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When I first grilled James Martin Nysted about the game of chess, I had no idea that I'd be opening up a personal can of worms much too hot to handle.  He is no loss for words when it comes to chess, and he connects the game to just about everything, whether it's Edgar Allan Poe's poem The Raven, Trevanian's novel Shibumi, the supernatural, or even mental telepathy.  But what ties it all together, he says, is the concept of the killer instinct. 

The killer instinct, Nysted explains, takes chess to an entirely different level.  It is an exponent of courage.  It involves taking chess beyond the mental realm and into the physical realm.  A cerebral exchange takes place between the two adversaries.  The superior player infiltrates his opponent's mind and reprograms it.  An idea is infused into the psyche of the opponent and when the idea manifests itself on the chessboard, the killer instinct has prevailed.  Nysted equates this with mental telepathy and he references the character of Nicholai Hel, the antihero of Trevanian's 1979 international espionage yarn, Shibumi. 

In the novel the antihero Hel seeks to obtain "Shibumi," a Japanese concept used often in martial arts, referring to a state of active spiritual tranquility, "a personality of overwhelming calm," an "effortless state of perfection."  Shibumi is the understated beauty that underlies everything in life and Hel seeks to discover it via two things: becoming a disciplined champion of the Japanese game of Go, and becoming the world's highest paid assassin. 

The implementation of the killer instinct in the game of chess, according to Nysted, is a parallel to Hel discovering Shibumi through the game of Go and assassination.  Like Shibumi, the killer instinct is "domination without authority."  It is a natural urge to find harmony in all action.   Everything in life, for Jim Nysted, is a simplified paradigm for the killer instinct through chess in the same way that everything in life for Nicholai Hel became a simplified paradigm for Go and assassination. 

Hel also had a "proximity sense" that allowed him to always know when someone else was watching him, whether it was from a mile away or from the immediate vicinity.  Nysted suggests that the killer instinct might involve a similar parapsychological talent. 

At one time, the killer instinct furnished Nysted with a passageway to a different reality.  He could do things on the chessboard that he couldn't do in real life.  For him, this was tangible proof that the imagination could be made real.  The whole scenario took on a supernatural aura, one that could only have resulted from a psychic maelstrom gone painfully awry. 

Originally the killer instinct was borne from a war going on inside Nysted's mind, a war that is now--fortunately or unfortunately--in a period of truce.  The killer, it seems, has gone into repose and the instinct has subsequently vanished.  "When you lose the killer instinct," he explains, "it becomes self-evident.  And you better know when to quit." 

I immediately answered by saying that it's never too late to get the killer instinct back.   

And that's exactly where Poe's The Raven comes in.  Nysted can recite the entire poem off the top of his head and he compares his losing the killer instinct at chess to the plight of the poem's narrator--the lonely self-tortured man longing for "the lost Lenore, the rare and radiant maiden whom the angels name Lenore."  For Nysted, the radiant maiden named Lenore and the killer instinct are one and the same.  But unlike the narrator, Nysted is not forever stuck in the darkness of his chamber.  On the contrary, he is indeed capable of getting back the killer instinct; Lenore may return to him, if he really wants her to. 

Nysted has lectured at some length about how the killer instinct at chess is cross-connected to a vast array of ideological, philosophical, theological, and misanthropical discourses--all of which are beyond the scope of this profile--but it goes to show that the killer instinct is organic in nature and that it operates on a micro level of self-organization.  The killer instinct is a volatile cross-theoretical synergism involving many disparate elements.  It is not a closed equation like: x = y and not z.  Instead, it is an open system: ...x + y + z...   It is an industrialization of the unconscious.  It is a multiplicity that uproots the striated space of the chessboard and the predetermined identities of the chess pieces. 

Nysted is a man who cannot be represented by one particular idea.  There is a multiplicity of ideas in his brain, each one shooting off on its own trajectory, but all of which, somehow, are still connected via the killer instinct and the game of chess.  "There are two things worth mentioning," he says.  "One is that the imagination can be made real on the chessboard.   The other is that chess is life.  When both of these are gone, then it's time to quit." 

SIDEBAR: 

Jim Nysted is an independently wealthy Vietnam veteran who surfaces most often in downtown San Jose, California.  His prowess on the chessboard has been the topic of discussion in nearly every watering hole in the neighborhood.  He adores the King's Gambit, he loathes castling queenside, and he carries on all night about the Ruy Lopez.  But he's deeply at war with himself over the fact that he's lost the killer instinct for the game.  Will he ever get it back?  We can only wait and see. 
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