
Paul Rudolf von Bilguer (1815–1840)

Paul Rudolf von Bilguer was among the most talented German chess players and
theoreticians of the first half of the nineteenth century. He was born in 1815 in Ludwigslust,
Mecklenburg. As a young man he joined the Prussian army and served in the 24th Infantry
Regiment; later he went to Berlin to attend a military school. There he became part of a circle
of strong Berlin chess players, later known as the Berlin Pleiades. He distinguished himself in
practical play, possessed an extraordinary memory, and above all had a remarkable talent for
analysis.

Bilguer’s principal interest gradually became opening theory. In 1839 he published Das
Zweispringerspiel im Nachzuge, a monograph devoted to the Two Knights Defence. Even
more significant, however, was his plan to create a comprehensive, systematically organized
handbook summarizing the chess knowledge of his time. The defining feature of the
proposed work was its clear tabular arrangement of variations, allowing readers to
follow individual continuations and their assessments quickly.

Bilguer, however, suffered from poor health and contracted tuberculosis. The illness forced
him to leave military service, and during the final period of his life in Berlin he devoted himself
chiefly to chess and literature. His condition deteriorated rapidly; in the summer of 1840 he
became almost blind. He died in Berlin on 16 September 1840, just days before his
twenty-fifth birthday.

He therefore did not live to see his greatest work published. The unfinished project was taken
over by his close friend Tassilo von Heydebrand und der Lasa, another prominent member of
the Berlin chess circle. Der Lasa critically edited Bilguer’s material, completed the work, and
published it in 1843 as Handbuch des Schachspiels. Although he did an enormous amount
of work to complete the book, out of respect for his friend, who had died so young, he gave
Bilguer pride of place on the title page. The first edition explicitly stated that Bilguer had
“conceived and begun” the book and that his friend von der Lasa had continued and
published it.

The Handbuch subsequently became one of the most influential works of nineteenth-century
chess literature and remained a leading authority, especially on opening theory, for decades.
In the chess world it became known simply as “Bilguer” — an extraordinary posthumous
monument to a man who never saw his life’s work in print.

Note on the date of birth: older literature often gives 21 September 1815, but a surviving baptismal record in
Ludwigslust gives 25 September 1815. Either way, Bilguer died on 16 September 1840 before reaching the age of
25.



