
The problems

When Auguste d'Orville started composing, most chess problems were of a simple
and spectacular kind dating back to the ninth century. Typically, Black threatened
immediate mate, but White could save himself and win the game by a series of
sacrificial checks. D'Orville's A below ("P 1837/85" above the diagram indicates
that it was originally published as problem 85 in the 1837 volume of Le Palamide,
and "O 133" that it is number 133 in his book) is in this tradition. Black here has no
immediate threat of mate, but he does threaten the discovered check l...Nd-+ with
more checks to follow, and White's only way of fbrcing mate within t-ive moves will
be to start checking himselt-, With this clue, the solution, spectacular though it may
be, is soon found: L Bd7+! KxdT 2 Qc6+! Kxc6 3 NeS+ Kxb5 4 a4+ Kxa5 5 Nc4
and we have A1. We may note that in addition to the unusually brilliant play,
there are two t-eatures which distinguish this fiom a typical game combination:
every White man on the board takes part, even if only by denying a square to the
Black king, and the final mate is what problemists call "pure", each square being
barred to the Black king in only one way (it is either blocked or attacked by a single
White man, it is never doubly attacked nor is it both attacked and blocked).
This "purity of mate" is a retinement which d'Orville included whenever he could.

A (P r837l8s, O 133)

Mate in 5 After the play

More than half d'Orville's mating problems are "tbrced checkers" of this kind,
and of their type they are very good. The Black king is usually piloted with some
elegance, the tinal mate is usually pure, and sometimes the White king becomes
shielded during the play and he can allow himself the luxury of a non-checking
move. But their style now seems archaic, and if they had been all he had composed
he would now be no more than a historical curiosity. The modern problem solver
prefers positions demanding something a little more subtle than continuous checks,
while the mainstream player prei'ers positions fiom actual games.
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Mate in 4 After the play

D'Orville's continuing fame rests on his lightweight mating problems, which are
quite different in style. Consider B, which is number 110 in his book. White is
under no threat here, so he can move fieely, yet a sacrifice is still necessary if Black
is to be mated in time: I Rb6! cxb6 2 c3 b5 3 Kc5 b4 4 cxb4 (see B1). The play is
gentleness itself', Black not being checked at any move before the last, and the mate
is not just pure, it is what problemists call "ideal" (a pure mate in which every man
still on the board plays a part). D'Orville composed between eighty and ninety
problems of this kind, and I have selected thirty. He was not the first to compose rn
this style, and it was to be a little while before he adopted it; an examination of
Le Palamide suggests that he may have been inspired by one or two problems by
Horatio Bolton which were reprinted in it late in 1836. But his compositions far
outshone those of his predecessors, both in quantity and in quality, and most who
have attempted the style since have produced little more than pallid imitations.

D'Orville's mating problems, "forced checkers" and lightweights together,
account for some three-quarters of his compositions, but he also produced problems
of other kinds: "draws" in which White manages to save an apparently lost game,
selfmates and selfstalemates in which white compels Black to mate or stalemate
him, and conditional problems of various types. The draws are all forced checkers
leading to perpetual check or self-stalemate; a couple may be of interest to endgame
study historians as early examples of long-range perpetual check with a bishop, but
the actual positions are clumsy and I have included none here. Most of the selfmates
and selfstalemates are also forced checkers, and the remainder rely on the piloting of
a Black king and pawn by a strong White force. In general. the results are somewhat
mundane, but there are a few exceptions and I have included three.

There remain the conditional problems: typically, compositions in which White is
required to give mate with a particular man or on a particular square, or to compel
self'mate or selfstalemate on a particular square or without moving or capturing a
particular man. These are not easy to assess. It is inherent in a conditional problem
that the White force is too strong for the job unless artificially restrained, and a
strong White fbrce is not usually a recipe for elegance. On the other hand,



14 Some problems by Auguste d'Orville

conditional problems were popular in d'Orville's time, and certain types clearly
fascinated him. For example, he concludes his book with a curious exercise in
which the solver is to set the White king on al, the Black king on h8, a Black pawn
on g7, and a Black bishop on any light square, and is then to put the other seven
White pieces on the board so that he can self-mate without moving the White king
and without capturing the Black bishop. ln view of d'Orville's fascination, I have
included three conditionals in my selection, but the solver is warned that the interest
may lie in the final position rather than in the preceding play.

