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Explanation of symbols

The chessboard with its coordinates:
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	Black to move
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	White stands slightly better
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	Black stands slightly better
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	Black stands better
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Preface

I do not limit myself to the game at hand, but search for the stable point in the flight of the appearances, most often I abstract from the specific case towards the general, and I set up a number of principles and doctrines, whose knowledge will improve the level of play enormously.

Siegbert Tarrasch, Preface Die Moderne Schachpartie (1912)

But in the quiet lived and searched someone who loved the truth in chess and, in a tough fight, endeavoured to discern its everlasting laws. And that person – was me. And what I was lucky enough to find were strictly formulated laws of chess strategy expanded into a harmonious whole.

Aron Nimzowitsch, Wiener Schachzeitung (1913)

Bent over his board, the chess player wrestles with his position. He has accumulated a lot of knowledge in his life: concrete knowledge, understanding, skills, intuition. All this he deploys while feverishly thinking about his next move. That knowledge could be represented as a spectrum, running from very concrete to very general. Or, perhaps even better, in the form of a pyramid, with the highest truths at the top and the concrete moves at the bottom. In which case it would be very nice if those moves followed logically from the truths at the top of the pyramid.

The protagonists of this book, Siegbert Tarrasch (1862-1934) and Aron Nimzowitsch (1886-1935), looked at chess in this pyramidal form and were in search of the truths at the top, of ‘the stable point in the flight of the appearances’, or, formulated no less ambitiously, ‘the everlasting laws of the truth in chess’. Their different ideas on the subject were the prelude to perhaps the fiercest and most compelling theoretical battle in chess history.

Tarrasch was the older of the two and he was already considered the leading theorist when Nimzowitsch made his entrance into the chess world. From the very first moment, Nimzowitsch was at odds with Tarrasch and was determined to knock him off the throne as the greatest chess thinker. Consequently, their personal relations became rather grim.

Both were among the world’s best throughout their chess careers and were even close to the world title at some point – Tarrasch just a little closer than Nimzowitsch. Their duel took place not only in words but also at the board, although by the time Nimzowitsch joined the world elite, Tarrasch had already entered the second half of his career. Yet, partly due to this intellectual animosity, their encounters at the board were also highly fraught. Between 1904 and 1928, they faced each other in twelve games. Almost all of these were great battles, and they run like a common thread throughout this book.

Tarrasch was an outspoken and confident individual and, to put it mildly, a tad arrogant. He was for some time the obvious candidate to succeed William Steinitz as the World Champion, but Emanuel Lasker beat him to the punch in 1894. Tarrasch maintained for quite some time that he was the actual number one, but in their 1908 World Championship Match, he went down with convincing figures. He wore the honorary title Praeceptor Germaniae (teacher of Germany) with pride and he also had no objection if people replaced Germaniae with mundi. Tarrasch was a doctor and also kept a practice; he was one of the few top players of the time who were not full-time professionals. He was married twice and had five children from his first marriage.

He was, in short, a man of the world, and this placed him in stark contrast to his great opponent. Nimzowitsch had soon given up his studies and was a chess player before anything else. We don’t know if he had any love life, and he lived in a rented room for much of his adult life. From descriptions, he emerges as a tad eccentric, rather neurotic, but also very provocative, vain and touchy. The tormented artist.

Whereas one could very well describe Tarrasch as a solid teacher, the image of Nimzowitsch as a philosopher, or even a prophet, comes to mind. He is perhaps the only chess writer in history with a following, enticed by the perspective of profound strategy.

During the period in which this book is set, the chess world was in full development and the level of play was rising considerably, especially if we include the first half of Tarrasch’s career, when Nimzowitsch had not yet appeared on the scene. The controversy between the two became public just before World War I, but actually started when they met for the first time in 1904. After the war, their struggle continued in full force, and new players joined the debate. Nimzowitsch’s main work, My System, appeared in 1927, and works by more or less kindred spirits (including Richard Réti and Savielly Tartakower) appeared in the same period. Together, they have gone down in history as the hypermoderns, after the title of Tartakower’s book Die Hypermoderne Schachpartie. In other areas of intellectual activity, the interbellum is often described as a feverish, turbulent period full of experimental and revolutionary movements. The hypermoderns fit nicely into this picture and will be discussed at length in this book.

But a more important secondary role in this story, regarding our overarching theme, is taken by a somewhat lesser-known chess player: Semyon Alapin. He did not play as strongly as our protagonists, but wrote a lot about chess, especially on opening theory.

When Nimzowitsch launched his attack on Tarrasch in the Wiener Schachzeitung in 1913, Alapin came up with a response criticizing both of them. In his view, and this is the third position that will be examined in this book, Tarrasch and Nimzowitsch had far too high expectations of their general principles. The truth was rather to be found in concrete variations. Nimzowitsch reacted indignantly, writing that, of course, Alapin’s variations could not threaten his philosophy. A ‘Variantenkünstler’, he condescendingly called him, a word that does not translate so well in English. An artist of variations, but an artist in the sense of, say, a conjurer. Nimzowitsch also had a derogatory qualification for Tarrasch, likening his work to the ‘advice of an experienced housewife’. This gives us three positions: the housewife, the philosopher and the Variantenkünstler.

Even today, in many modern books on chess theory and on how to become a better chess player, these three positions can be found in all sorts of variations. Therefore, the discussion between Tarrasch, Nimzowitsch and Alapin has lost none of its topicality.

I am an emancipated husband, my wife brings in the lion’s share of the income and I write chess books and do most of the housework. So ‘advice from an experienced housewife’ certainly does not sound like a disqualification to me, and that would plead for Tarrasch. But I am also a philosophy graduate, so Nimzowitsch’s desire for an almost Platonic system, where moves flow naturally from eternal universal truths, does not leave me untouched either. However, the best chess player of the moment could well be described as a Variantenkünstler, who needs no words at all.

So as far as different perspectives on the search for truth in chess are concerned, I’ll keep my cards close to my chest for now. But beyond that philosophy of science perspective, I would like to tell the story of the clash between these two extraordinary characters – or even three, if we include Alapin, who was by no means an easy gentleman either. A clash that took place in a turbulent period in (chess) history and also gives a nice view on it.






CHAPTER 1

The first encounter
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White to move



In his memoirs of Nimzowitsch, Mieses tells us that the same joke was circulating about Nimzowitsch as it had been a quarter of a century earlier about Curt von Bardeleben: ‘He studies chess and plays law.’ Perhaps it was also philosophy. But that has since become irrelevant. Nimzowitsch’s study venue was not the university auditorium but the chess salon of the Kaffee Kaiserhof in Berlin.

