Tercentenary of Philidor, Chess Player
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Portrait of Philidor - by Cochin, 771

Private Collection
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We think we know Philidor well
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Philidor’s birthplace
Park of the Royal Chapel of Dreux

The building is not open to visitors.

Some well-known biographical facts

- Born on 7 September 1726 in Dreux

- Musician and the strongest chess player of his time
- Friend of leading thinkers of the period

- Author of the famous book Analyse des échecs

- His many stays in London

- His death in London, far from his family, on 31 August
1795

In this presentation, | will discuss some little-known facts
about Philidor and present a few discoveries.
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Learning Chess

Philidor’s father died when he was not quite four years old.
In 1700, Philidor’s father had staged a performance whose
central theme was chess (ballet and music).

Around the age of |0, Philidor is said to have stepped in
during a game to replace a player during a break at the Royal
Chapel of Versailles.
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Phllldor a man with qualities and flaws
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Bibliothéque de I'Arsenal, manuscript sheIfmark I 1556
Philidor imprisoned in the actors™Bastille”: the For-IEvéque

Philidor is not the smooth, flawless figure one
might imagine. Here is a first example, when he
was a teenager and had been living in Paris for
only a few years.

“I have the honour to inform you that the young man
of whom | spoke to you regarding the disturbance at

the Comédie Francgaise, (...) he was one of the most

obstinate and insolent (...) He is called Fély d’or.”

Police report of 31 May 1744



Official Descendants

Portrait of Elisabeth Richer — by Cochin, 1773
Marriage on |3 February 1760 — Private
collection

Philidor had seven children from his official
marriage: five sons and two daughters. Two
died young; five survived him, four sons and
one daughter.

To date, the SEPh, Société d’Etude
Philidorienne, has identified more than 1,500
descendants of the wider Philidor family.




A Child Born in London

A d:scovery by Mr John Townsend and a major research lead for PhIIIdOI‘S biography

Baptism register, St Anne Soho, Westminster, London, England. This register can be found on

FamilySearch.
Despite the faded handwriting, the entry appears to be dated |8 February 1753.

The child is Andrew-Maria Philidor, born 22 January (1753) son of Andrew (Philidor) and Ellen,

with no further details.
Philidor was in London from 1752 to |754.



Meeting Legall

Around |743—1746, at the Café de la Régence, Philidor met
Frangois Antoine de Legall, Sire de Kermeur, considered the
best French player of the time.

Legall agreed to train him and gave him major handicaps.
It took Philidor about three years to reach his level. This

relationship was foundational: Philidor learned how to think
about the game.

the pawn game favoured by Legall



The Analysis of Chess

Mon but principal eft de me rendre recoru~
mandable par une nouveauté dont perionne
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bon ou mauvais arrangement, depend entieres
ment le gain ou la perte de la Partie.

Un joueur qui ne fait pas (meme en jouant
bien un Pion) la raifon pour laquelle il le
joue, eft d comparer @ un General qui a beau-

oup de pratique & peu de theorie.

In 1749, in London, Philidor published the

i first edition of his book, Analyse des échecs.

The work was immediately recognized and
translated.

The famous phrase “pawns are the soul of
chess” reflects a structured way of thinking,
probably influenced by Legall’s pawn game.

The book would dominate chess theory for
more than a century.

It should be noted that the various
manuscripts have probably disappeared.
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The famous Philidor,? so much celebrated for his surprising

skill at the game of Chess, is just come to England ; he
brought my father a letter of recommendation from the ccle-
brated M. Diderot.! He is going to have a new edition,
with considerable amendments and additions, of a book upon
Chess, which he wrote formerly in England. A plan of his
work M. Diderot has drawn up for him; but he had got it
so vilely translated, that my father had the patience, from the
good-natured benevolence of his heart, to translate it for him
himself. M. Philidor 1s a well-bred, obhging, and very
sociable man ; he in also a very good musician.

My father has been honoured with letters from the great
Rousseau,” M, Diderot, and Padre Martini,”> three as eminent
men, as the age has produced, I believe, upon his book.

Extract from the diary of Frances Burney, daughter of Charles
Burney, 3 June 1771

In 1771, as Philidor was preparing a new edition of
his Analyse des Echecs, Diderot became directly
involved in the project.

