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A CHESS STORY














THE LARGE STEAMSHIP leaving New York for Buenos Aires at midnight was caught up in the usual bustle and commotion of the hour before sailing. Visitors from shore pressed past one another to take leave of their friends, telegraph boys in skew-whiff caps shot names through the lounges, cases and flowers were brought and inquisitive children ran up and down flights of stairs while the orchestra played imperturbably on deck. I was standing in conversation with a friend on the promenade deck, slightly apart from this turmoil, when flashbulbs popped starkly two or three times beside us—it seemed that a few reporters had managed to hastily interview and photograph some celebrity just before our departure. My friend looked across and smiled. “You have an odd fish on board with you there, that’s Czentovic.” And since I must have looked fairly baffled in response to this news, he explained by adding, “Mirko Czentovic, the world chess champion. He’s worked over the whole USA with his tournaments and now he’s off to conquests new in Argentina.”


As a matter of fact I did now remember this young world champion and even some details of his meteoric career; my friend, a more attentive reader of the newspapers than I am, was able to expand on them with a whole series of anecdotes. Around a year previously, Czentovic had put himself on a level with the most established old masters of the art of chess—Alekhine, Capablanca, Tartakower, Lasker, Bogolyubov—at a single stroke; not since the appearance of the seven-year-old wunderkind Reshevsky at the 1922 New York Masters had the irruption of an unknown into the hallowed guild aroused such a general furore. For in no way was such dazzling success indicated by Czentovic’s intellectual capabilities. It soon trickled out that in his private life this chess champion was incapable of writing so much as one sentence correctly in any language and, in the angry taunt of one of his disgruntled colleagues, “his education in every field was uniformly nil.” The son of a dirt-poor boatman on the middle Danube whose tiny coracle was run over one night by a grain freighter, the then twelve-year-old was taken in out of pity after the death of his father by the priest of their remote hamlet, and the good pastor did his best to make up with extra help at home all that the dull, uncommunicative, thick-skulled child was unable to learn in the village school.


But his efforts were in vain. Even after the alphabet had been explained to him a hundred times, in each lesson Mirko would again stare at every letter in renewed ignorance; his lumbering brain lacked the power to retain even so simple a concept. When supposedly doing mental arithmetic, he still at fourteen had to employ his fingers to help, and reading a book or newspaper still amounted to an especial strain for the already adolescent boy. Yet Mirko could not in any way be called recalcitrant or unwilling. He obediently did what he was asked, fetched water, chopped wood, helped in the fields, tidied the kitchen and reliably carried out, albeit with an infuriating slowness, whatever task he was assigned. What, however, dismayed the good priest most about the intractable lad was his utter apathy. He did nothing without being specifically prompted, never asked a question, did not play with other boys and didn’t of himself seek out any occupation that wasn’t expressly decreed; as soon as Mirko had completed his household chores, he sat around stolidly in one room wearing the vacant expression that sheep wear in a meadow, taking not even the slightest interest in what happened around him. In the evenings, when the priest drew on his long-stemmed farmer’s pipe and played his habitual three games of chess with the sergeant of the local gendarmes, the flaxen-haired adolescent slumped mutely beside them and stared, apparently sleepy and indifferent, at the chequered board.


One winter evening, while the two partners were engrossed in their nightly contest, they heard the tinkling bells of a sleigh on the village street approaching fast and ever faster. A farmer, his cap dusted with snow, tramped in hastily, his old mother lay dying, would the pastor please hurry to administer the last rites in time. The priest unhesitatingly followed him out. The gendarme sergeant, who hadn’t yet emptied his glass of beer, lit himself one more pipe for the road and was just preparing to pull on his heavy boots when he noticed that Mirko’s gaze was fixed unswervingly on the chessboard and its unfinished game.


“Well, do you want to take over?” he joshed, quite sure that the somnolent boy wouldn’t understand how to move any of the pieces across the board. The lad stared at him diffidently, then nodded and took the pastor’s seat. After fourteen moves, the gendarme sergeant had been beaten and also forced to admit that no inadvertently careless move of his own could be blamed for the defeat. The second game ended no differently.


