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Explanation of Symbols

The chessboard with its coordinates:
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	White to move



	[image: images]

	Black to move



	♔

	King



	♕

	Queen



	♖

	Rook



	♗

	Bishop



	♘

	Knight
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	White stands slightly better
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	Black stands slightly better
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	White stands better
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	Black stands better



	+–

	White has a decisive advantage



	–+

	Black has a decisive advantage



	=

	balanced position



	!

	good move



	!!

	excellent move



	?

	bad move



	??

	blunder



	!?

	interesting move



	?!

	dubious move









Introduction

If you are not a junior, please don’t toss this book aside; there is still a lot of cool analysis and history in here for you. But I have written this book, primarily, to reach out to younger players. At any point in history, we see a ‘generation gap’, where young people see the world in a very different way than their elders. If you are, let’s say, a teen or tween, you probably process most chess material from a computer. You follow recent events, work on tactics puzzles, practice against an engine, or whatever works for you. This may match your lifestyle of playing Minecraft or (worse) Fortnite on your I-pad instead of reading books.

A few years ago, I was horrified to learn that two of my (young) fellow instructors at a chess camp could not name the World Champions in order (or even place them roughly in their time periods). For someone of my generation, that fundamental lack of knowledge was unthinkable. And while I accept that kids today learn things in different ways, I feel that they are still missing out from their ignorance of knowledge provided by books.

When I was a boy (back in the Stone Age), chess players read books. Lots of them. We had to of course – we didn’t have other ways to learn. No computers, no Internet, no databases, and, unless you were lucky to live in a chess center (which I did, actually), no access to coaching.

Looking around at the shelves in my office, I realize that the majority of my books date back to my first few years in chess. I have best games collections from most of the World Champions, and several other greats like Nimzowitsch, Rubinstein, Keres, and Larsen. Those pioneers played a big role in forming my understanding of chess.

You may be thinking, ‘Good for you, what does that have to do with us?’ Well, while modern chess tools help us learn things and develop skills faster, they don’t necessarily cover all the bases. We all stand on the shoulders of giants. Players understand the game today because of stuff players figured out back then. If you want to up your game, it’s definitely useful to see chess at its highest level. Today’s grandmasters, as great as they are, play with assistance of computer analysis and knowledge of a ton of opening variations. In a sense, older games have a purity about them. They are rather more mano a mano (which means hand to hand, by the way).


This book provides a Cliff Notes (ask mom and dad what those are) version of the World Champions, from Morphy (technically not an official champ, but I just couldn’t leave him out) to Carlsen. [I have excluded those who won the title from the FIDE knockout tournaments in the early 2000s.] I didn’t want this book to outweigh your computer, so I had to whittle down the game list. I went with a combination of a player’s most famous games and ones I feel are particularly instructive or interesting. Each chapter concludes with two supplemental games, and even then there are plenty of games I hated to leave out.

Though the basic rules are the same as in the 1900s, chess has changed a lot over the years. The champions had different styles and approaches, strengths and weaknesses. They each contributed to our understanding of chess in their distinctive way, and I’ve tried to highlight what makes each champion special and worthy of study.

Most of the games are considered classics, and have appeared in many other chess books. You may be familiar with some of them (which is not a bad thing – it means you have some chess culture and a decent memory). A lot of the older books have analysis that can be proven faulty by chess engines; this in turn means that a lot of commentary has mistakes, too. So the tactical analysis here is more reliable, though it is still important to remember that chess is a human game. Even top grandmasters, let alone you and your opponents, often don’t play the recommendations of chess engines.

Some games are heavy on tactics (working on Tal’s games was particularly exhausting), but I’ve given more attention, at least in the majority of the games, to explaining the strategy. I want you to see how the great masters approached problem-solving in the opening, middlegame, and endgame, and how these solutions can relate to your own games. I have tried to find universal truths and provide instruction beyond how the players could have found better moves. I have also sought a variety of openings and a mixture of attacks and endgames to give as complete a course as possible.

I wanted this book to be more than a collection of cool games. I have included a bit of historical information about the players to put the games into proper context. I hope readers get a sense of why players succeeded or failed at certain times, how their styles evolved over their careers, and even which rivals they liked or couldn’t stand.


All of these players, some more than others, have had an impact on my chess career personally. Before we get halfway through the book, the champions are playing within my lifetime. I’ve included a bit about how I interacted with several of them (never quite beat any of them).

