely out
of favor, and remained that way for nearly a decade until, shortly before Otto II’s untimely death
in 983, mother and son were reconciled, and the animosity between daughter-in-law and mother-
in-law was set aside. Again their accord was primarily political, fashioned so the two women
could work in concert to defend the rights of Otto III, the son and grandson respectively. Many of
the child king’s male relatives joined the fray, struggling for control over the boy, until he was
eventually handed over to the care of the two empresses. With his care secured, Theophano
once again turned on her mother-in-law, managed to eject Adelaide from power, and became
sole regent for her son.Lest we judge her too severely, let us now look at this scenario from the
vantage of the younger empress. As the niece of the reigning Byzantine emperor John
Tzimiskes, as the wife of Otto II, and as the mother of Otto III, Theophano expected to command
the same great authority in the Germanic lands that empresses wielded in Constantinople. Her
marriage in 970, when Otto II was sixteen and she at least twelve, had been an eminently
political act destined to unite the pinnacles of power from East and West. The dower given by
the Ottonians recognized her exalted status: written in golden ink on purple parchment that has
survived to this day, it granted her extensive estates in both Italy and Germany.7 Her own dowry,
consisting of luxury items such as chess pieces, perfume bottles, textiles, and other treasures,
became legendary in her own time and gave rise to the subsequent belief that she deserved
major credit for spreading the culture of Byzantium directly to Saxony.8 She commissioned a
group of painters, sculptors, poets, and Greek scholars from Constantinople to work at the
Western imperial court, and introduced many refined practices such as taking baths and
wearing silks.In all probability, she promoted the game of chess, since chess had been played at
the Byzantine court from at least the turn of the ninth century. Remember the unfortunate letter
from Emperor Nicephorus to Harûn al-Rashîd, informing him in 802 that the late Empress Irene
had compared herself to a pawn and the caliph to a rook—the letter that led to warfare, and
Nicephorus’s eventual defeat. Chess, called zatrikion in the Greek spoken at the Byzantine
court, was a highly regarded skill, and would have been expected of the princess. Like Queen
Toda bringing chess from the court of Córdoba to Navarre, so, too, Theophano would most likely
have transmitted the game from the Eastern Empire to the West.During the thirteen years of her
marriage to Otto II, Theophano had five children—four daughters (one who died at an early age)
and one son, the future Otto III. She also played a significant role as counselor to her husband
on matters of state to such an extent that Otto II was often criticized for following the advice of
his Byzantine wife rather than that of his council. The German nobility were doubly hostile to
Theophano because she was a woman and because she was a non-Western foreigner, “the
Greek,” as she was unceremoniously called behind her back.9When her husband died in 983,
she fiercely fought off the designs of enemy dukes and princes who were eager to place a
claimant other than her son on the imperial throne. She held on to her power with a firm grasp,
speaking for her son in all documents, those to foreign rulers and the Italian nobility alike. Within
Italy she even issued charters in her own name, and in at least one of them, a diploma issued in



