
Introduction

Why should a Briton be interested in the chess problems of Auguste d'Orville?
D'Orville was a cosmopolitan figure, but Britain has no claim to him; true, he is
reported to have lived in London for a time and to have been active in London
chess circles, but nearly all his composition appears to have been done elsewhere
and all but one of his problems as known to me were first published elsewhere.
Ignaas Vandemeulebroucke was inspired to write his own book on d'Orville partly
because he was a native of the city where d'Orville composed most of his problems.
I have no such connection.

Yet we need look no further for an answer than the motto of the International
Chess Federatton. Gens una sumus, says this motto: we are one people. I have long
admired d'Orville's problems, the best of which have as strong an appeal today as

they had in his own time, and in 1979 I presented some of them in a lecture to the
British Chess Problem Society. This was well received, as was a condensed version
which appearedinThe Problemist in 1981, and in 1990 I was encouraged to think
that a more extensive selection would find an appreciative readership. Such did
indeed prove to be so, and this new edition brings some ofits contents up to date.

The plan of the book is very simple: a biographical outline, a general discussion
of the problems, the selected problems themselves, a brief note on d'Orville's
place in chess problem history, and a complete index to his work as known to me.
The selected problems are grouped by type and presented six to a page, and the
diagrams are repeated overleaf with the solutions. If you just want to browse, the
repeated diagrams will make for easy reading, and the same will be true if you find
yourself rereading the book later; but if you want to solve, as I think most will wish
to do on a first reading, you must do so before turning the page.

The biographical section of the book relies almost entirely on published studies
by Otto Koch, Willi Roscher, and Ignaas Vandemeulebroucke, as now updated by
the discoveries of Harald Ball6. The rest of the book is much more my own, and in
particular the selection of problems for quotation is entirely personal. Otto Koch
and Ignaas Vandemeulebroucke each quote nearly as many problems as I do, but
I have paid more attention to the longer problems, and more than half the problems
I have selected are quoted by neither of them.

D'Orville was no more fiee from occasional error than any other composer, and a
few settings have been altered from his originals. I imagine that most of these
modifications had been suggested by someone else even before 1990, but one or two
may not have been. Anybody who cites them and wishes to be pedantically correct
is asked to credit them as "version produced with computer assistance" or simply as

"version", and not, please, as "version by JDB". All I did was to feed obvious
alternative settings into a computer until it was satisfied" D'Orville would no doubt
have done the same had a computer been available to him.
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For a long time, it was customary to say that very little was known about Auguste
d'Orville, and many statements about him have been superficial and misleading.
Some of mine also, alas; tn 1979 I described him as French on account of his name,
in 1981 I altered this to Belgian on the strength of an entry in an encyclopaedia, and
in 1990 I was to make another mistake. But the quality of d'Orville's chess

problems led several people to investigate his life, and by 1990 there had been three
major contributions: a nine-page article by Otto Koch in the January 1918 issue of
Deutsche Schachbkitter, a shorter article by Willi Roscher in the November 1954
issue of Deutsche Schachzeitung, and a 4}-page booklet August d'Orville: de man
met de vele gezichten ("the man with the many faces") written by Ignaas
Vandemeulebroucke and published in 1983 by the Belgian Problem Club and the
Boris Spassky Chess Club of Schilde. More recently, Harald Bal16, who has lived in
Offenbach since 1992 and takes a strong interest in its history, has been researching
the d'Orville and other Offenbach families, and he has discovered much rnore.
In March 2005, there was a meeting and exhibition to mark the 125th annversary
of the OfTenbach Chess Club, and Harald produced a beautiful 144-page catalogue
Die Ausstellung / Schach - ein Spiel der Vernunft in Offenbach am Main which gives
a lot of this information and includes photographs of some key documents.

In tact, and despite his apparently French name, d'Orville came from a family
long resident in what is now Germany, and his true names were Peter August.
The tamily can be traced back to 1096, when it was to be fbund in the region of
Kamerich (now Cambrai, in the border country between Flanders and France).
In due course, it spread to Frankfurt on the Main, where it produced several
generations of merchants and bankers, and then two brothers moved to Oil'enbach,
where the family became involved in the Bernard Brothers snufT and tobacco factory
(Schnupftabakf'abrik). Our d'Orville was the grandson of one of these brothers.

It might therefore be expected that d'Orville was born in Offenbach, and the
funeral register of the Trinity Church in Regensburg, where he was buried, says
precisely this. However, proof was lbr a long time lacking, and there were two
pointers in a diff'erent direction: the Otfbnbach city archive service wrote to Ignaas
Vandemeulebroucke in 1980 saying that d'Orville had not been born there, and
Roscher said that he had been born in and had spent his childhood in St Petersburg,
where his father had taken charge of a branch of the factory. In 1990, I took the
view that such a detailed and categorical statement had to be correct, and that the
information in the tuneral register, which had presumably been given by people not
yet alive at the time of his birth, must have represented supposition rather than l'act.