I majored in history, so you can understand why I enjoyed learning more about these champions. But even if you aren’t a trivia buff, you might want to pick a favorite player... and that champion might influence your future study and approach to the game. Feel free to choose your hero (or heroes). [It can still be Magnus after you finish the book.]

I was fortunate to watch three amazing champions in my youth: Fischer, who introduced me to chess, Karpov, who made me want to be a chess player, and Kasparov, a champion my own age. You might sense a little extra wonder in those chapters.

These games show classic and in some cases very early use of important strategies like clearance sacrifices and using the bishop pair, so I have bolded these concepts when they first appear in the book and defined them in a glossary. There is also a quiz and some other fun stuff at the back of the book.

I finished writing this book while all of our playing careers were put on hold by the coronavirus pandemic. As you will read, many champions and their rivals overcame disruptions brought on by two world wars. We will make it through this, too.

Joel Benjamin

Waldwick NJ, USA

August 2020
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CHAPTER 1

The greatest showman: Paul Morphy 

Lived: 1837-1884

Reigned: 1858-1860 (unofficial)

[image: Image]

Paul Morphy is not considered an official champion. His career occurred before people got together and decided to have a formal process for the world title. Probably he wouldn’t have even cared that much. As a Southern American gentleman from a prominent and wealthy family, Morphy didn’t see chess as a proper profession. He studied law and quit chess early for a legal career that never got off the ground. But for the brief period he was active, Morphy was clearly the best in the world, and his games are still studied today. So I’m including him on my list!

Morphy was the original chess prodigy. His family claimed that they had never taught him the rules; he just learned from watching them play! At nine he was considered one of the best players in his hometown of New Orleans, Louisiana. At twelve he successfully took on the prominent Hungarian master Johann Löwenthal.

After a break to focus on his studies, Paul Morphy began his career in earnest in 1857. Though he was done playing by 1860, he was considered the world over as the best in the game.

Morphy played in an era when ‘Romantic’ chess dominated. Most players went for quick attacks, often gambiting pawns in the process. Players accepted these pawn sacrifices as a matter of course, though they might quickly return the favor with countergambits. To master this style and combat it effectively, one needed to understand the element of time – to make sure to mobilize pieces as quickly as possible. Morphy understood slower, strategic, styles better than his opponents, too, but he preferred rapidly developing open games.


The first game may be the best known game in chess history. I would wager that it has been shown in more classrooms than any other contest. So this may well be review, but if you haven’t seen this game, it’s just too classic for you not to know about it.


This game wasn’t played under standard tournament conditions, to say the least. It was played in a box at the opera, and Morphy took on two royal opponents in the royal game. [It’s not known whether the Duke or the Count should get the blame for Black’s biggest mistakes.] Morphy wanted to win a beautiful game, and happenstance allowed him to create a finish for the ages. Remember, this was 1858, and Morphy did not have great players of the past to influence his strategy and tactics.

Game 1Philidor Defense

Paul Morphy

Count Isouard and the Duke of Brunswick

Paris Opera House 1858

1.e4 e5 2.♘f3 d6 3.d4 ♗g4?

This typical beginner’s mistake lands Black in immediate trouble.

4.dxe5 ♗xf3

I have actually faced 4...dxe5 in a few simultaneous exhibitions, where kids wondered why I would ‘give up’ my queen after 5.♕xd8+ ♔xd8 6.♘xe5. That’s not really an option for Black, but sacrificing the pawn with 4...♘d7 is a better practical try as at least Black gets to develop smoothly.

5.♕xf3 dxe5 6.♗c4 ♘f6

Black has to try 6...♕d7 or 6...♕e7 if he wants to save the b-pawn, but Black will have an uncomfortable time so far behind in development, e.g. 7.♗g5 ♘f6 8.♘c3 c6 9.0-0-0.

7.♕b3 ♕e7

[image: Image]

8.♘c3

This position has been debated for many years, with annotators and fans weighing in with strong opinions.

It has been suggested that White can with a lot of material with 8.♗xf7+ ♕xf7 9.♕xb7. Modern computer analysis has cast doubt on that assessment, as White will not win this material without strings attached: 9...♗c5 10.♕c8+ (after 10.♕xa8 0-0 11.0-0 c6 Black even stands better, as White’s queen is in trouble) 10...♔e7 11.♕xh8 ♗xf2+ and now 12.♔xf2? ♘xe4+ wins for Black: 13.♔e2 (13.♔e3 ♘d7! 14.♕xa8 ♕f2+ 15.♔xe4 ♕e2+ 16.♗e3 ♘f6+ 17.♔f5 g6+ 18.♔xe5 (18.♔g5 ♕h5#) 18...♕xe3+ and mate) 13...♕f2+ 14.♔d1 ♕xg2 15.♖e1 ♘f2+ 16.♔d2 ♘d7 with an overwhelming attack.