Jacques Hannak1

Born on 7 November 1886 to a prosperous Jewish merchant family in Riga, Nimzowitsch learned chess at the age of eight from his father, who was himself a very decent player. Naturally, Aron was expected to pursue a social career after high school, and he also studied at several universities. To his father’s dismay, however, it became clear fairly soon that Nimzowitsch wanted to live only for chess. At the time, chess was not seen as an honourable profession, and even the very strongest barely managed to make ends meet. Of that conflict between father and son we do not know first-hand, but Alexander Koblenz, best known as the trainer of the later World Champion Mikhail Tal, brought it up sideways in response to a question about the beginning of his own career.2 Koblenz also wanted to devote himself entirely to chess, but, of course, his father was against it: ‘He told me about the experiences of his timber-trade acquaintance Isaiah Nimzowitsch, who he had met at the Riga exchange. His son Aron used to sit for days on end in the exchange café, playing amateurs for stakes. Isaiah sent his son to Zurich University, but he abandoned his studies and became a chess professional. My father heard how colleagues, trying to wound the old man Nimzowitsch, would say: “How was it, Mr Nimzowitsch, that in your respectable family there appeared such a tramp?”’ Incidentally, Koblenz’s father was just as unsuccessful as Nimzowitsch’s father in setting his son on the right path.

At the age of 17, which was particularly young at the time, Nimzowitsch made his debut in serious tournament chess. That was at the 14th Congress of the German Chess Federation in Coburg in 1904, and it was there that he first met Tarrasch. Nimzowitsch played in the second group, the so-called Hauptturnier. In it, you could qualify for the highest group, the Meisterturnier. Tarrasch, then at the height of his powers, had already won several such Master tournaments in his career. This time he did not participate, but apparently he was an occasional guest.

Many years later, Nimzowitsch described his first meeting with Tarrasch in How I Became a Grandmaster (1929).3 In a joint analysis of a game by Nimzowitsch against Wilhelm Hilse, Tarrasch made some critical remarks. These brought to the surface a theme Nimzowitsch had struggled with before. On that, he wrote the following:

Allow me at this point to relate a little chess psychological episode, which played an immense role in the history of my development. In one of my earlier games a position had arisen characterized by a pawn chain. Let us suppose that the following moves were played:

1.e4 e6 2.d4 d5 3.♘c3 ♘f6 4.♗g5 ♗e7 5.e5 ♘fd7 6.♗xe7 ♕xe7
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Siegbert Tarrasch
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Aron Nimzowitsch




In this approximate position, I was wondering: ‘I could play 7.♘f3 or I could play 7.f4.’ It struck me that this painful question could only be answered in its essence if somebody discovered the general laws and principles for the exploitation of the pawn chain. In other words, in a purely intuitive sense, it dawned on me that there existed strategic elements and that they were, so to speak, seeking their ideologue and ‘lawgiver’. That I myself could emerge as such an ideologue was a thought that did not even enter my head. Altogether at the time, this episode did not seem to be of significance and I did not give it much attention. But in 1904, when I had completely forgotten this slight and quite innocuous story, the following happened to me.

The Plato of chess

Before we move on to that ‘following’, i.e. Tarrasch’s comments on Nimzowitsch’s game against Hilse, it is nice to dwell for a moment on Nimzowitsch’s reflections from his younger years because they so nicely reflect the core of his entire later work.

At the time, people had very little experience with the main lines of the French Defence. Nimzowitsch leaves it open whether his thoughts were inspired by exactly the above position or a somewhat similar one, but whatever the case: regarding this position, in the course of history, it was found out that 7.f4 is indeed preferable to 7.♘f3. But how did people find out? By empirical means, by trial and error, by analysis and practice, or by discovering ‘general laws and principles’, as Nimzowitsch wants?

These questions tie in with a core theme in philosophy that has been recurring in all kinds of guises since Plato: the relationship between the general and the particular, between idealism and empiricism, and perhaps also between philosophy and science, to sum it up somewhat crudely.

Moreover, with his idealism – the theory that visible reality consists of imperfect reflections of ideas of a higher order – Plato immediately took a position at one extreme. As the above quote shows, Nimzowitsch took a position at the same extreme in his quest to become the ideologue or legislator of chess. This was an ambitious aspiration.

For example, looking at the above position, both 7.♘f3 and 7.f4 seem very reasonable at first glance. The advantage of 7.f4 is that this move gives e5 extra support, and that can be useful after an exchange of the black c-pawn against the white d-pawn. But 7.♘f3 develops faster and leaves no weaknesses. Can rules or laws regarding pawn chains facilitate the choice here or can only analysis and tournament practice determine the difference?

After his introduction with the French example, Nimzowitsch comes to talk about that first meeting with Tarrasch. I give that piece in its entirety because it marks the beginning of the lifelong controversy between the two. It also depicts very nicely what the crux of that controversy was, and the outcome – at least in Nimzowitsch’s eyes!

With a certain chess master (whose name will be disclosed later) I was analysing my game against Hilse (Coburg 1904). During the analysis I had to admit that my rook manoeuvers from the d-file to the h-file and back were not at all founded in any strategic necessity. On the extreme right flank the position was this:

[image: Img]

‘You should have played ♖h1-h6,’ the master proclaimed in a portentous tone. ‘But why,’ I asked, still not giving in, ‘I mean the move I played in the game, ♖h1-d1, was not bad either.’ On this modest assertion of mine, I got the following reply, in a tone which permitted no argument: ‘Yes, you should have played ♖h6, because that’s the way you play in cases like this!’ I distinctly remember how these words produced a tremendous effect on me. Suddenly I remembered the abovementioned episode with another element – the pawn chain – and I now made a definitive decision: ‘There are laws and rules for the exploitation of both the pawn chain and the file, and one way or another I must find them.’

An amusing incident it is, that the master who – quite by chance and involuntarily – gave the decisive impulse to my eventual revolutionizing of chess strategy and the overthrow of the pseudo-classical style, was none other than Tarrasch himself, i.e. the very leader of that fashion which was doomed to disappear from the scene on account of my discoveries; in other words, with his own weighty proclamation Tarrasch actually dug his own grave!

If we look at the actual game, we notice that Nimzowitsch moved the construction on the kingside one file – I cannot quite think why. He wrote that down twenty-five years later; perhaps it was no longer clear in his mind what had actually happened.

