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Hvorfor skal man ikke, naar man kan?

—Conrad Staugaard, 1907

IN THENOVEMBER 1907 ISSUE of theDanish chessmaga-
zine Skakbladet, in the proceedings of a tournament
devoted exclusively to joke problems—a Skakspøg-

Turnering, announced in the seventh issue of that year
and adjudicated in the eleventh—a composer named
Conrad Staugaard, born 1852, submitted a small two-
mover with the following stipulation: Hvid, der endnu
kan rokere, begynder og gør Mat i 2 Træk. White, who may
still castle, begins and mates in two. Five white pieces,
two black. A miniature. The solution ran: promote the
pawn to a rook on e8; permit the black king to step from
d3 to c2; and castle vertically, king to e3, rook to e2, for
mate. To his entry Staugaard affixed amotto, as was the



custom for tournament submissions in that era, since
entries were judged anonymously and themotto served
as the composer’s seal. Themotto read: Hvorfor skal man
ikke, naar man kan?

Why shouldn’t one, when one can?
The sentence is a trapdoor. It reads at first as a shrug,

a composer’s defense of his own joke, the Danish equiv-
alent of because it was there. Read it twice and it has
become a doctrine—the whole ethical framework of a
certain kind of play, the play that proceeds from permis-
sion rather than from purpose, that performs an act not
because the act is useful but because the law, examined
closely enough, turns out never to have forbidden it.
Staugaard’s motto, filed under jokes, in a tournament of
jokes, in a magazine devoted to a game, is nevertheless
a serious proposition about the relation between rule
and deed, and about which of the two comes first. The
law says youmay castle. The law does not say the castle
must be horizontal.

He died in 1922, and I have not been able to learn
anything else about him. The problem survived, barely,
in the way small problems in small magazines survive,
which is to say by being carried in the memory of a
few specialists and otherwise by not surviving at all.
In 1915 a Catholic priest named Josef Cumpe elabo-
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rated the device into a richer two-mover—and the detail
that Cumpe composed in the tradition of the Bohemian
school, the great Czech lineage of problem art whose
aesthetic theology held that the perfect mate was the
model mate, every square in the king’s field guarded ex-
actly once, every piece participating, the whole echoed
in twin, will matter a great deal further on, when a
composition arrives to claim the name Bohemian for
reasons drawn from a battlefield and discovers, with
the vertigo of a man who names himself after a country
he has never visited, that the name was already true.

Then half a century of perfect oblivion.
In 1971 the French master Jean-Luc Seret revived the

vertical castle in a problem he declared, with admirable
candor, an April Fool, and it was Seret who first wrote
the move as 0-0-0-0-0-0, so that the six-zero notation
possesses a birth certificate and the birth certificate is
a French joke. A year later Max Pam noticed the loop-
hole sleeping in the wording of the FIDE handbook—
that the rook must hop over the king, with no clause
anywhere requiring the two to stand on a common
rank—and TimKrabbé, the novelist, built his celebrated
three-mover of 1972, a single problem uniting kingside,
queenside, and vertical castling on one board, the gag
that made the move briefly famous and, legend has it,
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provoked FIDE to close the hole the following year for
the express purpose of killing it.

Other chronicles murmur that the prohibition had
stood since 1930 and that the loophole existed only
ever in certain retellings of the rules, never in the rules
themselves—so that even the banning of the move is
apocryphal, a legend about the death of a legend, and
Krabbé’s proudest title, the man who got a move out-
lawed, may be themost beautiful forgery in the file. The
question cannot be settled fromhere, and I have come to
think that the impossibility of settling it is not incidental
to the subject but constitutive of it. This is a move that
has always existed chiefly in its retellings. The variants
are the tradition.

In 2013 the German problemist society Die Schwalbe
excavated Staugaard’s original and restored his name
to the maneuver. A commenter named Mario Richter
announced the find with two exclamation marks: the
famous Pam–Krabbé castling, anticipated by sixty-five
years. Another, Henrik Juel, translated the motto into
English and then corrected himself in the following en-
try, so that even the six-word epigraph required two
attempts to cross into its second language and arrived,
at last, in variant. A third wrote only: these old joke
problem finds are great, Mario, a thousand thank-yous
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for these. Which tells you what the native emotional
register of this tradition is, and it is not audit.

Today the device survives in fairy chess under the
condition name Staugaard castling, filed in the Schwalbe
database beside the keywords Joke, Miniature, under-
promotion key, and the improbable heading Castling
as mating move—a category that had evidently stood
empty for decades, waiting. The database records that
the problem is machine-verified: C+ WinChloe with
rokagogo is a sufficient test that this is sound. Rokagogo:
castling à gogo, castling in abundance, castling to excess.
The machines can see the move, but only after you have
first told them that the legend is law.

※

This is a catalogue of the formal properties of a chess
composition whose final move is Staugaard’s move,
played into his mating picture, onto his mating square,
arriving through his defending king’s stations. It is
called the Bohemian Tango. Its preface—a single para-
graph, twelve lines, composed after the game and not
before—announces that Black will open with a Reverse
Bongcloud Attack and that White, following the lead
carefully, will prepare across eleven moves to perform
the Bohemian Charge, named for the Battle of Crécy,
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as the last move instead of the first, by exploiting the
vertical castling loophole to render it legal in inverted
form.