So White has to play 12.♔e2, but we can stop there – the position is a big mess, and even if the engine says White is winning, anything can happen. It would be taking very unnecessary risks from a very powerful position.

Alternatively, 8.♕xb7 ♕b4+ 9.♕xb4 ♗xb4+ 10.c3 or 10.♗d2 wins a pawn completely cleanly. Black has a huge gash in his pawn structure that will make the endgame even more miserable. In a game between grandmasters, White’s winning chances approach 100%. I believe that 8.♕xb7 is the best move. Bobby Fischer would have played it. Or, as you kids would say, Magnus would play it. Morphy played 8.♘c3 because... well, remember this game was played in an opera box. Morphy wasn’t just playing, he was performing. Grabbing a pawn and winning the endgame would be boring. He wanted to impress his opponents, and anyone who might have been watching. Black could certainly have defended better, but without Morphy’s sense of style, no one would remember this game today, more than a century and a half later.


8...c6 9.♗g5

[image: Image]

9...b5?

This is the losing move. Black is close to falling off the cliff and needs a good move! 9...♘a6 would have avoided disaster, and would probably have annoyed Morphy to no end. The only way to cement a big advantage for White is to chop the knight and destroy Black’s pawn structure. But without the glorious light-squared bishop, a quick mate would be off the table.

10.♘xb5 cxb5

The rather unsporting 10...♕b4+ would avoid checkmate, but gives Black an even worse version of what could have happened on move eight.

11.♗xb5+ ♘bd7 12.0-0-0 ♖d8

It turns out that attempting to defend the knight does not help at all. The fancy 12...0-0-0 just gets mated in two: 13.♗a6+ ♔c7 14.♕b7#.

13.♖xd7 ♖xd7 14.♖d1

[image: Image]

Let’s step back and admire the remarkable efficiency of White’s play. No wasted moves at all; every piece moves right to a position of power. Opponents don’t often allow it, but this is as perfect development as one could ever achieve.

14...♕e6

It’s time for some more Morphy showmanship. It’s easy to see that White can win easily with very simple means: 15.♗xf6 gxf6 (15...♕xb3 16.♗xd7#, while 15...♗d6 16.♕xe6+ fxe6 17.♗xd7+ ♔xd7 18.♗xe5 nets a bishop) 16.♗xd7+ ♕xd7 17.♖xd7 ♔xd7 and White can pick off more pawns on the king- or queenside – take your pick. In a modern game, any grandmaster would simply resign this position with black. But of course, this game would not be known to millions of school children around the world if Morphy opted for such a routine finish.


15.♗xd7+! ♘xd7 16.♕b8+! ♘xb8 17.♖d8#

On a personal note, I participated in a living chess reenactment of this game when I was twelve years old. The rook was a gymnast, and went on a tumbling run before landing on d8. I was the black d-pawn – I had a little action early and watched from e5 while my team crumbled.

We see Morphy again as the greatest showman in the next game. After easily outplaying his distinguished opponent, Morphy doesn’t hesitate to uncork a gorgeous sacrifice, even if his opponent might have had a possible defense.

Game 2Philidor Defense

Henry Bird

Paul Morphy

London 1858

1.e4 e5 2.♘f3 d6 3.d4 f5

This line doesn’t hold up to modern analysis. It is a bit ironic that Henry Bird is best known for the Bird’s opening, an even earlier advance of the f-pawn (1.f4).

4.♘c3 fxe4 5.♘xe4 d5 6.♘g3

6.♘eg5 is strong, a key point being that 6...h6 is crushed by 7.♘f7!!.

6...e4 7.♘e5 ♘f6 8.♗g5 ♗d6 9.♘h5?! 0-0 10.♕d2 ♕e8 11.g4? ♘xg4 12.♘xg4 ♕xh5 13.♘e5 ♘c6 14.♗e2 ♕h3 15.♘xc6 bxc6 16.♗e3 ♖b8 17.0-0-0

[image: Image]

White has played rather poorly so far and has a terrible position. Black could win, in rather boring style, by pounding White on the f-file, perhaps starting with 17...♗g4. But Morphy finds an ingenious continuation.