Here is the position about which Tarrasch claimed that the plan with ♖g6 was the only correct one.

Aron Nimzowitsch – Wilhelm Hilse

Coburg 1904 (9)

[image: Img]

So: 23.♖hg1 followed by ♘h5 (or in reverse order) with the intention of ♖g6. Black can defend in various ways, but White stands superbly in all cases, for example after 23...♔c7 24.♘h5 ♖h7 25.♖g6. It makes no sense for Black to try challenging the open g-file. After 23...♖ag8 24.♘h5 ♔c7 there follows 25.♖g6!.
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analysis diagram



White is going to double rooks on the g-file, and capturing on g6 is of course out of the question because of the gigantic passed pawn that would be created.

The plan indicated by Tarrasch was indeed the best, but White was in a great position anyway. In such a situation, a player often has several good continuations to choose from. Apart from the weak square on g6, Black’s king is his big worry. It is very unsafe and has nowhere to hide, so as long as the queens stay on the board, this gives White a big advantage.

Nimzowitsch therefore decided to double his rooks on the d-file. Not a bad idea either, and after 23.♖h2 ♖ag8 24.♕e3 ♔c7 25.♖hd2 ♖d8 White had a nice advantage:
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After quite a few adventures, Nimzowitsch eventually managed to decide this game in his favour.

For Nimzowitsch, this game and the resulting memory of the French issue (7.♘f3 or 7.f4 ?) marked the start of a search for the rules and laws on pawn chains and open files. But, remarkably, although he was so impressed by Tarrasch’s self-confidence (‘that’s the way you play in cases like this!’), Nimzowitsch did not ask Tarrasch about those laws and rules. Of course, it could also be that the conversation was a bit more extensive than depicted here by Nimzowitsch and that he did explicitly ask for an explanation. To which Tarrasch might have replied something like: ‘Why, why? Surely that goes without saying; look here, ♖g6!’

That it’s nice to control an open file with your rooks, to invade the seventh or sixth rank with those rooks, that g6 is a weak square (just like h5) and that the pawns on h6 and f6 can become weak: all these things were already commonplace for the stronger players at the time, and certainly Tarrasch would have been able to put it into words without difficulty. But for Nimzowitsch, Tarrasch’s assertion that ‘that’s the way to play in this kind of position’ was apparently a sign of incapacity. Laws and rules, a more profound chess strategy, were asked for, and he, Nimzowitsch, was the right person to find and explain them.

With his self-assurance and his pomposity, Tarrasch was digging his own grave, Nimzowitsch said. Because by doing so, he initiated the search for a new chess strategy that would eventually spell the end for Tarrasch’s ‘pseudo-classical’ theory.

Nimzowitsch’s account of this event is rather succinct and leaves open several questions. Were he and Hilse analysing their game together and was Tarrasch joining them the whole time? Or did he stop by and then make his pedantic remarks – ‘Young man, why on earth didn’t you play your rook to g6?’ Probably the atmosphere was still good at this first encounter, because it soon had a sequel.

Nimzowitsch won sixth prize at this first tournament, and he writes that, inspired by this success, he went to Nuremberg to ‘play some games with Tarrasch’. Again, further explanation is lacking, but surely he wouldn’t have made the long trip on a whim, so probably Tarrasch had invited him to play a few games. Nimzowitsch says nothing further about this, but for a budding talent, it was, of course, an honour to play a few training games with Tarrasch. The latter was at the top of his game, the number two in the world after the World Champion, Lasker, and in his own perception even the (uncrowned) number one.

For Nimzowitsch, this first encounter was the decisive impulse for his chess-theoretical quest and the ensuing battle with Tarrasch. With their second meeting, in Nuremberg, the controversy between the two would extend to the personal sphere.






CHAPTER 2

The pseudo-classical style
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White to move



We all may learn from Morphy and Anderssen how to conduct a King’s side attack and perhaps I myself may not have learnt enough. But if you want to learn how to avoid such an attack, how to keep the balance of position on the whole board, or how to expose the King apparently and invite a complicated attack which can not be sustained in the long run, you must go to the modern school for information.

William Steinitz, International Chess Magazine (November 1886)

In the previous chapter, we saw Nimzowitsch claiming that the revolution in chess strategy he caused ‘dethroned the pseudo-classical style’ of Tarrasch. That characterization of ‘pseudo-classical’ was his own invention, and it is clear that the term was not meant positively. To understand why Nimzowitsch chose this peculiar description, it is necessary to delve a bit deeper into the preceding history of chess theory. Before we continue with the first game our protagonists played against each other in Nuremberg, we will make a swift tour through chess history up to that point.

That history goes way back, to origins that are still unclear, but the game we play today originated around 1500. The version that had come to Europe from the Arab world then changed dramatically: in particular the queen, and to a lesser extent the bishop, became much stronger pieces. The centre of the chess world at that time was in southern Europe (Spain and Italy). The chess community was not very large, but it is clear from the collection of games of Gioacchino Greco (around 1620), one of the strongest players of the time, that people could already play a decent game with the new rules.

In the following centuries, the centre of the chess community moved north to France, England and the German-speaking regions. In the second half of the 18th century, the Frenchman François-André Philidor was probably the strongest player, although this cannot be determined with certainty because serious or international competition was virtually non-existent. His work Analyse du Jeu des Échecs (1849) remained influential for a long time, partly because it was the first to contain a kind of positional theory.

But only in the first half of the 19th century did chess really start to gain momentum. The number of people who played chess increased, the competition became more serious, and the amount of chess literature grew rapidly, in the form of chess books, chess magazines and chess columns in newspapers and magazines. Importantly, it became ever more common to record games. With all these quantitative changes, the level was gradually going up, and we could say that this gradual progress has not stopped since then.

A symbolic revolution

Many traditional versions of chess history speak of revolutions. Willliam Steinitz, the first World Champion, is often credited with having initiated a revolution towards a more positional style of play. And in the previous chapter we also saw Nimzowitsch claim that his work had brought about a revolution. In my opinion, chess history is better understood as an evolutionary process characterized not by major revolutions but by a gradual accumulation of (tactical and strategic) bits of knowledge. But if I had to point out a revolution, it would be a more symbolic break: the 1834 match between Louis De La Bourdonnais and Alexander McDonnell. These more or less strongest players of the time played a series of matches totalling more than 80 games against each other. Although they did not record their own games – that was not common practice at the time – the secretary of the London club who was present did so, thus adding enormously to what was already available in terms of recorded games. From this match onwards, writing down games became more common, more serious competitions came up, and the amount of chess literature began to increase considerably. We could say that this match marked the starting point of chess as an empirical science, where theory and practical testing began to mutually reinforce each other.