Every term in that sentence appears to be invented.
The final move appears to be a typographical accident.
The correct first response is to laugh. The correct second
response is to set up the board.

The score, in three movements of four:

1.e4 d5
2.exd5 Kd7
3.d6 Kc6
4.Bb5+ Kxb5

5.c4+ Kxc4
6.dxe7 Qxd2+
7.Bxd2 Kd3
8.Qf3+ Kc2

9.Bh6 Nxh6
10.e8=R Bd6
11.Nc3 Bg3
12.O-O-O-O-O-O#

I have set up the board, and I can report that the joke
is a machine. Nearly every word of the preface is either
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strictly true or considerably older than it has any right
to be, and the twelve moves survive verification square
by square—each legal, each plausible in isolation, and
the whole of them assembling, with the patience of a
clockworkwhosemechanism stays hidden until the last
gear engages, into a position in which the most illegal
move in chess is the only move that mates.

※

Consider the opening gesture, because the whole com-
position is folded inside it.

The Bongcloud Attack—the name belongs to the cul-
ture of online chess, where it circulates as the most
deliberate possible waste of a move, the king walk-
ing out to e2 on the second move for no strategic rea-
sonwhatsoever—has a precise definitional content, and
that content is not absurdity, although absurdity is its
atmosphere. The content is the forfeiture of castling.
That is what 2.Ke2 does. It is a move whose only irre-
versible consequence is the permanent destruction of
the right to castle. The king may stroll back to e1 on the
very next move; the position can be restored to the last
atom; the tempo is lost, but tempi are fungible and two
of them can be found again in almost any middlegame.
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The castling right cannot. Once spent it is spent forever,
and spending it for nothing is the entire joke.

Black plays the mirror image here, 2…Kd7, and the
forfeiture is real and immediate. But consider what the
inversion means when the joke is inverted as a whole,
which is what this composition does. The Bongcloud is
an opening. The king leaps forward on move two; the
disgrace arrives first; and whatever game remains must
be played out under the permanent disability the leap
imposed. What this composition does is defer the leap
to the final move and transmute it into a castle—so that
the Charge arrives not first but last, not as a handicap
but as a checkmate, not as the forfeiture of the right but
as the exercise of it, and the right in question is the very
one the Bongcloud exists to throw away.

Themove is fusedwith its own opposite. The gesture
defined by renouncing castling, executed as castling.
Disgrace becomes mate. The opening becomes the clos-
ing. Alpha becomes omega through a single rotation
of the joke, and the eleven moves in between are the
mechanism of the rotation.

The vertical castle is the only possible venue for this
fusion, and the reason is a small fact about the geom-
etry of kings. A king may never otherwise leap two
squares forward. In every ordinary castle he travels
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sideways along his own rank, from safety toward safety,
retreating from the center; themaneuver is defensive by
design and was invented to be so. Only in the vertical
castle does the king advance. It is the sole context in the
recorded history of the rules in which the king gallops,
and a gallop is what a charge requires.

The shame vector flips at the same instant and with
the same exactness. The ordinary Bongcloud is legal
and disgraceful: anyone may play it, no rule forbids it,
and the shame lives not in the law but in the judgment
of the room. The Bohemian Charge is illegal and glori-
ous: it is a checkmate, a victory, an act of borrowed me-
dieval courage, and it is forbidden everywhere except in
one reading of one handbook in one year, an aperture
that opened and closed in about the time a legislature
takes to revise a paragraph. The two gestures occupy
complementary quadrants of the legal-aesthetic plane—
permitted and despised, prohibited and beautiful—and
neither can ever be performed in the quadrant belong-
ing to the other.

※

Here a structural theorem surfaces which lifts the com-
position out of the class of tricks and into the class of
proofs.
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The black king’s home square is e8. The vertical
castle requires a white rook standing on e8. Therefore
every vertical castle that could ever occur, in any game,
in any position built by any composer over any num-
ber of moves, presupposes that the enemy king has
moved. The opponent’s Bongcloud—or at minimum
his departure from e8, which is the Bongcloud’s irre-
ducible content—is a logical precondition of themaneu-
ver as such. It is not a feature of this game. It is a
property of the move, provable from the geometry of
the board and prior to any particular position.

The follower must vacate the floor for the leader’s
figure to exist.

It takes two to tango is therefore not a caption on this
composition. It is a theorem about vertical castling, and
the composition is merely the first proof game in which
the theorem is demonstrated at full length.

