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For  centuries,  the  world  has  been
fascinated  by  games  of  strategy  that
test  the  limits  of  human  intellect,
patience, and foresight. While chess has
long reigned in the West, the East offers

a counterpart that is equally profound,
older in its recorded history, and deeply
woven into the fabric of Chinese culture.
Chinese  Chess:  An  Introduction  to
China's  Ancient  Game  of  Strategy
s e r v e s  a s  y o u r  g a t e w a y  t o
understanding this timeless board game,
known locally as Xiangqi (象棋). More than
just  a  pastime,  Chinese  Chess  is  a
reflection  of  ancient  Chinese  warfare,
philosophy,  and  artistic  expression,  a
game  that  continues  to  captivate
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millions  around  the  globe.
Unlike its Western cousin, Chinese Chess
is  played on  the  intersections  of  lines
rather  than  the  squares,  and  i t
introduces unique pieces like the Cannon
and the Advisor, alongside a river that
cuts the board in two. This article will
explore  the  origins,  the  fundamental
rules,  the  strategic  depth,  and  the
enduring  cultural  significance  of  this
magnificent  game.  Whether  you  are  a
complete  novice  or  a  seasoned  board
game  enthusiast,  this  comprehensive
guide will provide valuable insights into
why Chinese Chess: An Introduction
to China's Ancient Game of Strategy
remains  a  must-experience for  anyone
interested  in  strategic  thinking  or
Chinese  heritage.

The Ancient
Origins and
History of
Xiangqi
The precise origins of Chinese Chess are
shrouded in the mists of antiquity, but its
development is closely tied to the history
of  China  itself.  The  earliest  known
references to a game resembling Xiangqi
date back to the Warring States period
(475–221 BCE). Some historians believe
the game was initially used as a tool for
military  commanders  to  simulate
battlefield  tactics  and  train  their  minds
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without  actual  combat.
Legend attributes  the  invention  of  the
game to the mythological Emperor Yao,
but  more  concrete  evidence  points  to
the Han Dynasty (206 BCE – 220 CE).
The  name  "Xiangqi"  translates  to
"elephant game" or "ivory game," with
'Xiang'  (象)  representing  a  piece  that
resembles  the  elephant,  an  ancient
beast of war.  The modern form of the
game, however,  crystallized during the
Tang Dynasty (618–907 CE) and became
widely popular during the Song Dynasty
(960–1279 CE).
The board itself is a miniature battlefield.
The  central  "river"  (楚河–漢界)  is  a  direct
reference to the Chu-Han Contention, a
famous civil war that led to the founding
of  the  Han  Dynasty.  This  historical
embedding gives every game a narrative

weight, connecting players to a legacy of
real-world  generalship  and  dynastic
conflict.  Understanding  this  history  is  a
key  part  of  Chinese  Chess:  An
Introduction  to  China's  Ancient
Game of Strategy, as it explains why
the game feels less like a mathematical
puzzle and more like a simulated war.

Understanding
the Board and
Setup
Before  diving  into  strategy,  one  must
grasp the physical layout of the game.
Unlike Western chess, which is played on
checkered  squares,  Chinese  Chess  is
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played on the intersection points of the
lines,  similar  to  the  game of  Go.  The
board consists of 9 vertical lines and 10
horizontal lines, creating 90 intersection
points.
The board is divided into two halves by
the River. Each half contains a Palace (九
宫), a 3×3 grid marked by diagonal lines.
The Palace is  the exclusive domain of
the General (King) and the two Advisors.
Each  player  commands  16  pieces,
traditionally red and black. The setup is
as follows (from the back row forward,
for Red):

Back row (row 1): Chariot
(Rook), Horse (Knight), Elephant
(Bishop), Advisor (Guard), General
(King), Advisor, Elephant, Horse,
Chariot.

Row 2: Cannons are placed on the
third intersection from each edge.
Row 3: Soldiers (Pawns) are
placed on every other intersection,
five in total.

Black  is  set  up  symmetrically  on  the
opposite end of  the board.  The pieces
are  usually  flat,  round  disks  with  the
character of the piece written on them in
either red or black ink. This simplicity in
des ign  contrasts  wi th  the  deep
complexity  of  the  game  itself.