Ravenna in 990, she went so far as to call herself imperator augustus, masculine words for the
emperor, instead of the more common words used for the empress, imperatrix augusta. The
chronicler Thietmar of Merseburg praised her for her “manly watchfulness.”10 Ultimately
commanding the kind of respect normally reserved only for men, Theophano incarnated the
strongest authority possible for a dowager queen.As queen regent, she ruled in Italy until her
early death in 991, when she was succeeded by none other than her long-lived mother-in-law,
Adelaide! Adelaide ruled for her grandson Otto III until he achieved his majority in 994, and
expelled her from court on the grounds that she had, out of spite, refused his mother a memorial
service. So the feud continued even after Theophano had been laid to rest.Adelaide’s
posthumous insult to her daughter-in-law did not, however, destroy Theophano’s memory. Her
glory lived on, most notably in the monastery of Saint Salvator Maggiore in Rieti, where a fresco
painted in 975 showed her and her husband with halos around their heads.11 Other images of
Otto and Theophano, enshrined in books, carved into ivory, and molded into medallions,
conveyed their iconic significance as the supreme reigning couple of their day.12Both Adelaide
and Theophano had been designated as consors regni in documents issued by their husbands.
This meant they had institutional power that they shared with their spouses while the men were
alive, and then full power as queens regent after the husbands died and before the heirs
apparent came of age. If a female consort was fortunate enough to be long-lived and to have
produced an heir, she might receive a bonus at the end of her life in the form of a regency,
although not all would have considered widowhood a blessing and some undoubtedly were not
equipped or inclined to rule. Only exceptional women like Adelaide and Theophano had
sufficient confidence to take up the reins of power and govern in that interlude between male
rulers.Adelaide or Theophano?Was it Adelaide or Theophano who served as the model for the
chess queen in the Einsiedeln Poem? A circumstantial case can be made in favor of both. Both
were connected to the Einsiedeln Monastery, as evidenced by charters issued in the names of
Otto I and Otto III, which mentioned Adelaide three times and Theophano once. In the first
charter, dated January 23, 965, Otto I “with our dear wife Adelaide” (dilecta coniunx nostra
Adalheide) granted Einsiedeln certain properties in an exchange with another monastery. In a
second, also concerning property matters, Otto I called her both “dear wife and august
empress.” And after Theophano had died and Adelaide was reinstated as regent, a charter
granted by Otto III in 992 referred to his grandmother as “our dear Adelaide.”13The one
reference to Theophano occurred on October 27, 984, in a text that established the monastery’s
freedom from paying tolls to the city of Zurich. Although issued under the name of her young son
Otto III, the true donor was “our dear mother Theophano and august empress.”Theophano, like
Adelaide before her, continued a tradition of strong support to monasteries, convents, and
churches. We know that she frequently went in person to Gandersheim Abbey, home of the
learned Benedictine nun Hrotsvitha. Contacts between Hrotsvitha and the imperial family can be
inferred from her writings, and especially from her Gesta Ottonis, a long epic commissioned to
celebrate Otto the Great.14Theophano and Otto II sent one of their daughters, Sophia, to be



educated at Gandersheim while Hrotsvitha was alive. Both Sophia and her sister Adelaide
(named after her grandmother) eventually took the veil and became abbesses, Sophia at
Gandersheim and Essen, and Adelaide at Quedlinburg and later at Gandersheim. Of
Theophano’s three daughters, only one—Mathilda—married.15Mathilda’s marriage to Ezzo, the
count Palatine, is associated with a chess anecdote that is too good to be left in silence, even if
its veracity is questionable. As the story goes, Mathilda was married to Ezzo, the count Palatine,
after her youthful brother, Otto III, acting as her guardian, lost her to the elderly count over a
chess match.16 It is impossible to determine whether this tale is true, but Otto III is known to
have been a quixotic personality, so the decision to marry off his sister in this fashion is not
entirely out of keeping with his character.17 We do not know the date of the event or even the
age of the bride, but it probably occurred after the death of Theophano, when she was no longer
in a position to influence the choice of a husband for her one marriageable daughter.Both
Theophano and Adelaide provide plausible sources for the birth of the chess queen. Both were
famous during their lifetimes as consorts sharing power with their husbands and as queens
regent successfully protecting their dynasty. Both were highly cultivated in the realm of art and
literature, and had a working knowledge of Latin. Both have been credited with inspiring the
Ottonian Renaissance at the imperial court. Both died in the 990s (Theophano in 991, Adelaide
in 999), the decade during which the Einsiedeln Poem was composed. What more fitting tribute
to a recently deceased empress, or one about to die, than a poem attesting to the existence of
the chess queen?Perhaps Theophano’s strongest claim is rooted in the special relationship she
had to the game through her Byzantine connection, which would have familiarized her with
chess at an early age. If she had been a carrier of chess from Byzantium to Western Europe,
perhaps she herself suggested that the game be played with a queen. After all, a woman who
had not hesitated to use the masculine title imperator augustus would not have feared a sex
change in the other direction, from male to female, so as to represent herself on the
chessboard.Would that I could present even more convincing evidence for one or the other or
both empresses! As I studied their lives and tried to determine which one should be granted the
honor of having engendered the chess queen, it seemed to me as if they were still competing
against each other from the grave.In the years immediately preceding the composition of the
Einsiedeln Poem, there were an unusual number of queens regent. Indeed, for a brief period in
the 980s, the rule of queens regent was dominant in Western Europe. Not only were Adelaide
and Theophano regents for Otto III, but Adelaide’s daughter Emma was regent for the French
king Louis V, the duchess Beatrice of Lorraine ruled for her minor son, and the youthful
Aethelred II in England was under his mother’s tutelage.18 With so many queens in positions of
extraordinary prominence, it is perhaps not so surprising that the chess queen appeared exactly
when she did.A New Era in HistoryThe appearance of the chess queen and the count/elder/
future bishop around the year 1000 corresponded to a new stage in European history, marked
by the rising power of kingship, queenship, and the Church. In this new era, German kings and
queens, metamorphosed into emperors and empresses, sought to manifest their authority in



