
Seek the Unique 
 
By Jon Crumiller 

© 2016 Worldchess.com 

 

People who begin serious collections usually create boundaries. One, of course, is the subject of the 
collection. The second may be some specified limit. In my case, my collection is defined by two words:  
“chess” and “antique.”  These terms may seem clear enough, but as a collector becomes aware of the 
vast spectrum of antique chess items, it turns out that adhering to these ideas is not so simple. Should 
the collection include chess variants or similar games? Should it focus solely on antique sets and boards, 
or should antiquarian chess books and publications also be included?  Does "antique" strictly mean 
19th-century and earlier, or can 20th-century sets also be fair game? 
 
In addition to these fundamental boundaries, a collector has to devise other personal guiding principles 
that are helpful when confronting difficult decisions on individual acquisitions. Among some possible 
quandaries: 
 

• A set is missing several pieces, but it is otherwise very nice. Is it still worth it? 

• Finding a set that is of the same type that a collector already owns but is better quality. Is it 
worth buying another one?  

• Or conversely, finding a set that is available for sale but is not as good as others that the 
collector has seen but was unable to buy. Is it better to buy now or wait? 

• A set is available for sale, but has been partially restored. Is that important enough not to buy it? 
 
My own collection’s boundaries and guiding principles have evolved over time. Initially, I sought to 
acquire all of the "must-have" types of antique chess sets: a Russian Kholmogory set, a Rajasthan 
cannon-and-canopy set, a Vizagapatam ivory-and-horn set, etc.  But as the collection gradually matured, 
those gaps were filled. Now I focus on rare, or even one-of-a-kind sets, using two guiding principles: 
“quality over quantity” and “seek the unique.” 
 
Rare (or one-of-a-kind) items have many possible origins. One is that an artist chose chess as a vehicle 
for one-time artwork. An example is the following set, circa 1900, made of ivory bust figures on top of 
gilded metal bases. The set is unique. 
 



 
 
The set’s maker is on an inscription on the back of the black king’s head: 
 

 
 



 
C. Gazza was an artist in Florence who was active in the late 19th and early 20th centuries (as deduced 
from the silversmith marks on several of his other artworks). His artworks combine ivory and gilded 
metal in an art form known as chryselephantine, or sculpture incorporating both media.  According to 
art experts at the World Chess Hall of Fame in St. Louis, “Though an ancient art form, chryselephantine 
sculpture was popular among artists of the Art Nouveau movement, which flourished in Europe and the 
United States during the late 19th and early 20th centuries. This movement embraced art that looked 
back to a romanticized version of preindustrial times.” 
 
From the same country and time period comes another unique multi-media chess set, this time ivory 
and wood. Its theme is the ancient conflicts between the Greek and Achaemenid (First Persian) Empires.  
Each piece represents the culture of the two empires, including philosophers, musicians with native 
instruments, and architectural structures. 
 

 
 
Sets such as these were sometimes commissioned by patrons who wanted a particular theme for the 
chess pieces. However, this set cannot be attributed to a particular artist. 
 
Italy is also the country of origin for another one-of-a-kind set in my collection: a Neapolitan doll set, 
made of cloth and silk with lead bases, circa 1900. 
 



 
 
 
The set has a look-and-feel that can only be obtained through the use of its unusual materials. The fabric 
gives the figures human-like forms. The kings and queens wear jeweled crowns, knights are decorated in 
helmets and chain mail, bishops are clearly ecclesiastical, and the pawns are wearing wide-brimmed 
hats to shield them from the hot sun during the long hours of labor in the fields. 
  
Another rare set in my collection is modeled on a design by an Englishman named Edward Bird, R.A. 
(1772-1819).  The set’s maker is unidentified, but there is a trail of historical clues that point to its 
possible origin. 
 

 



 
Michael Mark, a leading researcher and authority on antique chess sets, noted in the April 1992 issue of 
The Chess Collector that “at least two of the [few remaining Bird-designed] sets had a reputation of 
having been carved by French prisoners of war during the Napoleonic wars.” If that is true, then the sets 
were probably carved in England during the first decade of the 19th century. The attribution to 
Napoleonic P.O.W.’s is not as strange is it may sound; the prisoners were allowed to manufacture high-
quality items, and indeed, a major antique chess set pattern – the Pulpit sets – are also attributed to 
them, with strong supporting evidence. 
 