On |5 May 1771, he sent a letter of
recommendation to the English writer and music
historian Charles Burney.

The testimony of Frances Burney, Charles’s
daughter; is particularly valuable: in her diary entry
of 3 June 1771, she notes that Diderot had drawn
up a plan for Philidor’s work and that her father,
considering the English translation made from it to
be poor, undertook to translate it again himself.

This collaboration sheds light on the preparation of
the second, considerably expanded edition, which
would appear in 1777.



Engraving by Francesco Bartolozzi
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Monstzur Frere de fa Ma jzs‘r; Trés CHRETIENNE,
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| 777 edition
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Le Marquis de Villette
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283 Subscribers included
Diderot, Legall,Voltaire,
Bartolozzi, Bernard and Leger...

..368 Copies
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Danish version, 1773

Philidor's book was translated and republished for generations

Paperback edition, I935» -



Contemporary Criticism of Philidor’s Book

B. Le Chevalier donne Echec auRoi et 3la
Tour, et ayant cet Avantage, avec

une bonne Situation, gagoe infallible- -4
ment la Partie. Ces Renvoys font

voir que jouant touiours bien de

et d’autre celui qui
que toujours gagner,

kmaokppr:g’- |

|'749: Philidor asserts a system

L’Analyse des Echecs sets out a new idea:
pawns organize the attack, the defense and the plan.

Philidor constructs model games to demonstrate the
strength of the pawn center.

A striking formula from 1749:

“the player who has the move must almost always win”
The move almost seems to become a decisive
advantage.

This sentence disappears in later editions; Philidor
becomes more nuanced.
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Giambattista Lolli, Osservazioni teorico-pratiche

sopra il giuoco degli scacchi, Bologna, 1763

Italian Criticism...

Del Rio / Lolli / Ponziani criticize the method:
Philidor sometimes lets the opponent play too
passively.

They defend another priority:
rapid development, piece activity, initiative.

For example, after [.e4 e5 2.Nf3, the ltalians prefer
Ncé to dé: develop a piece, avoid shutting in the
bishop, keep a more active game.



..and French Ciriticism

The Traite des Amateurs (1775) judges
some of Philidor’s games “more instructive
than correct.”

By Verdoni, Leger, Carlier and Bernard
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A central example:in the first game of Philidor’s book, instead of allowing White to consolidate the center

after ...Bbé, Lolli proposes:...Bb4+; Bd2 Bxd2+; Nxd2 d5
White’s center is destroyed and the game becomes equal.

probablement il ne le prendra pas _
tiche de conferver leFoudefonE:?

| 749 edition

Philidor gives ...Bb6 as the main move.
He mentions ...Bb4+, but adds: “a
good player endeavours to preserve
his king’s bishop as long as possible.”

First game from Philidor’s book
l.e4 e5 2.Bc4 BcS 3.c3 Nfé
4.d4 cxd4 5.cxd4

(¢) Siau lieu de fe retirer, ce Fou donne Echec, il faut
couvrir du Fou, et fi en cas il prend votre Fou, il faut
reprendre du Cavalier, puifque par ce moien il defend le
Pion de votre Roi, qui autrement refteroit en prife, mais
qu’ un bon Joueur
tant qu’il eft pof~

(¢) Si, au lieu de fe retirer, ce fou donne
échec, il faut couvrir du fou; & s'il prend
votre fou, il faut reprendre du cavalier, %ui,

~ par ce moyen, défend le pion de votre roi.

® Dans cette ancienne édition, I’ Auteur aweit cru gu'il pouvoit

e pas faire toujours joiier le coup jufle, pour aveir cccafion de
&:: £: exemples fréquens fur la ujuitrc de bien joier les pfi;m.

| 777 edition

Philidor keeps ...Bb6, but becomes more
nuanced, writing: “in this earlier edition,
the author had thought he could avoid
playing the correct move in order to have
an opportunity to give frequent examples
of how to play the pawns well.”



|'777—1790: Philidor revises his system

Philidor does not abandon his pawn theory, but becomes less categorical.

Italian and French criticism may well have inspired his | 777 corrections.

One clue: Léeger and Bernard, linked to the Traité des Amateurs, appear
among the 1777 subscribers.