every possible way. Crowns, thrones, scepters, orbs, seals, banners, processions, public
displays of largesse, and ceremonies of vassalage were all signs of ascendant royalty.Feudal
society encouraged an outward display of rank. The bishop’s crosier and miter, the knight’s
horse and sword signified their respective positions in the social hierarchy. The king and queen
were situated at the very top, like keystones that held everything in place from on high.To
represent themselves as superior, members of royalty had themselves portrayed in drawings,
paintings, and carvings as bigger than the other human figures. So, too, on the chessboard, the
king was always the tallest piece, with the queen usually second in size. The game of chess,
adapted to European Christendom, provided the perfect representation of a social order in
which everyone was expected to know his or her exact place.19The Latin epic Ruodlieb, written
by another German-speaking monk circa 1070, illustrates this sense of order, and tells us
something about how chess was played by the nobility at regional courts. The epic was written at
Tegernsee, a monastery that, like Einsiedeln, had close connections with the imperial family.
Otto II had helped revive the ancient monastery, and his wife, Theophano, was probably
responsible for stimulating the Byzantine contacts that occurred there during the tenth and
eleventh centuries. The text of Ruodlieb reveals contacts with the Eastern Empire in such signs
as Byzantine gold coins and precious objects.20Our major interest in this work lies in an episode
centered around a court chess match. When the hero Ruodlieb is admitted to the court of the
“little king” and invited to play against him, he at first declines—after all, having a king as one’s
adversary involved matters of etiquette that were awkward for a simple knight. Eventually, he is
forced into playing, and while he tries to lose, Ruodlieb nonetheless beats the king three times,
to the astonishment of the nobles watching the game.At this point, the king magnanimously lays
a wager against Ruodlieb, without allowing him to bet anything in return. The nobles, too, put
forward their stakes on the king’s side. While they kibitz, or comment on the match, Ruodlieb
continues to win, again three times, after which he refuses to play anymore. He tries to turn down
the money he has won, considering it sinful to enrich himself through gambling. “I am not in the
habit of winning anything by playing games,” he tells the nobles, to which they reply, “While you
are amongst us, you live as we do! When you get back home, then you can live as you like.”21
What we learn from this scene is that chess was commonly played in German courts during the
second half of the eleventh century, that kibitzing was allowed, and that betting on the game was
a matter of local custom.TWOEnter the Queen!No witness has left behind an announcement of
the chess queen’s birth. The first recorded sighting appears in the musty leaves of a Latin
manuscript preserved in the Einsiedeln Monastery in Switzerland for over a thousand years. In
the late 990s, a German-speaking monk wrote a Latin poem of ninety-eight lines titled “Verses
on Chess” (“Versus de scachis”) that contains both the first European description of chess and
the first evidence that the chess queen had been born.1Let us try to imagine the atmosphere
within the monastery when this anonymous monk wrote what is now called the Einsiedeln Poem.
As a Benedictine, he would have spent hours reading the Bible and the writings of the Church
Fathers, in addition to following the daily rituals of his order. Yet he found time to compose a