England was the birthplace of several other types of very rare chess items. Amongst the rarest and 
strangest items in my collection are several chess pieces made of pottery by the Martin Brothers in the 
late 19th century. Martin Brothers pieces can only be acquired one-by-one; I know of no complete 
Martin Brothers set in existence, nor of one ever having been made. Pictured here are a king, queen, 
and bishop. 
 

 
 
The pieces are impressed on the bottom with the Martin Brothers name. Note the gargoyle-like figures 
on the king’s and queen’s thrones. 
 
The Martin Brothers were enigmatic in their own time (1870’s through the 1910’s), and their legend has 
grown ever since.  An article The New York Times on Nov. 1, 1981, discussed their strange mindset and 
equally strange output: 
 

The Martin Brothers Pottery was England's first late 19th-century pottery producing art wares 
and its work the most eccentric. It was founded in 1873 by Robert Wallace Martin, a stone-
carver trained in the medieval manner who later studied sculpture. He was the oldest, most 
mystical and imaginative of the four Martin brothers and he was obsessed with the presence of 
evil in the world. His was a turbulent mind that brooded on darkness, as his writing suggests: 
''My daydreams and my nightly visions teem with Gothic, a very forest of glistening spires 



...through loopholes which barely disturbed the gloom within I have seen strings of sleeping 
bats and in darksome chambers found quaint carvings never intended to see the light.'' 

 
Chess pieces were not their specialty, so fortunately the price of a rarely-available solo Martin Brothers 
chess piece is not over-the-top exorbitant. But the going rate for their specialty items has skyrocketed. 
According to the 1981 article in The New York Times article, a Martin Brothers stoneware bird jar sold in 
auction for $14,000. In 2014, a Martin Brothers stoneware bird jar sold for a whopping £94,800 
($160,000)! 
 
Robert Wallace Martin received his training at the Royal Doulton pottery works in Lambeth, in southern 
London. Doulton was the manufacturer of the next extremely rare set in my collection: a Doulton mice 
set designed by George Tinworth, circa 1890. Only a few of these complete sets are still in existence. 
Indeed, it is rare that a single piece (or several pieces) becomes available on the auction market. 
 

 
 
There are even rarer English antique kiln-fired chess pieces. The following are from Rockingham or 
Swinton, England, manufactured in 1814.  I was extremely fortunate to be able to find and acquire  them 
as there are only six other such pieces in the world, and they are located in the Museum at York. The 
four pieces below are (left-to-right) king, queen, bishop, and knight. 
 



 
 
 
Another one-of-a-kind set in my collection which is also English is quite eccentric. It is a meticulously 
carved set made of hazel wood. The characters may have been modeled after a story or fairy tale, 
although no definitive identification has been made – except for the king, which is clearly patterned 
after King Edward VII (1841-1910) in his later years. 
 



 
 
A comparison of the king piece with a photo of King Edward shows uncanny similarities, right down to 
the design pattern on his cape. 
 



 
 
Across the Channel, in France, high-quality chess sets have been carved for centuries. France is home to 
some well-established types of antique chess sets that are beautiful but not ultra-rare, such as Dieppe 
chess sets, as well as some other types that will be covered in future columns. But French artisans also 
created some of the finest one-of-a-kind sets in existence. Some of the top examples of masterful 
antique French sets are shown and described in the recent book Masterworks, which I co-wrote. Here 
are several others. 
 
The Field of the Cloth of Gold, a historic meeting between King Henry VIII of England and King Francois I 
of France in 1520, was an event that has been thematically captured in art over the centuries, including 
chess sets. This next set is modeled on that theme. 
 

https://worldchess.com/2016/06/01/vive-la-france-the-antique-sets-of-dieppe/
https://worldchess.com/2016/06/01/vive-la-france-the-antique-sets-of-dieppe/
https://worldchess.com/2016/11/17/masterworks-a-new-book-of-rare-and-beautiful-chess-sets/


 
 
 
The next set is also French, from the 18th century, and highlights royalty in all its splendor. I have not 
seen a similar set, especially as this one is carved from wood, which is very unusual for a high-quality 
antique French ornamental set. 
 