This has summarized the problem types; now a f"ew notes fbr solvers. D'Orville
composed befbre problemists became interested in variation play, and his problems
are almost invariably single-liners. If Black has alternatives, either one is definitely
int-erior (typically, by allowing mate in fewer than the stipulated number of moves)
or both lead to the same position within a move or two. It fbllows that the usual way
to solve a d'Orville problem is to keep Black restricted to one move, and the solver
should not hesitate to start with a checking or other severely restrictive move if this
seems necessary. D'Orville was also unconcerned about minor alternatives fbr
White during the course of the play, and the solver who automatically rules out a
line of play allowing such alternatives will find himself ill-advised. In particular, a

line which demands a waiting move fiom an otherwise idle White king should not be
rejected because the king has two or three equivalent options. No doubt a modern
composer would put on a couple of pawns and restrict the king to just one move, but
d'Orville pref'erred to keep the position as light as possible.

Thank is enough talk. Let us look at the problems themselves. Some of them are
simple by modern standards, but even the simplest has charm, and all will repay the
effbrt of solving. A t-ew do not observe what have since become accepted rules of
construction, but in my experience this does not detract unduly tiom the solver's
pleasure; sometimes, indeed, it does not detract at all. Lightness of setting was
regarded by d'Orville as the more important virtue, and I think his judgement was
usually correct.
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The two-movers form a very gentle introduction. 6 has a set mate (1...Ke6 2 ed6)
and so yields to 1 K-, but there is another solution as well.

| (P 1842^6,0 14)

Mate in2

4 (P 1842t27, O 20)

Mate in 2

s (P r842t28, O 19)
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Mate in 2

2 (P 1842t12, O 9)
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I 1 Nc6 Kxc6 2 Be4, a simple sacrifice key leading to a neat mate.
2 I Be5 Kd5 2 Rbs. The mate is neater still, but the key takes a flight without

compensation. The problem was reprinted in d'orville's book with the white king
9n [1.

3 I Rd5 Kxds 2 Qd4. This mechanism was later used in a masterpiece by Frank
Healey: White Kd6, Qf2, Rc5, Pc3 (4), Black Kd3 (l), mate in three by I Kd7 etc.

4 1 Nd2 cxd2 2 c4. The key tbrces Black to open a line, a characteristic
d'Orville tactic seen here at its simplest.

5 I Kf6 Kxd5 2 8f3. This was the problem that first aroused my interest
in d'Orville. It was featured in an article by C. M. Champion tn The problemist
tn 1969, where he traced the development of the two-move problem from the
Bonus Socius manuscript of 1285 to Alexandre's collection of 1846. Champron
quoted four problems by d'Orville, but this was the one that stuck in the memory.

6 The second solution is I Bf6 Ke6 2 Qc6, which is distinctly elegant.
D'Orville gives both solutions. Had he eliminated the set solution by bottling up the
White king, as he does in27.we could have credited him with a norable pion""r,
as set, Black to move would have to allow immediate mate, but White would have
no simple waiting move, and he would have to destroy the set mate and provide
something else instead. Problems of this kind were to become very popular in later
years.
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The three-movers are still very light, but the extra move gives more scope, and they
are much more characteristic of d'Orville's work.

7 (P t842t29,O 53)

Mate in 3

9 (P 1843t't9)

Mate in 3

11 (O 4s)
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Mate in 3
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Mate in 3
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7 1 Be8 Kxe8 2 Rd4 KfIl 3 Rd8, gentle but elTective. It is a pity, however, that
d'Orville did not try putting the bishop on b5 or a4. The problem would still be

sound, and the first move would be much less obvious.
8 I Ne5+ Kxe5 2 Qg6 el- 3 f4. The first move may be a check, but at least the

knight has to choose an unexpected square. The motivation is not without interest;
a nondescript move such as I Nf4+ allows the Black king to escape to 13, and if
White substitutes the natural I Nel+ to cover this square the continuation 1...Ke5
2 Qg6 gives stalemate.