nonreligious poem on a game that would prove controversial within the Church, and would even
be prohibited by various ecclesiastical authorities. What did he have in mind when he set down
the rules of the game with obvious enthusiasm and precise detail?The Einsiedeln Poem began
by praising chess as a unique game that required neither dice nor a stake. This was an obvious
attempt to counter religious opposition to games of chance, especially those involving gambling.
The poem then described everything one needed to know in order to play. As the following
summary of the poem shows, the rules were somewhat different from today’s, but beyond these
differences, one could indeed create a chess set and play, given the information provided.The
board must have sixty-four squares and two colors, so as to make the moves easier to follow.
(This contrasted with the Arabic board, which was unicolored and divided only by vertical and
horizontal lines.) The thirty-two chessmen, sixteen on each side, have to be colored white and
red. The pieces are named: rex (king), regina (queen), comes or curvus (count or aged one,
today’s bishop), eques (knight), rochus (rook), and pedes (pawn).The game begins by moving a
pawn to the square in front of it. Pawns capture another piece by taking it diagonally on an
adjacent square of the same color. The king can move to any adjacent square, but the queen
can move only to a diagonal adjacent square, always of the same color. (This made her the
weakest piece on the board, after the pawn.) A pawn that reaches the eighth row can move
afterward like the queen, provided the original queen is no longer on the board. The count or
aged one moves diagonally to the third square of his original color. The knight moves to the third
square of a different color—two steps straight ahead, then one step on the diagonal. The rook
goes in a straight path as far as the player wishes. The knights and rooks are the chief fighting
forces, and should be carefully guarded. The king can never be taken, but when he is under
attack and surrounded so that he can no longer move, the game comes to an end.2It is worth
noting that this monk treated the presence of the chess queen on the board as no more
remarkable than that of the other pieces. The transformation from vizier to queen was already a
fait accompli, at least in the mind of this Einsiedeln monk. But the transformation from elephant
to bishop had reached only a halfway stage: “counts” or “elders” were the German ancestors of
the future bishops. During the tenth, eleventh, and twelfth centuries, bishops wielded enormous
power as administrators of church moneys, properties, and even armies of their own. Their
traditional collaboration with royalty was eventually reproduced on the chessboard, where they
took their place flanking kings and queens.The prohibition on promoting a pawn to a queen
while the original queen was still on the board was an attempt to preserve the uniqueness of the
king’s wife, his only permissible conjugal mate according to Christian doctrine. The Arabic game
did not have to face that problem because a Muslim ruler could theoretically have as many
viziers as he wanted. The idea of multiple queens on the chessboard proved so anxiety-making
for Europeans that it remained a subject of contention for centuries to come.All the pieces
described in the Einsiedeln Poem had the same moves they already had in Persian and Arabic
chess. The significant differences from today’s game are the movements of the count/bishop (no
more than two squares at a time, as opposed to today’s limitless diagonal movement) and the



queen (one diagonal space, as opposed to any number of squares in a straight or diagonal
line).Living Models for the Chess QueenThe monk’s version of the game gives us some clues as
to the state of chess during that era in Europe. The canton of Einsiedeln, like the rest of
Switzerland at this point, was part of the Holy Roman Empire. Further, the monastery itself had
close ties to the Germanic Ottonian emperors. From this we can safely deduce that chess was
already being played with a queen in the German and Italian territories under imperial rule.3But
how did she make her way onto the board? Given what we know, we can speculate on the living
sovereigns who might have served as models for the miniature queen. Empress Adelaide, the
wife of Otto I, and Empress Theophano, the wife of Otto II, are the most probable candidates.
This duo of mother-in-law and daughter-in-law were exceedingly prominent during the last
decades of the tenth century—the period during which the chess queen must have been
created, since she appeared in the “Verses on Chess,” circa 997, not as a novelty, but as a piece
whose existence was unremarkable.First, consider the history of Adelaide of Burgundy, the most
famous of the Romano-German empresses. She was betrothed to Lothar, son of the king of Italy,
when she was six and he scarcely older. They married ten years later, in 947, and spent three
unhappy years together before his early death. The young widow, praised for her character and
appearance, was seized by Lothar’s successor, the margrave Berengar, not for himself but for
his son. When she refused the proposal, Berengar imprisoned her at Como, where she
remained for four months. Her daring escape from prison and her flight disguised as a peasant,
with Berengar in hot pursuit, caught the imagination of her contemporaries and attracted the
attention of the widowed German king Otto I. Aware of her plight and her political usefulness as
a conduit to the Italian throne, he proposed that he be her husband, and she accepted.Adelaide
and Otto celebrated their nuptials in Pavia in 952. This was the beginning of a union that,
bolstered by Otto’s armed invasions, gradually extended German sway over Northern Italy. In
962, Pope John XII crowned Otto and Adelaide in Rome as emperor and empress of the Holy
Roman Empire.Otto, it has been said, ruled over the German duchies, Switzerland, Italy, and
even the papacy “like a second Charlemagne.”4 And from the start of their marriage, Adelaide,
too, played an important role in German and Italian affairs. On the political level, she was
influential in crushing the revolt of Liudolf, Otto’s son from his first wife. Like most queens, she
was anxious to eliminate rivals to her own children, only two of whom survived into adulthood—
Mathilda, a future abbess of Quedlinburg, and Otto II, his father’s successor.On the cultural
level, she helped turn Otto I’s court into a center for the revival of classical learning and the
promotion of literature and the arts. Through her connections to Burgundy and Lombardy, she
led the Ottonian dynasty in a new cultural direction that was less Saxon and more broadly
European. Otto and Adelaide also supported monasteries and convents lavishly, establishing
connections that would have long-term consequences, including—among those unmentioned in
textbooks—future ramifications for the game of chess.Adelaide’s refinements of court behavior
extended even to table manners. For instance, at the time it was the custom for guests to stop
eating as soon as the king and queen did so. In one instance, when Adelaide’s appetite failed



