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The Fine Art
0f Chess Pieces

Versions of chess go back thou-
sands of years, bat the game as we
ke Bt i mot emeerge until aboat
A, 600 in India. Today, more peaple
acrods more cultural divides than
ever play cheds, and it's not even an
CHympdc sport.

“When you play chess, it doesn’t
matter what language you speak,
whiat your race or relighon is, whal
niation you belong to or whether you
are rich or poor,” sald Elizabeth
Gann, a dealer who is perhaps the
only American woman specializing
in chess sets. "Everyone is equal.
That's the beauty of chess.”

M5, Gann, who has been based in
Babylon, M.Y., an Long Istand, but ks
ahiat to mowve (o Baston, usually
oells her chess sets by appoiniment,
referral or onling (wew
slizabethgann com). Mext manth,
for the first time, she will b an ex-
hibitar a1 “Antigues & Fine Art o the
Arevry." The S-gealer show, from
Deec. & b0 12 at the Seventh Reglment
Armory, 57th Sireet and Park Ave-
mue, was organized by Wendy Man-
apement, For Ma, Gann, handerafied
chess sets are objels d ar.

Chess seds corme in all kinds of ma-
wenals: gobd, silver, bronze, elephant
and (now extinet) woolly mammath
ivory, amber, oey, lapis, marbde,
wood, glass and porcelain

M= Gann sells both antigude and
niew sets, She gerves as an agent for
peaple like Eva Stakova, a Crech
glass artist who designs and eiches
geometric crystal chessmen that are
particularky popular with Moslim
players who shun ligural pieces for
religlous reasons

Ma. Gann alse repredents Gleg
Raikis, a Russian craftsman who
creates original wood and mam-
math-ivory chess pleces. He will be
al her booth during the Tair o take
custom arders | Proviots com mis-
sians include chess pieces carved as
likenesses af his patrons. )

T ol Ms, Gann's longtime callec-
tors on Long Istand, Flayd and Ber-
nice Sarisohn of Commack, have so
many chess sets (more than 1600, of
which a third are antigue), that they
fnandesd the Long Island Chess Mu-
sewm in their horme. 1t is open by ap-
pointrment by calling (631]) 543-1330.

“Wewe been collecting far 52
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A plate carved in red lacquer, froam the Bth to 15th century, is among

the iterms included in an exhibition at the China Institute Gallery.

Ws. Gann has custormers all over
the world. "Ome client in Landon has
T00 505" she sakd A man in Mexico
City hias more than 3,000,

M= Gann said Americans bay tens
of rmillions of chess sets each year, AL
any given mament, there are also
hiundreds of vintage sets on eBay.
But few dealers spactalize in antigue
chess sots, The shart list, apart from
Mz Gann, incledes Frank A. Cama-
raita Jr., a Toney, Ala, chess masier
who collects and sells mosthy |%h-
century English s&s (waw
Thousesdstaunton.com) ; Garrick
Coleman of Portobelio Road in Lon-
don; and Dermot Bochbond of Dublin
{www gencities.com/dermat
_rochiard]).

Mr. Rochiord, who said that “chess
iz both & hobby and a basiness for
rvee,” 51k & wide range of antigue
seis (including a Bauhaus examphe
baged on a Joseph Hartwig design
from the sarly 1920°s) and rare chess
reference books that are not readily
avaitable, like “Chessmen for Collec:
tors” by Victor Keats and “Master
Pieces' by Gareth Williams. (An-
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M= Gonn learned (o play chess at
age 11. 1 traveled a kot with my fam-
iy, she said, AL 16, | was studying
opera with Maria Callas at Juilliard
== gndl everywhere we went 1 bought
a chess set. When 1 was 19, | gave up
oguEra bl not chess.”

She marrked and had a son, David,
fo whom shi taasght chess when he
was 4. "It was for mental agility,”
she sakd. [ wanted him to learn to fo-
cus and think abead

She began selling chess sets 12
YEArs ago. "Some 99 percent of my
clisnts are men,” she sald, “Chass
has always been & man"s war game.”
Her prices for antique sets range
froem §5,0080 1o 318 000,

Thee markel for antigue chess sets
i5 quite stromg. In Jurse 2003, S5oihe-
by*s sobd & 1923 Russaan porcelain set
for $22 800, on which the Reds (Com-
rriumists) fought the Whites (Capital-
iEl%) . Al the zame sake, 8 19th-centu-
ry Endian et that depacted Bengal
fighters and their British colonial
overlords sold for 321,600, Last year,
Christie"s London sold an early-20th-
century amber animal set for
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Chinese Lacquer

“When people 200 their friends .
they scoOmpany guests 1o the oul-
skirs of the city, to a river bank w
willlow trées,” said Willow Hai
Chang, the director al the China It
stitute Gallery in Manhattan. “Th
break off a branch and give it oo
friend, to remind him of thedr fries
ship along his journey.”

M5, Chang was explaining a na
vive scerse on one of 31 ohjects in
“Masterpieces of Chinese Lacque
From the Mike Healy Collection,”
show at the China Instinste, 125 E
E5th Stroet, through next Saturda;
incledes intricately carved lacgus
howls, dishes, table screens and w
cups ranglng from the Han dymas
(206 B,C. 1o 220 A. D) through the
Ming (1368 to 1844)

Referring to its oltéen mimstely
carved iImagery, Ms. Chang said,
“Lacquer is known for s intlmnac
and scholarky appeal.”

It iz al=o known for % hidden,
rysterions meanings. One carve
red plate from the late Yuan or e
Ming dynasties (14th to 15th cént
ry ) shows o young boy mext to s
erly, bearded man who is holding
stafl, It is a moonlic ndght, and the
are walking toward a wine SLoTE ©
det an enormous pine tree. A shof
tendant pakes his head out of & wi
divw, wantching his dog greet the p
A crane lands off 1o one skle

*The ligural examples are clea
intended to b narratives of life
among Literani schodars and affi-
cials" Julia M, White, curator of
Asian Art at the Honoluly Acaden
af Arts (where the show originate
writes in the calaleg. “Landscape
serves as o backdrop for interact
and storyielling.”

Thi: catabog explains that the al
rnan aned the: tree may be birthday
images. (“The pine iree shows dig
ty and character,” M3, Chong sall
*The crane symbolizes bongeviny

The rim of the plate s festoames
wilh auspicious plum, tree peany,
micilia and pomegranate blossom
“The pecny was a lavorite Nower
the Yuan and Ming dynasties,” M
Chang sald. "It was a symbol of
wealth and nobdlicy.”

For the ancient Chinese, lacque
wias a lusary iteen, an example of
traordinary craftsmanship. But ¢
need not know the complex techn
of making lacquer, which Involve
laying down up to 24 thin layers:
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