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Series Introduction
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In 2020, I started this series of books on smaller variations and opening systems that typically lack dedicated books. It turns out that diving deep into these lines was particularly meaningful for a wide group of readers, particularly those who found it relevant to skip the large volumes of opening theory that often was associated with having to meet openings such as the Sicilian Defense, the King’s Indian, the Grünfeld Defense as White or find sharp or interesting ways to counter major opening variation complexes such as the Alapin Sicilian, the Petroff, the Reti Opening.

The present book is the latest in that series, which now counts twelve volumes, with several additional planned or in the process of being written, some of which came as ideas from readers of other volumes in the series. So, if you have an opening idea that you think has been overlooked or generally speaking merits a deep dive of its own, don’t hesitate to reach out to us at carstenchess@gmail.com.

Thanks again for picking up this volume, and we hope you will enjoy it as much as we enjoyed discovering and writing about these openings and variations.

Carsten Hansen
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Introduction
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Inspiration for books comes from many places. For this book, I stumbled upon it while looking for tactical puzzles for my column in Chess Life: a game with this line I didn’t recall seeing before. I started analyzing it a bit and found that Black not only had perfectly good chances to equalize, but it was also much more interesting than the main line against the Four Knights Scotch. What appealed to me was that Black not only equalized, but she also never had any problems and won a beautiful game. (My apologies for bringing the following games without meaningful annotations; there are plenty of those to the game in the respective chapters, and the games are often shown in full)

A. Rakhmangulova – K. Kulon

Polish Team ch (Chotowa) 2025

1.e4 e5 2.Nf3 Nf6 3.Nc3 Nc6 4.d4 exd4 5.Nxd4 Nxe4!

Now you have my attention. 

[image: A chess board with chess pieces
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6.Nxe4 Qe7 7.f3 d5 8.Bb5 Bd7 9.Bxc6 bxc6 10.0–0 dxe4 11.Re1 0–0–0 12.Rxe4 Qb4 13.Nb3 Qb7 14.Be3 Bf5 15.Rd4 Bd6 16.Qe2 Rhe8 17.c4 Be5 18.Rxd8+ Rxd8 19.Bf2 Bf6 20.Rd1 Rxd1+ 21.Qxd1 Qa6 

[image: A chess board with chess pieces
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22.Nd4 Bd7 23.Qb3 Qa5 24.Nc2 Qd2 

With simple means, Black has obtained a winning position.

25.g4 Be6 26.Ne3 Qxb2 27.Qxb2 Bxb2 28.Kf1 Be5 29.h4 Kb7 30.Ke2 Ka6 31.Kd3 Ka5 32.Ke4 Bd6 33.f4 Kb4 34.Be1+ Kc5 35.Bf2 Bxc4 36.Nf5+ Kb4 37.Nxd6 cxd6 38.a3+ Kxa3 39.Bxa7 c5 40.Bb8 d5+ 41.Ke5 d4 42.Ke4 Kb3 43.Bc7 Kc2 44.Ba5 Be2, and White resigned, 0–1.

So, where do the roots of this variation come from? It turns out that the variation is named the Schmid Variation on account of the following game:

E. Bogoljubow – L. Schmid

German ch (Bad Pyrmont) 1949

1.e4 e5 2.Nf3 Nc6 3.Nc3 Nf6 4.d4 exd4 5.Nxd4 Nxe4 6.Nxc6 Nxc3 7.Nxd8 Nxd1 8.Nxf7 Nxf2 9.Nxh8 Nxh1 10.Bd3 Bc5 11.Bxh7 Nf2 12.Bf4 d6 13.Bg6+ Kf8 14.Bg3 Ng4 15.Nf7 Ne3 16.Kd2 Bf5 17.Ng5 Bxg6 18.Ne6+ Ke7 19.Nxc5 Nxc2 20.Bh4+ Ke8 21.Ne6 Kd7 22.Nf4 Nxa1 23.Nxg6 Re8 24.Bf2 Nc2 25.Nf4 Nb4, and White resigned, 0–1.