her, she graciously held her knife aloft in her hand for an extended period, pretending she would
eat more, thus allowing her guests to continue with their meal.5In addition, she exercised a
controlling influence over her eldest son, who became emperor as Otto II after his father’s death
in 973. Even though Otto II had already married the Byzantine princess Theophano in 970,
Adelaide continued to rule at her son’s court, at least for the first year of her widowhood. She
accompanied Otto II on his inaugural progress through his lands, and her name appeared in his
charters. A battle for power between the two extraordinary women ensued, perhaps best
summed up by one knowledgeable historian: “There was room for only one queen in the
household; the functions and power of that position could belong to one woman only. When a
young king took a wife and queen it was time for his mother to bow out gracefully.”6Before long,
Theophano gained the upper hand, and Adelaide was forced into exile. Adelaide fell entirely out
of favor, and remained that way for nearly a decade until, shortly before Otto II’s untimely death
in 983, mother and son were reconciled, and the animosity between daughter-in-law and mother-
in-law was set aside. Again their accord was primarily political, fashioned so the two women
could work in concert to defend the rights of Otto III, the son and grandson respectively. Many of
the child king’s male relatives joined the fray, struggling for control over the boy, until he was
eventually handed over to the care of the two empresses. With his care secured, Theophano
once again turned on her mother-in-law, managed to eject Adelaide from power, and became
sole regent for her son.Lest we judge her too severely, let us now look at this scenario from the
vantage of the younger empress. As the niece of the reigning Byzantine emperor John
Tzimiskes, as the wife of Otto II, and as the mother of Otto III, Theophano expected to command
the same great authority in the Germanic lands that empresses wielded in Constantinople. Her
marriage in 970, when Otto II was sixteen and she at least twelve, had been an eminently
political act destined to unite the pinnacles of power from East and West. The dower given by
the Ottonians recognized her exalted status: written in golden ink on purple parchment that has
survived to this day, it granted her extensive estates in both Italy and Germany.7 Her own dowry,
consisting of luxury items such as chess pieces, perfume bottles, textiles, and other treasures,
became legendary in her own time and gave rise to the subsequent belief that she deserved
major credit for spreading the culture of Byzantium directly to Saxony.8 She commissioned a
group of painters, sculptors, poets, and Greek scholars from Constantinople to work at the
Western imperial court, and introduced many refined practices such as taking baths and
wearing silks.In all probability, she promoted the game of chess, since chess had been played at
the Byzantine court from at least the turn of the ninth century. Remember the unfortunate letter
from Emperor Nicephorus to Harûn al-Rashîd, informing him in 802 that the late Empress Irene
had compared herself to a pawn and the caliph to a rook—the letter that led to warfare, and
Nicephorus’s eventual defeat. Chess, called zatrikion in the Greek spoken at the Byzantine
court, was a highly regarded skill, and would have been expected of the princess. Like Queen
Toda bringing chess from the court of Córdoba to Navarre, so, too, Theophano would most likely
have transmitted the game from the Eastern Empire to the West.During the thirteen years of her



