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History is marked by clashes of culture against culture, country against country, political system against 

political system, religion against religion.  So it is not surprising that each of these themes is also seen on 

antique chessboards. 

 

On the broadest scale, a conflict is often seen (by each opposing side) as the battle of “good” versus 

“evil.” The following set displays this pattern in its most obvious form. 
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This ivory set was hand-carved in late 18th-century Florence for the Catholic Church.  The white pieces 

are clearly virtuous, with a noble king and queen, pious young bishops holding bibles, chivalrous knights, 

and cherubic pawns.  Meanwhile, the red pieces seem to take pleasure in their inherently evil nature.  

Mephistopheles and his bare-breasted queen are in command of devilish bishops and leering satyrs.  
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The contrast is especially stark when the pieces are posed on the board:  the essence of good versus evil, 

waging war for the grandest of prizes. 
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The chessboard is supported by four muscular satyrs, one at each corner.  Here is one of the satyrs, 

accompanied by several pawns from each opposing side. 
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The theme is universal, as confirmed by our next example. Freidrich Moritz Retzsch (1779-1857), a 

German artist, is known for his series of 26 etchings for Goethe’s Faust, as well as several related 

engravings and paintings with a Faustian chess theme. This painting was based on his earlier sketch, 

which dates from 1831.  
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A close-up of the pieces shows the contrasting characteristics of the two opposing armies. 
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The Saturday Magazine, a 19th century weekly publication in London, described the pieces in an article 

from its May 6, 1837 issue: 

 

With regard to the chessmen:  on the side of the demon, the King represents himself 

[Satan]; his Queen is Pleasure, pressing forward in front of all; his officers are, Indolence, 

like a great swine; Pride, strutting about with a peacock’s tail; Falsehood, with one hand 

on his heart, and the other holding a dagger behind him; Unbelief, trampling on the Cross; 

Anger, &c.; the Pawns are Doubts; and, alas for the devoted man! The only pieces which he 

has taken are Anger, like a turkey-cock, and one Doubt; while Satan has secured several 

cherub forms, which are the Pawns of Man, and are symbolical of Prayer.  [ …] Humility, 

Affection, and Innocence, are also taken; but Religion, Truth, and Hope are still left.  All the 

pieces are well set forth; and it is evident that Satan’s are coming down in full force 

against those of his antagonist. 

 

Some may wonder if it is a coincidence that the virtuous side in each of these examples is represented 

by the white pieces, whereas the villainous side is represented by the colored pieces. The answer, 

unfortunately, is no.  With few exceptions, the antique chess themes portray the white pieces as the 

“right” pieces. Part of the reason is that there was a strong upper-class market for the finest goods, 

including chess sets, in European countries, and artists and craftsmen will cater to their market; but the 

main reason is the same as it often is:  racial disparity. 

 

This disparity is clearly shown in the next set, a “culture versus culture” set from Dieppe, France, from 

the latter half of the 18th century.  The sets from Dieppe were made in several different styles, which 

will be the subject of another article, but the highest-quality sets from Dieppe were fixated on the 

theme of “Europeans versus Foreigners.” The photo compares pieces from the two opposing sides of a 

Europeans vs. Africans set. 
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The African bishops have a very distinctive and prominent feature. 
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This disparity can be seen in other antique sets from different countries and different eras.  In all 

fairness, some Dieppe sets were made without these negative stereotypes, and the opposing figures 

(whether African, Moors, or others) in those sets had an appropriately regal appearance. 

 



Aside from its theme, this particular Dieppe set has one very unusual attribute:  the white pieces are 

made of elephant ivory, but the black pieces are made of walrus ivory. I know of no other set from 

Dieppe with this characteristic. 

 

Other antique European sets continued along the same “Europeans versus Foreigners” theme. This next 

set is a European (possibly French) wooden set, circa 1770-1780, using the standard matchup of 

Europeans and Africans.  This set was formerly owned by Jean Manoury, a French chess collector who 

lived in Paris during the early 1900’s.  
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Moving eastward to other chess-manufacturing countries, several types of chess sets from 19th century 

China followed this theme of culture-versus-culture, with the white pieces as Europeans and the “black” 

pieces (almost always stained red) as Chinese. These sets were made for export to Great Britain and 

France, and the sets were fashioned accordingly. If they were made for the French market, the white 

king and queen were modeled after Emperor Napoleon and Empress Josephine. If they for the British 

market, the white king and queen were modeled after King George III and Queen Charlotte.  

 

The next set is definitely British versus Chinese. Not only are the garments and accouterments specific to 

each culture, but the white rooks are topped with Union Jack flags. 

 



 
Jonathan Crumiller 

 



As in some of the previous sets, the “black” pieces are actually stained red.  Probably 80 to 90 percent of 

ivory playing sets from the 19th century are natural ivory color (white pieces) versus red-stained (black 

pieces).  The red stain itself is called carmine or cochineal red, and it is still used today as a food dye, 

although some people might hesitate to eat it after learning that the dye is produced from a soft-

bodied, oval shaped insect! 

 

Another type of antique Chinese ivory chess set, referred to as the Macao pattern, is usually 

represented as European-versus-Chinese, in the form of busts on pedestals. The Union Jack flag is again 

flying on top of the white rooks. 
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Unlike the full-figured European-versus-Chinese sets, I have never seen a Macao set with the white 

monarchs represented by French royalty, nor has such a set been offered in the historical chess 

auctions, from the 1950’s through the present day. 