Not so, as Harald Ball6 was to demonstrate. It was d'Orville's mother who had
come fiom St Petersburg; he himself had indeed been born in Ofl'enbach. I visited
Harald in August 2002, and he showed me a photograph, reproduced on a smaller
scale in his exhibition catalogue, of a page he had found in the baptismal register of



The man 9

the German Reformed Church. This records the baptism of Peter August d'Orville,
born on 15 May 1804 and baptized on 21 May. The names of parents and
godparents match what is known from other sources, and the entry occurs in the
natural course of the page with no suggestion of later insertion or alteration; I have
not seen the original record, but I find the photograph fully convincing.

(A brief digression: why the earlier errors? The negative report by the
Offenbach city archive service in 1980 is easily explained. Harald tells me that
most of the information regarding the d'Orville family comes from the records of
the French Reformed Church. This information had been extracted and made
conveniently available, and the name of Peter August did not appear. Harald was
the first to have looked for him in the records of the German Refbrmed Church.
Roscher's reference to St Petersburg is more puzzling. I wrote in my supplementary
notes in 2002 that what I had taken as a categorical statement was perhaps more
properly to be read as no more than a conjecture, in which case the basic error was
my own, but I have since been told by severai people that my 1990 translators had
read the passage entirely correctly, and that Roscher had said exactly what I had
reported him as saying. He must have thought he was writing with good reason and
he was willing to answer questions, but his papers appear to have vanished, and on
what I know now I have to say that he must have been mistaken.)

We now catch only glimpses of d'Orville until 1836, though Harald's exhibition
catalogue reports a note in an aunt's diary that he had received a much-wanted
chessboard for Christmas 1818. But his family would appear to have encouraged
him to develop his linguistic skills (there is a further note that in December 1820
he was in Paris), and in 1836 he was living in Antwerpen (Antwerp to us,
"Anvers" in French). Here, hejoined the chess club, and came across Le PalamDde.
This monthly French chess magazine was started by de la Bourdonnais in 1836, and
it included a problem section which clearly inspired him. His first problems
appeared in the seventh issue of 1836, and they were the first of many: eight in
1836,41 in 1837, and 15 in 1838 (I reject a strangely inferior sixteenth as an
editorial mistranscription). The first series of Le Palamide came to a halt after seven
issues of 1838 owing to the illness of the editor, and in 1990 I had to write that I had
not seen the fbur issues that eventually comprised a further volume. Ken Whyld
subsequently showed me some of them, Jean Mennerat was kind enough to check
the rest, and I can now say that none of the problems in them was by d'Orville.

The cessation of Le Palamdde deprived d'Orville of his main outlet, though no
doubt his friends at the club continued to admire his work. Saint-Amant's revival of
Le Palamide late in 1841 prompted a fresh spate of publication, and in 1842, when
he had moved to Niirnberg (Nuremberg), he published no fewer than 250 problems
in a book entitled Problimes d"lchecs, compos,1es et dddi4s aux amateurs de ce jeu.
This little book comprises 90 small pages (roughly fifteen centimetres by eleven)
with a cover in stiff blue paper, and contains a title page and its reverse, a two-page
preface, 40 pages of problems in notation, and 46 pages of solutions. It is written in
French as by "Auguste" d'Orville, which appears to have been the lbrm of his name
he had been using in Antwerpen, and it was ofI'ered for sale through Le Palamide.
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D'Orville's book included all but three of the problems that he had already
published in Le Palamide. Seven more appeared in later issues, five in 1843 and

two in 1844, which brought the total to 260, and there was a resetting of an earlier
composition in volume 4 of The Chess Player (1853). In 1913, Oskar Korschelt
claimed to possess 295 problems by d'Orville, but I do not know where he tbund the

rest. In 1990, I examined various likely sources without success (they are listed in
the first edition) and the staff of the Cleveland Public Library searched the John G.

White Collection and sent me copies of a further 8l items, but one was demonstrably
misattributed and all the rest proved to be reprints. More recently, I examined all
the "d'Orville" items in Max Lange's voluminous Handbuch der Schachaufgaben
of 1862, again without linding anything new. But even if some more compositions
did appear in a source I have not yet fbund, 1842 deflnitely marks a watershed.

Ignaas Vandemeulebroucke points out that d'Orville's elder brother died during the
year, so perhaps he had to give more time to business; perhaps he simply ran out of
ideas, and other leisure activities came to take precedence. He had wide interests, as

we shall see, and there have been examples in our own time when composers of the

highest class have suddenly abandoned chess and have directed their attention
elsewhere.