17...♖xf2!?

How to punctuate this move? By engine standards, White’s position improves after this sacrifice, if he continues with perfect play. This is often listed as a ‘casual game’. Scoring the point was surely secondary to putting this amazing sacrifice on the board. If you were playing your friend and saw you could make this sacrifice, is there any way you wouldn’t do it?

18.♗xf2 ♕a3!!

The whole point of the rook sacrifice was to clear the path for the queen.

19.c3 ♕xa2 20.b4 ♕a1+ 21.♔c2 ♕a4+


[image: Image]

22.♔b2??

Really a rather naive move, walking into the next sacrifice. Of course White had to play 22.♔c1. Some sources have indicated that Morphy would then have had to take perpe­tual check, but he could still have played for a win: 22...♗f5 23.♗e3:

 A) 23...♖xb4 24.cxb4 ♗xb4 25.♕c2 ♕a1+ 26.♕b1 ♕c3+ 27.♕c2 ♕xe3+ 28.♔b1 ♕a3. Black is still furiously attacking, but down so much material that he probably can’t expect more than a draw;

 B) 23...♗xb4 24.cxb4 ♖xb4 25.♕c2 ♕a3+ 26.♔d2 ♖b2 27.♕xb2 ♕xb2+ 28.♔e1. Having kept the bishop from joining the party, White has a much better version of the game. Still, five extra pawns count for something.

22...♗xb4 23.cxb4 ♖xb4+ 24.♕xb4 ♕xb4+ 25.♔c2 e3! 26.♗xe3 ♗f5+

White’s position falls apart.

27.♖d3

27.♗d3 ♕c4+ etc.

27...♕c4+ 28.♔d2 ♕a2+ 29.♔d1 ♕b1+ 0-1

Louis Paulsen was one of the few worthy adversaries for Morphy, though it doesn’t appear so here:

Game 3Four Knights Game

Louis Paulsen

Paul Morphy

New York 1857 (4)

1.e4 e5 2.♘f3 ♘c6 3.♘c3 ♘f6 4.♗b5 ♗c5 5.0-0 0-0 6.♘xe5 ♖e8

Most of today’s games see 6...♘xe5 7.d4 ♗d6 8.f4, with rather confusing complications. Morphy’s move is less well regarded today only because 7.♘f3 ♘xe4 8.♘xe4 (or 8.d4 immediately) 8...♖xe4 9.d3 ♖e8 10.d4 gives White a simple but significant advantage.

7.♘xc6 dxc6 8.♗c4 b5

Here the rather primitive 8...♘g4 would have caused big problems.

9.h3 ♘xf2 10.♖xf2 ♗xf2+ 11.♔xf2 ♕d4+ is one main point, while 9.♗e2 ♕h4 10.♗xg4 ♗xg4 11.♕e1 ♗f3! would be a complete disaster for White.

9.d4 looks okay at first but 9...♕d6! is an unpleasant reply.

9.♗e2!

Morphy was probably angling for 9.♗b3 ♗g4! 10.♕e1 b4 with a nice initiative.

9...♘xe4 10.♘xe4 ♖xe4 11.♗f3 ♖e6 12.c3? ♕d3

[image: Image]


Allowing the queen to post up like this would be an unacceptable lapse for a modern master, though Paulsen could have limited the damage with 13.♖e1.

13.b4?! ♗b6 14.a4 bxa4 15.♕xa4 ♗d7

Objectively this move deserves a question mark; it was stronger to play 15...♗b7 which would prevent the ♕a4-a6 maneuver. I suspect Morphy was already contemplating the sacrifice in the game and badly wanted to win that way.

16.♖a2?

16.♕a6 right away would not allow a successful sacrifice, as Black needs the second rook to threaten to come to the back rank.

16...♖ae8 17.♕a6

[image: Image]

17...♕xf3 18.gxf3 ♖g6+ 19.♔h1 ♗h3 20.♖d1

A) 20.♖g1 ♖xg1+ 21.♔xg1 ♖e1+;

B) 20.♕d3 would have been more testing. The only clearly winning response is 20...f5!!, preventing the queen from eliminating the rook on g6. White remains helpless, for example 21.♖d1 (21.♕c4+ ♔f8 22.♕f4 ♗xf2!) 21...♗g2+ 22.♔g1 ♗xf3+ 23.♔f1 ♗xd1 24.♕c4+ ♔f8 25.d4 ♗f3 26.♗e3 ♗g2+ 27.♔e2 ♗d5 28.♕a6 ♗xa2 29.♕xa2 f4 and this time Morphy enjoys two rooks and a bishop for a queen!