The helpmate structure follows the way a corollary
follows a lemma. A helpmate is a problem in which
both sides cooperate toward the mate: Black plays
moves that are legal but that assist White’s aim rather
than resisting it, and the genre is understood to be a
duet rather than a duel. The Bohemian Tango is not
stipulated as a helpmate. It is presented as a game,
with the ordinary adversarial contract implied by the
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format. But every black move, scrutinized, turns out
to be a follower’s consent. The king walks toward his
executioner rather than away. The queen sells herself
for a single tempo and a single vacated square. The
bishop constructs the refutation and then declines to
play it. The knight on b8 standsmotionless for the entire
game and never once considers leaving. A combination
requires one will. A tango requires two, and the second
one must keep choosing, move after move, not to stop
the music.

※

The pilgrimage deserves its own accounting, because
it is where the composition’s relation to Staugaard be-
comes not merely referential but structural.

Count the stations: Kd7, Kc6, Kxb5, Kxc4, Kd3, Kc2.
Six moves. Six steps. A complete traversal of the board
from the eighth rank to the second, and at no point
does the king retreat. He descends exactly one rank per
move—8, 7, 6, 5, 4, 3, 2—a strict staircase, every step
lower than the last, and that staircase is the line of dance,
the línea de baile, which in a milonga one never travels
against.

A kingwho descendswithout rising is a kingmoving
like a pawn, and the exchange of natures is already un-
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derway: the king pawnifies, falling rank by rank, while
the pawn ascends, climbing toward e8, toward promo-
tion, toward the crown that the king is abdicating with
every step he takes. The two pieces pass each other
on the vertical axis without ever sharing a square—one
falling, one rising—and when the pawn reaches the
summit and becomes a rook, and the rook reaches back
down to e2, the two trajectories close into a single loop.

Meanwhile the files sway: e, d, c, b, c, d, c. The king
travels out to the extremity at b5—the bishop capture
is the pivot, the turn, the moment of greatest distance
from the center—and folds back inward. Even beat in
one axis, figure in the other. That is a tangowalk by con-
struction: the steady pulse of the rank-staircase supply-
ing the rhythm, the file-sway supplying the ornament,
and the whole of it traveling in one permitted direction
along the floor.

The cruzada, the crossing step, is in the castling it-
self. King and rook each pass through the squarewhere
the other will land—the king through e2, where the
rook comes to rest; the rook through e3, where the king
comes to rest—two bodies crossing in a single beat. It is
the only crossing figure the game possesses, and here it
is rotated ninety degrees out of the horizontal and stood
on end.
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There is also a division of labor between the part-
ners that the score records without comment. Every
white move from the sixth onward is forced by the final
picture: 7.Bxd2 and not Kxd2, because the king must
remain unmoved; 9.Bh6 and not any other bishopmove,
because the second rankmust clear; 11.Nc3 andnotNa3,
because a check would drive the king off the mating
square. White is pure derivation. Black’s tenth and
eleventh, by contrast, are free—Bd6 and Bg3, a bishop
routed that way only because his own knight squats on
h6 and because Be7 would block the file. Within the
constraint, the route is chosen rather than compelled.
In tango the follower’s optional embellishments have a
name: adornos. The leader derives; the follower deco-
rates; and the dance assigns the decoration to the one
who is not carrying the structure.

And note where the walk terminates. The black
king’s final two stations are d3 and c2, and those are,
precisely and without remainder, the stations of Stau-
gaard’s defending king in 1907. His king stepped from
d3 to c2 and was mated by the vertical castle. This king
does the same. Themating picture—white king e3, rook
e2, black king c2—is Staugaard’s picture entire, correct
in every coordinate.
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The Tango is a proof game to a diagram published
in Copenhagen a hundred and nineteen years before
it was composed. Twelve moves of invented history
flowing, like a forged genealogy that terminates in an
actual grave, into a real position, verified sound, in a
real database, by a real machine running a fairy condi-
tion named after excess.

And Staugaard’s king, too, captured his way onto the
death square, taking a knight that had been left stand-
ing there as bait. The technique is inherited. Pilgrimage-
by-bribery—the enemy king lured downward step by
step, paid in sacrificed material for each rank he con-
sents to descend—is a compositional method that pre-
dates this composition by more than a century, present
at the founding, transmitted along the line, arriving
here with its ancestry intact and unannounced.

※

Now the machinery, which is more intricate than the
surface admits, because nearly every white move is do-
ing at least two things and several are doing three.

The queen dies on move six. In the game’s sur-
face narrative 6…Qxd2+ is an ordinary transaction: the
black queen takes a pawn with check and is recaptured.

14



Underneath, her death is triple-purpose and exactly
timed.

First: from her home square d8 the black queen
guards e8 down the file. While she lives, no promotion
to that square survives the next move. Her death va-
cates the guard.

Second: her capture takes place on d2, which draws
the white bishop there by way of 7.Bxd2—and this re-
capture, rather than 7.Kxd2, which would move the
king and annihilate the castling right, or 7.Nxd2, which
would leave the knight blocking the corridor the a1 rook
must later command and the bishop still standing on c1
clogging the back rank, is the only recapture that satis-
fies every constraint at once. The king stays unmoved.
The bishop arrives on the second rank, from which it
will shortly begin a journey to h6 and off the board.

