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GAME OVER

There are three distinct signs that the world of chess is dominated by software nowadays, and that chess players
are being outshone by computers. The signs themselves are clear, but their interpretation is uncertain. Now that we
are appreaching the end of the century, it is time {o evaluate the signs by looking backward as well as forward. Let
us start locking backward by trying to characterize the signs and to relate them 1o issues deait with in this Journal.

From the game-playing point of view we see two signs, viz. Advanced Chess and Shuffle Chess. Both emerged as
new versions of our royal game. Are they indications that the game of chess is over, and that we have to leok for a
new game? Who knows? In the casc of a pinball machine, a new game is casy, since inserting a new coin is
sufficient 1o start 2 completely different game. Of course, the question is: is this actually a new game? One might
arguce that this is 50, since the pins on the pin table provide a wider range ol possibilities than chess players can
imagine in their game. Moreover, pin tables are a much greater obsession for many than chess-boards for some.
Thus, for pinball machines the rules should not be changed. But for chess?

According to the players who have almost reached perfection in chess, Garry Kasparov and Robert Fischer, it is
high time to try and find a different game. They did so by proposing Advanced Chess and Shuffle Chess,
respectively. The former World Champions — both players stifl regard themselves as the World Champion — have
indicated that the game of chess has lost (some of) its attractiveness. It no longer seems to be a challenge to them.
Although their motives may be different, both are complaining about the computer’s playing sirength,

For Kasparov, one is inclined to belicve that he is a true follower of the adage: “if you can’t beat them, join them”
ang for Fischer it scems 1o hold that new start configurations evoke new ideas in his thinking process. As an aside,
for an adapted Fischer game, we would like to put forward the following question, Assuming that White has the
usual starting configuration: which shuffled position is best for Black? Indeed, many other questions about
(shuffled) games may evolve. But the principal question remains: is a change of rules reaily necessary? My answer
is a definite no. The game of chess has an overwhelming number of secrets still to be detected and this will not
change in the foresecable future,

The statement above brings us back to the idea of Advanced Chess, and the question whether it may be regarded
as the next stage on our way to perfection. The report by Frederic Friedel seems to pave the way to a dominant
position o computers, showing the thinking process of a Grandmaster as well as giving the players the right
opening moves, and preserving them from making severe mistakes. The only prerequisite so far is that the
Grandmasters shouid have a better time control than shown in the match in Ledn.
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Moreover, the proposals by Fischer and Kasparov are not new in themselves. Some seventy years ago, World
Champion José Raoul Capablanca, who reigned over the chess world from 1921 to 1927, believed that he had
reached such a degree of perfection in chess that he called it a dead game. He thought that he could always make a
draw with any opponent. Since he believed that he had unravelled the chess mystery and that the game no longer
had any secrets for him, he turned to Bridge, taking many of his colleagues with him to this related game, which
differs essentially by its characterization of being a game of incomplete knowledge.

Later on, it turned out that the gap between Capablanca’s perfection and optimal play from both sides (i.e., solving
the game) was incredibly wide. Even today, we still have no idea what the game-theoretical outcome is.

From the scientific point of view we remark that new games are attractive, since they call for new strategies and
for thoughts on the final solution. Hence, it is important to formulate (strategic) rules to handle the game. These
rules can be developed by human players, but in this respect Al techniques may support us even better. The ever
developing learning techniques are the third sign of the increasingly dominant position of computers over human
beings, and in particular over chess players. Two contributions in this issue deal with these techniques.

In summary, the three signs can be characterized as classic (machine learning), provocative (Shuffle Chess), and
promising (Advanced Chess). In particular, we mention that a man-machine team in Advanced Chess has an
estimated Elo rating of over 3000. Yet, the game of chess is not over, neither now, nor in the near future. Although
humans and computers co-operate quite closely to reach their goal of perfection, I do not believe that the gap will
be bridged in the next century.

Jaap van den Herik

The Professor Gaetano Salvatore Grant

Ernst A. Heinz has been awarded the Professor Gaetano Salvatore Grant for his research on Extended Futility
Pruning. For details, see page 138 of this issue.

After the prize had been awarded, the Editorial Board followed the regular refereeing procedure. We thank the
referees for their combination of accuracy and speed, so that we can publish the prize-winning contribution in
this issue (pp. 75-81).

Our current Desk Editor, Ms. Anouk Klinkers M.A_, has decided to leave the Universiteit Maastricht. As of
July 1, 1998 her duties, much as they have been appreciated, have been taken over by the Editor-in-Chief,
supported by his staff. Regular contributors will be informed as soon as a successor has been found. For the
time being, please direct all inquiries to herik@cs.unimaas.nl.

[CCA Journal readers may be interested to know that information on our publications is now available on the
Internet. Our homepage can be reached by http://www.dcs.qmw.ac.uk/~icca/journal.htm

A complete list of all articles, notes, and literature reviews published in the /CCA Journal is available on the
Internet at http://www.dcs.qmw.ac.uk/~icca/toc.htm