“Balaam’s ass!” the priest cried in astonishment after his return, and explained to the less biblically versed gendarme sergeant that a similar miracle had occurred two thousand years previously, when a dumb creature had suddenly spoken the language of wisdom. Despite the lateness of the hour, the priest couldn’t resist challenging his semi-literate attendant to a duel. Mirko beat him, too, with ease. His play was dogged, slow, unshakeable; his broad forehead, once lowered, never lifted from the board. But he played with incontestable certainty; over the following days, neither the gendarme sergeant nor the priest was able to win so much as one game against him. The pastor, than whom no one was in a better position to judge his pupil’s backwardness, now became curious in earnest as to how far this remarkable and one-sided talent would withstand a sterner test. After he had had Mirko’s bristly straw-blond hair cut by the village barber, to make him tolerably presentable, he took him in his sleigh to the small town nearby, where he knew a café on the main square with a club of chess enthusiasts whose play experience had taught him he could not equal. The club’s members were more than a little amazed when the pastor pushed a straw-blond, red-cheeked, fifteen-year-old lad in an inwards-turned sheepskin and high, heavy work boots into the coffee house, where the abashed boy stood in a corner shyly looking at the floor until he was called over to one of the tables. In the first game Mirko was beaten, because he had never seen the so-called Sicilian opening at the good pastor’s house. In the second, he held their best player to a draw. From the third and fourth onward he beat them all, one after the other.


Now, it’s very seldom that exciting events take place in a small provincial town on the middle Danube; for the collected notables, this rustic champion’s debut was an immediate sensation. It was unanimously decided that the juvenile savant absolutely must stay in town until the following day, to allow them to call together the other members of the club and, above all, to notify old Graf Simczic, a chess fanatic, at his castle. The pastor, who now looked on his ward with an entirely new sense of pride, but whose joy in the discovery wouldn’t, after all, lead him to neglect his duty of conducting Sunday Mass, consented to leave Mirko behind for a further trial. Young Czentovic was lodged in the hotel at the chess club’s expense and that evening saw his first ever water closet. On the following, Sunday, afternoon, the chess room was packed. Mirko, sitting almost motionless for four hours at the board and without saying a word or even once looking up, defeated each player after the last. Eventually, a simultaneous match was suggested. It took some time before they could make the uneducated boy understand that in simultaneous games he was to take on the various players by himself. But once Mirko had grasped this practice, he soon settled to the task and walked slowly in his heavy, creaking shoes from table to table, ultimately winning seven out of eight.


Fervent discussions now ensued. Although this champion didn’t strictly belong to the town, the crowd’s local pride was nonetheless vigorously ignited. Perhaps the little town, whose presence on the map hardly anyone had yet noticed, would finally and for the first time gain the honour of sending a famous man out into the world. An agent named Koller, who otherwise provided chanteuses and cabaret singers for the garrison stage, offered—if a year’s grant would be provided—to have the young man professionally trained in the art of chess by a distinguished little master he knew in Vienna. Graf Simczic, who in sixty years of daily chess play had never encountered such an extraordinary opponent, signed the contract at once. This was the first day in the astounding career of the boatman’s son.


After six months, Mirko had mastered various secrets of chess technique, albeit with a peculiar limitation that was later much noted and mocked in professional circles. Czentovic never managed to play a game of chess from memory or, to use the technical term: blind. He entirely lacked the ability to relocate the battlefield to the unbounded space of the imagination. He always had to have the black and white board with the sixty-four squares and the thirty-two pieces tangibly in front of him; even during the period of his global fame he carried a folding pocket chessboard around with him so that, when he wanted to reconstruct a great match or solve a problem for himself, he could have the positions physically before his eyes. This in itself nugatory defect revealed a lack of conceptual ability and was as intensely discussed in those narrow circles as it would have been among musicians if an outstanding virtuoso or conductor had shown himself unable to play or conduct without the score open in front of him. But this strange idiosyncrasy in no way hindered Mirko’s stupendous ascent. At seventeen he had already won a dozen chess prizes, at eighteen he captured the Hungarian championship and finally, at twenty, the championship of the world. The most audacious grandmasters, all of them immeasurably superior in intellectual force, in vision and in daring, each succumbed to his cold and tenacious logic just as Napoleon did to the cumbersome Kutuzov or Hannibal to Fabius Cunctator, of whom Livy reports that in his childhood he too demonstrated unmistakable signs of phlegm and imbecility. So it happened that the illustrious pantheon of chess masters, in whose ranks are united the most varied types of intellectual pre-eminence—philosophers, mathematicians; perceptive, ingenious or often creative minds—was breached for the first time by a total stranger to the life of the mind, a blunt, tongue-tied country bumpkin from whom not even the most artful journalists could wring a single publishable phrase. What Czentovic denied the newspapers in well-turned sentences, however, he soon abundantly compensated for with anecdotes about his person. The moment he stood up from the chessboard, where he was a master without parallel, he was hopelessly transformed into a grotesque and almost comical figure; despite his smart black suit, his pompous cravat with its rather flashy pearl pin and his effortfully manicured fingers, in his bearing and manners he remained the same limited farm boy who’d swept the pastor’s kitchen in the village. In his maladroit and almost shamelessly crude way, and to the amusement and fury of his colleagues, he, in his petty and often even vulgar greed, tried to extract whatever money could be extracted from his talent and fame. He would travel to any town, staying always in the cheapest hotels, he would play in the most miserable club where his fee was guaranteed, he allowed himself to be depicted on soap adverts and even, ignoring the ridicule of his competitors, who knew very well that he was incapable of writing three sentences back to back, sold his name for a Philosophy of Chess, which had in reality been written for the enterprising publisher by a diminutive Galician student. Like every truly dogged character, he lacked any sense of the ridiculous; since his victory in the world championship, he considered himself the most important man in the world, and the knowledge that all these erudite, intellectual and splendid speakers and writers had been defeated by him on their own field—and, above all, the more palpable fact that he earned more than they did—transformed his initial lack of confidence into a cold and insolently unconcealed pride.


