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Introduction

‘Of low and unsightly stature, and of darkish hue, only those that can see beneath the surface will recognize in his shining eyes, developed forehead and amiable bearing, the extraordinary being. Of a perfectly harmless character, of a truly noble and liberal (taken in its classical sense) disposition, he possesses the chivalrous spirit which, being founded on moral consciousness, allows no infringement on one’s dignity and self-respect, but in opposition to arrogant self-conceit, is in complete accordance with bashful modesty. This pure and beautiful personal integrity will, probably, through love of the noble game, not only be preserved, but even be brought to a still higher standard of perfection.’

One would assume that a saint or revered public figure was being celebrated here – surely anyone but a chess player! The author adds more context in these lines:

‘It is not only extensive theoretical knowledge or deep analytic insight; not rapidly invented combinations which (...) seem to surpass the limits of human understanding; it is not the cool demeanor or graceful way of handling the pieces; nor is it the dignified or justifiably confident bearing: none of these qualities, considered in themselves, give an idea of the high merit of the newly risen master. It is his thoroughly noble personality, the result of the harmonious cooperation of these different qualities, which renders its possessor the champion of the royal game and sovereign master in its extensive dominions. It is in him that the chivalrous nature of the game has found its typical expression; and the more we admire the quiet nature of the game as opposed to the busy and interested activity of daily life, the more we find ourselves compelled to pay the just tribute of acknowledgment and admiration to its noble and youthful representative.’

It scarcely seems possible that a chess player inspired such open adoration – not just for his play, but even his personality. Surely a doting coach or countryman must have penned these words?

Actually, the noted German chess master Max Lange authored the lines in 1859, after Paul Morphy had obliterated his countryman and co-editor of the magazine Schachzeitung der Berliner Schachgesellschaft, the legendary attacking master Adolf Anderssen, in a match in Paris around Christmas in 1858. Following this lopsided triumph, it was universally conceded that Morphy was not only the strongest player in the world, but the strongest who ever lived.

At that moment Max Lange was no outlier in his estimation of Paul Morphy, the player or the man. Only 21 years old when he reached the chess summit – still to this day the youngest player ever to do so – Morphy was met with astonishment, admiration, and even love wherever he traveled; in England, France, and of course his native United States. Players and dignitaries came from as far away as Russia to get a glimpse of the young hero, and pay their respects.

Alas, the ‘still higher level of perfection’ that Lange had hoped for was not to be – Morphy had already played his last serious chess game in 1858.

Paul Morphy vanished from the chess arena after only two years of serious play. But the admiration of the chess world did not diminish. If anything, the Morphy mystique only grew over time. Sixty years later Czech Grandmaster Richard Réti noted matter-of-factly, ‘Morphy [is] the most famous of all chess masters. There is no doubt that in the eyes of the general public, he is the idol of chess.’ These words were written during the heyday of Emanuel Lasker, José Raul Capablanca and Alexander Alekhine, to name a few.

How is it possible that a short, shy kid from the relative chess backwater of New Orleans inspired such rapturous praise from chess players around the globe, during his life time and continuing even today, when ‘Morphy specialists’ still study his life and games with undiminished enthusiasm?

Well, for starters he was strong – very strong. There is at least one Morphy feat which simply cannot be duplicated; he never suffered a documented setback! True, this is partly because his career was so short – but it remains a jaw-dropping legacy. Morphy battled the world’s best masters in serious matches – including the strongest players from America, England, France and Germany – and not only beat, but destroyed them all. The equivalent today would be an unrated player winning his national championship, going straight into the Candidates Cycle, clobbering all comers including the World Champion, all the while never dropping more than two or three games in a match! Even in casual play, no player is known to have even approached a plus score against Morphy – with or without odds. Englishman Thomas Wilson Barnes was considered a real ‘Morphy killer’ for winning eight out of 27 offhand games against Paul, although some considered him lucky to have played Morphy ‘fresh off the boat’ from his transatlantic voyage.

Another key to Morphy’s timeless appeal is his crystal-clear style. Paul Morphy was the first truly universal player the world had ever seen. Unlike his predecessors, he was equally deadly in the opening, middlegame and ending. His memory was prodigious, his board-sight elite – so much so that he could clearly mentally visualize eight boards simultaneously, making him easily the greatest blindfold player of his time. Finally, he was an unsurpassed practical player, with nerves of steel. Morphy never seemed to tire or succumb to pressure over the board. José Raul Capablanca, the third official World Champion, had this praise for Morphy’s elegant, deceptively simple play: ‘beginning with La Bourdonnais to the present, and including Lasker, we find that the greatest stylist has been Morphy.’

Those who witnessed Morphy at the chessboard came away thinking they had glimpsed the closest thing to chess perfection. Anderssen could not speak highly enough of Paul’s accuracy, saying ‘It is impossible to play chess better than Mr. Morphy’. Louis Paulsen remarked that Morphy had reduced chess to an exact science.

Even now some chess experts regard Paul Morphy as the strongest player of all time. Bobby Fischer remarked in the 1960s: ‘Morphy, I think everyone agrees, was probably the greatest genius of them all.’ While this case is difficult to make 160 years hence, it is no stretch to claim that he may well have been the most gifted player who ever lived. If what he accomplished in two years of serious play, could be extrapolated over twenty or thirty years, it is hard to even imagine the wonders he might have achieved.

How did a young, untested prodigy achieve all these accolades barely out of college, then suddenly retire at the height of his powers? The real story of the most enigmatic and brilliant chess champion of them all is indeed a mythic tale, ‘stranger than fiction’, as the saying goes.







PREFACE

Morphy Scholarship, and a Few Words on Analysis in the Computer Era

There are certain challenges – and advantages – inherent in writing about one of the most storied figures in chess history. The sheer volume of Morphy sources can be daunting, although much of the information is redundant. The definitive Morphy biography – sans chess games – entitled Paul Morphy, The Pride and Sorrow of Chess, was not written until 1976, representing the life work of Morphy specialist David Lawson.

Collections of Morphy’s games are a different story – Lawson writes that fourteen such books had already been written by 1861, less than two years after Paul’s world-beating European tour. The most important of these early works were Morphy’s Games of Chess by Johann Jacob Löwenthal, who had contested the longest formal match with Morphy and was then a top-five player in the world; and Paul Morphy, Sein Leben und Schaffen (His Life and Labors) by leading German chess master and writer, Max Lange. This important work was translated into English in 1859 by another leading German Master, Ernst Falkbeer, who added additional notes and comments.

Not until 1908 would another player of this caliber write a book of Morphy’s complete games, Paul Morphy by Hungarian GM Geza Maroczy, and it would be decades before this work was translated into English. Meanwhile in 1916, Philip W. Sergeant released Morphy’s Games of Chess, which has remained a standard English-language compendium, despite Sergeant’s limitations as an analyst. In modern times the Virginia, US master Macon Shibut produced one of the most interesting and thoughtful game collections, Paul Morphy and the Evolution of Chess Theory, offering fresh perspectives on Morphy’s role in advancing the understanding of chess in the early tournament era.

Three first-hand source books are the cornerstones of all biographical work on Morphy: 1. The First American Chess Congress, New York, 1857 by Daniel W. Fiske. This definitive tome not only includes every game from the only tournament in which Paul Morphy participated, but includes a biographical sketch of Morphy, a section on the history of chess in the US, and annotations written in collaboration with Morphy himself,

2. Paul Morphy, The Chess Champion (published in the US as The Exploits and Triumphs in Europe of Paul Morphy, The Chess Champion) by Frederick Milnes Edge (1859), a British journalist who personally accompanied Morphy from his early days in London until after his ‘championship’ match with Adolf Anderssen.


3. Life of Paul Morphy in the Vieux Carré of New Orleans and Abroad, by Morphy’s niece Regina Morphy-Voitier, a brief memoir based on her childhood recollections of visiting Morphy in his home.

Also indispensable is a lesser-known, first-hand manuscript written by Léona Queyrouze, a poet and neighbor who lived just a few doors down from the Morphys, and became a close family friend after the Civil War.

