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Introduction

Thinking Sideways

In 1917, a young French artist signed a porcelain urinal with a pseudonym, submitted it to a New York art show and changed the art world forever. Though this now infamous piece, ‘Fountain’, was rejected from that exhibition, it ignited a conversation that still hasn’t ended. What is art? What is ingenuity? The unexpected toilet put immense pressure on the art gallery’s jury, which had claimed it would accept all submissions. It’s fitting that the man who entered it, Marcel Duchamp, was also a chess master, though he is now better known as one of the most significant artists in history, with the urinal later voted by art experts as the most influential piece of 20th-century art. The shocking entry was much more than a commentary on the art world: it was a porcelain checkmate.

Duchamp had a small body of work because he refused to repeat himself. He looked for new ideas, even at the risk of being ridiculed for them. Duchamp had outgrown what he saw as ‘retinal art’ – interested only in pleasing the eye. His work was more about appealing to the mind, demonstrating new ways to think.

In 1918, Duchamp moved to Buenos Aires and began playing chess avidly to the point where he even stopped making art for a few years to focus on chess. He even carved his own pieces. In one legendary incident, Duchamp’s wife glued the pieces to his board to prevent him from playing.1 In a 1919 letter, he wrote, ‘I play day and night and nothing in the whole world interests me more than finding the right move.’2 In one of his best games, Duchamp gave up a powerful piece to line up a surprise checkmate across the long diagonal cutting through the board.3

Chess appealed to him because each game is different. Duchamp couldn’t repeat himself even if he wanted to there. Duchamp’s career was a preview of the values that would lead to success in our modern world. I don’t mean selling toilets for millions of dollars, or playing chess games on your honeymoon. It is much broader than that. Duchamp became wildly successful because he saw the increasing values of creativity, standing out and seeing things from a new angle. His work is an unforgettable reminder that being the first to do something has inherent value.

He was enthralled by the dance of the chess pieces and his art reflected an obsession with movement too, from the bicycle wheel he presented as a ‘ready-made’ sculpture to the blurred rush of chess pieces and nudes descending a staircase in one early painting. Readymades from the bicycle wheel to the urinal have sold for millions of dollars, though Duchamp derided the commercial side of art, praising chess for its lack of materialism. As he once famously said, ‘I have come to the personal conclusion that while all artists are not chess players, all chess players are artists.’4 Duchamp even embraced movements that seemed catastrophic at first. Like when a work he spent eight years on, known as ‘The Large Glass’, was shattered in transit. Rather than restore or remake it, Duchamp glued the pieces back together, letting the obvious cracks become part of the piece: it was finally finished.

In many ways, Duchamp showed us how attributes of a chess player can apply beyond the board. A crucial one is the ability to concentrate, which allows us to get in touch with our deepest thoughts, and find novel ideas. The total mental immersion that chess often brings is a state that is now known as ‘flow’, a term coined by famous psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi who first experienced flow by playing chess. The game requires each player to stay present and focused, to track the rapidly expanding possibilities.

Chess is, above all, the art of the possible. It’s human thought in constant motion. A small space like a chessboard may seem like it has limited options but when you explore, you’ll always find more: in the first four moves of chess, there are already billions of possibilities. Add up every grain of sand on earth and every drop in the oceans and we’re still nowhere close to the number of possible chess games. There are more unique chess games than atoms in the observable universe.

To deal with this multitude of possibilities, chess players develop skills and strategies that I call ‘thinking sideways’. What I mean by ‘thinking sideways’ is merging creative thinking with analysis. It’s a logical method to find more possibilities. As a three-time national chess champion, poker pro and coach, I’ve spent my entire career finding the moves that other people miss and helping others to do the same. All my biggest wins, in life and in games, were because I saw a sideways move – from the game-winning tactic that won my first championship title to my ideas for podcasts and art pieces, and even to risking everything to stand up for my beliefs.

Thinking sideways allows us to not just find more ways but better ways of doing things. It opens your eyes to moves that no one else saw but are right next to you. This way of thinking becomes natural when you fall in love with possibility, rather than fear it.

While this sounds intuitive, it can be hard to execute – on or off the chessboard. Most of us aren’t considering all the options when making life choices and therefore we don’t always make the best move. We might get tunnel vision and zero in on a bad idea, blind to other possibilities, or we just stop thinking when we find an option that is good enough.

As a species, we like to propel ourselves ahead. We’re not crabs: our knees and our eyes are built for forward movement. We look into the future both as we plan our dreams and project our fears. Chess players have a reputation for being particularly good at this forward thinking, plotting many moves ahead. But the clarity that strikes chess masters is not usually a light at the end of a long tunnel but the best move in the moment. We think sideways to seize an opportunity, idea or chess move that no one else bothered to consider. In today’s hyper competitive world, thinking sideways can propel you to greatness. If you see a move no one else sees, you provide a value that no one else can.

In this book, I’ll show you that there is a lot to learn from the way chess players think, even if you never move a single chess piece. Throughout, I’ll break down the lessons and secrets from the chess world that will lead you to your own version of success. Each chapter focuses on a skill, strategy or way of thinking that is as useful in life as it is in chess.

I’ll introduce you to ‘decision trees’ – a decision-making framework that chess players use to scan for all the viable options before making a move. This strategy can help you avoid tunnel vision or false binary choices, and can bring clarity when making decisions like where to live, what to name your business and even who to date.

I’ll also show you why chess is a brilliant canvas for honing our time-management skills and how to spend the right amount of time on each decision. You’ll learn about the two types of chess time, and what they teach us about how to think about and value time in our own life and work.

We’ll learn how to identify our own strengths and build confidence, as well as seeing strengths in others. We’ll meet one entrepreneur who leveraged his particular strengths to invent a wacky sport called chessboxing, and I’ll challenge you to find and cultivate combinations in your own suite of talents to develop your own version of chessboxing.

I’ll introduce you to champions of memory, of poker and of chess to teach you how to retain and recall more, culminating in a technique I coined called SOFA, designed to help you remember anything. And we’ll learn from the best players in the world how measuring out your mistakes can help avoid major blunders in all areas of life.

Sharing my own stories as a champion and coach, as well as academic research I’ve co-authored, I’ll explore the importance of a growth mindset and process-oriented goals to help you work through disappointment and stagnation and come out even stronger. From sports stars to inventors and investors, we’ll meet the thinkers and leaders who prove that changing the rules can be just as powerful as winning by them.

Thinking sideways is where logic meets imagination – it means structuring your decisions while always looking for surprises. It’s a way to stay present, think big and spot possibilities that others miss. This book will show you how to think sideways, even if you never play chess. Game on.
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