Not exactly a stellar performance by the former two-time World Championship challenger.

That same year, the line was tried again in a completely different part of the world. Was Shocron familiar with the Bogoljubow-Schmid game above? Who knows? Opening novelties didn’t travel particularly fast in those days. 

M. Czerniak – R. Shocron

Argentinian ch (Buenos Aires) 1949

1.e4 e5 2.Nf3 Nc6 3.Nc3 Nf6 4.d4 exd4 5.Nxd4 Nxe4 6.Nxe4 Qe7 7.Be2 Qxe4 8.Nb5 Kd8 9.0–0 Bc5 10.Bd3 Qh4 11.g3 Qf6 12.Qh5 Ne5 13.Be4 h6 14.Bf4 Re8 15.Nc3 c6 16.Rad1 g5 17.Be3 Bxe3 18.fxe3 Qg7 19.Bf5 Kc7 20.Ne2 d5 21.Nd4 Be6 22.Rd2 Rad8 23.Rdf2 Kb8 24.Bxe6 fxe6 25.Rf6 Qd7 26.Rxh6 Re7 27.Rff6 Rde8 28.Rh8 c5 29.Nxe6 b6 30.Rxe8+ Rxe8 31.Nxg5 Re7 32.Nf3 Ng4 33.Rf8+ Kb7 34.Qf5 Nxe3 35.Qxd7+ Rxd7 36.c3 Nd1 37.Ne5 Re7 38.Rf7 Rxf7 39.Nxf7 Nxb2 40.h4 c4 41.Kf1 Nd3 42.Ke2 Nc5 43.h5 Ne6 44.h6 Nf8 45.g4 Kc7 46.g5 Kd7 47.Ne5+, and Black resigned, 1–0.

Then, a few years later, it was tested again...

N. Cortlever – J. Barendregt

Dutch ch (Amsterdam) 1954

1.e4 e5 2.Nf3 Nf6 3.Nc3 Nc6 4.d4 exd4 5.Nxd4 Nxe4 6.Nxe4 Qe7 7.f3 d5 8.Bb5 Bd7 9.Bxc6 bxc6 10.0–0 dxe4 11.Re1 f5 12.fxe4 fxe4 13.Qe2 g6 14.Qxe4 Qxe4 15.Rxe4+ Kd8 16.Bf4 Bc5 17.Rd1 Re8 18.Rxe8+ Kxe8 19.Bxc7 Be6 20.b3 Rc8 21.Bd6 Bxd4+ 22.Rxd4 c5 23.Ra4 Rc6 24.Bf4 a6 25.c4 Kd7 26.Ra5 Bf5 27.Be3 Kd6 28.Kf2 h5 29.g3 Bb1 30.Ke2 Bf5 31.Kd2 Bg4 32.Kc3 Be6 33.Kd3 Bf5+ 34.Ke2 Bg4+ 35.Kf2 Bf5 36.Bf4+ Kd7 37.Be5 Kc8 38.Bf4 Kb7 39.Be3 Kb6 40.Ra3 Kc7 41.h4 Be4 42.Ke2 Bf5 43.Ra5 Kd6 44.Kf3 Bc2 45.Kf4 Bb1 46.g4 hxg4 47.Kxg4 Bf5+ 48.Kg5 Bb1 49.Bf2 Bd3 50.Bg1 Bb1 51.Kf6 Bd3 52.Bh2+ Kd7+ 53.Ke5 Kc7 54.Kd5+ Kb6 55.Rxa6+ Kxa6 56.Kxc6 Bb1 57.Kxc5 Bxa2 58.b4 Kb7 59.b5 Bb1 60.Kb4 Be4 61.c5 Bf3 62.c6+ Ka8 63.Kc5 Bg2 64.b6 Bxc6 65.Kxc6 g5 66.b7+