Third: the exchange occurs with check, which com-
pels the recapture and denies White any interval in
which to do something else, so that the composition’s
tempo budget—exact to the move, with no slack any-
where after the sixth—survives the transaction.

Three purchases, one corpse, and the corpse is the
strongest piece on the board.

The bishop’s journey from d2 to h6 is not an attack.
It is an evacuation. The mating ray will run along the
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second rank—e2, d2, c2—and a bishop standing on d2
would block its own side’s checkmate. So White walks
the bishop out to h6 and offers it, and Black takes it
with the knight, and the exchange is not a sacrifice in
any strategic sense but a clearing gesture: the last piece
of furniture carried out of a room that has to be empty
before the dancing starts.

The knight on b8 never moves. Not once, in twelve
moves. Its function is legible only in the negative, and
only to a reader who thinks to ask what would happen
in its absence. The answer is that the a8 rook would be
free to swing to e8 and contest the promotion square,
and the entire mechanism would collapse. The knight
is a jailer whose whole duty consists of not leaving. Its
lifelong immobility is not idleness but the strictest avail-
able form of service, and it is the only piece in the game
that serves by standing still.

Both white bishops die. This is worth pausing on,
because the bishop pair is the most celebrated durable
asset in the strategic literature of the game, the posses-
sion for which grandmasters will accept structural dam-
age elsewhere, and this composition liquidates both
of them on purpose and without hesitation: one to
bribe the king down to c4, one to sweep a square clean.
The composition throws away the thing the game most
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prizes, because the thing the game most prizes is of no
use whatever to the picture it is building.

※

Move ten is the heart. 10.e8=R.
The e-pawn, which departed e2 on the first move of

the game, promotes on e8 to a rook. The underpromo-
tion is strictly necessary, and its necessity is of a kind
that occurs nowhere else: a queen would be stronger
in every other position in the recorded history of chess,
but a queen has no castling rights. This is the one square
on the board, in the whole literature, where a rook out-
ranks a queen.

The timing of the promotion, moreover, is exact to
the ply. The window in which e8 is safe opens with the
queen’s death on move six, which removes her guard
of that square, and closes with 10…Bd6, which opens
f8 and completes the a8 rook’s path. White promotes
inside the window—after g8 has cleared, while f8 still
holds the door. Onemove earlier the guardwas in place.
One move later the refutation is available.

And here an observation about the piece of wood
itself, which the score in its algebraic economy declines
to announce, and which I think is the most lyrical fact
in the composition.
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The first move of the game and the last move of the
game are performed by the same piece.

The e-pawn leaves e2 on move one. On move twelve,
transformed, renamed, wearing a different letter and
moving in a different geometry, it returns to e2, and
its return is the checkmate. The whole game is a single
round trip. Born on e2; out through e4, d5, d6, e7—note
the file-track, which is a quiet palindrome: e, e, d, d, e,
e—crowned on e8; home to e2 in a single bound; and
the arrival kills.

The structure is the nostos. A traveler leaves his
house, journeys through foreign country, undergoes a
transformation so complete that he returns unrecogniz-
able, andfinds a stranger squatting in his hall. The black
king on c2 is a squatter on the second rank, deep inside
the house the pawn was born in. And the weapon the
transformed traveler uses is a shot down the length of
the hall, which is exactly what the e-file delivery is: the
rook firing from e2 along the open rank to c2, the bow
that only its owner can string, the arrow traveling the
length of a room no intruder thought was defended.

The mating ray itself—e2, d2, c2—is a row of cradles
and graves.

The e-pawn fires from its own birth square. The d-
pawn, which never moved at all, was killed at home on
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d2 by the black queen; it is the piece that died in bed.
The c-pawn, born on c2, walked out to c4 and offered
itself to lure the king—who then walks to c2 and dies
on his own victim’s birth square. And d2 is a double
grave: the white d-pawn and the black queen died on
the same square, killer and killed within one move of
each other, their bodies superimposed, and the mating
ray passes over both of them on its way to the king.

The second rank is a memorial, and the checkmate is
the reading of the names.

Every mate available in the final position consists of
placing a piece on e2. There are three: the quiet Re2, the
pedestrian Qe2, and the castle. The birth square is the
only firing position the material admits, and of its three
possible occupancies the composition chooses the one
that has been illegal for half a century.

One further detail about the e-pawn, small and sym-
metrical and very nearly too neat. Its only pawn victim
in the entire game is the black e-pawn, taken on e7. It
kills its ownmirror twin and usurps the twin’s file. The
fratricide is the promotion: to stand on e8 is to stand
on the square the twin was defending, the throne the
twin’s king abandoned on move two, so that the crown-
ing and the killing are the same act performed on the
same file by the same piece of wood.
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※

The refutation window is where the composition’s en-
gineering is finest, and also where its most moving ges-
ture occurs, and the two facts are inseparable, because
the gesture is made available only by the precision of
the engineering.

After 9…Nxh6, the g8 square stands open. After
10…Bd6, f8 stands open. Together, Black’s two free
tempi have constructed an unobstructed path for the
a8 rook to reach e8, where it may capture the newborn
rook that is the whole point of the composition.