That match between De La Bourdonnais and McDonnell also signalled the start of international chess competition. In 1851, the first international tournament took place in London, with Adolf Anderssen as the winner. In those early days, international tournaments only took place every few years, but the frequency quickly increased. The competition became more serious and the number of professionals slowly grew.

With the growth of competitive chess, the question of who was the strongest player in the world began to live stronger among the public. In 1886, this led to the first universally recognized match for the World Championship between Steinitz and Johannes Zukertort. The rivalry between those two players was almost as intense as that between Tarrasch and Nimzowitsch. At one point, it became so fierce that it was later given the name The Ink War, as described in my book of the same name. The battle was mainly about who was the strongest player, and Steinitz emerged victorious from that first World Championship Match. But here, too, there was more at play than just the sporting battle. Something took place that could be described as a kind of romantic resistance against the advancing modernity. This also played a role outside of chess. The world was changing rapidly with the rise of industry, the development of big cities, the increase in trade and traffic and, above all, the growing influence of science and technology. In the world of chess, two sides of this conflict could be distinguished: on the board and off the board, to put it simply. In chess history books, that conflict – the advance of modern chess and the romantic resistance to it – is often depicted as a battle between different playing styles; on the board, as it were. But an equally important aspect concerned the question of chess as a sport. Steinitz was a professional (as was Zukertort, for that matter) and took chess very seriously. This included a scientific approach, a lot of analytical work and thorough preparation for tournaments and opponents. But there was resistance to this in the chess world at the time. Many amateurs were opposed to professionalization, to long gruelling tournaments and matches and games with long time limits. Opening study and preparation for the opponent were considered almost an unsporting act that did not allow a fair showdown. The scientific approach was considered to undermine the artistic aspect of chess. In short, chess should be played as a game, for education and entertainment purposes, and not as a profession.
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William Steinitz




These differing attitudes also had their counterpart on the chessboard. The romantic chess style is often summed up in a single phrase: ‘attack at all costs’. Gambits, sacrifices, no attention to defence, striving for beauty – and the reader can fill in this caricature even further. Steinitz is said to have done away with this romantic chess fancy by developing or discovering positional chess. In many books, this is presented as a great change and sometimes even as a Copernican revolution. Although Steinitz certainly made a major contribution to our understanding of the game, I look upon this as a massive exaggeration. Chess history before him shows a continuous process of progress in level, with many players and theorists gradually accumulating more and more knowledge – tactical and positional knowledge. Certainly, the stronger players of Steinitz’s time had long left that primitive romantic chess style behind them – if it ever existed at all. This was certainly true of his opponent, Zukertort.

The modern school

But at the time, people thought strongly in terms of style and school, and Steinitz explicitly presented himself as the foreman of a new school. He called it the ‘modern school’, sometimes also the ‘scientific school’, and contrasted it with the ‘old school’, which he also described as the ‘attacking school’. The term ‘romantic school’ (or ‘style’ or ‘period’) only came into use later in historiography.

Though I would not go so far as to call him the discoverer or the inventor of positional chess, Steinitz was certainly an advocate of a quiet, positional game set-up. Since the chances of attacking the enemy king were often overestimated, the attack on the king was not a strategy that could be pursued from the start in all cases. Only when a certain superiority had been achieved by positional means could that advantage be capitalized on in an attack. Therefore, Steinitz did not object to playing positions in which he had to defend; for example, after taking a sacrificed pawn. A cautious handling of the pawn structure and a great sense for weaknesses caused by throwing those pawns forward too carelessly were also among the key points of his theory. But the crown jewel of that theory, and also its most revolutionary aspect, was the idea that the king was a strong piece, mostly capable of defending itself. It could play an active role as early as the opening and the middlegame. However, this idea did not gain many followers and it was neglected by his admirers in later historiography. As a result of his ideas, Steinitz had a preference for some rather eccentric openings, in which, for instance, he had very little space and his king remained in the centre.

In 1889, Steinitz published his seminal work The Modern Chess Instructor. His treatment of the Evans Gambit and his curious ideas about the correct approach to that gambit marked the start of a famous and very entertaining episode in chess history. That episode also shows exactly the point at which Tarrasch took a different course.

Steinitz successfully defended the world title he had won in the 1886 match against Zukertort in 1889 against Mikhail Chigorin. Later that year, he published his book, in which he returned to that last match. He had experienced many problems with Chigorin’s Evans Gambit, but now he thought he had found the right approach.

1.e4 e5 2.♘f3 ♘c6 3.♗c4 ♗c5 4.b4 ♗xb4 5.c3 ♗a5 6.0-0 ♕f6 7.d4 ♘h6
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This was Steinitz’s new idea. In the World Championship Match against Chigorin, he had run into trouble with his move 7...♘ge7. This new approach was even more eccentric: in addition to the early queen sortie, there was now also a knight on the rim. Analogous to Chigorin’s approach against 7...♘ge7 in the World Championship Match, Steinitz continued his analysis as follows:

8.d5 ♘e7 9.♕a4 ♗b6 10.♗g5 ♕d6 11.♘a3 c6 12.♖ad1 ♕b8 13.♗xe7 ♔xe7 14.d6+ ♔e8


[image: Img]

All is well with Black, said Steinitz, and entirely in line with his modern school beliefs. Black may have a somewhat constrained position, but for now, he has an extra pawn and the white pawn on d6 may become weak (after 15.♘xe5 he hoped to extricate himself with 15...♗c5). That Black has lost the right to castle was not at all a concern for Steinitz. As he had proclaimed earlier in his book, the novelty of his modern school lay mainly in a revaluation of the king’s strength. ‘We consider it established that the king must be treated as a strong piece both for attack and defence.’ This also applies to the opening, Steinitz said, where the king can actively participate early on, even if it seems he is in danger.

The reader will suspect, after a single glance at this position, that this assessment by Steinitz is not quite on the mark. Soon, Chigorin came with a reaction to these analyses. He did not believe in the black set-up at all. Both men agreed to fight it out over the board. A match by telegraph was agreed upon, for a hefty stake, consisting of two games. Besides the above position (after 7...♘h6), a position from the Two Knights Defence was played out, in which Steinitz also had a new idea that Chigorin disagreed with. It happened to be about the same knight move: 9.♘h3 in this case.