1–0

––––––––
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So, why did I call the book “Mazukevich’s Madness”? It is because Anatoly Mazukevich became the first player to play the variation more than once, and his games were all rather strange:

Y. Ulianov – A. Mazukevich

RSFSR Team ch (Soviet Union) 1966

1.e4 e5 2.Nc3 Nf6 3.Nf3 Nc6 4.d4 exd4 5.Nxd4 Nxe4 6.Nxc6 Nxc3 7.Nxd8 Nxd1 8.Nxf7 Nxf2 9.Nxh8 Nxh1 10.Bd3 Bc5 11.Bxh7 Nf2 12.Bg6+ Kf8 13.Bf4 d6 14.Kd2 Be6 15.Re1 Bd5 16.Bf5 Re8 17.Ng6+ Kf7 18.Rxe8 Kxe8 19.Nh4 Ne4+ 20.Bxe4 Bxe4 21.Nf3 Ke7 22.c3 Bd5 23.b3 Bxf3 24.gxf3 Ke6 25.Kd3 c6 26.Bg3 d5 27.c4 g6 28.cxd5+ Kxd5 29.Bb8 a6 30.Bg3 Bd4 31.h3 c5 32.a4 b5 33.axb5 axb5 34.Bc7 Be5 35.Bb6 Bd6 36.Bd8 c4+ 37.bxc4+ bxc4+ 38.Ke2 Kd4 39.Bf6+ Be5 40.Bd8 c3 41.Bg5 Kc4 42.Bc1 Bd4 43.Bg5 c2 44.Kd2 Kb3 45.Kd3 Bf6 46.Bc1 Bb2 47.Bg5 Ba3 48.Be3 Kb2 49.Kc4 Kb1 50.Kb3 Bc1 51.Bc5 Bg5 52.Ba3 Be7 53.Bb2 g5, and White resigned, 0–1.

Not a terribly exciting game, but noteworthy for the fact that White managed to lose this very drawish endgame. Surprisingly, it would take another eight years before Mazukevich ventured 5...Nxe4 again...

S. Gudkov – A. Mazukevich

Soviet Team Cup (Vilnius) 1974

1.e4 e5 2.Nf3 Nc6 3.Nc3 Nf6 4.d4 exd4 5.Nxd4 Nxe4 6.Nxe4 Qe7 7.f3 d5 8.Nxc6 bxc6 9.Qe2 dxe4 10.Qxe4 Qxe4+ 11.fxe4 Bc5 12.Bf4 Bd6 13.e5 Bb4+ 14.Kf2 Bf5 15.c3 Bc5+ 16.Kg3 h6 17.h4 Ke7 18.Be2 Rhg8 19.Rad1 Be4 20.Rhe1 Rad8 21.Ba6 Rxd1 22.Rxd1 g5 23.hxg5 hxg5 24.Bc1 Ke6 25.b4 Be7 26.Be3 Bd5 27.a4 Kxe5 28.Bxa7 Bd6 29.Kf2 Ra8 30.Re1+ Be4 31.Bd4+ Kf5 32.g4+ Kf4 33.Bb7 Rb8 34.Rxe4+ Kxe4 35.Bxc6+ Kd3 36.b5 Rf8 37.a5 f5 38.a6 fxg4+ 39.Kg2 Kc4 40.Bg7 Rg8 41.a7 Bc5 42.a8Q Rxa8 43.Bxa8 Kxb5 44.Bd5 Bd6 45.Bf6 Bf4 46.Be7 Ka4 47.Be6 g3 48.Kf3 Be5 49.c4 Bf4 50.Ke2 Kb3 51.Bd5 c6 52.Be6 Kc3 53.Bf6+ Kb4 54.Bd4 Kb3 55.Kd3 Kb4 56.Bd7 c5 57.Bc3+ Kb3 58.Bc6 Bc7 59.Bd5 Bd6 60.Bf6 Bf4 61.Be7 Kb4 62.Ke2, and Black resigned, 1–0.