These essential sources are only the tip of the Morphy iceberg. Much contemporary correspondence is fortunately preserved, some directly with Paul, but more often between Morphy friends and acquaintances, especially Edge and Fiske. Contemporary and later newspaper and magazine articles on Morphy run into the hundreds, reflecting his enormous fame and popularity. This is an area where rediscoveries are still being made; I was lucky to uncover some new information regarding Paul’s ancestors. Finally, there is now an enormous amount of Morphy information on the internet. Edward Winter’s online forum Chess Notes is always a wellspring of new research and information on any chess topic, and I would also single out ‘Batgirl’ who has published extensive and valuable Morphy articles at Edochess.ca/batgirl.

What could possibly be added to this voluminous Morphy scholarship? Well, gaps remain in the existing works, which I strive to fill in the present volume. Some are gaps in knowledge, but more numerous are omissions in the way that Morphy’s life and games have been synthesized. First, I will set the stage with a more in-depth look at the state of chess knowledge before Morphy than usually offered. Next, I take a deeper dive into Morphy’s ancestry, and the New Orleans of his youth.

Furthermore, no book has ever combined a chronological narrative of Morphy’s games, within the context of life events surrounding them, and this is a void I hope to fill. Finally, as the first mental health professional since Reuben Fine to write a book with a central focus on Morphy, I explore his descent into madness from a modern psychological perspective. It is my fervent hope that a new generation of chess lovers will be inspired to take another look at this endlessly fascinating, incomparable chess icon.

A Word on Analysis in the Computer Era

I neglected to mention another ‘new’ feature of the present work – this one a historical accident. I provide the first in-depth analysis of Morphy’s games during the computer era. Which means that, in a nutshell, you can throw most of the old analysis out the window.

In his acclaimed 2022 book The Ink War, Willy Hendriks laments the end of the human art of published analysis, while at the same time lauding the new understanding computers reveal. A master analyzing chess games with today’s engines is analogous to an astronomer peering ever deeper into the universe with modern telescopes. Each time we feed a classic game to these ferocious machines, we are privy to ideas and variations way beyond what any human master ever dreamed of. It is hard to recapture the awe we once felt at the games and annotations of elite grandmasters. We could scarcely conceive that anyone could play or analyze much better than a Capablanca, a Fischer or a Kasparov. Finding a single new mistake in one of their masterpieces seemed like something of a miracle. In the computer-assisted 21st century, we discover that, by God, the mysteries of the 64 squares are so vast, chess can definitely be played at a level four, five, even six classes better than these giants – and we are clueless about the limits of chess strength, or if even the Royal Game is destined to be ‘solved’ like tic-tac-toe.

As my analysis guru for this book I chose Fritz 18, a popular program you can own for a modest outlay. Fritz 18 carries a FIDE rating of about 3300. This is not even the strongest program commercially available, but think, nonetheless, about just how strong that is. Every 100 FIDE points represent about one rating class. Magnus Carlsen, the highest rated human chess player in history, had a peak rating of 2882. So Fritz 18 is about four classes stronger than Magnus. That is roughly the difference between a master, and an average club player.

The ridiculous strength of today’s machines makes it much harder to evaluate the strength of human players and analysts, based on their games. Any John Doe can turn on his engine and say ‘look at all the mistakes Magnus made’ – yeah, right. Paul Morphy made many inaccuracies from a 3300 perspective – but there is still a good reason why Bobby Fischer called him the most accurate player who ever lived. As for the analysts who toiled mightily to understand Morphy’s games, it is not my purpose to denigrate their work; but it is very interesting and enlightening, sometimes even amusing, to see how and why the human commentators went wrong. The analytic view of the cosmos of Morphy’s games which follows, comes largely courtesy of Fritz – though the humble annotator still performs the important role of curating and interpreting these discoveries for the average player. I am sure that when the next great work on Morphy comes along, an impossibly powerful engine will reveal still deeper Morphy mysteries, and no doubt have a few laughs at my expense.

Charles Hertan

Northampton, MA, USA, June 2024







CHAPTER 1

Chess before Morphy

The first official World Champion, Wilhelm Steinitz, remarked in the 1890s that the combinations of the ‘old school’ masters were unsound, succeeding only on account of weak defense. This critique, while certainly valid, offers a skewed view of the state of chess play in the early 1800s. The ‘romantic era’ is portrayed as one of swashbuckling gambits, but a great number of dull, bad games were also played, in openings such as the Exchange French Defense and Giuoco Pianissimo. Much of the play before 1840 was not just reckless, but rife with blundered pieces and absurdly anti-positional opening ‘novelties’. Still, beyond this seemingly dark horizon, a new era for our ancient pastime was slowly dawning. Chess activity experienced slow but steady growth in the first three decades of the 19th century, as clubs proliferated around the world, along with an important new development, the newspaper chess column (beginning with the Liverpool Mercury in 1813).

The first truly game-changing event of the 19th century was the marathon series of matches (85 games in all) between the champions of France and the British Isles, Louis-Charles Mahé de la Bourdonnais and the Irishman Alexander McDonnell. England and France were the dominant chess powerhouses of the time, but Frenchmen had stood atop the chess world since the ascent of André Danican Philidor (1726-1795) in the 1750s. Upon his death Philidor was succeeded by Alexandre Deschapelles (1780-1847) as the world’s best player, until his student La Bourdonnais surpassed him in 1821.

McDonnell-La Bourdonnais was an electrifying battle royale, the likes of which the chess world had never seen. Yes, there were a few blundered pieces and positional lemons – like McDonnell’s ugly experiment 1.d4 d5 2.c4 dxc4 3.♘c3 f5? (not an unusual idea at the time). But the games were extremely hard-fought and compelling, full of crowd-pleasing combinations and sharp tactical skirmishes. The standard of play was exceptional for the 1830s, and chess fans around the world were captivated. The Match would be passionately discussed, romanticized, and analyzed for decades to come.

La Bourdonnais, the favorite, was a brilliant attacker – very comfortable on both sides of the Evans and King’s Gambits so popular at the time.


 

Louis-Charles de la Bourdonnais

Alexander McDonnell

London 1834, Match 6, Game 4

1.e4 e5 2.♘f3 ♘c6 3.♗c4 ♗c5 4.b4 ♗xb4 5.c3 ♗a5 6.0-0 d6 7.d4 exd4 8.cxd4 ♗b6 9.h3 h6 10.♗b2 ♘ge7 11.d5 ♘a5 12.♗d3 0-0 13.♘c3 ♘g6 14.♕d2 c5 15.♘a4 f6

[image: Img]

Better was 15...♗c7 preparing to mobilize the queenside majority. The position closely mimics the so-called ‘Normal Variation’ of the Evans Gambit, which would be hotly contested for the next five decades.

16.♘xb6 axb6 17.♖ae1

[image: Img]

17...♘e5?

This innocent-looking move opens the floodgates for a decisive attack. All of White’s forces quickly pounce on the kingside, while Black’s queenside is frozen in time.

18.♘xe5 fxe5?! 19.f4 exf4 20.♖xf4 ♖xf4 21.♕xf4 ♕e7 22.♖e3 ♗d7 23.♖g3 g5 24.h4 ♖f8 25.♕d2 g4 26.♕xh6 ♕h7 27.♕g5+ ♔f7 28.e5 ♕g8 29.e6+ ♔e8 30.♗g6+ 1-0

McDonnell was also a fine attacker in the romantic mold. In gambit play he was not far behind the Frenchman, as shown in the following example:

 

Alexander McDonnell

Louis-Charles de la Bourdonnais

London 1834, Match 3, Game 10

1.e4 e5 2.f4 exf4 3.♘f3 g5 4.♗c4 ♗g7 5.d4 d6 6.c3 h6 7.♘a3 ♘c6 8.♗d2 ♕e7 9.0-0 ♗d7 10.b4 0-0-0 11.♗d3

[image: Img]

This would be a reasonable King’s Gambit position today, despite the less common 7.♘a3. Black’s set-up was becoming very popular around this time, and would later form the basis for Bobby Fischer’s famous ‘Bust to the King’s Gambit’. Black now follows a staple strategy in this line, returning the pawn to open the g-file, but instead 11...f5! is advantageous.

11...g4?! 12.♘e1

[image: Img]

12...f3

The engine casually mentions the piece sacrifice 12...♘e5!? 13.dxe5 dxe5 with compensation.