And that capture would not merely spoil the vertical
castle. It would destroy every mate in the position, be-
cause every mate lands on e2, and a black rook on e8
commands e2 straight down the empty file. 11…Rxe8 is
not a defense. It is the unique total refutation: the single
move that kills the poem root and branch and leaves no
mate of any kind, the board swept clean of everything
the preceding twelve plies were built to produce.

White cannot close thewindow. His eleventhmove is
committed to Nc3 or the net never seals. The refutation
is structurally unavoidable. It can only be declined.

And Black declines it. 11…Bg3—the bishop parking
itself en prise to two pawns, a witness choosing to at-
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tend rather than to intervene. The weapon has been as-
sembled by one partner over two moves, loaded, aimed
down the length of the file, displayed, and ceremonially
not fired.

Then, on the very next move, White holds 12.Qe2# in
hand—the samemating square, no loophole required, a
perfectly sound and entirely uninteresting checkmate—
and declines it for the castle.

Two refusals on consecutive moves. Two partners,
each holding the power to end the thing by othermeans,
Black by saving the game and White by winning it
plainly, and each declining in turn. Neither refusal is
visible in the score. Both must be looked for.

A combination requires one will. A tango requires
two, and each must refuse, in turn, to let the music stop.

Meanwhile the newborn rook on e8 stands under
capture at the very instant of the castle—the black
rook’s path is open, the h8 rook stares along the eighth
rank—so that the vertical castle is simultaneously the
rook’s flight from a burning square, its journey, and
the mate. It castles out of the fire, and the flight is the
victory.

Two clauses of the castling law surface here as techni-
calities the position has been quietly engineering since
the opening. The rook on e8 is attacked; its path of
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travel passes through e6, which the c8 bishop attacks;
and neither fact has any bearing, because the law pro-
tects only the king’s three squares—e1, e2, e3—and re-
quires only that the king not stand in, pass through,
or land in check. The rook may castle while attacked,
through an attacked square, and into mate. Meanwhile
the bishop on g3 stares at e1 through the f2 pawn: a pin
that is not a pin, a threat that resolves on inspection into
geometry.

Every clause of the castling law is tested by this single
move, and every clause holds. The composition is a one-
move seminar on the technicalities of castling, delivered
at the moment of checkmate, to an audience of one.

White ends the game commanding three rooks, one
of them a hero.

※

On the twenty-sixth of August, 1346, at the Battle of
Crécy, King John of Bohemia—Jan Lucemburský, blind
for a decade, the last of his line to rule from Prague—
asked only to be brought far enough forward to strike
one blow with his sword. The chronicle of Jean Frois-
sart, in Lord Berners’s rendering, has John’s knights
lash their bridles to their king’s so as not to lose him in
the press. They rode in together. The English, walking
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the field at dawn, found them dead among the heaped
French, still bound to their lord. Legend says therewere
six.

The Black Prince, son of Edward III, took the dead
king’s ostrich-feather crest and his motto—Ich Dien, I
serve—and the Prince of Wales wears them still. The
appropriation is itself a doubling: a pledge of service,
worn by the man who killed the man who pledged it,
transformed in the wearing from an oath into a trophy,
from the loser’s device into the winner’s standard, its
meaning preserved and its direction reversed.

I serve. The rook serves. In castling, the rook exists to
serve the king, leaping to his side, taking no square of
its own choosing. The loser’s deviceworn by thewinner
is the Bongcloud worn as a checkmate: disgrace trans-
figured into glory by the act of taking it off the dead.

Castling is the lashed-bridles move. It is the only
move in chess in which the king advances bound to a
retainer, two bodies moving as one, neither capable of
completing the gesture without the other.

And the vertical castle specifically is the Charge,
because the king leaps forward—to e3, which is pre-
cisely one of the canonical destinations of the medieval
king’s leap, the old license by which an unmoved king
could jump, once per game, two squares. That rule
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was current law in the century of Crécy. The blind
king’s own contemporaries could make this move.
Then five hundred years of prohibition. Then one year
of loophole. Then prohibition again. The Bohemian
Charge has two windows of legality bracketing the
entire history of the modern game, and between them
lies the whole of tournament chess, every recorded
master game from the first international match to the
present, a half-millennium during which the leap was
forbidden and the charge could not be ridden.

The black king’s pilgrimage reproduces the histori-
cal charge in more than structure. The monarch walks
into the enemy army, strikes two blows with his own
hand—Kxb5, Kxc4—and dies at c2 deep in the enemy
lines, surrounded, among them. White’s charge inverts
the figure: one leap, bridles tied, and the king lives.
The same gesture danced in mirrored time, one partner
dying where the other survives, which is the tango’s
defining asymmetry and also the whole content of the
composition’s title.