9 1 Bb6 axb6 2 Bc4 b5 3 Bb3. The piloting of a Black pawn into a blocking
position was a favourite theme of d'Orville's.
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L0 L Ne3+ Kxe4 2 Kel Kxe3 3 Qe5. Again the play starts with a check, but the
double sacrifice and unexpected continuation provide compensation.

11 1 Ne4 Kxh3 2 Rd2 Kh4 3 Rh2. A development of 7, and one of the most
attractive of d'Orville's shorter problems.

12 | Bn e3 2 Kd3 exf2 3 e4. As in 4, White has to wait for Black to open a

line, and we see how much the idea gains by the addition of even a single extra
move.
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The four-movers are marginally the
We have already seen one in B on page

13 (O 199)
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most numerous of d'Orville's problems.
13, and those below are as pleasant.

14 (P 1842114, O 66, version)

Mate in 4

16 (P 1837/75, O 103)

Mate in 4

18 (P 1837/84,O 107, version)

Mate in 4

15 (o 104)

Mate in 4

17 (O 109)
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13 A simple exercise in king control: I Nc5+ Kd5 2 Be7 c3 3 Bb5 c2 4 e4.
D'Orville gives this as "mate with the pawn", but in fact no other solution is
possible.

14 The White rook is merely in the way: I Rb4+ Ka5 2 Ra4+ Kxa4 3 Nc5+
KaS 4b4. D'Orville adds a Black queen on 95 and a Black rook on f2, purting the
problem into the ranks of the forced checkers, but they are not necessary.

15 I Nbs Ka2 2 K- Kal 3 Nc3 b5 4 Rbl. An elemenrarv but neat examole of a
king wait, and a problem in which every man moves
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16 1 Nh6 Kg7 2 K- Kh8 3 RlIl+ Kg7 4 Rg8" Anorher king wait, spiced by an
attractive mate.

l7 | Ba6+ KxbS 2 Kd6 KaS 3 Kc7 d5/d6 4 Bb7. This finish was larer to be
exploited in a famous endgame srudy by Troitzky, White Kd5, Be3, pg6 (3), Black
Kf8,Pe1/h7 (3), win by I Bh6+ Kg8 2 g7 Kf? 3 g8Q+ etc.

18 I Bh5 Kxh5 2 Ng3+ Kh4 3 Kf4 h5 4 Nf5. Perhaps the besr of the fbur-
movers. D'Orville has the knight on e2, which allows the set play l...hS 2 Kf6/Kg6
Kg4 3 Bd7+ Kh4 4 93 and leads to a host of cooks, but I discovered this only by
computer and can hardly criticize. I used the problem in my 1979 lecture, not
having noticed the cooks, and nobody in the audience complained; I then quoted it
in The Problemist tn 1981 , and still nobody complained.
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The five-movers show d'Orville at his best, and even players of grandmaster
strength may find themselves spending some little time on 24.

L9 (P r837t26.O t44) 20 (o 143)

Mate in 5

2r (P r837t76, O 148)

Mate in 5

23 (P t837t86, O 141)
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22 (O 147)

Mate in 5

24 (P 1837155, O t35)
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19 | Qc2 cS 2 c4 cxb4 3 Qb3 bxa3 4 Qc2 a2 5 Qcl. This was the flrst of
d'Orville's lightweight problems with non-checking play. It is easy enough, but the
White queen's manoeuvre adds a touch of subtlety.

20 I Na6 and the rest gives no ditticulty: 1...Kxa8 2 Kc6 b5 3 Kc7 b4 4 Kc8
b3 5 Nc7.

21 I Nhs (when in doubt, restrict Black to just one move) h6 2 Ne7 Kh7 3 Ng6
Kxg6 4 Bg8 Kxh5 5 Bf7. This has been widely quoted, and deservedly so.

22 tr Ne5 a5 2 Nc6 axb4 3 c4 b3 4 Nc2 bxc2 5 Bxc2. An elegant exercise in
timing, culminating in a mate where no man stands adjacent to the Black king.