13.gxf3 ♘f6 14.b5 ♘b8 15.♘ac2 ♖dg8 16.♔h1 h5 17.♘e3

Better was 17.♗g5! ♗h6 18.♗xh6 ♖xh6 19.♕d2 ♖hh8 20.♕f4.

17...gxf3 Here 17...♗h6! 18.♕e2 ♗xe3 19.♕xe3! g3 20.e5! is unclear.

18.♕xf3 ♗g4 19.♕f4 ♘bd7 20.♘f5 ♕e6 21.♘f3 21.♘c2 keeps a plus.

[image: Img]

21...♗xf3+? The wrong knight. Fritz 18 offers 21...♗xf5 22.exf5 ♕e8 23.♖ae1 ♕f8! 24.h4 ♗h6 25.♘g5 ♘h7! 26.♖g1 ♘xg5 27.hxg5 ♖xg5! 28.♖xg5 f6 with equality.

22.♕xf3 ♘g4 23.a4 ♗h6 24.♗xh6 ♘xh6 25.a5 ♘xf5 26.exf5 ♕b3 27.a6 d5 28.c4 ♘f6 29.axb7+ ♔b8 30.c5 ♘g4 31.b6!

[image: Img]

Black is toast. On 31...cxb6 32.♕f4+ ♔xb7 33.♖xa7! mates.

31...axb6 32.c6 1-0

The Irishman had an insurmountable problem, however. The legendary Parisian had another dimension to his game, which left McDonnell in the dust. As heir to the great theoretician Philidor, La Bourdonnais was not only a dashing tactician, but also showed a fine positional feel for the quieter ‘French School’ openings advocated by his countrymen.

The ‘Italian School’ versus the ‘French School’

Willy Hendriks’ fascinating tome On the Origin of Good Moves discusses the ‘basic dualism between the ideas of positional and attacking chess’, tracing back to the 16th century.

The Italian School, popularized by Gioacchino Greco in the 1620s and advanced by the ‘Modenese masters’ Ponziani, Lolli and Del Rio in the mid-1700s, advocated sharp gambit play deriving from the Open Game 1.e4 e5. Their aggressive treatment of favored openings like the King’s Gambit featured rapid development, open lines, and early sacrificial attacks.

The positional French School, tracing back to Spanish cleric Ruy Lopez in the late 1500s, was championed by Philidor and his French successors. Philidor recommended a slower build-up in the opening, playing to gain central space with pawn moves and develop the pieces behind a pawn front, which in practice led to closed and semi-closed positions like the Sicilian, French and Dutch Defenses, and the slower-building Ruy Lopez.


 

Alexander McDonnell

Louis-Charles de la Bourdonnais

London 1834, Match 1, Game 7

1.e4 c5 2.f4 e6 3.♘f3 ♘c6 4.c3 d5 5.e5 f6 6.♗e2 ♗e7 7.♘a3 ♕b6 8.♘c2 ♘h6 9.d4 cxd4 10.cxd4 ♗d7 11.♗d3 ♘b4 12.♘xb4 ♗xb4+ 13.♔f2 0-0 14.♖f1 fxe5 15.fxe5 ♘f5

[image: Img]

Sadly for White, a clunky system with 2.f4, intending to build a big pawn center with c3 and d4, persisted for decades as the main line of the Sicilian Defense, transposing into a quasi-French Defense. To modern eyes Black has effortlessly achieved an ideal French position. A fish out of water, McDonnell lashes out with no coherent strategy, literally making weaknesses right and left.

Black is all too happy to jump in and exploit the breaches.

16.♗xf5 ♖xf5 17.♔g1 ♖c8 18.g4? ♖f7 19.a4? ♖cf8 20.♗e3 ♗e7 21.♕e2 ♕b3

[image: Img]

22.♗g5 ♗b4 23.♔g2 ♖xf3 24.♖xf3 ♖xf3 25.♖c1 ♖f8 26.♖c7 ♗c6 27.♗e3 ♕c4 28.♕d1 ♗a5 29.♖e7 ♗xa4 0-1

Crowning this epic contest of tactical melees and contrasting styles, the match produced an immortal game, which saw Philidor’s principles reach their ultimate culmination, when a black Sicilian morphed into the strongest pawn center ever seen on a chessboard.

 

Alexander McDonnell

Louis-Charles de la Bourdonnais

London 1834, Match 4, Game 16

1.e4 c5 2.♘f3 ♘c6 3.d4(!)

McDonnell plays the correct move for the only time in the match, but the outcome cannot have been encouraging. This novelty had been seen just a few times; not until Paul Morphy came along would it be honed into a serious weapon.

3...cxd4 4.♘xd4 e5 5.♘xc6!?

Promising only equality, but White’s casual continuation leads to worse.

5...bxc6 6.♗c4

[image: Img]

6...♘f6 7.♗g5 ♗e7 8.♕e2 d5 9.♗xf6?! ♗xf6 10.♗b3 0-0 11.0-0 a5 12.exd5 cxd5 13.♖d1 d4 14.c4 ♕b6 15.♗c2 ♗b7 16.♘d2 ♖ae8 17.♘e4 ♗d8 18.c5 ♕c6 19.f3 ♗e7 20.♖ac1

[image: Img]

20...f5!? A deep and beautiful exchange sacrifice. Today’s masters would favor 20...♗a6 with a solid technical advantage, but style was of paramount importance back then.

21.♕c4+ ♔h8

[image: Img]

22.♗a4

White misses a hidden chance to bail out with 22.♘d6! ♗xd6 23.♗a4 ♕xc5 24.♕xc5 ♗xc5 25.♗xe8 ♗b6 with equality. Now the dashing Frenchman is in his element:

22...♕h6! 23.♗xe8 fxe4! 24.c6 exf3!

With a mating attack after 25.cxb7 ♕e3+ 26.♔h1 fxg2+.

25.♖c2 ♕e3+ 26.♔h1 ♗c8 27.♗d7 f2 28.♖f1 d3 29.♖c3 ♗xd7 30.cxd7 e4 31.♕c8 ♗d8 32.♕c4 ♕e1 33.♖c1 d2 34.♕c5 ♖g8 35.♖d1 e3 36.♕c3

[image: Img]

36...♕xd1 37.♖xd1 e2 0-1


The next watershed event in chess history came seventeen years later, when Paul Morphy was fourteen years old. The first International Chess Tournament, London 1851, organized by Howard Staunton, was not just a tournament, but an extravaganza. Between the main event and many extended side matches, more important novelties were played there than had been seen anywhere in the preceding decade. The arrival of the tournament era changed the culture of competitive chess, immediately and permanently. The clash of ideas between leading players of the various chess hotspots supercharged the advancement of theoretical knowledge. International competition is uniquely stimulating, and chess began to shift, from a mostly provincial, club-based activity to an international brotherhood. Some years would pass before another international tournament of note occurred, but, no matter, the genie had escaped the bottle. The number of local and regional tournaments, and high-level matches, rose sharply in the 1850s, in a wave of increased interest which sent ripples around the world, even touching American shores.

The galvanizing effects of the 1834 match and the London Tournament could not have sparked the explosion of chess knowledge seen during Morphy’s time without the presence of a third, decisive factor – the emergence of a vibrant, strong and widely disseminated chess press. This development began in earnest in the wake of The Match, when Bell’s Life in London, a major publication, debuted a weekly chess column in 1835, written by leading British master George Walker. A year later, the triumphant La Bourdonnais launched Le Palamède, the first magazine devoted wholly to chess. Public response was enthusiastic enough that chess columns and magazines quickly proliferated across the chess universe. Fortuitously for chess evolution, much of this writing was high-quality. By the time Paul Morphy launched his competitive career in 1857, many of the world’s leading players wrote chess columns: Staunton, Boden and Löwenthal in England; Kieseritzky and Saint-Amant in France; Anderssen, Max Lange and Falkbeer in Germany; and reigning US champion Charles Stanley, to name just a few.

The effect of this expansion of chess lore and knowledge was not unlike that of the internet in modern times. For the first time, even a casual player could follow recent events of the chess world, and be exposed to important new games and emerging players. It goes without saying that expanded access to knowledge led to numerous theoretical advances.