A Guide to the
Unique Pieces
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and Their
Movements
One of  the  most  intriguing  aspects  of
Chinese  Chess:  An  Introduction  to
China's Ancient Game of Strategy is
learning the  distinct  movements  of  its
pieces.  While  some  pieces  resemble
their  Western  counterparts,  others  are
entirely unique.

THE GENERAL (将/帅)
The General is the most important piece.
It moves one step orthogonally (forward,
backward,  left,  or  right)  within  the
Palace.  A  crucial  rule  is  the  "Flying
General" rule: the two Generals cannot
face each other on the same vertical line

with no pieces between them. This rule
often leads to forced moves and tactical
blocks.

THE ADVISOR (士/仕)
The Advisor stays within the Palace and
moves one step diagonally. Its primary
role is to protect the General. There are
only  five  points  in  the  Palace  for  the
Advisor  to  move  to.

THE ELEPHANT (象/相)
The Elephant moves exactly two points
diagonally. However, it cannot cross the
River,  confining  it  to  its  own  half  of  the
board. Furthermore, if a piece is on the
point  halfway  along  its  diagonal  path
(the "eye" of the Elephant), the Elephant
cannot  move  in  that  direction.  This
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blocking  mechanism  adds  a  layer  of
spatial control.

THE HORSE (馬/傌)
The Horse moves in an "L" shape, similar
to a knight in Western chess (one step
orthogonally,  then  one  step  diagonally
outward).  However,  the  Horse  can  be
blocked.  If  any  piece  occupies  the
orthogonal step, the Horse cannot move
in that direction. This makes the Horse
more  predictable  and  easier  to  block
than its Western equivalent.

THE CHARIOT (車/俥)
The Chariot is the most powerful piece
on the board. It moves any number of
squares orthogonally, exactly like a Rook
in Western chess. It is the primary piece

for delivering checkmate and controlling
open files.

THE CANNON (炮/砲)
This  is  the  most  distinctive  piece  in
Chinese Chess. The Cannon moves like a
Chariot  (any  number  of  squares
orthogonally) but captures differently. To
capture,  the  Cannon  must  jump  over
exactly one piece (a "screen") between
itself and the target. This unique ability
makes  the  Cannon  a  devastating
weapon for long-range attacks and forks.

THE SOLDIER (兵/卒)
Before crossing the River, a Soldier can
only  move  one  step  forward.  After
crossing the River, it gains the ability to
move  one  step  left  or  right  as  well,
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making it a much more dangerous piece
in the endgame.

Core Strategic
Principles for
Beginners
Mastering  Chinese  Chess  requires
understanding  several  key  strategic
concepts that differ from Western chess.
When  engaging  with  Chinese  Chess:
An Introduction to China's  Ancient
Game of  Strategy,  beginners  should
focus on these foundational ideas:

Control the Center and the1.
River: The intersection points
near the river are crucial.

Controlling them allows you to
launch attacks across the board
and limit your opponent's mobility.
Develop Your Pieces Early: Do2.
not move the same piece
repeatedly at the start. Develop
your Chariots, Horses, and
Cannons to active positions to
prepare for the middle game.
Protect Your General: Keep your3.
Advisors and Elephants in
defensive positions. A well-
guarded General is hard to
checkmate. Do not expose your
General unnecessarily.
Use the Cannons Creatively:4.
The Cannon is a unique piece.
Look for screens (your own or your
opponent's pieces) to create
threats. Placing Cannons opposite
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the opponent's General with a
piece in between is a classic and
powerful attack.
Coordinate Your Forces: Single5.
pieces rarely win a game. Learn to
coordinate your Horses, Chariots,
and Cannons. For example, a
Chariot and a Horse working
together can create powerful
attacking formations.
The Power of the Soldier: Do6.
not underestimate your Soldiers.
Once they cross the River, they
become multifunctional. A single
Soldier deep in enemy territory
can be a significant nuisance and
can support major pieces.

Common Tactics
and Checkmate
Patterns
Just like in any strategy game, certain
recurring  patterns  arise  in  Chinese
Chess.  Recognizing  these  patterns  is
essential for improvement.