20...♗g2+ 21.♔g1 ♗xf3+ 22.♔f1 ♗g2+

22...♖g2, with twin threats of 23...♖xf2+ and 23...♖xh2, would force mate in three. I’m not sure anyone knows why Morphy didn’t go this way, though the result is still clear after his continuation.

23.♔g1 ♗h3+ 24.♔h1 ♗xf2 25.♕f1

Completely forced, but Black organizes another mating net shortly.

25...♗xf1 26.♖xf1 ♖e2 27.♖a1 ♖h6 28.d4 ♗e3 0-1

29.♗xe3 ♖hxh2+ 30.♔g1 ♖eg2# produces a useful tried and true mating pattern!

Morphy lands highly on the ‘Babe Ruth’ scale. When Babe Ruth first hit fifty home runs in one season, the next best player managed only nineteen. Morphy was way ahead of most players of his time; he even occasionally gave pawn and move (playing Black and removing his f-pawn) to world-class players. In comparison, there may be thousands of players who could beat Magnus Carlsen at these odds. Carlsen would certainly not try to give simuls against his top competitors, but Morphy did so, on at least one occasion.

This is both a plus and a minus. He stood out among his contempo­raries, but he didn’t beat a lot of players we would consider strong by modern standards. Moreover, many of his celebrated victories came in casual games – he almost never performed under rigorous standards. It’s clear he liked to play to the crowd; perhaps he played some flashy moves even knowing they weren’t the best ones.


Which brings us to our final game. It’s an instructive miniature, but only because White plays so poorly and violates basic principles.

Game 4Scotch Opening

Alexander Beaufort Meek

Paul Morphy

Mobile 1855

1.e4 e5 2.♘f3 ♘c6 3.d4 exd4 4.♗c4 ♗c5 5.♘g5
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5...♘h6!

After 5...♘e5 6.♘xf7 ♘xf7 7.♗xf7+ ♔xf7 8.♕h5+ g6 9.♕xc5, Black has an undeveloped knight on g8 instead of a developed one on c6, as in the game.

6.♘xf7 ♘xf7 7.♗xf7+ ♔xf7 8.♕h5+ g6 9.♕xc5 d6

Nowadays the more modern move 9...d5 is preferred in grandmaster games. There aren’t many, but occasionally top players like to dredge up old openings to try to surprise their opponents (usually in blitz events). Grandmasters like Jones, Mamedov, and even Grischuk have done so just in the recent years. 10.0-0 dxe4 11.c3 is the way they would go, hoping to run with a slight lead in development.

Morphy may have wanted to avoid exchanging queens, but 10.♕xd5+ ♕xd5 11.exd5 ♘b4 12.♘a3 ♖e8+ 13.♔d1 ♘xd5 is rather dismal for White. Greed would definitely also not pay after 10.exd5 ♖e8+ 11.♔d1 ♖e5.

10.♕b5 ♖e8

[image: Image]

11.♕b3+?

This is where White starts to go off the rails. Giving check is pointless if it just improves your opponent’s position. Meek could not summon the gambit mentality to go with his gambit opening.

White needs to develop with 11.0-0. Black can take the e-pawn, but it may not be worth it because 11...♖xe4 12.♕d5+ ♖e6 13.♗g5 makes Black’s development a little tricky.


11...d5 12.f3?

If any of you have been fortunate to attend my classes or lectures, you know that I like to call the f-pawn the ‘glue’ pawn, meaning you should play as if it is glued to the board in the opening. That’s of course an oversimplification, but most times you are thinking about moving the f-pawn, you can find a better move.

Again it was better to part with the pawn, e.g. 12.0-0 ♖xe4 13.♘d2 ♖e8 14.♘f3.

12...♘a5 13.♕d3

Damage control is an important skill! White needs to survive, and that means castling, or at least trading queens. White could have kept playing with 13.♕b5 c6 14.♕e2 ♕h4+ 15.♕f2.

13...dxe4 14.fxe4 ♕h4+ 15.g3 ♖xe4+

Morphy again plays for the big finish. Black has a no-brainer win with 15...♕xe4+! 16.♕xe4 ♖xe4+ 17.♔f2 ♗g4. Black is a pawn up and will penetrate with a rook before White gets his pieces out.