Prior to the 1850s, opening theory as we know it today – a body of deeply analyzed opening moves, scientifically evaluated, and continually updated by theoretically relevant games – was basically non-existent. Instead, a small number of chess books taught a limited selection of openings. Some, like those by Ruy Lopez and Gioacchino Greco, were hundreds of years old, though still in use; and most were by no means scientific or comprehensive. Rarely was theory meaningfully updated, and even when it was, there were too few high-level games to really move openings forward. For instance, Greco – easily the strongest of the early writers – gives the following ‘game’ – his opening variations are given in the form of games against anonymous opponents, but since the quality of play is higher than what he could have encountered in 1620, they are very likely his analysis:

 

Gioacchino Greco

NN

Rome 1620

1.e4 e5 2.♘f3 ♘c6 3.♗c4 ♗c5 4.c3 ♘f6 5.d4 exd4 6.cxd4 ♗b4+ 7.♘c3 ♘xe4 8.0-0 ♗xc3 9.d5 ♘e5 10.bxc3 ♘xc4 11.♕d4 ♘cd6 12.♕xg7 ♕f6 13.♕xf6 ♘xf6 14.♖e1+ ♔d8 15.♗g5 ♘de8 16.♖xe8+ ♔xe8 17.♖e1+ ♔f8 18.♗h6+ ♔g8 19.♖e5 1-0


[image: Img]

Final position



This important variation stems from the Møller Gambit, as it is known today. Romantic as it may seem, the theory of this line did not budge one iota from 1620-1850! Although Greco brilliantly illustrates why 7.♘c3! is the most critical move, not a single example, spanning these 230 years, can be found in the ChessBase Database. Quiet Giuoco’s with d3 outnumber the sharper 5.d4 ten to one, and even the few hearty souls who hazarded 5.d4 all followed up with the insipid 5...exd4 6.cxd4 ♗b4+ 7.♗d2.

While Paul Morphy was making a splash in the 1840s as a young prodigy in the chess clubs of New Orleans, all the elements had fallen into place for a revolution in chess understanding – a huge spike in interest, a new international paradigm, and a large increase in theoretically relevant games, widely showcased to the chess diaspora and accompanied with critical, timely analysis by leading masters. Morphy would soon become the poster boy for exploiting all the advantages this new era had to offer.

The chess landscape which Morphy grew up in had one more dynamic feature – for the first time in chess history, the attacking and positional schools both had champions at the highest level, competing against each other and advancing their respective styles and openings.

Englishman Howard Staunton (1810-1874) was the champion of the positional French School, crafting many new opening weapons from Philidor’s philosophy. A well-rounded, tough positional player, he baffled and overwhelmed opponents with his inventive strategic approach.

German master Adolf Anderssen (1818-1879) was the new champion of the Italian School. Probably the strongest tactician the world had ever seen, he also had a superior positional feel for the Open Games he favored, breathing new life into ‘classical’ openings.

Howard Staunton

A late bloomer who began playing serious chess at age 26, Staunton earned his mettle playing long informal matches against the likes of Captain William Evans (inventor of the Evans Gambit, 1.e4 e5 2.♘f3 ♘c6 3.♗c4 ♗c5 4.b4!?) and the strong English coffeehouse master John Cochrane (whose name is also attached to a sacrificial variation of the King’s Gambit). Diverging from the ‘mate or bust’ mentality of his countrymen, Staunton was a well-rounded player who excelled in complicated maneuvers and technical endings. A prolific writer, Staunton was considered the leading authority on chess for much of the 19th century. He wrote six widely disseminated chess books, founded the first English-language chess magazine, The Chess Players Chronicle, in 1840, and wrote a seminal chess column for The Illustrated London News, which ran for over 30 years. Staunton had a second serious career in drama, acting and writing an important edition of Shakespeare’s plays.

Staunton narrowly defeated the German master H.W. Popert in a short match in 1840, but it was not until 1843, at age 33, that his career really took off. In 1843 he played a formal match with John Cochrane and destroyed him, 14-4. This was no small feat; Cochrane had beaten the French Champion, Pierre Saint-Amant (+6, -4, =1) the year before. A fearsome attacker, Cochrane was as good as anyone in the Italian School gambits he preferred, as Staunton knew all too well.

 

John Cochrane

Howard Staunton

London 1842

1.e4 e5 2.f4 exf4 3.♘f3 g5 4.♗c4 g4
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5.d4?!

5.0-0 is a sounder approach to the famous Muzio Gambit, but risking all for a full-blooded struggle was a normal day at the office for John Cochrane.


5...gxf3 6.♕xf3 d5

Returning a pawn for development is a good idea.

7.♗xd5 c6 8.♗xf7+

[image: Img]

Vintage Cochrane – what’s another piece among gentlemen?

8...♔xf7 9.0-0 ♗h6?

White gets full compensation now. The engine takes the bull by the horns with 9...♕xd4+ 10.♗e3 ♕f6 and... wins. Unfortunately, the human has fears and demons, and rarely enjoys living on the knife’s edge. This was the secret of strong romantics and modern risktakers like Tal – even elite players can wither under the pressure of a GM-strength all-out assault. In practice the Muzio produced an overwhelming plus score for White well into the 19th century.

10.♗xf4 ♗xf4 11.♕xf4+ ♘f6?

Now White is close to winning. The machine likes 11...♔g7 with rough equality, but who can play this way?

12.e5 ♖g8 13.♕h4 ♔e8 14.♖xf6

14.exf6 decides at once, e.g. 14...♗e6 15.f7+!

14...♗g4 15.♕f2

An uncharacteristically ‘sane’ move lets Black off the hook. After 15.♘c3! ♕xd4+ 16.♔h1 Black is a goner.

15...♘d7 16.♖f4
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16...c5?

The future champion lashes out unwisely. After 16...♗h3 17.g3 ♗e6 (or 17...♕b6), it is still anyone’s game.

17.♘c3 ♘b6?! 18.♘e4 ♗e6 19.♘f6+ ♔e7 20.♕h4 ♖g6 21.d5 ♘xd5 22.♘xd5+ ♔d7 23.♕xh7+ ♔c6 24.♘e7+ ♕xe7 25.♕xe7 1-0

In the days before cell phones and TV, people had a lot of time on their hands. Staunton and Cochrane reportedly played around six hundred off-hand games, including a great many in 1843. This gave Howard ample opportunity to figure out his adversary, and hone his own style. Staunton gradually discovered that in French-style openings, Cochrane, like his countryman McDonnell, was often a wounded duck; while these same slow-developing positions ideally suited his solid, counterpunching style.

Howard Staunton was an iconoclast, with little regard for the ‘chivalrous’ English notion that 1.e4 e5 was the proper way to open a chess game. Rather than trying to beat Cochrane at his own game, he took his inspiration from Philidor and La Bourdonnais, importing their French-style ideas across the English Channel. The results were swift and dramatic.

 

John Cochrane

Howard Staunton

London 1842

1.e4 c5 2.♗c4 e6 3.♘f3 ♘c6 4.e5 ♘ge7 5.♘c3 ♘g6 6.♕e2

Now after 6...♕c7, White would happily sacrifice a pawn for development with 7.♘b5 ♕b8 8.d3. But Black steers for calmer waters.

6...♘f4!? 7.♕e4 g5

Now on 8.0-0 f5! 9.♕e3 ♗g7 the semi-closed position would suit Black’s purposes. Instead, a befuddled Cochrane showed that his sense of danger fell far short of his attacking prowess:
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8.g3?? d5! 9.exd6 f5 0-1

White loses his queen on an open board after 10.♕e3 ♘g2+.

Later in 1843, the French Champion Saint-Amant visited London, and Howard Staunton challenged him to a match. The dashing Frenchman, heir to the French chess throne when La Bourdonnais died in 1840, won a narrow victory (+3, -2, =1), but in the first game Staunton put Saint-Amant on notice that he was rapidly becoming the world’s premier positional player.

 

Pierre Charles de Saint-Amant

Howard Staunton

London 1843, Match Game 1

1.e4 c5 2.c4 White also plays ‘à la Philidor’, moving the c-pawn before developing the queen’s knight. This is another example of the many toothless anti-Sicilian ‘weapons’ current before Morphy.

2...e6 3.♘c3 ♘e7 4.d3 ♘bc6 5.♗e3 ♘g6 Staunton’s pet idea.