And notice the specific catastrophe of Crécy that
the position reproduces. The French disaster was not
merely that they charged. It was that the knights rode
down their own Genoese crossbowmen in their haste to
reach the English, trampling their own missile troops,
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the cavalry destroying the very corps that was meant to
soften the target. When the white king charges to e3,
his body interposes itself on his own queen’s line to d3.
The queen on f3 had been guarding that square along
the third rank; the king arrives, blocks her, and assumes
her duty personally. The officer is relieved at the front—
not through any failure of her own, but through her
king’s insistence on striking the blow himself. Which
is precisely the ethic that killed John of Bohemia, and
precisely what this white king does, and survives.

The promotion on e8 is a battlefield knighting—
Edward III famously let the boywin his spurs at Crécy—
and the commoner is crowned on the enemy king’s own
throne square, the fallenmonarch’s seat, which iswhere
the crest was taken from in the first place.

※

12.O-O-O-O-O-O#.
The king walks from e1 to e3. The rook drops from

e8 to e2.
The notation is derived, not decorative. Kingside

castling moves the rook two squares and is written O-
O. Queenside moves it three and is written O-O-O. The
vertical castle moves it six, and six zeros are the only
honest way to write it.
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Six is also the maximum. There is no longer castle
available in chess and there never has been: queenside
is three, kingside is two, and the vertical castle is six,
exactly double the longest ordinary one. Whatever else
this move is, it is the largest single denomination in
which the castling right has ever been spent.

And here is the irony hidden in the name. The king’s
ownmotion in this move is entirely ordinary. He travels
two squares, as he does in every castle ever played, no
more and no less. The whole scandal belongs to the
rook, which crosses six ranks in a direction no rook has
ever crossed while castling. The king does the standard
thing. The rook does the impossible thing. And the
move is named for the king—the Bohemian Charge—
exactly as the legend of Crécy is named for the blind
monarch and not for the six anonymous knights who
lashed their bridles to his and rode in and died so that
he could strike his blow.

The fatal move is also the only move in the score that
names no squares. Eleven moves of coordinates—e4,
d5, d7, c6, b5, c4, e7, d2, d3, f3, c2, h6, e8, d6, c3, g3—
and then a pure ritual gesture, six ciphers and a hash.
The killer with no address.

The six zeros are earned four times over. Once for
the six squares of the rook’s journey, where two give
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O-O and three give O-O-O. Once for the six steps of
the black king’s pilgrimage, so that the notation plays
his walk back to him in mirror, the leader’s single fig-
ure condensing the follower’s six into one beat. Once
for the six bridles in the mud at Crécy, so that the last
move of the game doubles as a muster of the dead. And
once, typographically, for the long low ooooooo a room
makeswhen something begins that nobody expected to
witness.

The manuscripts disagree, as they must. Krabbé’s
own book writes the move with four zeros; Seret wrote
six. The Schwalbe database renders the promotion as
e8=T, the rook wearing a different letter in every lan-
guage it passes through. Themotto needed two English
translations and did not settle. The date of the ban is
1973, or 1974, or 1930, or never. The name of the move
was Pam–Krabbé for forty years and Staugaard–Pam–
Krabbé thereafter, and one of those names was missing
from it for a century.

For a move whose legality was always constituted by
a sentence rather than by a position, this instability is
not noise around the subject. It is the subject.

※
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The mating net deserves the scrutiny of its individual
squares, because it is the site of the composition’s deep-
est structural irony: the two Bohemias—the Battle and
the School—stand in formal contradiction, and themate
sits precisely on the border between them.

The Czech school held that the ideal mate was the
model mate. Every square in the mated king’s field
guarded exactly once: this is purity. Every white piece
on the board participating in the guard: this is econ-
omy. The ideal echoed across variations, the same clean
geometry recurring in twin solutions like a fugue sub-
ject returning in another key. The model mate was not
merely preferred by that tradition. It was the end the
art was for.

Five of the nine squares in this mate are pure.
The mated square c2 receives a single check, from

Re2. b3 is guarded by the a2 pawn and nothing else.
c1 by the a1 rook and nothing else. c3 holds a white
knight, defended exactly once, by the b2 pawn, and no
other piece touches it. And d3 is guarded by the king
alone—which is the subtlest purity of the five, because
it is the castling that produces it. Before the charge, the
queen on f3 guarded d3 along the third rank. When
the king arrives on e3 his body blocks her line and he
takes the duty onto himself. One guardian exchanged
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for another, with no doubling anywhere. The most vi-
olent move in the game is also, at that square, the most
hygienic.

The impurities are three, and every one of them is
individually forced, which is the only certification this
composition can carry and, I will argue, the correct one.

b1 and d1 are each doubly guarded, by the a1 rook
and the c3 knight. The a1 rook is the sole piece in the
position capable of guarding c1—nothing else can reach
it—so its line must open, so the knight must leave b1;
and from b1 the knight has exactly one quiet square,
since a3 gives check and drives the king off the mating
square, and d2 plugs the rook’s own corridor. c3 is the
only option, and the doubles on b1 and d1 arrive with
it as entailed exhaust: the unavoidable cost of the one
clearance that makes the mate possible at all.