The match attracted worldwide interest and was played from October 1890 to April 1891. Many newspapers followed the course of the games and Steinitz himself also commented on the ongoing games. Before the start, he had emphatically stated that, as far as he was concerned, it was a battle between the old school and his modern school. However, the tone of his comments became increasingly less optimistic as the games progressed. It ended badly for him: in both games, he went down hard.

The match was interrupted halfway through because Steinitz had to defend his world title against Isidor Gunsberg. Gunsberg had also made disparaging remarks about the move 7...♘h6, which he described as ‘desperate nonsense’. Steinitz replied that this showed a lack of understanding of modern theory and that he was willing to defend the move in the upcoming World Championship Match as many times as Gunsberg wanted. When Gunsberg then indeed played the Evans Gambit once in that match, Steinitz asked if he expected him to play his new defence. Of course, Gunsberg said, otherwise I would not have played the Evans Gambit. Steinitz then went down badly in that game too (though he did win the match eventually).

Starting from 7...♘h6, that game against Gunsberg (the 12th match game) continued as follows:

8.♗g5 ♕d6 9.d5 ♘d8 10.♕a4 ♗b6 11.♘a3 c6 12.♗e2 ♗c7 13.♘c4 ♕f8 14.d6 ♗xd6 15.♘b6 ♖b8 16.♕xa7 ♘g4

In the telegraph match against Chigorin, Steinitz chose 16...♘e6 here.

17.♘h4 ♘e6 18.♗xg4 ♘xg5 19.♘f5 ♘e6 20.♖fd1 ♗c7 21.♘a8 ♖xa8 22.♕xa8 ♔d8
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23.♖xd7+! ♔xd7 24.♖d1+ 1-0

Despite his earlier stakes, Steinitz declared after the telegraph match that his defeat in no way meant the bankruptcy of his modern school. On the contrary, Chigorin had won precisely because he had adopted the principles of the modern style of combat in this match! To this, Chigorin replied that he did not belong to any school and was not guided by general theories but tried to judge each position on its own merits. That was, we might now say, a very modern answer.

After Steinitz conquered the world title in 1886, he successfully defended it three times: twice against Chigorin (in 1889 and 1892) and once against Gunsberg. In 1894, he lost the title to Lasker. During these years, Tarrasch also established himself as a serious candidate for a match with Steinitz, but, for reasons to be discussed later, such a match did not come about.

Early in his career, Tarrasch made a name for himself as a chess writer and chess teacher and even though he did not explicitly place himself in Steinitz’s school, many others did. Since then, both have often been lumped together in what was called the Steinitz-Tarrasch school. The common presentation here is that Tarrasch built on Steinitz’s ideas but was much better at putting them into words and, moreover, took the eccentric edges off them. Gunsberg wrote that ‘in the success of Tarrasch, Steinitz’s modern school has achieved its greatest triumph. But the scholar is acting more faithfully on the precepts than the master himself, who will often forget his own teachings and adhere to crotchety lines of play in the openings, a thing which Tarrasch never does.’4 Such a position as the one above from Steinitz’s analysis of the Evans Gambit would indeed be an abomination to Tarrasch.
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Mikhail Chigorin



Returning to the reason for this chess-historical excursion: the school of Steinitz and Tarrasch is also called the ‘classical school’. This is what Nimzowitsch was referring to when he said he had done away with Tarrasch’s ‘pseudo-classical school’. Nimzowitsch was an admirer of Steinitz, but, unlike many others, he did not regard Tarrasch as an improved version of Steinitz but rather as a watered-down or simplified version. Hence the prefix ‘pseudo-’.






CHAPTER 3

The insult
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Black to move



Against this idiot I have to lose!

Comment by Nimzowitsch in a lost position against Sämisch

Nimzowitsch described his second meeting and first game with Tarrasch many years later in his booklet How I Became a Grandmaster. Inspired by his success in Coburg, a sixth prize with 10½ points out of 16, he travelled to Nuremberg ‘to play a few games with Tarrasch’. Only one game from that meeting has been handed down to us, but most probably there was only one game, given what happened.

By way of introduction, Nimzowitsch writes:

My opening play was as usual most peculiar, partly because at that time, as explained earlier, I was generally ill-versed in ‘positional play’, partly because I was already avoiding well worn paths, and partly because I was sceptical of the dogmas of the then dominant school. A large number of spectators were gathered even though our game was casual. The audience was aware of my rich combinational fantasy and mistakenly took this for playing strength. They expected, if not an even struggle – Tarrasch was at his peak then – then at least an interesting and eventful game.

After the 10th move, Tarrasch folded his arms across his chest and made the following spontaneous remark: ‘Never in my life have I had such a won game after ten moves as I have now!’ The game, incidentally, ended in a draw. But for a long time I could not forgive Tarrasch for the ‘insult’ he inflicted on me in front of all those spectators.


Siegbert Tarrasch – Aron Nimzowitsch

Nuremberg 1904

1.d4 d5 2.c4 ♘c6 3.♘f3 ♗g4 4.e3 e6 5.♘c3 ♗xf3

Nimzowitsch: ‘Perhaps it’s a bad move, but a good gesture nevertheless! “I don’t believe in your theory of lost tempi”, that’s what this move says.’

6.♕xf3 ♘ce7 7.♗d3 c6 8.0-0 f5 9.♗d2 ♘f6 10.cxd5 cxd5
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The infamous moment!

Looking back in 1929, Nimzowitsch wrote that if he had understood the principles of the blockade then as well as he did now, he would have given up a pawn with 10...exd5 11.♗xf5 ♘xf5 12.♕xf5 ♗d6, followed by ...♕e7, after which it’s not so easy to set White’s majority in motion. However, White can then immediately break through in the centre with 13.e4! dxe4 14.♘xe4 ♘xe4 15.♖ae1! (or 15.♖fe1!):
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analysis diagram



Tarrasch’s theory of lost tempi was not entirely meaningless after all.

11.♖ac1 g5

In the style of youth, writes Nimzowitsch, with a sense of understatement. A move ago, the position wasn’t all that dramatic; one would almost think that Tarrasch only made his infamous statement at this point. After 11...♘c6, Black’s position would still have been playable, despite all the loss of time.
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12.♕g3 ♔f7

The problems were already piling up; if Black had defended the pawn, 13.♘b5 would have been strong. Now White could have taken that pawn right away. The insertion of 13.f3 turns out later to be a minor weakening that gives Black chances for counterplay.