6.f4 d6 7.♘f3 ♗e7 8.a3 ♗f6 9.♗e2 0-0 10.0-0 ♗d4 11.♕d2
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11...♘xf4 12.♘xd4 cxd4 13.♗xf4 e5 14.♘d5 A safe alternative is 14.♗g3 dxc3 15.bxc3, when White’s doubled pawns are of little account and the black knight is kept at bay.

14...exf4 15.♕xf4 ♗e6
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Saint-Amant is worried about ...f5, but Staunton is thinking long-term. After trading on d5 his knight on e5 will be a Rock of Gibraltar against White’s toothless bishop.

16.♕g3 ♗xd5 17.cxd5?

White badly misreads the position by opening the c-file. After 17.exd5 ♘e5 18.♕f2 ♕b6 19.b4
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position after 19.b4 (analysis)



Black has an impregnable knight on e5 against a bad bishop; and his kingside majority seems more mobile than White’s extra button on the queenside. White’s only constructive idea seems to be piling up on d4, which is unwieldy. Alas, the armchair quarterback on my laptop insists that I ‘throw the verbiage out the window!’ – the position is equal, and it is Black who must be careful not to stumble. If we could stick a black rook on e3 or exchange all the major pieces things would look good, but those are tall orders.

17...♘e5 18.♖f2 ♖c8 19.♗g4 ♖c5 20.♖af1 ♕g5 21.h3 ♖c1 22.♔h2 ♖xf1 23.♖xf1 ♕d2 24.♖f2 ♕e1 25.♖c2 ♕b1 26.♖d2 g6 27.♕f2 h5 28.♗d1 ♕c1
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29.g4

Dousing a fire with gasoline, but the engine makes short work of White’s awkward position anyway. The hanging d4-pawn is a trifle compared to white’s woes. If 29.♗a4 f5! 30.♖d1 ♕g5 31.♕xd4 fxe4 32.dxe4 (32.♕xe4 ♖f2),
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position after 32.dxe4 (analysis)




Black already has the winning combination 32...♘f3+! 33.gxf3 ♕f4+! when his major pieces mop up tout suite.

29...hxg4 30.hxg4 ♕xd1 31.♖xd1 ♘xg4+ 32.♔g3 ♘xf2 33.♔xf2 ♖c8 34.♖d2 ♔g7 35.♔f3 ♖c1 36.♖h2 ♔f6 Simpler was 36...♖e1, avoiding one last diabolical trap by the Frenchman.

37.♖h8! ♖d1

Again 37...♖e1! was the coup juste.

38.♔e2 ♖b1
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Posterity holds that Black cruised to victory in this winning rook ending with the moves below, but Fritz 18 begs to differ. Saint-Amant’s motif was strong, but the execution was flawed: 39.b4!! ♖b2+ 40.♔e1 ♖b3?? 41.♖e8! and suddenly the d-pawn marches to glory with 42.e5+!. The black rook must instead hustle back with 40...♖c2, when the outcome is still in doubt.

39.♔f3 ♖xb2 40.♖e8 ♖b6 41.e5+ dxe5 42.♔e4 ♖d6 43.♖xe5 ♖d7 44.♔xd4 g5 45.♖e1 g4 46.♔c5 ♔g5 47.d6 f5 48.♖e7 ♖d8 49.♔d5 ♔f4 50.d7 g3 51.♖g7 ♔f3 52.♔e5 g2 53.♔e6 f4 54.d4 ♔f2 55.d5 g1♕ 56.♖xg1 ♔xg1 57.♔e7 ♖xd7+ 58.♔xd7 f3 59.♔c7 f2 60.d6 f1♕ 61.d7 ♕d3 62.d8♕ ♕xd8+ 63.♔xd8 b5 64.♔c7 a5 65.♔b6 b4 66.a4 b3 67.♔xa5 b2 68.♔a6 b1♕ 69.a5 ♕b4 0-1

Staunton’s respectable showing emboldened him to challenge Saint-Amant to a longer match in Paris. The Frenchman accepted, and the match was scheduled for November 1843. The contest generated tremendous excitement, especially in English chess circles. Could their avant-garde positional upstart overturn a century of French dominance? Saint-Amant was heavily favored, but Howard Staunton shocked the world, charging out of the gate to score +7 -0 =1 in the first eight games. Saint-Amant rallied gallantly, but on December 20, 1843, Staunton won a fourteen-hour marathon to take the match, +11 -6 =4. Howard Staunton had out-Frenched the Frenchman, and England had its first de facto world chess champion.

 

Pierre-Charles de Saint-Amant

Howard Staunton

Paris 1843 Match Game 1

1.e4 c5 2.f4 Saint-Amant’s ill-fated ‘improvement’ over Game 1 of the London match. He reverts to the old ‘Main Line’ which performed disastrously for McDonnell. Sicilian theory had not meaningfully evolved nine years hence.

2...e6 3.♘f3 ♘c6 4.c3 d5 5.e5 ♘h6 6.♘a3 ♗e7 7.♘c2 f5

La Bourdonnais’ 7...f6 is more dynamic; while 7...d4!? also challenges the utility of White’s set-up. Staunton, indulging his preference for closed positions, draws his inspiration instead from the grandfather of the French School.

Atwood-Philidor, London blindfold simul, 1794, went:

1.e4 c5 2.f4 e6 3.♘f3 ♘c6 4.c3 d5 5.e5 f5 6.d4 ♘h6 7.a3 ♘f7 8.♗e3 ♕b6 9.♕d2 ♗d7
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Atwood-Philidor, London, 1794, after 9...♗d7 (0-1 in 40 moves).

8.d4 0-0 9.♗e2 ♗d7 10.0-0 ♖c8 11.♔h1 cxd4

[image: Img]

12.cxd4 Following the old blueprint of maintaining a big center, but Steinitz would later show that in such positions 12.♘cxd4! is much stronger, with a wonderful outpost providing lasting pressure on e6.

12...♘f7 13.♖g1 ♔h8

[image: Img]

14.g4? A blunder. Black gets a powerful hole on f5, and his forces are better positioned to exploit the opening of the kingside. As a pioneer of closed positions Staunton often benefited from such ‘romantic impatience’ to attack. The Frenchman probably wanted to forestall ...g5 by Black, but the cure is much worse than the disease. Best was the very subtle 14.♗d3! The lost tempo is inconsequential in this semi-closed position; what matters is that 14...g5 15.g4! turns the tables – Black is now vulnerable on the kingside. White can then enjoy his space edge.

14...fxg4 15.♖xg4 ♘h6 16.♖g3 ♗e8! 17.♗d3 ♗h5 18.♕g1 ♗h4

[image: Img]

The counterattack is already winning in this picturesque tableau (19.♖h3 ♗g4).

19.♘xh4 ♕xh4 20.♘e1 ♘b4 21.♗d2 ♘xd3 22.♖xd3 ♗g6 23.♕g3 ♕h5 24.♖b3 ♕e2 25.♕e3 ♕f1+ 26.♕g1 ♗e4+ 27.♖f3 ♗xf3+ 28.♘xf3 ♕xf3+ 29.♕g2 ♕xg2+ 30.♔xg2 ♖c2 31.♖d1 ♖xf4 32.♔g3 ♖xd4 33.♗xh6 ♖xd1 0-1


 

Pierre Charles de Saint-Amant

Howard Staunton

Paris 1843 Match Game 5

1.e4 c5 2.f4 e6 3.♘f3 ♘c6 4.c3 d5 5.e5 ♕b6

Keene and Coles, authors of Howard Staunton: English World Chess Champion, call this ‘Black’s theoretical novelty’, noting that ‘from now on the sensitivity of White’s Q4 forms the thematic basis of Black’s strategic offensive’. Perhaps this normal move was novel this early, but the problem with their comment is that White hasn’t yet committed to the advance d4.

6.♗d3 ♗d7 7.♗c2 ♖c8 8.0-0 ♘h6 9.h3 ♗e7
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10.♔h2

White fixates on the standard big center, but 10.g4 deserves consideration, in conjunction with the modest 11.d3.

10...f5 11.a3 a5 12.a4 Not a waste of time since Black has weakened b5.

12...♘f7 13.d4
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Black should play 13...cxd4 at once to forestall 14.dxc5 ♗xc5 15.♘bd2 followed by ♘b3-d4, but again this plan was not yet on the theoretical radar.

13...h6 14.♖e1?!