The Double Chariot
Checkmate: Using two Chariots
on adjacent files to deliver an
unstoppable checkmate, often
forcing the General into the
corner.
The Cannon Checkmate: A
classic pattern where a Cannon
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uses a piece as a screen to give
check to an exposed General. If
the General cannot move out of
the line, it is checkmate.
The Horse-Cannon Fork:
Attacking two high-value pieces
simultaneously with a Cannon or a
Horse. The Horse, in particular, is
excellent for creating forks due to
its unique movement, provided it
is not blocked.
The "Blind" Check: A check
given by a Horse or Cannon that
forces the opponent to move their
General into a more vulnerable
position, setting up a subsequent
checkmate.

Endgame
Principles: From
Strength to
Victory
The endgame in Chinese Chess is where
technique  and  precision  matter  most.
With  fewer  pieces  on  the  board,  the
va lue  o f  a  s ing le  so ld ier  or  the
placement  of  the  General  becomes
critical.
One  of  the  most  important  endgame
concepts is the "Flying General" rule. In
the  endgame,  players  often  use  their
own  General  to  control  the  center  file,
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l imiting  the  opponent's  General's
movement.  The  Chariot  becomes
devastating in the endgame because of
its ability to check the General from a
distance and control entire ranks.
Another  key  endgame  principle  is
promotion. While there is no promotion
of Soldiers in the same way as pawns in
Western  chess,  a  Soldier  that  has
crossed  the  River  and  reached  the
Palace area can be lethal. Learning how
to use a single Soldier with a Chariot or a
Horse  to  f o r ce  checkmate  i s  a
fundamental  ski l l .

The Cultural

Impact and
Global Reach of
Xiangqi
Chinese  Chess:  An  Introduction  to
China's  Ancient  Game  of  Strategy
w o u l d  b e  i n c o m p l e t e  w i t h o u t
acknowledging  its  profound  cultural
impact.  In  China,  you  can  find  Xiangqi
being played in  parks,  teahouses,  and
community centers every single day. It is
a social activity, a spectator sport, and a
mental exercise rolled into one.
The  game  has  also  made  significant
inroads internationally. With the Chinese
diaspora, Xiangqi clubs have sprung up
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in cities across the world, from New York
to London to Sydney. The World Xiangqi
Federation  (WXF)  governs  international
competit ions,  and  there  are  now
professional  players  who  compete  in
tournaments  with  substantial  prize
pools.
Furthermore, the digital  age has given
Xiangqi  a  new  lease  on  life.  Online
platforms and mobile apps allow players
to  practice,  compete,  and  learn  from
grandmasters  in  real  t ime.  This
access ib i l i ty  has  he lped  a  new
generation  discover  the  beauty  and
depth  of  this  ancient  game.

Comparing
Chinese Chess
and Western
Chess
While  both  games  are  strategic
masterpieces,  they  encourage  different
styles of thinking. Western chess is often
characterized  by  its  explosive,  long-
range pieces (Queen and Bishop) and a
high  premium  on  material.  The  game
tends to reach a conclusion faster due to
the power of the Queen.
Chinese Chess, on the other hand, feels
more positional and methodical. The lack
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o f  a  Q u e e n  a n d  t h e  b l o c k i n g
mechanisms for the Horse and Elephant
make  p iece  coord inat ion  more
challenging and rewarding. The presence
of  the  Cannon  forces  players  to  think
about  indirect  attacks  and  long-term
positioning.  The  game  often  features
longer,  more  grinding  battles  where  a
single  pawn  advantage  can  be  the
deciding factor.
Learning both games can make you a
more  versatile  strategist.  However,  for
those  interested  in  a  game that  feels
more like a simulated war of  attrition,
Chinese  Chess:  An  Introduction  to
China's  Ancient  Game  of  Strategy
offers a uniquely rewarding experience.

Getting Started:
Resources and
First Steps
If  you are intrigued and want  to  start
playing,  the good news is  that getting
started  is  easier  than  ever.  You  can
purchase a physical set from most online
retailers  or  Asian  specialty  stores.
Alternatively,  numerous  free  apps  and
websites  allow  you  to  play  against  AI
opponents of varying difficulties.
For learning the rules, start by playing a
few games against  a very low-level  AI
just  to  get  comfortable  with  piece
movements. Do not worry about strategy
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yet. Focus on the mechanics: how each
piece moves, the river, the palace, and
the flying general rule.
Next,  study  a  few  basic  checkmate

patterns.  Learning  how  to  checkmate
with  a  Chariot,  or  with  a  Cannon and
support, will give you concrete goals to
work toward in your games