13.f3 ♘c6 14.♕xg5 ♗e7 15.♘e2 ♕b6 16.♗c3 ♖ag8 17.♕h4 ♖g6 18.♕h3 ♗f8 19.♘f4 ♖h6 20.♕g3 ♗d6 21.♕f2 ♖g8
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Black is more or less back in the game. He is still a pawn down but all his pieces are in play and the first vague threats to the white king are becoming visible.

22.g3 ♗xf4 23.exf4 ♘h5! 24.♕e3
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Tarrasch probably thought he still had everything under control, but now follows a thunderbolt:

24...e5!

Suddenly, Black is back in business. The next phase of the game is extremely complicated.

25.fxe5 f4 26.♕d2 ♘xd4 27.♔g2

This move got an exclamation mark from Nimzowitsch, but 27.♗g6+ was better. Nimzowitsch thought that was not good because of 27...♕xg6 28.♕xd4 fxg3 but White still has 29.h3! when his attack is stronger.
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The battle is nearing its climax. Black has to choose how to take on g3 and Nimzowitsch makes the right choice. Afterwards, however, he thought the opposite and believed that 27...fxg3 would have yielded the win ‘effortlessly’. That this was not true was (without the help of the engine) very difficult to establish. After 28.h3, Nimzowitsch wanted to continue with 28...♕e6 (see analysis diagram), with an eye on the queen sacrifice on h3.
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analysis diagram



After 29.♖h1 there is 29...♕xe5! and White’s position collapses; after 30.♕xh6 ♘f4+ he already has to give up the queen to prevent mate.

However, White can still play 29.h4!. Now, the queen sacrifice on h3 no longer works and with the rook on f1, 29...♕xe5 fails because of 30.f4!. White is winning.

It looks weird to play first 28.h3 and then 29.h4, but after the immediate 28.h4 Black has 28...♘e6 because in the case of 29.f4 he can keep the attack going with 29...♖g4. We are already getting a bit outside the human domain here, and today’s engine happily continues with 30.♗f5, ‘with an unclear position’ as lazy analysers used to put it. That laziness has changed in character, by the way; where people in the old days didn’t bother to continue analysing in order to get closer to the truth themselves, it’s now about trying to figure out why the engine says what it says. And that is also very hard work! Today’s grandmaster no longer finds the truth himself but explains the oracle’s spells to the ordinary human being.

Back to our complicated position. So, Nimzowitsch mistakenly thought that his next move was wrong. But it is true that when he played this move, he already had in mind the rook sacrifice that followed two moves later; that was a brilliant idea that, however, had a leak.

27...♘xg3 28.♕xf4+ ♘gf5+?!

Here Black could have played the other knight. After 28...♘df5+ 29.hxg3 ♖xg3+ 30.♕xg3 ♘xg3 31.♔xg3 White has a lot of material for the queen, but with 31...♕e3 Black keeps the chances balanced thanks to White’s unsafe king.

29.♔h1
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Perhaps Tarrasch thought he was back in control again. His king seems to be safe and the black knights have no solid ground. There doesn’t seem to be anything better for Black than 29...♖h4 (and this was objectively the best move), but then White can liquidate into a good endgame with 30.♗xd4 ♖xf4 31.♗xb6 axb6 32.♖c7+.

However, another blow followed. With the audience on the benches by now, Tarrasch must have felt extremely uneasy. What kind of loose cannon am I playing against here?

29...♖xh2+?! 30.♔xh2

After 30.♕xh2 ♘g3+ 31.♔g2 ♘e4+ Black has a perpetual.

30...♕g6
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The point. Black threatens mate on g2 and also mate on the h-file.

Here, Tarrasch went wrong. He should have played 31.e6+ first, which is a move one might actually play by feel. With an extra rook, the pawn doesn’t matter that much, and the white pieces get more tactical possibilities. Because Black has to play 31...♔xe6, White can then take over the attack with 32.♖fe1+ ♔d7 33.♖e7+!!, but the easiest way is 32.♗xf5+ ♘xf5 33.♕g4 (or first 33.♖fe1+ ♔d7 and then 34.♕g4). The difference with the game continuation is that the knight on f5 is pinned so Black does not have the move ...♘g3 at his disposal.

31.♕g4? ♕h6+ 32.♕h3 ♕f4+ 33.♔h1 ♘g3+ 34.♔g2 ♘gf5+ 35.♔h1 ♘g3+ 36.♔g2
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Nimzowitsch could have drawn by repetition here with 36...♘gf5+, but now he goes for the win. However, more than a liquidation into an equal endgame is not on the cards.

36...♘xf1+ 37.♔xf1 ♕xc1+ 38.♗e1 ♖g1+! 39.♔xg1 ♕xe1+ 40.♗f1 ♕xe5 41.♕xh7+ ♕g7+ 42.♕xg7+ ♔xg7 43.♔f2
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Now White has some small chances again, and Tarrasch also turned down a draw offer, but Nimzowitsch did not really get into trouble anymore.

43...♔f6 44.♔e3 ♘e6 45.f4 ♘d8 46.♗g2 ♔e6 47.♔d4 ♘c6+ 48.♔c5 ♘e7 49.♗h3+ ♔f6 50.♗d7 ♘g6 51.f5 ♘e5 52.♗b5 ♔xf5 53.♔xd5 ♘f7 54.♗d7+ ♔f6 55.♗c8 ♘e5! 56.b4 ♘d3 57.a3 b6 58.♗a6 ♘e1 59.a4 ♘c2 60.b5 ♔e7 61.♔c6 ♔d8 62.♔b7 ♘d4 63.♔xa7 ♔c7 64.♗b7 ♘b3 65.♗f3 ♘c5 66.a5 bxa5 67.b6+ ♔d6 68.♗d1 ♔c6 69.♗a4+ ♔d6 70.♗e8 ♔d5 71.♔a8 a4 ½-½

A great fight!

When we read Nimzowitsch’s account of this encounter, our sympathy automatically goes out to him. However, on closer inspection, a few question marks can be raised about his rather brief report. Surely it was kind of Tarrasch, an established world-class player, to invite this 17-year-old youngster, who had only just taken his first steps in serious tournament chess, to Nuremberg for a few games. And that ‘insult’, was it really that serious? This was a casual game, with an audience and apparently also some talking going on. Throughout chess history, such comments by players and kibitzers at casual games were always rather frank, and what I myself have overheard by way of insults on such occasions far exceeds this rather innocuous comment by Tarrasch.