14.dxc5 was better, but the Parisian cleverly prepares to meet 14...g5 with 15.♗xf5!, with favorable complications.

14...g6 15.♘a3 cxd4 16.♘xd4 ♘xd4 17.cxd4 g5
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18.♘b5?!

The knight is indirectly defended, but 18.♖e3! was stronger: 18...gxf4 19.♖b3 ♕c7 (not 19...♕a7 20.♗xf4 ♗xa4?! 21.♘b5 ♗xb5 22.♖xb5 b6 23.♗xf5! exf5 24.e6 with a slashing attack) 20.♖c3 ♕b6 21.♗xf4 ♗g5 22.♗g3 when the b-pawn is taboo.

18...♗xb5 19.axb5 ♖c4 20.♗d3
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A fascinating crossroads. Black plays it safe, but the edgy lines are more promising: either 20...♖xd4!? 21.♗e3 gxf4 or 20...♖b4!? when only the computer move 21.♔h1!! seems to hold the balance, e.g. 21...♕xd4 22.♗e3 ♕xb2 23.♖e2 ♕b3 24.♗c2 ♕c4 25.♗d3 and now 25...♕b3 26.♗c2 or 25...♕c7 26.♖c2.

20...♖c8?!
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21.♗e2

21.♗d2! was a nice resource. On 21...♕xd4 22.♗e3 the queen is in trouble, while 21...♖a8 allows 22.♖a4! defending d4 with advantage.

21...gxf4 22.♖f1 ♘g5
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23.♗xf4 ♘e4 24.♖c1

The position is exceedingly delicate, and the Frenchman does about as well as can be expected. White could try to change the character of play with 24.g4 or try the computer suggestion 24.♖a4, freeing the queen from defending d4, but Black’s nagging pressure is hard to erase.

24...♖xc1 25.♕xc1 ♔d7 26.♕e3 ♗g5

Completely natural, but more testing was 26...h5! intending ...h4. If 27.g3 ♖c8! White’s loosened king position proves more important than the isolated h-pawn.

27.♗d3 ♖g8 28.♗xe4 dxe4 29.♗xg5 hxg5 30.♕b3
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30...g4!

This ending is nearly beyond human comprehension; only God and Fritz know the answers. Masters have analyzed it for the better part of two centuries and never got it right. The human task of beating a world champion, however, remains infinitely harder than switching on your engine. This move sets maximal problems for White, and without it Black would not have won; e.g. 30...♖c8 31.d5. Staunton’s handling of the whole game would do Botvinnik proud, and is extraordinary for the year 1843.

31.♖d1

The key moment. White holds with simply 31.♖c1!, missed by generations of analysts. After 31...g3+ 32.♔h1 ♖c8 33.♖xc8+ ♔xc8 34.♕xg3, the queen + pawn ending is equal. Also sufficient is 31.♖xf5, recommended by Reuben Fine. After 31...♕xd4! 32.♖f7+ ♔d8
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position after 32...♔d8 (analysis)



Keene and Coles give only the weak 33.♔h1? when 33...♕d3 is strong; but White improves with 33.♕c2! ♕xe5+ 34.g3! with the powerful threat of 35. ♕d2+ attacking d7 and a5. Forced is 34...♕d6 35.♕xe4 ♕d2+ 36.♕g2 ♕xg2+ 37.♔xg2 gxh3+ 38.♔xh3 ♖h8+ 39.♔g2 (39.♔g4 ♖h2) 39...b6! 40.♖b7 ♖h5!
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position after 40...♖h5! (analysis)



and Black holds after 41.♖xb6 ♖e5 intending ...♔c7.

31...gxh3 32.♕xh3
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32...♕d8! Threatening ...♖h8 while defending the rook.

33.d5 ♔c8 33...♕g5 is also good.

34.♕c3+ ♔b8 35.d6 f4
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36.♕c5 36.♖d4! staves off quick defeat – 36...f3 37.g3! ♕b6 38.♕c7+ ♕xc7 39.dxc7+ ♔xc7 40.♖xe4 ♔b6 – but Black is much better.


36...e3 37.♕c2 ♕h4+ 38.♔g1 ♖c8 39.♕e2 ♖h8 0-1

Staunton’s success with the Sicilian Defense led him to ‘invent’ the English Opening 1.c4, employing his favorite set-up with colors reversed. In fairness to his opponent Bernard Horwitz, he beat Staunton twice earlier in this mini-match with Black against 1.c4, but this was the first time Staunton ventured his signature set-up.

 

Howard Staunton

Bernard Horwitz

London International Tournament 1851 Round 2, Game 7

1.c4 e6 2.♘c3 f5 3.g3 ♘f6 4.♗g2 c6 5.d3 ♘a6 6.a3 ♗e7 7.e3 0-0 8.♘ge2 ♘c7 9.0-0
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Keene and Coles call this tabiya with c4, e3, a fianchettoed ♗g2, and a ♘ on e2 ‘The Staunton System’. French players had already discovered this flexible set-up as the perfect foil to the Closed Sicilian: e.g. Eugène Rousseau-Pierre Charles de Saint-Amant, Paris 1842, went 1.e4 c5 2.f4 e6 3.c4 ♘c6 4.♘f3 d6 5.d3 ♘ge7 6.♘c3 f5 7.♗e2 a6 8.0-0 ♕c7 9.b3 g6 10.♗b2 ♘d4 11.♕d2 ♗g7
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Rousseau-Saint-Amant after 11...♗g7



A triumph of ‘French School’ principles. None of Black’s pieces block in his pawns, allowing the advance of the c- and f-pawns beloved by Lopez and Philidor. Black’s flexible and resilient set-up, combined with a hammerlock on d4, results in a sterile white position which few modern masters would touch. Saint-Amant won in 35 moves, after a few hiccups.

9...d5 10.b3 ♕e8

Keene and Coles point out the natural 10...e5, when playing 11.f4 à la Philidor is as good as anything.

11.♗b2 ♕f7 12.♖c1 ♗d7

[image: Img]


13.e4!?

Today this seems an obvious foil to the Stonewall formation, but such positions were virgin territory. Willy Hendriks recounts in The Ink War how Wilhelm Steinitz was baffled and defeated by American amateur Preston Ware’s ‘novel’ Stonewall Attack, in 1883!

13...fxe4?!

Black reacts passively; instead 13...dxe4 14.dxe4 e5! was at least equal.

14.dxe4 ♖ad8 15.e5 ♘fe8

Correctly avoiding the adventure 15...♘g4 16.♕d4! ♕h5 17.h3 ♘xe5 18.g4!


[image: Img]

position after 18.g4! (analysis)



The last-ditch 18...c5 runs into 19.♘xd5![image: Img].

16.f4 dxc4 17.bxc4 ♗c5+ 18.♔h1 ♗e3 19.♖b1
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19...g6 20.♕b3 ♗c8 21.♘e4 ♗b6 22.♖bd1 ♘a6 23.♕c3 ♖xd1 24.♖xd1 ♘c5 25.♘d6 ♕c7 26.♕c2 ♘g7 Staunton is in his element: maneuvering at leisure to exploit a lasting positional advantage.

27.g4! ♕e7 28.♗d4 ♕c7 29.a4 ♘a6 30.c5 ♗a5 31.♕b3
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31...b6

The last chance for counterplay was no better: 31...♗b4 32.♕c4 ♕a5 33.f5 gxf5 (33...♕xa4 34.♖a1) 34.gxf5 ♘xf5 (34...♗xc5 35.f6) 35.♘xc8.

32.♘e4 bxc5 33.♘f6+ ♔h8 34.♕h3 ♘e8 35.♗a1 Threatening 36.♖d7!

[image: Img]

35...♘xf6

On 35...♕f7 White goes 36.♘g3.

36.exf6 ♔g8 37.♗e5 ♕b7 38.♗e4 ♕f7
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Black is reduced to aimless shuffling, and a repositioning maneuver finishes him off.

39.♘g1! ♗d8 40.g5 ♗b7 41.♘f3 ♖e8 42.♗d6 ♗xf6 43.gxf6 ♕xf6 44.♘g5 ♕g7 45.♗e5 ♕e7
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46.♗xg6 1-0

Given Staunton’s success with flank openings, you might assume that he avoided open games, but 1.e4 was his preferred move as White. Surprisingly, he even eschewed the ‘dull’ Ruy Lopez. A leading theorist, Staunton had a wealth of opening knowledge, and was happy to mix it up on the right occasion, as he did in his match with positional master Jacob Löwenthal; or as Black against Russian master Von Jaenisch, when he successfully debuted the modern form of the Falkbeer Countergambit, 1.e4 e5 2.f4 d5 3.exd5 e4! at London 1851 – before that 3...♕xd5?! was almost universally played.

