The Tactics and Tradition of Shogi
Besides the many conveniences of a cosmopolitan city which abound in Tokyo, there are also many opportunities for uniquely Japanese cultural enrichment.  Such offerings range from sumo bouts in Ryogoku to tea ceremonies at Meiji Shrine.  One cultural experience which offers both deep intellectual stimulation and lifelong enjoyment is the game of Japanese chess, known as shogi (将棋).
Shogi originated from the same roots as chess.  The origin is believed to be a game called chatranga, which was first played in India between 300 and 200 BC.  It is rumored to have been brought to Japan from China during the Nara Period (710-794 AD).  The first recorded games of shogi in Japan occurred during the Heian period (around 1000 AD).  
The rules of shogi have much in common with chess, but the strategy can actually be more complex.  Like chess, the pieces represent various roles in an army:  king, gold general, silver general, knight, chariot, pawn.  However, the action takes place on a nine-by-nine grid, adding one rank and one file to the 64-square chess board.  Each side has 20 pieces, as opposed to the 16 pieces used in chess.  In addition, the pieces (駒) are flat tiles, differing from the three-dimensional renderings of chess.  Pieces which reach the final three rows on the opponent’s side are promoted by flipping over the tile to reveal the “promoted” Kanji character for the piece.  Most significantly, opposing pieces which are captured can be placed on the board as members of the captor’s army, adding an additional dimension of calculation to the game.  Such additional complexity may explain why no shogi computer program has prevailed over a human champion in an even game, while a chess-playing program has defeated a world champion.  
Several large and prestigious tournaments are held every year in Japan and occasionally abroad.  Two of the most famous of these are the Ryuu-Oo (竜王), or Dragon-king, tournament, which is sponsored by the Yomiuri Shimbun newspaper, and the Meijin Tournament (名人戦), which is sponsored by the Mainichi Shimbun newspaper.  The most famous shogi player is probably Yoshiharu Habu, who in 1996 was defending champion of all seven of the titled professional tournaments at once, and thus held the title of seven-crown-king, or 七冠王.  
While the top pros are ranked as high as the 9th rank (九段), the Japan Shogi Foundation (日本将棋連盟) sanctions rankings for all levels .  The stronger players are assigned a “dan” （段）ranking, while less-experienced players are assigned a “kyuu” (級) ranking.  Those rated above 4-dan （四段）are considered to be professional.

Another interesting facet of shogi is the abundance of proverbs which provide insight into the game’s basic strategy.  A famous one is “a pawn is worth a thousand generals” (一歩値千金).  This indicates that, in several situations, having an extra pawn in hand to drop against your opponent can be a huge advantage.
Opportunities to learn more about the game abound.  The Japan Shogi Hall (日本将棋会館) in Sendagaya offers opportunities for both lessons and casual play.  Members of Yahoo! Japan can play in online rooms partitioned by skill level.  Many of the major tournaments are televised and analysis is available via the internet.  Several PC programs are available for download, and programs for all major console gaming systems can be easily found.
While a Westerner may be intimidated by the Kanji names on the pieces and the high skill level of domestic players, one can grasp enough of the rules to play a casual game in little time.  The number of people in Japan who play shogi at least once a year is estimated to be about 7.1 million people, according to the Socio-Economic Productivity Foundation (財団法人社会経済生産性本部), making knowledge of the game useful in conversation with many friends and co-workers.  The enjoyment of playing such a challenging game and the enrichment it can add to a stay in Tokyo make learning shogi a worthwhile investment of one’s time.
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