 
 
 



The top antique French sets usually depict royalty or politics, or both. The following set captures the 
theme of the “Wars of Religion,” a volatile period under King Henry IV of France (1553-1610). Henry is 
holding a chicken by its throat, symbolizing his famous “a chicken in every pot” quote:  “Si Dieu me prête 
vie, je ferai qu'il n'y aura point de laboureur en mon royaume qui n'ait les moyens d'avoir le dimanche 
une poule dans son pot!”  (“If God keeps me, I will make sure that no peasant in my realm will lack the 
means to have a chicken in the pot on Sunday!”) Note also the classic French fou bishop on the left, 
dressed as a court jester.  These bishops were discussed in my column on antique Dieppe chess sets. 
 

 
 
 
Germany has one of the most decorated chess histories of all, and an upcoming column will review 
some of the outstanding antique German chess sets from the past four centuries. The following one 
from the 19th century shows the “tiered galleries” features of German Selenus sets, as well as the 
German/Austrian “double-knights.” The friendly face caricatures of the pieces make this set a prized find 
in its own right. 
 



 
 
 
China is a country that manufactured thousands of chess sets for export in the 19th century, as discussed 
in another recent column.  Almost all of these sets were made of ivory. In my database of over 14,000 
chess auction items, over 99% of the antique Chinese sets are ivory. Very rarely, Chinese sets were made 
of other materials. One type of Chinese set, from the late 19th-century or early 20th-century, is made of 
wood with silk bottoms. During my collecting experience, I have seen only two or three of these sets, 
and I was fortunate to be able to acquire one of them. 
 

https://worldchess.com/2016/08/01/made-in-china/


 
 
 
By contrast, 20th century Chinese sets are made of various materials. One set in my collection illustrates 
the “stretching” of guiding principles that I wrote about earlier. Sometimes a set comes along that is so 
intriguing that the collector overrides his own boundaries in order to acquire it! The following one-of-a-
kind 20th century Chinese wooden set is a case-in-point. 
 



 
 
 
India’s contribution to rarity has been examined in my columns on the East India Company (“John 
Company”) sets and perhaps even more so in the column on indigenous royal chess sets of India. But 
there are many other unique Indian chess items, as, for example, the following: 
 

https://worldchess.com/2016/01/31/the-collector-the-sets-of-the-east-india-company/
https://worldchess.com/2016/01/31/the-collector-the-sets-of-the-east-india-company/
https://worldchess.com/2016/06/30/the-unknown-treasures-of-india/


 
 
 
This item is made of woven silk. It recounts the “knight’s tour” discoveries of Maharajah Kristna Rajah 
Wodayer Bahaudah, the Rajah of Mysore, in 1852. I was able to acquire this heirloom in 2011.  
According to the website mayhematics.com, H.J.R. Murray, the author of the famous History of Chess 
(1913), wrote about this silk in unpublished manuscripts, one of which was entitled, “The Early History of 
the Knight's Tour.” The website quotes Murray’s manuscripts, then provides information on further 
historical sightings: 
 



Murray wrote:  “It was not known in Europe until 1938 that Indian players had also busied 
themselves with magic tours and that a closed unsymmetrical magic tour had been 
discovered in Mysore on 31 July 1852. A contemporary silk handkerchief bearing this tour, 
which it ascribed to Maharajah Kristna Rajah Wodayer Bahaudah, the Rajah of Mysore, 
was exhibited at the Margate Easter Chess Congress, 1938.”  Another sighting of this silk 
was reported by Major J. Akenhead in a letter dated 12 March 1947 to Fairy Chess Review, 
vol. 6, April 1947, p.84: “I was in Mr. A. Hammond's (Emil, Burlington Gardens) yesterday 
and found that he had a piece of silk framed on which was a magic knight-tour invented, 
as the wording stated by Maha Rajah Kristna Rajah Wodaye, Behauder Rajah of Mysore, 
on 31st July 1852. 

 
Rarity and uniqueness can result from any highly unusual feature of an antique chess item, including the 
manufacturer, provenance, style, purpose, materials used, or location of origin. Collectors can gain 
special satisfaction by searching for, and occasionally finding, these rare items of great beauty and 
historical significance. 
 

Photos of Mr. Crumiller’s collection are posted at chessantique.com and https://tinyurl.com/h76xvw6 
 

http://crumiller.com/chess/chess_pages/jonchess.htm
https://plus.google.com/collection/0nITRB