 

Howard Staunton

Jacob Löwenthal

London 1856 Match Game 3

1.e4 e5 2.♘f3 ♘c6 3.d4 exd4 4.♗c4

This nearly forgotten line was very topical back then, and a Staunton favorite.

4...♗e7 Black often accepted the gambit with 4...♗b4+ 5.c3.

5.0-0 d6 6.♘xd4 ♘xd4 7.♕xd4 ♗f6 8.♕d5 ♕d7 9.f4 c6 10.♕d1 ♘h6 11.c3
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Black’s set-up is clumsy, but White has lagging development. The engine uncorks a remedy which Paul Morphy would have loved – 11...d5! 12.exd5 0-0. Opening lines favors Black’s greater activity, and the ‘knight on the rim’ becomes an asset with access to f5.

11...0-0 12.♘a3 ♕e7 13.♗d3 g6?

The real culprit. The ...♗g7 idea is flawed.

14.f5!
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14...♗g5? The ugly 14...♔g7 is necessary, but not sufficient.

15.f6 ♕e5 16.♘c4 ♕c5+ 17.♔h1 ♗xc1 18.♕xc1 ♕h5 19.♘xd6 ♖d8 20.♕f4 ♗g4 21.♗c4 b5 22.♗b3
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22...♖d7 23.♖f2 ♖ad8 24.♖d2 c5 25.♖d5 ♕h4 The attack has been a cakewalk for White, and a combination is the natural outcome.
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26.♘xf7! The interference move 26.♘f5! also decides.

26...♘xf7 27.♖xd7 c4 28.♖xd8+ ♘xd8 29.♖f1 ♘e6 30.♕b8+ ♔f7 31.♕xa7+ ♔g8 32.♕b8+ ♔f7 33.♕b7+ ♔g8 34.♕c8+ ♔f7 35.♕d7+ ♔g8 36.f7+ ♔g7
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37.f8♕ Mate

Staunton’s Legacy

Howard Staunton changed the way chess was played and understood. Britain’s leading masters had long been Italian School attackers, but World Champions are the ultimate trend-setters. Once Staunton beat Saint-Amant, all kinds of closed and flank openings appeared on his side of the pond. Not only Sicilian and French Defenses, but Bird’s Opening, Owen’s Defense 1...b6, and double-fianchetto openings, to name just a few. Staunton’s influence was so keenly felt, some writers now described his Philidor-inspired openings as ‘English style’. Positional successors like Louis Paulsen and Simon Winawer would carry the torch lit by Staunton, continuing to mold the nascent semi-closed openings into formidable weapons.


Howard Staunton took Philidor’s ideas in a different direction than the brilliant attackers La Bourdonnais and Saint-Amant. The first champion to employ a predominantly positional approach, he strove to slow the pace of the battle. Staunton was a pragmatist, more dedicated to winning than brilliance. In an age when most strong players were gunning to rip your head off from move one, Howard was able to blunt this aggression, and show his superiority in maneuvering middlegames and technical endings. If positional play truly has a ‘father’, surely it was Howard Staunton, not Wilhelm Steinitz, whose arcane style was often more ‘strategic’ than ‘positional’ to modern sensibilities.

A giant during his era, history would not be so kind to Staunton. Generations of chess writers ignored or underestimated his influence. Recently, his reputation as a player and thinker has been rehabilitated. Bobby Fischer played an important role, including Staunton on his list of the top ten players of all time. Fischer called Staunton ‘The most profound opening analyst of all time (...) playing over his games, I discover that they are completely modern.’

History has vindicated Howard Staunton’s revolutionary ideas. He was the first player to produce a large body of games showcasing French School openings at the highest level. Fischer’s ‘completely modern’ tag underscores the fact that in the long-run, slower-developing positional openings won out over hyper-aggressive Italian School gambits.

Staunton’s The Chess-Player’s Handbook became the standard English-language chess manual of the 19th century, going through 21 editions from 1847-1935 alone. He lent his name to a new design of chess pieces which became the permanent tournament standard. Howard’s brainchild, the London 1851 International Chess Tournament, was perhaps his greatest innovation, launching the tournament era which thoroughly transformed chess theory and practice. Taking all that into account, you could make a decent argument that Staunton was the most influential 19th century player.

Adolf Anderssen (1818-1879)

Hailing from Breslau in the German state of Silesia (now Wroclaw, Poland), the career mathematics professor Adolf Anderssen was an outsized figure in the early history of international chess competition. Revered for his brilliant combinations (including the ‘Immortal’ and ‘Evergreen’ games), his contribution to the development of chess ideas is still underappreciated. For the better part of three decades from the early 1850s on, he was the most feared and successful tournament player on earth. Captivated as a child by the McDonnell-La Bourdonnais match, by age 24, Anderssen had already compiled a book of sixty original chess compositions, Aufgaben für Schachspieler (‘Problems for Chessplayers’). This put him on the map as an international chess figure, though little was known about his playing outside of Germany. Anderssen’s problems had a game-like, practical bent which appealed to serious players.


Anderssen, 1842
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White mates in 4



1.♗h5! ♔xh5 2.♔g7 h6 3.♔f6 ♔h4 4.♔g6 Mate

As a young man Anderssen befriended a strong group of Berlin masters dubbed ‘The Berlin Pleiades’. These included Paul Rudolf von Bilguer, author of the highly influential Handbuch des Schachspiels (Chessplayers Handbook) published in 1843, as well as Dr. Ludwig Bledow, Bernhard Horwitz (co-author with Joseph Kling of the classic Chess Studies, which set a new standard for endgame study), the ‘elder statesman’ Tassilo von Heydebrand und der Lasa, Carl Mayet, Carl Schorn, and Wilhelm Hansen. The Pleiades were staunch advocates of Italian-style open games, winning later praise from Paul Morphy for resisting the ‘dark’ influence of Howard Staunton.

In many ways, Adolf Anderssen and Howard Staunton were antipodes. Staunton could be acerbic and petty, while Anderssen was the consummate sportsman and gentleman. Staunton loved closed French School positions, while Anderssen took risky Italian School gambits to new heights. The Englishman preferred a slow build-up, while the German gloried in combinations, often provoking wild complications within the first ten moves!

Adolf Anderssen: ‘Attacking Beast’?

The traditional view of Anderssen regards him as king of the so-called Romantic School of chess. Romantic chess signified Italian School gambits and dashing, sacrificial attacks. A romantic player must risk any hazard in the pursuit of tactical brilliance. The goal of a chess game was not just to win, but above all to create beautiful combinations.

Wilhelm Steinitz and his protégé Siegbert Tarrasch were the earliest critics of ‘old school’ attacking play, though they did not use the term ‘romantic’, or disparage Anderssen. Promoting his ‘modern school’, Steinitz claimed that correct ‘scientific’ play required a solid positional foundation, which was supposedly absent before his time.

Czech GM Richard Réti applied this critique to Anderssen in his 1923 classic – if overly pedantic – Masters of the Chessboard. Writing about Anderssen’s two most famous combinations, he notes:

‘Recent analysis has (...) shown that Anderssen’s combinations in these two games have their origin in his romantic love of combination as such and are not the final and logical outcome of his attack. Hence, we are inclined to believe that these games have little if any pedagogical value...’

Most writers down to recent times followed this narrative. Garry Kasparov in My Great Predecessors observes ‘...the old combinative school led by Anderssen proved powerless against the modernized technique of Morphy (and ... Steinitz), which was based on a sound positional foundation (...) for the sake of beauty (...he) would seek drastic measures and would boldly burn his boats behind him, overstepping the safety margin.’

While most chess historians peg Anderssen as a reckless, if brilliant romantic, his contemporaries assessed him quite differently. Paul Morphy alluded to Anderssen’s strategic feel by complementing his ‘agency’ for bringing about the conditions for strong combinations. Steinitz, who had a minus score against Anderssen in tournaments and barely squeaked by him 8-6 in their 1866 match, had the highest praise of all: ‘This was the greatest master of all times. His brilliant style, the beauty of his combinations and the depth of thought were remarkable.’