“But how could so rapid an ascent not turn such an empty head?” concluded my friend, who had just been recounting some examples of Czentovic’s childish arrogance. “How can a twenty-one-year-old clodhopper from the Banat not come a bit unglued if he suddenly earns more in a week by pushing some pieces around a board than his entire village back home does with a whole year’s log-chopping and bitter grunt work? And then, isn’t it also terribly easy to consider yourself a great man if you aren’t hobbled by the slightest inkling that a Rembrandt, a Beethoven, a Dante or a Napoleon ever lived? This boy knows only one thing in his walled-in brain: that he hasn’t lost a game of chess for months; and since he doesn’t even suspect that there’s anything other than chess and money that’s valuable on this earth of ours, he has every reason to find himself impressive.”


These stories of my friend’s didn’t fail to arouse a particular interest of mine. Throughout my life, every type of monomaniac infatuated with a single idea has exerted a certain draw on me, because the more a person restricts himself, the closer, conversely, he approaches to the infinite; it is these apparently sequestered people who, like termites, build their particular obsessions into the most extraordinary and unique abbreviations of the world outside. So I made no secret of my intention to use the twelve-day voyage to Rio to take this exceptional specimen of a one-dimensional mind closer under my microscope.


But: “You won’t have much luck,” my friend warned. “As far as I know, no one’s yet managed to get even the least psychological material out of Czentovic. Behind all those abyssal limitations of his that sly peasant has enough cunning not to expose his weaknesses, something he avoids by the simple expedient of not entering into any conversation that isn’t with the modest countrymen of his whom he meets in the small guest houses he stays in. If he smells out an educated person, he creeps back into his shell; that way no one can ever claim to have heard him say anything stupid or to have plumbed the supposedly bottomless depths of his ignorance.” And indeed my friend proved to be right. Over the first few days of the voyage, I saw it would be completely impossible to get close to Czentovic unless by some gross intrusion, which, after all, is not my style. He did sometimes pace across the promenade deck, but always with his hands clasped behind his back in the proudly withdrawn bearing familiar to us from that well-known painting of Napoleon; he also completed his peripatetic deck circuit so hastily and abruptly that I would have had to trot after him to be able to introduce myself. And in the lounges, the bar, the smoking room, he never showed himself; as the steward confidentially explained, he spent most of the day in his cabin, practising or recapitulating chess matches on an enormous board.