There is a famous anecdote about Nimzowitsch himself that sheds a funny light on the matter. Once, Nimzowitsch was leading in a tournament in Berlin, but a defeat at the end against Friedrich Sämisch made him miss out on the first prize. When it was clear he was going to lose the game, he climbed on top of the table and shouted: ‘Gegen diesen Idioten muss ich verlieren!’ (‘Against this idiot I have to lose!’) Chess anecdotes are not always true, but this probably really happened. Hans Kmoch, who recounted the incident in an article in his ‘Grandmasters I have known’ series, had heard it first-hand: ‘This story was told to me by the idiot himself.’

That was during a rapid chess tournament, so Nimzowitsch’s action was (presumably) not meant very seriously, although you can never be sure with him. Incidentally, Sämisch was a player he did respect (one of the few), so that too suggests that his remark fitted into the typical coffeehouse chess atmosphere. But of course, if it was an insult, it was many times more serious than Tarrasch’s comment.

Also, Nimzowitsch is rather light-hearted about his play in the opening, but surely that was deliberately provocative – and bad as well; even so bad that it could also be taken as an insult to Tarrasch. Let me just bring up the position after White’s sixth move:
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On the previous move, Nimzowitsch voluntarily exchanged on f3, which was already a bit unusual as he himself pointed out. If you do want to exchange on f3, which is not obvious, you could at least wait until White plays h3. ‘I don’t believe in your theory of lost tempi, that’s what this move says.’
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Friedrich Sämisch



But in terms of time, his next move, 7...♘ce7, really takes the cake. The only piece Black has developed is played again, even backwards, and in such a way that it prevents the bishop on f8 from coming into play. An enormous provocation, and it is hardly possible that Nimzowitsch wasn’t aware of this. After all, one of Tarrasch’s fundamental principles of play was speed, as he had nicely summed up in his maxim ‘Speed is the soul of chess’ (‘Das Tempo ist die Seele des Schachspiels’).

So one could argue that Tarrasch had no less reason to feel insulted than Nimzowitsch. The situation grew worse when, sometime after this event, the game appeared in the chess column of a Munich newspaper. Nimzowitsch wrote that he had, in Tarrasch’s eyes, ‘almost committed a crime by publishing it’. But there was nothing he could do about that, Nimzowitsch said, the game appeared in that column without his knowing about it.

Unfortunately, we only have Nimzowitsch’s account of this whole episode, and it is at least somewhat coloured, so we do not know to what extent Tarrasch’s grievances were justified as far as this last point is concerned. The columnist must have obtained the game score somehow. So if he had not stood there on the spot writing down the game – which Tarrasch would have noticed – then Nimzowitsch must have been his source. Of course, it is not forbidden to publish such games, but in this case, Tarrasch’s displeasure is understandable. That he was willing to play a training game against an emerging talent was a nice gesture. In that game, all his teachings were then mocked in plain public without him managing to punish it, and all of it was published. Tarrasch had been put to shame.

In 1904, Nimzowitsch was only at the beginning of his career. Tarrasch had already completed half a chess life. At forty-two, he had reached the peak of his career. But he had not (yet) become World Champion. However, he had by no means given up on that ambition.






CHAPTER 4

Tarrasch’s rise to the top
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White to move



I was born on 5 March 1862 in Breslau, Anderssen’s home town, which, in addition to this hero, also produced masters such as Harrwitz, Riemann and Schottländer and in which Zukertort’s chess talent was awakened and developed. I was born an extraordinary human being; to my parents’ horror, I was afflicted with a club foot, but this did not prevent me from making rapid progress. I learnt to read and write at the age of 4, and by the age of 6 I was already reading all the books in my father’s library that I could get my hands on, and not without understanding.

Siegbert Tarrasch, Three Hundred Chess Games (1895)

The beginning of Three Hundred Chess Games (Dreihundert Schachpartien) makes it clear that we are dealing with a special book and a special writer. Tarrasch was at the height of his powers at the time of publication, and he looks back on his chess career up to that point. He does so in a very personal and humorous way, and even with some self-mockery. No such thing existed at that time. Many annotated games had already been published in magazines, newspaper columns and tournament books, but they were mostly rather businesslike and impersonal in tone. Tarrasch, however, takes the reader along into his personal life and prefaces each tournament and match he discusses with a portrayal of his personal and social concerns at the time. In his game notes, he not only gives dry variations, but also an insight into his thought process and the psychology of his decision-making. In addition, Tarrasch was someone with outspoken views on how the game should be played, which he could also articulate very eloquently. This made Three Hundred Chess Games the textbook of his generation (and many more to come).

Tarrasch only started playing chess at the age of fifteen, but he was immediately very passionate. When he went to Berlin to study medicine at eighteen, he was already one of the strongest chess players in Breslau (today’s Wroclaw in Poland). He managed to combine his studies with chess reasonably well, and by the time he finished his medical education in 1885 at the age of twenty-three, he had also earned the right to play in the highest group of the German Chess Federation’s biennial Chess Congress, the so-called Master Tournament. At the time, these were very strong tournaments in which many of the world’s top players participated. At his first appearance on that stage, in Hamburg 1885, Tarrasch immediately caused a sensation with a shared second place, half a point behind winner Gunsberg and equal with the top players Joseph Blackburne and James Mason.

It could have been even better, as Tarrasch went into the final round half a point ahead of the runners-up. In that final round, he soon got a nice position against Blackburne, but with a terrible blunder, which he said was the result of time trouble and excitement, he threw away the tournament win. This time trouble would affect him more often in his later career. Back then, in tournaments and matches, players generally got more time than nowadays, but the German congresses had, with 20 moves per hour, a relatively smooth pace of play for those days.

Joseph Blackburne – Siegbert Tarrasch

Hamburg 1885 (17)
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Thanks to the better pawn structure on the queenside, Black has a nice advantage. At this stage, the late middlegame, back-rank issues often come into play, so this would have been a nice moment to make luft with tempo gain with 19...h6.

However, Tarrasch went wrong with 19...♘e5. There followed 20.♗xb7 and now Black could have just saved himself with first 20...f6. But he continued on the chosen path and after 20...♖xd1? 21.♖xd1 ♕xb7 22.♕xe5! he had lost a piece because of the back-rank mate and could resign.

After this tournament, Tarrasch went to work as a doctor. There were few (international) tournaments at the time anyway, but his professional obligations limited Tarrasch’s options even further. In ten years, he did not manage to play one tournament a year on average. After the result in Hamburg, his expectations were high for the next German congress in Frankfurt, but due to a poor start, Tarrasch did not get further than a shared fifth place.

However, he did manage to play one of the most beautiful (and deepest!) combinations of his entire career. As in the previous fragment, the back rank plays a major role.