The double on d2 is deeper, because it is the castling
itself. Both partners land adjacent to d2—the king on
e3 touches it, the rook on e2 touches it—and there is no
altitude fromwhich the king could avoid it, e1 being ad-
jacent to d2 as well. And c2 is provably the only mating
square this material admits: a mate on a2 fails because
the b2 pawn blocks the rook’s own line, and a mate on
b2 fails because nothing covers a3. So the impurity is

29



inflicted by the lashed bridles, the two bodies moving
as one and both laying a hand on the same square.

The double guard is the charge.
And there is the contradiction, stated in the arith-

metic of a school that never intended to state it. The
Czech ideal is one touch per square. The ethic of Crécy
is redundancy: bridles lashed, two bodies where one
would do, the company inseparable from the ride, dy-
ing all tied together. A Bohemian Charge purified to
the standard of the Bohemian school would be knights
riding separately, which is to say no charge at all. Full
compliance with the model-mate criterion is not merely
unachieved here; it is logically excluded by the com-
position’s other allegiance. The two Bohemias cannot
occupy the same sixty-four squares, and the mate falls
exactly where they meet and disagree.

The impurity on d2, moreover, is congenital. In Stau-
gaard’s 1907 diagram the same double appears—king
on e3, rook on e2, both adjacent to d2, both guarding it.
The flaw is present at the birth of the move and inher-
ited by every mate ever built on the matrix. It is not a
deviation from the source. It is a property of the source,
the bloodline’s birthmark, visible in the founder’s own
picture a century before anyone thought to audit it.
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The queen stands alive on f3 and does not participate.
She is structurally embalmed. Both of her lines into
the king’s field pass through e2 and e3, the exact two
squares her own castling partners now occupy, so that
the Charge itself blinds her: it assumes her duty at d3
while sealing every other avenue she commands. She
cannot participate—the move that relieved her has shut
her out. And she cannot be removed, because White’s
ninth, tenth, and eleventh moves are fully committed,
so no tempo exists inwhich to relocate her, and no black
piece can capture her on f3 without attacking e2 or e3,
either of which would render the castle illegal.

The game practices economy by assassination every-
where else. Black devours both bishops; the queenside
pawns feed themselves to the king; idle white wood is
purged corpse by corpse. And f3 is the exact point at
which the purge is compelled to stop. The queen stands
alive, useless, and inviolable, protected by the very rule
that excludes her.

The dual—the plain 12.Re2# with the king still at
home—is the degraded echo. Two mates on the same
square, differing only in the altitude of the king: one
more economical, since the queen participates from f3;
one purer, since the king’s arrival reduces d1 from triple
to double and takes d3 for himself alone. Neither is
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a model mate. They are imperfect twins, which is as
near to the Czech echo principle as this force can be
brought, and the right distance from it: close enough to
be measured against, far enough to be the other thing.

Every flaw individually forced is the mirror theo-
rem of every guard individually necessary. The same
quantifier, the opposite valence. Both the ideal and its
negation are vanishingly thin targets; what lies between
them is the ordinary mate, the generic mate, full of acci-
dental purities and unmotivated doublings that signify
nothing at all. Landing on either distinguished point is
equally difficult.

So the anti-perfection is not a shortfall from perfec-
tion. It is the perfection proper to this object, whose
purpose is transfigured disgrace, and against which the
Czech ideal is simply the wrong ruler. A Bongcloud
mate that achieved model purity would be the clown
accidentally landing real ballet: charming, and the joke
dead on the floor. The model mate of a Bongcloud is
the anti-model mate. And the demonstration is that
the anti-model is as hard to hit as the model—which is
the exact sense in which the thing is more perfect than
perfection would have been.

※
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A last formal property, and the strangest, because it
concerns what the board remembers when the game is
over.

Nothing.
Look at the final position. White king on e3. Both

original rooks unmoved on a1 and h1. A third rook
on e2, explicable by promotion. No other anomaly any-
where. The position is entirely consistent with White
having simply walked his king: Ke1–e2, then Ke2–e3.
Two quiet moves. A literal Bongcloud. No castling in-
volved, no loophole invoked, no legend required.

The vertical castle is retro-invisible. It leaves behind
the exact fingerprint of the move it transfigures. Only
the score—the narrative, the text, the twelve lines of
notation—knows that castling occurred at all. The posi-
tion cannot testify.

This is Menard’s situation, transposed onto sixty-
four squares. Two positions identical piece for piece,
indistinguishable to any examination whatsoever, and
meaning entirely different things: one is a Bongcloud, a
kingwhowandered out on foot like a fool, and the other
is the Bohemian Charge, the blind king’s ride arriving
seven centuries late byway of its owndescendant. Same
arrangement, different history, different object. The dif-
ference is not in the position and cannot be recovered
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from it. It lives in the account of how the position was
reached, which is to say in a text, which is to say in
precisely the kind of thing a board is constitutionally
incapable of holding.

And this retro-invisibility is present at the source,
which proves it a property of the move and not an acci-
dent of one game. Staugaard’s stipulation is obliged to
announce the castling rights in the caption—Hvid, der
endnu kan rokere, White, who may still castle—because
no diagram can prove what that clause asserts. No ar-
rangement of pieces on any board can testify that a king
never moved. A king on e1 is consistent with a king
who left and came back. Only a sentence, external to
the position, can establish the conditions under which
the move is legal.