marriage to Otto II, Theophano had five children—four daughters (one who died at an early age)
and one son, the future Otto III. She also played a significant role as counselor to her husband
on matters of state to such an extent that Otto II was often criticized for following the advice of
his Byzantine wife rather than that of his council. The German nobility were doubly hostile to
Theophano because she was a woman and because she was a non-Western foreigner, “the
Greek,” as she was unceremoniously called behind her back.9When her husband died in 983,
she fiercely fought off the designs of enemy dukes and princes who were eager to place a
claimant other than her son on the imperial throne. She held on to her power with a firm grasp,
speaking for her son in all documents, those to foreign rulers and the Italian nobility alike. Within
Italy she even issued charters in her own name, and in at least one of them, a diploma issued in
Ravenna in 990, she went so far as to call herself imperator augustus, masculine words for the
emperor, instead of the more common words used for the empress, imperatrix augusta. The
chronicler Thietmar of Merseburg praised her for her “manly watchfulness.”10 Ultimately
commanding the kind of respect normally reserved only for men, Theophano incarnated the
strongest authority possible for a dowager queen.As queen regent, she ruled in Italy until her
early death in 991, when she was succeeded by none other than her long-lived mother-in-law,
Adelaide! Adelaide ruled for her grandson Otto III until he achieved his majority in 994, and
expelled her from court on the grounds that she had, out of spite, refused his mother a memorial
service. So the feud continued even after Theophano had been laid to rest.Adelaide’s
posthumous insult to her daughter-in-law did not, however, destroy Theophano’s memory. Her
glory lived on, most notably in the monastery of Saint Salvator Maggiore in Rieti, where a fresco
painted in 975 showed her and her husband with halos around their heads.11 Other images of
Otto and Theophano, enshrined in books, carved into ivory, and molded into medallions,
conveyed their iconic significance as the supreme reigning couple of their day.12Both Adelaide
and Theophano had been designated as consors regni in documents issued by their husbands.
This meant they had institutional power that they shared with their spouses while the men were
alive, and then full power as queens regent after the husbands died and before the heirs
apparent came of age. If a female consort was fortunate enough to be long-lived and to have
produced an heir, she might receive a bonus at the end of her life in the form of a regency,
although not all would have considered widowhood a blessing and some undoubtedly were not
equipped or inclined to rule. Only exceptional women like Adelaide and Theophano had
sufficient confidence to take up the reins of power and govern in that interlude between male
rulers.Adelaide or Theophano?Was it Adelaide or Theophano who served as the model for the
chess queen in the Einsiedeln Poem? A circumstantial case can be made in favor of both. Both
were connected to the Einsiedeln Monastery, as evidenced by charters issued in the names of
Otto I and Otto III, which mentioned Adelaide three times and Theophano once. In the first
charter, dated January 23, 965, Otto I “with our dear wife Adelaide” (dilecta coniunx nostra
Adalheide) granted Einsiedeln certain properties in an exchange with another monastery. In a
second, also concerning property matters, Otto I called her both “dear wife and august



empress.” And after Theophano had died and Adelaide was reinstated as regent, a charter
granted by Otto III in 992 referred to his grandmother as “our dear Adelaide.”13The one
reference to Theophano occurred on October 27, 984, in a text that established the monastery’s
freedom from paying tolls to the city of Zurich. Although issued under the name of her young son
Otto III, the true donor was “our dear mother Theophano and august empress.”Theophano, like
Adelaide before her, continued a tradition of strong support to monasteries, convents, and
churches. We know that she frequently went in person to Gandersheim Abbey, home of the
learned Benedictine nun Hrotsvitha. Contacts between Hrotsvitha and the imperial family can be
inferred from her writings, and especially from her Gesta Ottonis, a long epic commissioned to
celebrate Otto the Great.14Theophano and Otto II sent one of their daughters, Sophia, to be
educated at Gandersheim while Hrotsvitha was alive. Both Sophia and her sister Adelaide
(named after her grandmother) eventually took the veil and became abbesses, Sophia at
Gandersheim and Essen, and Adelaide at Quedlinburg and later at Gandersheim. Of
Theophano’s three daughters, only one—Mathilda—married.15Mathilda’s marriage to Ezzo, the
count Palatine, is associated with a chess anecdote that is too good to be left in silence, even if
its veracity is questionable. As the story goes, Mathilda was married to Ezzo, the count Palatine,
after her youthful brother, Otto III, acting as her guardian, lost her to the elderly count over a
chess match.16 It is impossible to determine whether this tale is true, but Otto III is known to
have been a quixotic personality, so the decision to marry off his sister in this fashion is not
entirely out of keeping with his character.17 We do not know the date of the event or even the
age of the bride, but it probably occurred after the death of Theophano, when she was no longer
in a position to influence the choice of a husband for her one marriageable daughter.Both
Theophano and Adelaide provide plausible sources for the birth of the chess queen. Both were
famous during their lifetimes as consorts sharing power with their husbands and as queens
regent successfully protecting their dynasty. Both were highly cultivated in the realm of art and
literature, and had a working knowledge of Latin. Both have been credited with inspiring the
Ottonian Renaissance at the imperial court. Both died in the 990s (Theophano in 991, Adelaide
in 999), the decade during which the Einsiedeln Poem was composed. What more fitting tribute
to a recently deceased empress, or one about to die, than a poem attesting to the existence of
the chess queen?Perhaps Theophano’s strongest claim is rooted in the special relationship she
had to the game through her Byzantine connection, which would have familiarized her with
chess at an early age. If she had been a carrier of chess from Byzantium to Western Europe,
perhaps she herself suggested that the game be played with a queen. After all, a woman who
had not hesitated to use the masculine title imperator augustus would not have feared a sex
change in the other direction, from male to female, so as to represent herself on the
chessboard.Would that I could present even more convincing evidence for one or the other or
both empresses! As I studied their lives and tried to determine which one should be granted the
honor of having engendered the chess queen, it seemed to me as if they were still competing
against each other from the grave.In the years immediately preceding the composition of the