2 Combe

Mr. Legier ;

The criticism continued later, for example with the Russian chessplayer
Petrov in 1824.

Petrov 1824 (book 2, game 3, p. 10)

Though an admirer of Philidor, he nevertheless writes: “by making Black play
moves that are not always correct,” he probably wanted to show how to handle
the pawns when Black allows them to establish themselves in the center.

He also repeats the Italian criticisms.
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HeHMNRBEOUS, Anne Céfar, Marquis de La Luzerne, Maréchal des Camp

2 N 2 & Armées du Roi, Chevalier de I"Ordre Royal & Militaire de Li fe Ce r ti ﬁcate

stasvanss St. Louis, Ambafladeur de France, pres Sa Majefte Britannique,
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Paris.
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We, Anne César, Marquis de la Luzerne
Certify to all whom it may concern that

4 : Monsieur Francois André Danican
. o 2 2 T - .
actucllement vivant s’etant ptefcnté cejourd hui devant Nous pou Ex e ~ Philidor, born in Dreux on 7 September
avoir le préfent Certificat qu's/ 2 figné avec Nous, contrefigne d'un ' = 1726, residing in Paris and currently in
b

«de nos Sécretaires, & muni de empreinte de nos Armes, pour fe vir & .
€ : mpr : » P London, Bury Street, parish of St James,
waloir ce que de droit.

Fait 2 Loxores le o0y 2 /7! a7/ Mil fept Cent quatre vingt fy‘/ i being currently alive, appeared before
, 3 ; ~ us today (...)
&/{( byt ¢ (,14/&4,_444 4L
FTIleov Done in London on |9 April 1790

MC/RS//636 National Archives of France
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The document was subsequently presented to a
notary in Paris by one of his sons, Jean Baptiste
Auguste.

Filing of Mr Danican Philidor’s life certificate

28 April 1790

Today

There appeared before the King’s councillor, the
undersigned notary at the Chatelet of Paris, Sieur Jean
Baptiste Danican Philidor, bourgeois of Paris {...)

20



Portraits of Philidor — False Hopes

Two “false” portraits of Philidor are known. But
there remains some hope of finding “true”
unpublished portraits...

The first portrait:

Miniature of an unknown man from the late 18th century, formerly attributed to Philidor.

The attribution was rejected by the Cleveland Public Library in 1988 following observations by Jean-Frangois

Dupont-Danican.The sitter appears too young to be Philidor at the period suggested by the costume. o)






as musicians and chess-players. The . _

organs laid down by Combe, as number BULELENII{FA TN [\ BN BN EITT]y7
and order, were largely developed in [[lle/d 1IN REIVERTe -SRI,

the head of Philhidor; as may be seen

in DBartolozzi's engraving, as well as

Gainsborough’s portrait,and Mr. Scipio
Clint’s clever bust of the great French-
man. The same conformation of Lrow g i
is wvisible in M. Deschapelles. In B

Two lost works of art?

T P p——

A portrait of Philidor attributed to Thomas Gainsborough is mentioned by 1 5
George Walker in Fraser’s Magazine, vol. XXI, 1840, p. 303, alongside = |
Bartolozzi’s engraving and a bust by Scipio Clint. =
A second source, The British Miscellany and Chess Player’s Chronicle, vol. |, 1841, P %
p. 185, indicates that this portrait was then said to belong to a certain Mr : ‘4
Holford. Since the painting has never been found, its attribution to g
Gainsborough remains uncertain. = = B

: ———
As for the bust by Scipio Clint, also cited by Walker in 1840, it is necessarily = B

posthumous, since Clint was born after Philidor’s death.

N
w

Engraving by Francesco Bartolozzi
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Philidor’s
correspondence held
at the \Versailles
Library

hat became of the portrait of Philidor that hung, during his lifetime, at the Chess Club at Parsloe’s Coffee House, St

James’s Street, London? Excerpt from a letter by Philidor:
London, Tuesday, 20 February 1787
“(...) The little Robineau (...) has painted my portrait, which is remarkably lifelike. Our club has purchased it for ten guineas,

and had it put in a frame costing two louis; and here | am, hanging in our chess room in London. (...)” 24




Philidor’s Chess Set

1 S

Philidor’s personal folding chessboard.
Displayed at the Musée de Dreux — summer 2025

In March 2026, Philidor’s personal chess
set was offered at auction in Paris. This
exceptional |8th-century object risked
ending up in a private collection.

