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What should we write 
under a Proof Game diagram?

How to formulate the Proof Game stipulation?

   (German: Forderung)

          ??????

I came across more than 10 different Proof Game stipulations.

In the FIDE Albums alone, I found 8 different stipulations.

Clearly, people have been searching for the right words.



Chaos



Confusion

Surely, the word “genau” (“exactly”) is completely unnecessary here (ugly too!)

Probleemblad 2007   PDB



Without the word “genau”, 
nobody will seriously say 
that the solution of part (a) 
is a cook in part (b).

Where did this come from?



Let’s go back a bit...



A game to prove that a positon is legal.
The number of moves is irrelevant.

This is still in our Codex today:

Codex Article 14 – Legality of Positions:
A position is legal if it can be reached by a 
sequence of moves from the initial array. 
Such a sequence of moves is called a proof 
game.

Where does “Proof Game” come from? 



More than 100 years ago, composers 
started to use the concept of the 
Shortest Proof Game (or Test-Game) as 
a chess problem stipulation.

“Proof Game” as a stipulation



FIDE Album 1945-55

• Shortest Proof Game (SPG/KBP)

• Number of moves is NOT given

• Dualistic game

• Length record: 183.0 moves 
from the game array

• In 2016 Harry Goldsteen 
published an extended version 
with 185.0 moves



FIDE Album 1980-82

• Two unique, dual-free games
• The exact number of moves is given
• Why two different stipulations?



Confusion



Shortest Proof Games
Gerd Wilts & Andrey Frolkin - 1991 

1. “Position after the 12th move of Black. How did the game go?”
 (for dual-free PGs)

2. “Position after the 12th move of Black. What could have been the game?”
 (for dualistic PGs)

[of course, the number “12” is just an example]

Except for some colouring PGs, the book used only 
these 2 stipulations:



Shortest Proof Games
Gerd Wilts & Andrey Frolkin - 1991 



Shortest Proof Games
Gerd Wilts & Andrey Frolkin - 1991 



Wait: Is this really a “Shortest” Proof Game?



Interesting ... There is only 1 
solution:
1.e4 e6
2.Bb5 Ke7!
3.Bxd7 c6
4.Be8 Kxe8

But the position can 
be reached in 3½ or 3 
moves:

1.e3 c6
2.Bb5 e6
3.Bxc6 dxc6
4.e4

1.e4 e6
2.Bc4 c6
3.Bxe6 dxe6

Why are these NOT cooks? Because they DO NOT SOLVE the problem!
The exact number of moves is given: 4 white and 4 black moves.
This is NOT a “Shortest Proof Game” but an “Exact Proof Game”



A common misunderstanding

“A short solution is a cook”!

In a moremover? – Yes  
In a selfmate? – Yes

In an SPG? – Yes 
In an Exact PG? – No! 

In an exact PG, a shorter game does NOT satisfy the stipulation,
so (by definition) it is NOT a solution 

and therefore it cannot be a cook.

Let us not automatically apply principles from one problem genre 
to another problem genre. Each genre has its own characteristics 
and surely, PGs form a very specific set of chess problems, so they 

can (and do!) have their own laws and principles. 



So the title was Shortest Proof Games
but not all problems in the book were SPGs

This maybe added to the confusion

“Position after the 4th move of Black. How did the game go?”

is identical to:

“Proof game in exactly 4.0 moves”

The 1991 book shows that :



a) 1.e4 c6 2.Df3 Da5 3.Df6
exf6 4.e5 Ke7 5.e6 Kd6 6.e7
Dh5 7.e8=D b5 8.De4 Se7
9.Dxc6+ Ke5 10.Df3 Sd5
11.Dd1 La3 
= 11,0 moves (dual-free)

b) 1.Sc3 Sf6 2.Se4 Sd5 3.Sf6
exf6 4.e4 La3 5.e5 Ke7 6.e6
Kd6 7.e7 Ke5 8.e8=S De7
9.Sxc7 De6 10.Sb5 Dh3
11.Sc3 b5 12.Sb1 
= 11,5 moves (dual-free)

Let’s look at some SPG (German: KBP)

Number of moves NOT given



Solution: 
42,0 moves

(dualistic)

A dualistic SPG (KBP)

Number of moves NOT given



Note: The number of 
moves is given, but only 
to help the solver, it 
seems.

The number of moves is 
NOT a necessary part of 
the stipulation SPG! 

Another dualistic SPG (KBP)

Often in an SPG, the number 
of moves is part of the puzzle!



1. Shortest Proof Game (SPG)

So we have 2 kinds of PG problems
2. Exact Proof Game (EPG*)

*) The term “EPG” is not perfect and could cause confusion by itself. It means: a 
Proof Game for which the exact number of moves is given under the diagram 
(the solution itself might contain duals, but this is not accepted nowadays).



1. Shortest Proof Game? (SPG)
- Number of moves is NOT required, but CAN be given
- A shorter game is a cook

2. Proof Game in exactly n moves (EPG)
- The exact number of moves is given
- A shorter game is NOT a cook

We need just 2 stipulations, not 10!

Two stipulations for
two kinds of PG problems



But the confusion grew ...
as we began to abbreviate the stipulations

Shortest proof game?
Shortest test game?

SPG?
SPG

Position after the 12th move of Black. How did the game go?
Position after the 12th move of Black. Proof game?

Proof Game in 12,0 moves
PG in 12,0 moves

PG in 12,0
PG 12

EPG

SPG

And because in most PGs, the solution is the shortest possible game, people 
began to think that every PG should be an SPG. Not true!



We began to mix SPG with EPG

Shortest proof game?
Shortest test game?