The rest can be briefly summarized. D'Orville left Ntirnberg afler a t'ew months,
returned in 1844, then left tbr good; Koch reports him as having spent a long time
in London, though I have not looked fbr his traces; and he ended up in Regensburg,
a city with another Bernard fhctory, where he died on l I November 1864. His last
years appear to have been tlnanced by a family pension, and Koch writes of a love of
alcohol which may have been due to a Russian nurse who had laced his milk in
childhood. Perhaps; but scientific discovery and artistic creation are demanding
activities, even in the very modest fleld of chess problem composition, and there is

an acute contrast between the intensity of being buried in a piece of work and the

emptiness of having llnished it. Those who are neither scientists nor artists should
not criticize.

So much fbr d'Orville's history. What of the man himself? Koch draws attention
to two likenesses, a photograph taken in 1854 and an oil painting showing him
sitting with his right hand on a chessboard. His article is prefaced by a picture,
but when asking Cleveland lbr a copy of it in 1990 I merely cited the page numbers
of the article itself', so the picture was not sent to me, and I wrote having seen

only an nth-generation photocopy liom which most of the fine detail had vanished.
This did not seem to tally with either the photograph or the painting described by
Koch, but the original is much more accurately reproduced by Harald Ball6 in his
exhibition catalogue, and with the tine detail restored it is clearly seen to be a copy
of the 1854 photograph. The drawing which George Bishop did for me in 1990

captured the essentials, and I have retained it in this new edition; those who would
like to see the photograph itself should obtain either Harald's exhibition catalogue or
the original issue ofDeatsche Schachbldtter.

And d'Orville's nature? Again, let us consult Koch. He is reporting, indirectly, a

Frau d'Orville-Popp who is remembering in her old age someone whom she knew

only in her youth, but such evidence is not to be disparaged. D'Orville spoke four
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languages (German, French, English, Russian). He played the violin, and it is
suspected, though not proved, that he entered the Academy in Antwerpen and
studied as a painter. He did translations, mainly fiom French, and he transcribed a
play ("Theatersttick") into German. And he was regarded, by his family at least,
as a gentleman, a good citizen, and a congenial companion. In the light of a1l this
activity, one wonders how he tbund enough time for business, and perhaps he didn't;
but there is more to life than the makins of monev.

Let us return to Antwerpen, where d'Orville composed most of his problems.
I failed to find him in the original 1838 edition of the Livre d'adresses de la ville
d'Anvers (which proves nothing, since it appears to have been a commercial
directory and not an oflcial document), but on page 52 ofthe second edition (1840)
I found "D'orville, Auguste, commis-n6gociant, rue des douze mois, 3 1084"
(district 3, house 1084, and note that he appears to have been using the spelling
"Auguste" with an "e"). The city authorities, using additional information not
known to me, apparently told lgnaas Vandemeulebroucke that this equated to house
I 8 in what is now Twaalt-maandenstraat. The street has since been redeveloped, but
while visiting Antwerpen in 1991 I spotted and bought the postcard which is
reproduced earlier in this book. An examination of the original with a magnifying
glass allows several of the names to be read, and if we assume that the buildings date
from before 1836 (apart fiom the Stock Exchange itself, rebuilt in 1872 fbllowing a

fire) then one of them will have been the house in which d'Orville lived.
So which house was number l8? The 1909 edition of the Littre d'adresses gives

"Caf6 du Sport" at number 8, "Au Schiedam" at 10, Desprez (a cigar dealer) at 12,
"Caf6 Amicis" at 14, a dealer in Rhine and Moselle wines at 16, a baker at l8/1,
nobody at l8l2 ("inoccup6"), and various names at 20 and 22, which was the last
house in the street; I 8/2 appears as occupied by Van Straaten (another cigar dealer)
in the 1908 edition. Additionally, the editions ibr rhe years leading up ro 1905 give
number 20 as "issue du 11 place de Meir" (the road into which Twaalf'maandenstraat
opens), but in the 1906 edition it has become "Taverne Robert".

Iinterpretallthisastbllows. Thebuildingsatl4ll6llSweretherefirst(theywill
have made a pleasantly symmetrical set with three windows each), and up to 1905
the site of 20 was empty, "18/1" was the shop fronting the street, and "18/2" was
reached by going round the side. Number 20 was then built up to match number 18,
and a passageway was left in its frontage to allow continued access to I 8/2.

Thus it would seem that d'Orville lived in the second house on the 1e11 in the
photograph, between "Zur Mosel" and the tavern with "--rd de Redondo / Epernay"
on its fascia. Perhaps he did his composing in one of the rooms which we can see
overlooking the street; perhaps he preferred to use a room at the back where it was
quieter. But either way, we can imagine him returning home on a winter evening,
eating his supper, stoking up the fire, lighting a fiesh candle, getring out the
chessmen, and trying out some ideas. All too oflen, like the rest of us, he will
find that the chessmen do not co-operate, and he will achieve much less than he
had hoped for. Sometimes, however, everything will work out, and he will have
another gem to delight both his fiiends at the club and the readers of Le Palamide.
They will delight us as well, more than a hundred and sixty years on.