In this one, it was Mazukevich who messed up an endgame he should not have lost. Two years later, he tried again, and this time, things went completely awry in a fantastic game. 

E. Obukhovski – A. Mazukevich

Soviet Union 1976

1.e4 e5 2.Nf3 Nc6 3.Nc3 Nf6 4.d4 exd4 5.Nxd4 Nxe4 6.Nxe4 Qe7 7.Be2 Qxe4 8.Nb5 Bb4+ 9.c3 Ba5 10.0–0 0–0 11.b4 Bb6 12.a4 a6 13.Na3 d6 14.Bf3 Qf5 15.Nc4 Ba7 16.Ne3 Qd7 17.b5 Ne5 18.bxa6 Nxf3+ 19.Qxf3 Rb8 20.axb7 Bxb7 21.Nd5 Rfe8 22.c4 Ba6 23.Nf6+ gxf6 24.Bh6 Bc8 25.Rfe1 Re5 26.Qxf6 Bxf2+ 27.Kh1 Rxe1+ 28.Rxe1 Bd4 29.Qxd4 f6 30.Qxf6 Ba6 31.Rf1, and Black resigned, 1–0. 

I encourage you to study it carefully, because Black had some amazing resources that he understandably was unable to find during the game. All of it is covered later in the book with thorough annotations.

So, who plays this line nowadays? It turns out that a lot of really big names do: Nakamura, Mamedyarov, Aronian, Andreikin, Le Quang Liem, Alekseenko, Vallejo Pons, Shirov, and countless other grandmasters! This certainly vouches for the variation, even if their games are mostly online blitz. That established, you should not fear entering this line as Black: It is unlikely that your opponent will have a prepared response, and even if they do, you will be fine according to the analysis presented in this book. Also, even if several of the lines lead into endgames where Black has an isolated doubled c-pawn, it just helps unbalance the position, giving Black some opportunities to play for more than just equality.

In the second half of the book, I decided to provide Black players with a repertoire against all the other lines White can play in the Four Knights. The coverage in the second half is not always as deep and detailed as the lines covered in Part 1, but they will more than serve you to get good and playable positions right out of the opening. 
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Part 1: 4.d4 exd4 5.Nxd4 Nxe4!
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1 6 Nxc6 Nxc3 7 Nxd8 Nxd1 8 Nxf7 Nxf2?
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1.e4 e5 2.Nf3 Nc6 3.Nc3 Nf6 4.d4 exd4 5.Nxd4 Nxe4 6.Nxc6 Nxc3 7.Nxd8 Nxd1 8.Nxf7 

8.Kxd1 Kxd8 simply leaves White a pawn down without any tangible compensation.

8...Nxf2? 

The old continuation, which was played in one of the earliest games, see Bogoljubow-Schmid below. It turns out that it is not Black’s best move, and that White can gain a fairly clear advantage; however, the path to the advantage is anything but clear.

[image: A chess board with chess pieces
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The better move, 8...Kxf7 will be covered in the next chapters.

9.Nxh8 

This is better than 9.Kxf2 Kxf7 10.Bc4+, and now:

[image: A chess board with chess pieces
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a) 10...Kf6? 11.Rf1 (or 11.Be3!?) 11...c6?? (Black should have played 11...d5 12.Bxd5 Bc5+ 13.Kg3+ Bf5 14.Bd2 Bd4 15.Be4 g6 16.c3 Rhe8 17.Bxf5 Be5+ 18.Kh3 gxf5 19.g4 when White wins a pawn, but Black can defend) 12.Kg1+! Ke7 13.Bg5+ Kd6 14.Bd8 Kc5 15.Bd3 Bd6 16.Ba5?? (White gets a won endgame after 16.Rf5+ Be5 17.Rxe5+ Kd6 18.Rg5 Rxd8 19.Bxh7; after the text move, Black is back in the game.) 16...Be5 17.Rae1?! Re8? (17...Bxb2 is best) 18.b4+? (18.Bc3 d6 19.Bxh7 would have given White a clear advantage) 18...Kd6 19.c4?? (19.b5 b6 20.Bc3 Bb7 should be about even) 19...b6 20.c5+ Kc7 21.Rf5 Bd4+ 22.Kf1 Rxe1+ 23.Kxe1 bxa5 24.Rf7 axb4, and White resigned, 0–1, J. Ramsdal-J. Eilenberg, Titled Tuesday (Chess.com) 2024. 

b) 10...Kg6 11.Rf1 Bc5+?! (Black should play 11...d5 12.Bxd5 c6 13.Be4+ Bf5 with equal chances) 12.Kg3 Bd6+?? (now, Black loses; it was necessary to play 12...d5 13.Bd3+ Kh5, and Black should survive) 13.Kh3 Bf4 (this was possibly Black's big defensive idea; it doesn't work) 14.Bd3+ Kh5 15.g4+ Kh6 16.Bxf4+ g5 17.Be5 Re8 18.Rf7 Rg8 19.Rxh7#, 1–0, V. Petrov-A. Bouget, Titled Tuesday (Chess.com) 2020. 

c) 10...d5 11.Bxd5+ Be6! (Black can also play 11...Kg6 12.Re1 c6 13.Be4+ Bf5 with equality) 12.Bxb7 Rb8 13.Be4 Bc5+ and Black equalizes.

9...Nxh1 
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10.Bd3? 

The alternatives are:

a) 10.Be3! d5 (10...Bd6? is worse, e.g., 11.0–0–0 Bxh2 12.Bc4?? (White wins after 12.Bb5!, e.g., 12...Ng3 13.Re1! Ne4 14.Bg5, winning the knight on e4) 12...Ng3 13.Re1 d5?? (this loses; 13...Kf8! instead would have held the draw, e.g., 14.Nf7 Nh5 15.Ng5 Nf6 16.Rh1 Be5 17.Nxh7+ Nxh7 18.Rxh7 Ke7 and Black can defend, for instance, 19.Bg5+ Kd6 20.Rh1 c6 21.Be2 b5, and Black's king gets to safety, and the queenside will eventually get developed) 14.Bc5+ Be6 15.Bb5+ c6 16.Rxe6+ Kd8 17.Nf7+ Kc8 18.Re8+ Kd7 19.Re7+ Kc8 20.Nd6+ Kd8 21.Nxb7+ Kc8 22.Nd6+ Kd8 23.Nf7+ Kc8 24.Ba6+ Kb8 25.Bd6#, 1–0, Sorendon-E. Godbold, USA corr 1962) 11.Bd3 g6 (a better try was 11...Be6 when White's path to an advantage was considerably narrower: 12.Bxh7 d4 13.Bxd4 Bd6 14.Bg1! 0–0–0 15.Ng6 Bg4 16.Kf1! Bd7 17.c4! and White is clearly better.) 12.0–0–0 Bf5 13.Bxf5 gxf5 14.Re1?! (the endgame after 14.Rxh1 Bg7 15.Rd1 c6 16.Rf1 Bxh8 17.Rxf5 is clearly better for White) 14...Bg7 15.Bc5+ Kd7 16.Nf7 b6 (the computer engines tell us that Black should have played 16...Re8, offering the following example: 17.Rxh1 h6 18.Rd1 Ke6 19.Nd8+ Rxd8 20.Re1+ Kd7 21.Re7+ Kc6 22.Rxg7 Kxc5 23.Rxc7+ Kb6 24.Rf7 Rg8, and Black has excellent chances of holding the endgame) 17.Re7+ Kc6 18.Be3 Bf8 19.Re5, and
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