23 The trouble here is that either I Nc6+ or 1 Nc2 appears to be necessary to
prevent 1...Kb4, and now how are we going to control a4? 1Nc6+ Ka4 2 Bc5 a5
3 Bb4 (getting the enemy to help) axb4 4 Kb2 b3 5 axb3. This and 22 arc among
the best of d'Orville's pawn-piloting problems, and both deserve to be better known.

24 I Nge5 Ke3 2 c3 Kd2 3 Nc4+ Kxd3 4 b4 Kxc4 5 Be2. This is perhaps
d'Orville's finest problem, and it appeared just a year after his first. It has been
reprinted many times, and I think any composer would be proud to see his name
above it.
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The standard of the five-movers cannot easily be maintained, but the best of the
six-movers and longer protrlems run them close.

25 Gt83',7t78.O166)
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26 (O 167, version)

Mate in 6

27 (O t6t)

Mate in 6

29 (P 1837129, O 165, version)

Mate in 6

28 (P 1838/18, O 163)

Mate in 6

30 (P 1842/37, O 185)
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25 Six moves being available, we have time to pilot two Black pawns: I Kc4
tr5+ 2 Kc3 b6 3 Nc4 bxc4 4 Nd4 b5 5 Nb3 cxb3 6 axb3.

26 lKb6 cxd4 2 Na5+ Kb4 3 Bd3 Ka4 4 Kc5 Kxa5 5 Bb5 d3 6 b4. D'Orville
has the White king already on b6 and the knights on b4 and d4, giving a greatly
inferior first move. With the improved first move, this seems to me to be very good
indeed, but I don't think I would have risked making the change without a computer
to check.

27 There is a set play (1...Ka5 2 Nb3+ K- 3 Nc5+ Ka5 4t:4), but all simple
waiting moves disturb this and the pawn must take two steps instead of one: I Nc2
Ka5 2 Nb4 Ka4 3 Nd3 Ka5 4 b3 Ka6 5 Nc5+ KaS 6 b4.
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28 This looks like a bishop-and-knight ending in which the def'ending king has
just been ejected from the "wrong" corner, but we all know that the mate cannot be
forced until many moves after that ejection, and surely a pawn on d2 cannot help?
But it does: L Nc4+ Ka4 2 Be4 Kbs 3 Bb7 Kc5 (3...Ka4 allows immediate mate)
4 d3 Kb5 5 d4 Ka4 6 Bc6. Quite extraordinary.

29 | b4+ Ka4 2 d4 a5 3 b5 cxb5 4 d5 b4 5 Kc4 b3 6 axb3. The d-pawn does
not take part in the mate, but it provides two clucial waiting moves earlier in the
play. D'Orville has a capturing start (White and Black pawns on a3 and b4 instead
of the White pawn on b3).

30 1 Kc6 b5 2 a4 bxa4 3 b5+ Ka5 4 a3 a6 5 b6 cxtr6 6 d4 b5 7 Kc5 b4 8 axb4.
This linal mating problem is in no sense spectacular, but it is a model of its kind;
every man on the board moves at least once, and no f'ewer than fbur Black men are

gently guided into place.
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Finally, three selfmates and three conditional problems.

3r (0225)

Selfmate in 3

33 (O 235)

The problems 25

32 (O 23r)

Selfmate in 6

34 Q 203, version of P I 837/96)

Mate in 7 with the pawn

36 (P r844n22)

Mate in 7 with the pawn on b6,
without moving the White king

Selt'mate in 9

3s (o 213)

Mate in 20

with the pawn
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26 Some problems by Auguste d'Orville

31 I Qg6+ KxhS 2 Ba2+ Qb8 3 Bd4+ Bxd4. This and rhe next are fbrced
checkers, but I think they will be fbund entertaining.

32 I Rg7+ BxgT 2 Bg8+ Nxg8 3 NfS+ Kxh8 4 Qh7+ RxhT and now we have a
smothered mate with a ditl'erence: 5 Ng6+ (either) and 6 Nxg6+.

33 I Bg4+ Kd2 2 Nb3+ Ke3 3 Kat (not 3 Re5+ Kxd3 4 Bf5+ Kc4 5 Kal, when
5...Kxb3 makes White take a move too many) Ke4 4 Re5+ Kxd3 5 Bf5+ Kc-
6 Rc5+ Kxb3 7 Bc2+ Ka3 8 Rc4 b3 9 Bbl b2.