After three days, it began to irritate me that his obdurate defensive tactics were outmanoeuvring my desire to approach him. I had never in my life had the opportunity to make the personal acquaintance of a chess master and the more effort I now made to imagine the type, the more inconceivable seemed a mind that revolved for a whole lifetime in a space of sixty-four black and white squares. From my own experience, I knew well the mysterious attraction of the “royal game”, this singularity among the pastimes men have invented, which steps magnificently out from under the tyranny of chance to award its laurels only to the intellect or, rather, to a particular form of intellectual ability. But aren’t we guilty of being insultingly disparaging if we refer to chess as a game? Is it not also a science, an art, poised between one and the other like Muhammad’s coffin between heaven and earth, a unique synthesis of all opposites; ancient and yet always new, mechanical in its structure yet animated only by the imagination, limited to a geometrically petrified space yet unlimited in its permutations, always developing yet ever sterile, a logic with no result, a mathematics without calculations, an art without works, an architecture without materials, which has nevertheless proved more lasting in its forms and history than any works or books, the only game that belongs in every era and among every people, of which no one knows what god brought it to earth to kill boredom, sharpen the wits and tauten the spirit? Where is its beginning and where its end? Any child can learn its laws, any bungler can try himself on its field; and yet on this unchangeably narrow square is bred a particular species of master, unlike any others, people with an aptitude ordained solely for chess, specific geniuses in whom vision, patience and technique interact in as delicately determined a combination as in mathematicians, poets or musicians, but just at other levels and with other interconnections. In an earlier era of physiological enthusiasm, a scientist like Gall might have dissected the brain of one of these masters to discover whether there was a special coil in a chess genius’s grey matter, a kind of chess muscle or chess cortex that would be more intensively developed than in other skulls. And how fascinated would those physiognomists have been by a case like Czentovic’s, where a specific genius seemed to have been encased in total intellectual inertia like a thin thread of gold in a hundredweight of dumb rock. In principle I had always understood that such a singular, such an ingenious game must call forth its own specific matadors; but how hard, how impossible even, to imagine the life of a mentally unincapacitated person whose world reduces itself to the cramped monotony of black and white, one who seeks his life’s triumphs in the mere to and fro, back and forth of thirty-two figures, a person to whom a new opening in which he moves forward a knight instead of a pawn signifies the great feat that will secure his niggardly corner of immortality in the recesses of some chess book—a person, an intellectual person who, without going insane and for ten, twenty, thirty, forty years, directs his mind’s full analytic force time and again onto the laughable task of backing a wooden king into the angle of a wooden board!


And now, for the first time, one of these phenomena, one of these peculiar geniuses or enigmatic fools, was very close by, six cabins away on the same ship, and I, unfortunate that I am, for whom intellectual curiosity has always mutated into a kind of fixation, found myself unable to approach him. I began to cook up the most absurd stratagems: for example, to tickle his vanity by requesting a pretend interview for an important newspaper, or trapping him by his greed and inviting him to a lucrative tournament in Scotland. But I finally remembered that the hunter’s most trusted method of luring the capercaillie consists of mimicking its mating cry; how could I capture the attention of a chess master more certainly than by playing chess myself?


Now, I’ve never been a serious chess player, for the simple reason that I’ve only ever set out the pieces frivolously and for my own enjoyment; if I sit for an hour at the board, it is in no way to exert myself, but quite the opposite, to relax out of mental tension. I “play” chess in the truest sense of the word, while the others, the real chess players, “business” it, to introduce a dubious new verb into the language. But for chess, like love, one needs a partner and I didn’t at that point know whether there were more chess fanciers than the two of us on board. To tempt them from their caves, I laid a primitive trap in the smoking room, in that I and my wife, who is an even weaker player, ostentatiously arranged ourselves on opposite sides of a chessboard. We hadn’t even made six moves when someone passing stopped; then another man requested permission to watch and, eventually, there also appeared the partner I had been hoping for, one who challenged me to a game. His name was McConnor and he was a Scottish mining engineer I heard had made a vast fortune drilling oil in California. In appearance he was stocky, with a powerful, hard and almost square-sided jaw, strong teeth and a replete complexion whose pronounced redness could probably be attributed at least in part to generous consumption of whisky. His conspicuously broad, almost athletically vehement shoulders also unfortunately made themselves felt in the character of his play, as this Mr McConnor belonged to that type of egotistical high achiever who takes a defeat in even the most inconsequential game as an aspersion on his personal sense of self. Accustomed to barrelling his way heedlessly through life and spoilt by the fact of his success, this solidly built self-made man was so unshakeably convinced of his own superiority that he saw any opposition as unbecomingly insubordinate and even borderline insulting. Upon losing the first game, he became sullen and began to declare dictatorially that this could have occurred only through a moment of inattention; for his failure in the third, he blamed the noise in the adjoining room; and never was he willing to lose a game without immediately demanding a rematch. At first, this arrogant obstinacy amused me; after a while, I endured it as an unavoidable side effect of what I really intended: to tempt the world champion to our table.


It succeeded after three days and then only in part. Whether Czentovic had seen us through the porthole from the promenade deck or whether it was coincidence that he honoured the smoking room with his presence—in any case, as soon as he saw us laymen practising his art, he instinctively took a step closer and from that measured distance cast an appraising glance at our board. McConnor was just making a move. And just this one move seemed sufficient for Czentovic to realize how little it would merit his masterly interest to follow our dilettantish efforts. In the same self-explanatory manner that one of us, when offered a bad detective novel in a bookshop, puts it aside without even flicking through, he walked away from our table and left the smoking room. “Weighed and found wanting,” I thought, irked a little by that cool, contemptuous glance, and in order to somehow vent my disgruntlement I said to McConnor:
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