SPG?
SPG

“SPG in 12,0 moves”

Position after the 12th move of Black. How did the game go?
Position after the 12th move of Black. Proof game?

Proof Game in 12,0 moves
PG in 12,0 moves
PG in exactly 12,0

PG 12

SPG

EPG

And the word “exact” (“genau”) began to appear



1. “Shortest Proof Game?” (SPG)
- Number of moves is NOT required, but CAN be given
- A shorter game is a cook

2. “Proof Game in Exactly n moves” (EPG)
- The exact number of moves is given
- A shorter game is NOT a cook

3. “Proof Game in n moves” (the most common stipulation nowadays!)
- The exact number of moves is given
- But: is a shorter game a cook or not??
In other words: Are we dealing with an SPG or an EPG?

The current situation:
Two kinds of PG problems - Three stipulations:



“Proof Game in 12 moves”
What does it mean?

What do we want it to mean?

Should it mean:
“Position after the 12th move of Black. How did the game go?” (EPG)

Or should it mean:
“Find the shortest Proof Game! (the composer says it takes 12 moves)” (SPG)

In other words: What should be the DEFAULT (the standard) for PGs?

I want to approach this issue historically and logically



A historical approach

FIDE Album 1980-82

• Two unique, dual-free games
• For both, the exact number of moves is given
• For both, no shorter game exists
• So the stipulations must have meant the same
• It seems: “BP in 37 Einzelzügen” = “BP in genau 37 Einzelzügen”



Rosetta stone
found 1799 in Egypt

It contained the same text in 3 languages 
and helped decipher the hieroglyphics

A historical approach (2)



A Rosetta stone in the FIDE Album 1989-91

• For French solvers: Find the shortest game (it is 21.0 moves)

• For German solvers: Find a game in exactly 21.0 moves

• For English solvers: Find a game in 21.0 moves 

• Of course the stipulations were meant to be identical in meaning.
• So: Helpgame in 21.0 = SPG? (like the French)? or EPG? (like the German)?
• In fact, only the German text is completely unambigious, and it clearly 

describes an EPG



This book uses only 2 stipulations:

For a few dualistic PGs:
“Position after the 12th move by White. 
How could the game have gone?”

For all other PGs:
“Position after the 12th move by White. 
How did the game go?”

So for them, the default (standard) situation was an Exact PG

Let’s have another look at the book:

Shortest Proof Games
Gerd Wilts & Andrey Frolkin - 1991 



Two PGs in the Wilts/Frolkin book

The stipulations are 100% identical.
(As we saw, this was later abbreviated to PG in 4.0 moves)

We know the right one is an EPG, so the left one is an EPG as well!

In other words, the authors did not distinguish between an PG without a 
shorter game (on the left) and an PG with a shorter game (on the right).



The same two PGs in the PDB

Why “genau”?? – because BP in 4,0 was perceived as KBP in 4,0.

But that is not based on the historical situation in the Albums or the 1991 book!



The composer has 2 options to challenge the solver:

1. The solver must find the number of moves;
this number of moves is part of the puzzle.

2. The solver is told the number of moves;
the number of moves is NOT part of the puzzle.

“Shortest Proof Game in 12 moves” is thus not very logical, 
because “in 12 moves” is in fact unnecessary information.

From this point of view, “PG in 12 moves” sounds like an EPG to me.

A logical approach



If we say: The default is EPG, we are effectively saying:
“PG in 12 moves” means:
Find a Proof Game in exactly 12,0 moves

If we say: The default is SPG, we are effectively saying:
“PG in 12 moves” means:
“Find the Shortest Proof Game (it takes 12,0 moves)”

Logically, should the default be EPG or SPG?

In the first case, we need 2 stipulations:
“SPG?” (possibly with the number of moves)
“PG in 12 moves”

In the second case, we need an extra stipulation!
“PG in exactly 12 moves”
I believe that is not necessary, so I am in favour of the first option.



SPG EPG

“PG in exactly n moves”“SPG?”

SPG (in n moves)
=

PG in n moves

Most PGs (by far) are in the middle: it does not matter whether we interpret 
them as SPG or EPG. But it DOES matter for the ones on the left and on the right.
As you can see, we need just TWO stipulations to describe them all.

Number of moves is given
No shorter game exists

Stipulations



Conclusion

Logically,
“Proof Game in n moves” 

can be read as
“Proof Game in exactly n moves”

Historically, it seems to have been like that for a while
 (e.g. in the Album and the Wilts/Frolkin book)

Only later, the perception shifted to SPG as default
(among some people, not everyone!)

But that perception has led to THREE stipulations where only 
TWO are actually required



1. “Shortest Proof Game?”
Number of moves is NOT given
(although it may be given to help the solver)

2. “Proof Game in exactly n moves”
The exact number of moves is given
(so a shorter game is NOT a cook)

The way forward

Let us agree on two stipulations:

And then let us skip the word “exactly”
If it is the default, we don’t need it anymore!



1. “Shortest Proof Game?”
Number of moves is NOT given
(although it may be given to help the solver)

2. “Proof Game in exactly n moves”
The exact number of moves is given
(so a shorter game is NOT a cook)

The way forward

Let us agree on two stipulations:

And then let us skip the word “exactly”
If it is the default, we don’t need it anymore!



If we skip the word “exactly”, do we lose anything?

Here nobody will miss the “tries”



But sometimes a composer wants to draw 
attention to the existence of a shorter game

I can think of a few possibilities to do that:

Or we might use: PG 11,5*

Or maybe PG 11,5 (try)



And sometimes a composer wants to draw 
attention to his own birthday tournament  ;-)

Further details on:

 www.thbrand.de/retroblog/

and soon on the WFCC Composition Calender

*
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