Siegbert Tarrasch – Isidor Gunsberg

Frankfurt 1887 (10)
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A rather exotic position. White has directed all his heavy pieces towards the black king, but he has problems with his back rank, and it looks like Black is going to take advantage of that weakness with his last move 27...♗c8-f5. White’s most obvious sacrifices now fail: on 28.♗xc6 comes 28...♖d1+; after 28.♖xc6, Black can capture on e4; and the attractive-looking 28.♖xb7 fails to 28...♖d1+ 29.♘e1 ♖xe1+! 30.♕xe1 ♕xb7.

The following very nice move remains. However, it had to be calculated over 10 moves deep. So, the unsuspecting reader who saw this diagram at the beginning of this chapter and got to that final point deserves the highest praise.

28.♖a6!

With the devastating threat to take on a7.

Of course, taking the rook is out of the question because of 29.♗xc6+. Black, however, seems to be able to defend by luring the white queen away from the attack:

28...♖d1+ 29.♘e1 ♖xe1+ 30.♕xe1
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Black still cannot take on a6 because of 31.♗xc6+, but now White’s bishop gets eliminated:

30...♗xe4 31.♖xe4 ♖xe4 32.♕xe4
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At last, Black can capture on a6, and in calculating this far ahead, many players (if they got here at all) would give it up at this point. But Tarrasch has looked further – with the c-pawn he has one last trump.

32...bxa6 33.♕xc6+ ♕b7 34.♕e8+ ♕b8 35.♕e4+! ♕b7 36.c6 ♕c7 37.♕e8+ ♕b8
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38.♕d7!

The final point, the c-pawn can no longer be stopped. After 38...♕b1+ 39.♔h2 ♘f5 40.c7 Black resigned.

His bad start in this tournament was partly caused by the following mishap from the first round. Of particular interest here is Tarrasch’s commentary.

Siegbert Tarrasch – Emil Schallopp

Frankfurt 1887 (2)
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With both kings out in the open, this is a very tricky position, but White does have an extra pawn. He now has to choose what to do with the bishop on c4 which is under attack.

Tarrasch: He could now move the attacked bishop to b3 or d3, or block the black queen with g2-g4, or protect the bishop with the queen, on c3 or d4. All these moves were good and suitable for holding the advantage – except for the last one, which was actually made. It is the hardest thing in chess to find the strongest move out of several apparently equally good ones, and nothing is more unjustified than when, as often happens, at the end of such a game the opponent is more or less gently reproached for the fact that he should actually have lost the game.

29.♕d4? ♕xd4+ 30.♔xd4 ♖b4!
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Very surprisingly, the bishop is suddenly lost. Black threatens not only 31...♗a6 or 31...d5, but also to capture on c4 followed by 32...♗a6+. White still tried to hold on with 31.♖e7 ♗a6 32.♖xh7 but could not save the endgame a piece down.

The observation that it is often difficult to choose between many attractive options (as opposed to walking the narrow path) is of course very true. But remarkable is the assertion at the end that you should not complain to the opponent in cases like this. Is Tarrasch also speaking about himself here? Whether he ever told his opponent immediately after a loss that his win was, of course, completely undeserved, I do not know. But Tarrasch was notorious for making up excuses for lost games or bad tournaments. He was not the first in chess history to do so; Howard Staunton, for instance, often showed himself to be a bad loser in his reports. But Tarrasch could certainly compete with him, and we will come across a few more of his striking exploits in this area.

By the way, we should look mildly at history in this respect. Back then, there were few tournaments, and rating systems did not yet exist, so the top players had to fight for their reputation in word and deed much harder than today.

World Championship candidate

Two years after the disappointing tournament in Frankfurt, Tarrasch’s golden period began in his native city of Breslau. He won first prizes in four consecutive top tournaments: in 1889 in Breslau with 13/17, in 1890 in Manchester with 15½/19, in 1892 in Dresden with 12/16 and in 1894 in Leipzig with 13½/17.

Until then, the English (together with players such as Steinitz and Zukertort who emigrated to London) dominated the chess world, and the German congresses were routinely won by London players. Tarrasch broke that hegemony and ensured the first triumph for German chess in Breslau in 1889. It surely was seen in that perspective, because nationalist sentiments were much stronger at the time than today, in all fields but certainly also in chess.

Coincidentally, the editor of the Deutsche Schachzeitung, Curt von Bardeleben, discussed exactly this relation between English and German chess in his editorial opening address of the 1889 volume. Because of their amateurish attitude, Von Bardeleben explained, the Germans succumb to the English, who are much more competitively inclined. He continued with a striking example of nationalistic thinking:

This lack of seriousness is not to be found in England, and it is due to this circumstance that the English are in some respects – above all in the practical utilization of available resources – significantly superior to us, despite various notable advantages of which we can boast. We do not believe that the Englishman, by his very nature, is capable of the penetrating, deep understanding of the game of chess that the German has, but consider the German disposition in this respect, which leans more towards the theoretical side, to be more significant; but we also do not want to conceal from ourselves that a healthy practical view, which has been extremely sharpened by great experience, gives the Englishman a de facto efficiency and strength with which we find it difficult to compete.

The profound German should actually be able to beat the superficial Englishman, but the latter is (for now) the stronger one, thanks to his tough practicality!

Tarrasch, however, showed in the same year that German chess no longer needed to be inferior to English chess. He saw himself emphatically as a representative of German chess. Throughout his life, he positioned himself as a German citizen. Tragically, this did not help him escape the anti-Semitism that became so widespread in his country in his later life.

A year later, on English soil, Tarrasch showed even more convincingly how strong he had become. In Manchester, he emerged ahead of all the top English players by three points or more. After the tournament, people in England wondered whether it was not time for Tarrasch to have a shot at the World Championship. Steinitz had conquered that title in the first World Championship Match against Zukertort in 1886 and had then defended it against Chigorin in a match in Havana in early 1889. Immediately after returning home from Manchester, Tarrasch received an invitation from the Havana Chess Club to play a match against Steinitz. Tarrasch wrote that he felt very honoured, and that the offer was also very tempting, but that he had to turn it down nevertheless. Such a match, including the journey by boat to Cuba, would easily take three months or even longer. Such a long absence would mean the end of his medical practice. Whether his young family also played a role (he had married in 1887 and his second son was just a few months old), Tarrasch does not say. At the time, it was common for fathers to be hardly involved in the upbringing of children, especially regarding the practical aspects.

Did Tarrasch perhaps think he would get
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