34 1Qf6 Kg8 2Nf5 (or2e6 and3 Nt5) Kh73 e6 Kg8 4 eh4 KfIl5 eg5 Ke8
6 Nd6+ Kf8 7 e7. This was given as "mate in 10" in 1837, but shortened in 1842.

35 We must manoeuvre bK to d8/e8, with one wN on 96, wp on e6, and wK on
b7 or b8, then play Nf6+ and e7. I Kc7 Ka7 2 Nb3 (or Nd4 ar once) K- 3 Nfd4
Ka7 4 Nc5 Ka8 5 Nde6 (there are several alrernatives fiom here on) Ka7 6 Nf4 Ka8
7-8 e5 Ka8 9 Kb6 Kbs 10 Na6+ Ka8 (10...Kc8 l1 e6 Kd8 12 Ng6 and as later)
11 Nc7+ Kb8 12 e6 Kc8 13 Na6 Kd8 14 Ng6 K- 15 Kc6 KdS t6 Kb7 Ke8
17-19 Naf6+ Kd8 20 e7. Despite its imprecisions, I have a soft spot fbr this.

36 How to get the White rook out of the way? I Qg8+ QxgS 2 e8e+ exeS
3 Ra4+ Qxa4 4 h8Q+ Qe8 5 Qal+ Qa4 6 Ra7+ QxaT+ 7 b7. This was rhe last
problem published by d'Orville tn Le Palamide, and I include it even though it is
uncharacteristic and the key manoeuvre had been demonstrated by carrera over two
hundred years befbre. One reader was moved to put the solution into verse, ending:

Honneur donc i d'Orville, au c6lbbre inventeur;
Des coups les plus brillans je le proclame auteur!
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D'Orville's place in chess problem history

So, what was d'Orville's place in chess problem history, and just how good a

composer was he?

Let us take the second part of the question first, because the answer rs very
simple: in their day, his problems were in a class of their own. Nearly al1 of them
appear in Alexandre's Collectiott des plus beaux problimes d',ichecs of 1846, and
they stand out far above tlre general level of that collection; even the problems
typified by A on page 12, where White is menaced with multiple checks and must
proceed by continuous checking himself, are very much better than comparable
compositions by others. Admittedly, some of his work was moderate in quality, and
it could hardly have been otherwise with a production rate of almost one a week;
but his best was very good indeed, and it is on this that he is entitled to bejudged.

In style, of course, problem composition has moved on. The chess problem off-ers

only a limited field, and once a particular set of ideas has been thoroughly
explored the next generation of composers will turn its attention elsewhere.
D'Orville's problems normally require at least tbur moves and his best are in tive or
six, and Black has only one move at each point (if he has alternatives, either they let
White succeed more quickly or they lead back to the main line atter a move or two).
Later composers were to concentrate on problems in three moves or even in two, and
to make up fbr this by allowing Black several moves each demanding a significantly
different reply. The resulting positions were tar more complex and artiflcial, and
those in three moves or more could be fbr more ditflcult. Yet if some of d'Orville's
problems now seem simple, they retain their charm; they otfbr a light setting,
surprising play, and an attractive climax to reward the solver fbr his labour, and this
is just what the customer wants.

And even fiom the narrow point of view of difficuity, they are not to be sneezed
at. In 1993, I was approached to provide an original fbur-move or longer problem
fbr the French national solving championship, and all I had on hand was the
fbllowing single-line fbur-mover: Whire Kg2, Rcl, Bb2, Nc2/e1 (5), Black Ke2 (1),
1 Rdl Kxdl (now the men are in a configuration similar to that exploired by
d'Orville in his problem 160) 2 Kf3 Kd2 3 Ne3 Kxel 4 Bc3 mate. This was pure
d'Orville in style, if much simpler than his best work, and we decided to try it and
see what happened. It held up a past and future World Solving Champion tbr half an

hour and def'eated another international team member altogether, and I was left
wondering what the ell-ect of a composition like 24 might have been had it been
possible to wipe out existing knowledge and present it as a fiesh discovery.

Truly, he was the master of masters.