From its first appearance in 1907, the vertical castle
has existed only in the text’s say-so. A move whose
legality is constituted by someone’s word being taken.

Testimony is not a concession this object tolerates. It
is the medium the object is made of.

Krabbé is a novelist. He is the author of Het Gouden
Ei, published in English as The Vanishing: a novel about
a woman who disappears and is never found, whose
disappearance is the whole of the plot, a narrative
whose subject is the trace of a thing no longer there. His
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move is the one move in chess that vanishes from the
board containing it.

No PGN parser tokenizes the six-zero notation. No
engine’s move generator includes the vertical castle.
Stockfish rejects the game as corrupt at move twelve. In
an age when every game played anywhere is instantly
and comprehensively audited by machines, when no
combination escapes silicon verification, when the en-
tire competitive infrastructure of the sport rests on the
premise that a computer can read any position whatso-
ever and evaluate it—in that age, here is a mate the ma-
chines cannot see. The composition admits only human
verification. It is legible exclusively to readers.

The machines can be made to see it, but only by first
installing the legend as an axiom. Tell WinChloe that
Staugaard castling is law and the verification completes
and returns sound. The declaration is outside the ma-
chine’s jurisdiction; the machine checks only the con-
sequences of a rule it has been handed. So even the
computer verification of this move rests, at bottom, on
a sentence somebody wrote and somebody else agreed
to believe. All the way down—from the Danish caption
of 1907, through the disputed handbook, through the
database, into the silicon—the move stands on text, and
on the willingness to take text at its word.
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※

There is one more thing, and it is the reason the whole
subject is finally not funny at all, or funny only in the
way the deepest things are.

The loophole was legal for precisely as long as no-
body read the rule carefully.

Whatever the true date of the amendment, the mech-
anism was the same: a gap existed in the wording; the
gap went unnoticed for decades; someone noticed it;
and the noticing is what closed it. Pam read the hand-
book and found the hole, and Krabbé published the
hole, and the hole was thereupon filled. The move was
available exactly until it was seen. The act of discover-
ing it was identical with the act of destroying it.

Which means that this move is, in the strictest sense,
unplayable by anyone who knows about it, and was
only ever available to those who did not. It could have
been played at any point across four decades, by any
tournament player anywhere in the world, in any seri-
ous game—and it never was, because nobody had read
the sentence closely enough. And the moment some-
body did, the sentence changed. There exists no win-
dow in which a person could both know that the ver-
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tical castle was legal and legally castle vertically. The
knowledge and the permission are disjoint.

So the move belongs to a peculiar category of object:
things that exist only while unobserved, whose entire
being lies in the gap between a law and its readers, and
which a sufficiently careful reader annihilates by read-
ing. The fairy-chess condition that preserves it—one
Staugaard per game, the right spent forever once spent,
an unrepeatability clause it shares with the medieval
leap it descends from and with the modern castling it
hides inside, seven centuries of chess law agreeing on
the single principle that this gesture may be performed
once and then never again—is a kind of reliquary. The
move is kept there the way a saint’s finger is kept: au-
thenticated, venerated, and no longer attached to any-
thing that can walk.

※

The vertical castle has never once existed in earnest.
Born in a joke tournament in 1907, under a motto, in

the back pages of a magazine. Carried by a Bohemian
priest in 1915. Fifty years of oblivion. Revived as a
French April Fool in 1971. Made famous as a Dutch gag
in 1972. Banned by a legend about a ban. Excavated
by a German society in 2013 and given back the name
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it had lost. Preserved today as a fairy condition whose
own keyword, in the database that holds it, is Joke.

Six custodians, six countries, a hundred and nine-
teen years, and not one of them ever intended the thing
seriously—and yet the object they were passing along
is, by anymeasure that does not depend on competitive
utility, and what measure of art does, among the most
beautiful in the literature. The comedy and the beauty
are not in tension here. They are the same quality seen
from opposite sides of the board, exactly as the model
mate and the anti-model mate are the same quantifier
under opposite valence. The founder understood this.
He filed his entry under jokes and attached to it a sen-
tence that would serve as the epigraph for any life de-
voted to the unnecessary, the formally perfect, and the
absolutely useless.

A Danish joke tourney, a Bohemian priest, a French
April Fool, a Dutch gag, a German excavation. The
retellings are the tradition, and the tradition is themove,
because the move—as we have established, and as the
board itself confirms by forgetting—does not exist in
any position. It exists only in the telling. The six-zero
notation is the score of a piece of music no instrument
can play.
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The Bohemian Tango is its first performance, and
gives the old diagram the one thing it never had: twelve
moves of history, a game to have arrived from.

And the founder supplied the epigraph in advance,
wanting no improvement, and the question he asked
governs every subsequent entry in the tradition, this
document included, and will go on governing for as
long as there are people who read the law closely, and
find the gap, and step through it smiling.

Hvorfor skal man ikke, naar man kan?

※
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