Einsiedeln Poem, there were an unusual number of queens regent. Indeed, for a brief period in
the 980s, the rule of queens regent was dominant in Western Europe. Not only were Adelaide
and Theophano regents for Otto III, but Adelaide’s daughter Emma was regent for the French
king Louis V, the duchess Beatrice of Lorraine ruled for her minor son, and the youthful
Aethelred II in England was under his mother’s tutelage.18 With so many queens in positions of
extraordinary prominence, it is perhaps not so surprising that the chess queen appeared exactly
when she did.A New Era in HistoryThe appearance of the chess queen and the count/elder/
future bishop around the year 1000 corresponded to a new stage in European history, marked
by the rising power of kingship, queenship, and the Church. In this new era, German kings and
queens, metamorphosed into emperors and empresses, sought to manifest their authority in
every possible way. Crowns, thrones, scepters, orbs, seals, banners, processions, public
displays of largesse, and ceremonies of vassalage were all signs of ascendant royalty.Feudal
society encouraged an outward display of rank. The bishop’s crosier and miter, the knight’s
horse and sword signified their respective positions in the social hierarchy. The king and queen
were situated at the very top, like keystones that held everything in place from on high.To
represent themselves as superior, members of royalty had themselves portrayed in drawings,
paintings, and carvings as bigger than the other human figures. So, too, on the chessboard, the
king was always the tallest piece, with the queen usually second in size. The game of chess,
adapted to European Christendom, provided the perfect representation of a social order in
which everyone was expected to know his or her exact place.19The Latin epic Ruodlieb, written
by another German-speaking monk circa 1070, illustrates this sense of order, and tells us
something about how chess was played by the nobility at regional courts. The epic was written at
Tegernsee, a monastery that, like Einsiedeln, had close connections with the imperial family.
Otto II had helped revive the ancient monastery, and his wife, Theophano, was probably
responsible for stimulating the Byzantine contacts that occurred there during the tenth and
eleventh centuries. The text of Ruodlieb reveals contacts with the Eastern Empire in such signs
as Byzantine gold coins and precious objects.20Our major interest in this work lies in an episode
centered around a court chess match. When the hero Ruodlieb is admitted to the court of the
“little king” and invited to play against him, he at first declines—after all, having a king as one’s
adversary involved matters of etiquette that were awkward for a simple knight. Eventually, he is
forced into playing, and while he tries to lose, Ruodlieb nonetheless beats the king three times,
to the astonishment of the nobles watching the game.At this point, the king magnanimously lays
a wager against Ruodlieb, without allowing him to bet anything in return. The nobles, too, put
forward their stakes on the king’s side. While they kibitz, or comment on the match, Ruodlieb
continues to win, again three times, after which he refuses to play anymore. He tries to turn down
the money he has won, considering it sinful to enrich himself through gambling. “I am not in the
habit of winning anything by playing games,” he tells the nobles, to which they reply, “While you
are amongst us, you live as we do! When you get back home, then you can live as you like.”21
What we learn from this scene is that chess was commonly played in German courts during the