 

The next photo shows a Parisian set on the theme of the French versus the Turks. Note the fleur-de-lis 

on the French king and queen, and the turbans on the Turks’ heads, as well as their long flowing 

garments. This set is matched with its fitted case, which is traceable to the 19th century Palais-Royale in 

Paris. 
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The Turks are an opposing force for other types of sets as well. The small rural town of Kholmogory, 

Russia, only 162 miles below the Arctic Circle, was a major manufacturer of chess sets in the 18th and 

19th centuries.  The most common theme for Kholmogory-manufactured sets was Romans (or Russians) 

versus Turks. 
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A close-up of the black pieces shows the familiar headgear and garments. 
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Antique Kholmogory chess sets were made of walrus ivory or mammoth ivory. Rather than describing 

Kholmogory sets in detail in this article, there will be a future article dedicated solely to these fascinating 

sets.  For the moment, it is noteworthy that the kings are always seated on thrones, the rooks are 

always ships, the bishops are elephants, and the queen figures are actually men! 

 

As discussed in the January column [on Worldchess.com] the antique sets of the East India Company 

(“John Company”) were also based on the theme of culture-versus-culture.  

 

A similar theme of opposition is that of political system versus political system. The most striking 

example is the Russian Communism-versus-Capitalism propaganda set, from the early 20th century. 
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My chess collection does not include a Russian Propaganda set. The set was designed in 1922 by two 

sisters, Natalia and Yolanda Danko, and subsequently manufactured by the Lomonosov State Porcelain 

Factory in St. Petersburg. The communist side, in a red palette, symbolizes liberty and labor. By contrast, 

the capitalist side is marked by greed and enslavement. 

 



There is a vast difference in quality and value between the original Danko/Lomonosov sets and mid-

20th-century copies.  One run of copied sets is especially to be avoided:  the appearance of the front of 

the pieces is similar, but the backs of the copied pieces are blank, because the copying craftsmen 

worked solely from a photograph of the original set! 

 

Wars are another major theme.  Often, the armies are not generic, but are led by the actual historical 

leaders of the time.  After the Battle of Waterloo in 1815, chess sets appeared on both sides of the 

channel that commemorated the event. The set below is displayed on a 19th century French chess table 

— the chessboard is made of ivory (white squares) and tortoiseshell (dark squares). 
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The kings and queens are Emperor Napoleon and Empress Josephine versus King George III and Queen 

Charlotte.  All four Bishops in the set are real-life combatants, with Marshals Ney and Soult for France, 

and General Somerset and Colonel John Cameron for the British/Prussian army.  Note that the piece 

representing General Fitzroy Somerset is indeed missing his right arm! 
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Napoleon’s presence on the chessboard is seen in many other antique French chess sets.  This next set, 

from the Paris school of carving, circa 1830-1840, depicts Napoleon and Josephine against Emperor 

Francis II of Germany and Austria and his wife, at the time, Empress Maria.  
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German metal sets of the 19th century also depict historical battles. One of the five patterns of sets 

made (and stamped) by E.G. Zimmerman in Hanau, in the mid-19th century, highlights a battle between 

King Gustavus Adolphus of Sweden and King Ferdinand of Austria. 
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Another theme that makes its appearance on the antique chessboard is religion-versus-religion. The 

next set is an Italian (or French) set from the second half of the 19th century, carved from marble and 

basalt, with granite pedestals.  
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I am indebted to Sheda Vasseghi for sharing her expertise in Persian/Zoroastrian history, to properly 

interpret the set’s symbols, as follows: 

 

The gold side represents the Sasanian Persian Empire, while the dark side, carved from an igneous rock 

called basalt, possibly represents the Byzantine or Greek Christian (Eastern Roman) Empire. The busts 



are attached to the pedestals by embedded bronze pins, the tops of which are the gilt bronze mounts on 

each of the chessmen. The Persian side features mounts with crescents and stars, symbols of 

Zoroastrianism in Persia/Iran, while the opposing side’s king has a cross atop an orb, a symbol of 

Christianity, on his mount. 

 

Each piece in this set is a miniature sculpture of high aesthetic quality.  It is one of my all-time favorite 

antique sets. 
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Not all chess sets are representations of confrontations or battles.  Some have oppositions that are quite 

genteel, playful or humorous, including subjects such as animals versus animals and humans versus 

animals.  Those will be the subject of a future column. Another example of playful opposition is the 

Venus-versus-Bacchus set (French, last 25 years of the 19th century, ivory with polychrome) as shown in 

the November 2015 column. 

 

It is important to note that playing sets, i.e. those intended for actually playing the game of chess, 

almost never show these themes of opposition.  The reasons are straightforward.  First, the black and 

white pieces in playing sets are almost always mirror images of each other, except for their color, so 

they cannot represent two different opposing sides in a conflict.  Second, the pieces in playing sets are 

representations of the chess pieces themselves; usually there are no figural representations, except 

perhaps the carved knight-heads.  So almost by definition, the themes of conflict can take place only 

with ornamental sets, with the pieces represented by figures (human or otherwise; either full-figural or 

busts.) 

 

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