‘Depth of thought’ bespeaks of a multi-dimensional player, who could play very strong strategic and positional chess when the situation demanded it. American master Macon Shibut, in his 1993 book Paul Morphy and the Evolution of Chess Theory, sought to overturn the caricature of ‘Anderssen as attacking beast, Wilhelm Steinitz as positional homo sapiens, and Paul Morphy as the missing link between them.’ In a chapter titled ‘Adolf Anderssen and the Standard of Pre-Morphy Chess’, he argues that Anderssen was Morphy’s equal positionally, and that the American won their match by out-calculating him in critical positions.

Playing through Anderssen’s many extant games (over 800!), you need not go very far to see his positional strength in force. When he met Howard Staunton at the first International Chess Tournament, London 1851, Anderssen took a positionally aggressive, yet sound approach. Staunton had developed a heart condition and gone into semi-retirement since beating Saint-Amant in 1843. He had never been defeated, however, and was still regarded as the de facto World Champion. Anderssen was prepared to outlast Staunton in long, tough struggles, and that is exactly what he did, demolishing the Englishman +4 -0 =1 in their semi-final mini-match.

Staunton was determined that the new chess powerhouse, Germany, be represented at his London Tournament. When first choice Von der Lasa declined, he invited the dark horse Anderssen, even paying his travel expenses. Like Staunton, who had honed his tactical skills against Evans and Cochrane, Anderssen went on a binge of informal training games to prepare for the event. He played over 100 games in 1851 against high-ranking masters such as Mayet, Falkbeer, Max Lange and Dufresne. In Game 1 of the Staunton match he made a colossal statement, demolishing the Sicilian Defense with a positionally nuanced attack and a brilliant finish. The Prussian had clearly studied Staunton’s pet Sicilian treatment, and found a strong antidote.

 

Adolf Anderssen

Howard Staunton

London International Tournament 1851, Round 3 Game 1

1.e4 c5 2.d4 cxd4 3.♘f3 This move order, endorsed by Morphy, invites Black to keep the pawn with 3...e5 4.c3! (4.♘xe5?? ♕a5+).

3...e6 4.♘xd4

Paul Morphy would later champion these moves as a virtual refutation of the Sicilian Defense. Surprisingly, given his success here (and his reverence for Morphy), Anderssen later reverted to anti-Sicilian lines with far fewer attacking prospects. Staunton himself had played 1.e4 c5 2.♘f3 e6 3.d4 cxd4 4.♘xd4 as White against Saint-Amant in 1843, but the dearth of theory in this now ubiquitous line is shown by his silly continuation 4...♘c6 5.♘f3?!

4...♗c5?!

Dubious. Staunton’s successors would improve with 4...♘c6 or 4...♘f6.

5.♘c3 a6 6.♗e3 ♗a7

7.♘xe6 was threatened.

7.♗d3 Another strong approach was 7.♕g4 ♕f6 8.0-0-0.

7...♘e7 8.0-0 0-0 9.♕h5!

This is a fine idea with Black’s a7-bishop sequestered from the kingside.

9...♘g6?!

Prior opponents justified Howard’s play by letting the knight slip effectively to e5, but once White forestalls this, the ♘g6 is a poor anchor for Black’s kingside.

[image: Img]

10.e5!

A principled attacking move which paves the way for f4 and a rook lift, opens the b1-h7 diagonal and e4-square, and incidentally prevents 10...♕h4? 11.♗xg6.

10...♕c7

White is also in command after 10...♗xd4 11.♗xd4 ♘c6 12.♗c5 and 13.f4.



[image: Img]

position after 10...♕c7



In 2008, I devoted a chapter of Forcing Chess Moves to ‘forcing retreats’, backward moves which defy human bias by proving to be the strongest attacks. White has an unbelievable winning shot here with 11.♘f3!!. Black is completely helpless against 12.♘g5, and opening the f-file with 11...♗xe3 does nothing to salve his wounds. Anderssen had a strong build-up in mind, but his problemist sensibilities would have loved nothing more than this elegant touch. The game continuation looks so natural and strong, this resource has been passed over for 170 years.

11.♖ae1 b5

11...♕xe5? 12.♗xg6 is again taboo.

12.f4 ♗b7 13.♘e4 ♗xe4 14.♗xe4 ♘c6

[image: Img]

White’s play looks ‘completely modern’ as Fischer might say.

15.♘xc6 Stronger here is 15.c3 slowing Black’s counterplay.

15...dxc6 16.g4

Planning a breakthrough, but 16.♔h1 proves more accurate.

[image: Img]

16...♖ad8

Black misses his chance with 16...♗xe3+ 17.♖xe3 ♕b6!. In the game White executes the dangerous rook lift ♖f3-h3, but here he would have to delay that with 18. ♕h3, because on 18.♖f3? ♖ad8 19.♗d3 (19.♖h3 h6) 19...♖xd3! 20.cxd3 ♘xf4 21.♕g5 ♘d5 wins for Black.

17.♔h1 c5?! 18.♖f3?!

18.f5! wins after 18...♕xe5 19.♗g2 or 18...♘xe5 19.f6 (or 19.♗f4) with too many threats.

18...♕a5 19.♖ef1

[image: Img]


19...♕a4?

White’s attack is menacing, but Black has an incredible resource with 19...♕b4!! 20.♗d3 c4! 21.♖h3 h6 22.♗xg6 fxg6 23.♕xg6 ♗xe3 24.♖xe3 ♖d2!!.


[image: Img]

position after 24...♖d2!! (analysis)



After 25.♕xe6+ ♔h8, Black has enough counterplay to nullify a two-pawn deficit: ...♖xh2+! is a strong threat. Finding this over the board is, alas, simply too much to ask.

20.♗d3 ♕xa2

The game-changing difference between 19...♕b4!! and 19...♕a4 appears in the line 20...c4 21.♖h3 h6 22.♗xg6 fxg6 23.♕xg6 ♗xe3 24.g5!!
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position after 24.g5!! (analysis)



24...♖xf4 25.♖xf4 ♗xf4 26.♖xh6!.
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position after 26.♖h6! (analysis)



Black is now helpless against the threat of 27.♕xe6+. With his queen on b4, Black would soon deliver mate.

21.♖h3

Now everything follows Anderssen’s strategic plan, and Black is routed.

21...h6 22.g5 ♖xd3 23.cxd3 ♕d5+ 24.♖ff3 ♘e7 25.gxh6 g6 26.h7+ ♔h8 27.♕g5 ♘f5 28.♕f6+ ♘g7

[image: Img]

29.f5! ♕b3 30.♗h6 ♕d1+ 31.♔g2 ♕e2+ 32.♖f2 ♕g4+ 33.♖g3 1-0

This important game is emblematic of Anderssen’s style. Yes, he loved nothing more than risky gambits like the King’s and Evans’ – but unlike the ‘rock-throwers’ Cochrane, Evans or Mayet, who too often embarked on quixotic attacks and went up in flames, Anderssen made a deep study of his openings and attacked with coherent strategy.

In matches between strong players there is often a ‘battle royale’ which proves psychologically decisive. Anderssen’s second straight win over Staunton fits this profile. White achieves a semi-closed position with the initiative, but the German shows unexpected defensive toughness, outlasting the champ at the critical moment.

 

Howard Staunton

Adolf Anderssen

London International Tournament 1851, Round 3, Game 2

1.e4 e5 2.♘f3 ♘c6 3.♗c4 ♗c5 4.d3 d6 5.c3 ♘f6 6.♗g5 0-0 7.♘bd2 a6 8.a4 ♗a7 9.b4 ♘e7 10.♗xf6 gxf6 11.♘h4 c6 12.♕f3 d5 13.♗b3 ♕d6 14.0-0 ♔g7 15.♖ad1 ♗e6 16.♗c2 ♘g6 17.♘f5+ ♗xf5 18.exf5 ♘e7 19.♕h5 ♔h8 20.♔h1 ♘g8 21.f4

[image: Img]

21...♖ae8 21...♗e3 was also good, but Black has reorganized his forces quite effectively.

22.fxe5 fxe5 23.♖f3

[image: Img]
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