second half of the eleventh century, that kibitzing was allowed, and that betting on the game was
a matter of local custom.
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Matthew Rapaport, “A nice historical review of female monarchs throughout European history
and the evolution of chess. There is always a danger when writing about a very narrow thread of
history that much more will need to be said that in reality is peripherally related to the focus of
the book. The history of the game of chess is one such thin thread and in particular the evolution
of its rules such as to give the queen the ultimate power on the board. This book is about more
than chess. It is about the history of political dynasties in medieval Europe and in particular, in
Europe as compared to Muslim lands, it was possible (if relatively rare) for a woman to find
herself at the pinnacle of political power. Not all of those women took well to those positions, but
many did and it is this author's contention that this phenomena set the tone for the evolving
game. She doesn't try to make a case as concerns any specific queen (although Isabella of
Spain and Elizabeth I of England stand out) but rather the propensity throughout Europe to
accept female monarchs from time to time. It was this socio-political dynamic, she claims, that
led over multiple centuries to the queen's modern representation on the chessboard. Is she
right? It is hard to say, but there is certainly plausibility in her claims particularly when one
considers that in the Arab world, the position of the queen is still represented by a male figure
although it too has taken on modern powers.”

Flight doc, “Interesting read. For those with an interest in chess history, this is an excellent
discussion of the origins of the chess queen. The author provides numerous examples of
historical queens who may have opened the door, first for the conversion of the vizier (original
predecessor to the queen, still extant in some cultures) and second from one of the weakest
pieces (other than the pawns), to the most powerful. The author also helps put the game in its
historical context, initially as a game predominantly for the nobility and upper classes, and later
becoming a common game regardless of socioeconomic status.  Well worth reading.”

A. Loubser, “Rise of the Queen. Birth of the Chess Queen is a history about chess in medieval
Europe - it focuses on the status of queens both on and off the chessboard.It was not until the
15th century that the Chess Queen became the most powerful piece on the board. We are told
this change was part of a broader social history of chess and of women players. Queens and
rulers in Spain, Italy, Germany, France England, Scandinavia, and Russia were playing the
game - women such as Eleanor of Aquitaine, Margaret of Denmark, Isabella of Castile, and
Catherine the Great, among many others.Chess Queens can also be linked to the cult of the
Virgin Mary. And chess had links with the cult of love and was a symbol of romance, because
chess-playing was one of the few ways in which noble women could interact with men.The book
is rich with illustrations and is a pleasure to read for chess players and equally for non chess
players.”

No Salt Sailing, “First Female CEO on the Board.. I enjoyed this book for one reason. I learned



some history! I hated history in school and did not pay attention. This book centre's on a subject
I love "Chess" and does a good job on covering the history of the Queen. I have not verified Ms.
Yalom's research in-depth but what I have confirms her conclusions. Ms. Yalom discuss the
replacement of the Vizier on the original board to a minor, weak piece to how she became the
piece she is today. Yalom uses historical Queens, including Eleanor of Aquitaine, Queen
Isabella, Catherine de' Medici, and Elizabeth I to show how they might have influenced the
"Queen's evolution. I especially enjoyed the color pictures of the surviving pieces, showing the
detail and artistry.If you are a Chess-Nut, enjoy learning, and not afraid of a female CEO then
you will probably enjoy this book.”

John Jennings, “The story of some awesome ladies and the chess piece who followed their
careers.. If you never, ever, play chess, this book is well worth reading. If you ever wondered why
people in Europe and the West hold ladies in high regard, this book covers the subject. This
book tells how the most powerful chess piece developed from a humble advisor to a mighty
force. This development on the chess board mirrored the careers of royal women in Western
Europe who rose to the occasion when country and duty called. This is the story of some pretty
awesome ladies. Well worth the read.”

Jamaal, “Fantastically written. Well reserached.. I thoroughly enjoyed this well-written book. It
uses original sources to provide tremendous insight into how the Queen became the most
powerful piece on the chessboard.”

Ebook Library Reader, “Great read. Very well written and well researched. When I was first
assigned the book for my class, I was a little nervous that it would be repetitive and I would get
tired of reading about chess, but in fact it was the exact opposite. Would highly recommend to
any history or chess buffs”

Zachary, “Beautifully Written. Very well written and worth it for anybody with a curiosity about the
history of chess overall.@thechessnerd on instagram ”
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