Sold for 65,000 euros on |3 March 2026
(around 80,000 euros including buyer’s
premium), it was ultimately pre-empted
by the Musée Carnavalet, the museum of
the history of Paris, thus keeping in
France one of the very few known

personal objects that belonged to
Philidor.

25



Neo. 26.

ralty with difp . prd port,
brought to Cowes by a lugger on Sunday noon;
no particulars have tranfpircd, further than that
the fleet were left all well on Tuelday laft. .

Immediately on the reccipt of the ahove dif-

tehes, a2 meffenger was font off with inftrudtions
to Rarl Moira, who, notwithitanding what has
been affested to the contrary, yet retains the
eommand at Seuthampton.

Lt miche an officer arrived exprefs at the Ad-
pviralty-Cilice, wich difparehes from Admiral
Puncan, Conmander in Chict of the combined

$:4% i e " !

London, September |

Philidor’s Death
Rorthampion

17955

SATURDAY, SepreMBER 3,

| pec Je sffembled on the occafion.
Vel

erday died Mr, Philidor, the celebrated
chels plavers  "Tothe laft moment of his life, be
ftrong rerentive wemory, which rendered. hu
remmariable in the circle of his scquiaintance 1n
this capital. He was member of the celebrated
Chefs Club near thirty years, and poflelied thofe
meek _qualities; that rendered him not lefs ef-
teemedd as a companion, than admired for his ox.
traordinary fkill in the difficult game of chefs,
for which he was pre-eminently diftinguithed.
Within thefe two months he played two games
blind-fold at the fame time, againdl twoeseellent
chefs players, and was declared the victorn

o .

“Yesterday died Mr. Philidor, the celebrated chess player (...)”

Mercury.

Vol. zxxvi.

———— - ————

[Price Four-pence.

' Philidor’s date of death was long

uncertain because early sources
contradicted one another: 24 August
1’795 according to Twiss, 29 August in Le
Palamede, and 31 August according to
Staunton.

But contemporary newspapers now tip
the balance very clearly: The Times of 2
September and the Norwich Mercury of 5

September report that he died on
Monday, that is, 3| August 1795.
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Burial: 3 September 1795 / Plot G18 / Adress: 8 Ryder Street / Age: 69 / Cause: decline / Fee: one guinea

The 3 after “decline” is notable: probably the third coffin / burial in plot GI8, not a date or monthly sequence number.




Philidor was buried in the burial ground attached to St James’s
Church, in the parish of St Pancras.

Until 2017, a stele in his honour stood on the site of St James
Gardens public park (near Euston in London).

£%
& = Camden
=

LEMUNE 6 COMMUNTY

St. Jam’es Gardens

owners uted I thay tadl to
Ciotr wp aitor thalr dog Aas fouied in the cardens, N ©
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The only stele then in the park. One can make out

e i £ 1) A crown (symbol of chess?) above a coat of arms.
e A 2) Two facing birds (symbol of song and music).

.

Telephone: 020 7974 1693

Photo | took in 2015
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But a gigantic project changed everything...
The garden is no longer accessible and was
swallowed up by the HS2 project.

High Speed 2: a project to link London with gﬁ
Birmingham by high-speed rail. |

.. et b i1 E?t?’
TRt LU R () ||| ) il : /;
- - ... - t-:  The stele has therefore disappeared, like the garden, and it is
g AR AR e85 RO U M Y difficult to know where it is currently located.
Source: https://alondoninheritance.com/london-parks-and-
gardens/st-james-gardens-a-casualty-of-hs2/
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Conclusion

Philidor remains a surprisingly incomplete historical
figure

* His youth was more eventful than traditional
biographies suggest

* His family history may still contain major surprises

* His chess ideas evolved in response to criticism

* Important documents, portraits and personal
objects are still being discovered, or remain to be
found

M PHILIDOR v e

W

And not forgetting music, the other side of Philidor,
where there is undoubtedly still much to discover.
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