16.♔f2

White has the unlikely resource 16.♗e3! which surprisingly does not lose a piece. Black retains a big advantage after 16...♕g4 17.0-0+ ♗f5. Still, when you are in danger it’s crucial to look for every way to keep scrapping.

16...♕e7?!

Morphy again passes up a simple win in the endgame with 16...♕f6+ 17.♕f3 ♗g4. He might well have played differently in a more serious game.

[image: Image]

17.♘d2?

White would have jumped back in the game by developing the bishop first – 17.♗g5. Black could then offer an exchange sacrifice with 17...♕xg5 or 17...♕e5 18.♘d2 ♗f5 but he isn’t just winning anymore.

17...♖e3 18.♕b5 c6 19.♕f1 ♗h3 20.♕d1 ♖f8 21.♘f3 ♔e8 0-1

For Morphy, chess was art and sport but not science. It would be left for future champions to develop theories and philosophies of the game. Nevertheless, the lessons from Morphy’s games are most fundamental and easy to grasp. The swift development and respect for the initiative that rule in his games apply in any era. Of course, 20th and 21st century players would understand defense a whole lot better!

The unique circumstances of his games and the shortness of his career make it difficult to rank Morphy highly among the World Champions. For what it’s worth, the great Bobby Fischer thought Morphy to be a legit top ten of all time.


Also check out:

Morphy crushes world’s previous best player and attacking genius:

Sicilian Defense

Paul Morphy

Adolf Anderssen

Paris m 1858 (9)

1.e4 c5 2.♘f3 ♘c6 3.d4 cxd4 4.♘xd4 e6 5.♘b5 d6 6.♗f4 e5 7.♗e3 f5 8.♘1c3 f4

[image: Image]

9.♘d5 fxe3 10.♘bc7+ ♔f7 11.♕f3+ ♘f6 12.♗c4 ♘d4 13.♘xf6+ d5 14.♗xd5+ ♔g6 15.♕h5+ ♔xf6 16.fxe3 ♘xc2+ 17.♔e2 1-0

Morphy kills with quick development... blindfolded!

King’s Gambit

John Schulten

Paul Morphy

New York m blindfolded 1858

1.e4 e5 2.f4 d5 3.exd5 e4 4.♘c3 ♘f6 5.d3 ♗b4 6.♗d2 e3 7.♗xe3 0-0 8.♗d2 ♗xc3 9.bxc3 ♖e8+ 10.♗e2 ♗g4 11.c4 c6 12.dxc6 ♘xc6 13.♔f1

[image: Image]

13...♖xe2 14.♘xe2 ♘d4 15.♕b1 ♗xe2+ 16.♔f2 ♘g4+ 17.♔g1 ♘f3+ 18.gxf3 ♕d4+ 19.♔g2 ♕f2+ 20.♔h3 ♕xf3+ 0-1


[image: Image]

Paul Morphy gives a blindfold exhibition.








CHAPTER 2

The scientist: Wilhelm Steinitz

Lived: 1836-1900

Reigned: 1866-1886 (unofficial), 1886-1894

Title defenses:

Chigorin1889, 1892

Gunsberg1890

[image: Image]

Wilhelm Steinitz came from Prague in what is now the Czech Republic, but then was part of the Austrian Empire. He was born one year before Morphy, but didn’t become a world-class player until Morphy had retired, and could not coax him out of retirement for a challenge. Unlike Morphy, Steinitz had a long career, winning his best loved game at the age of 59.

When he won a match against the great Adolph Anderssen in 1866, Steinitz was considered the best player in the world. He took a surprising hiatus from chess in 1873, returning to the game nine years later! His 1886 match with Johannes Zukertort was considered an official World Championship; Steinitz’s decisive victory gave him the crown without argument. Steinitz defended his title successfully against Mikhail Chigorin and Isidor Gunsberg, but the sands of time caught up to him in 1894, when Emanuel Lasker took his title with a match victory.

Steinitz adapted his style over his long career. His early play fit well into the Romantic style. His games sometimes featured the ‘Steinitzian King’, as he boldly brought his king into the center of the battle.


Game 5Vienna Game

Wilhelm Steinitz

Louis Paulsen

Baden-Baden 1870 (13)

1.e4 e5 2.♘c3 ♘c6 3.f4 exf4 4.d4 ♕h4+ 5.♔e2

Try to get my king. I dare you.

5...d6 6.♘f3 ♗g4 7.♗xf4 0-0-0 8.♔e3 ♕h5 9.♗e2

[image: Image]

It isn’t that Steinitz liked playing with his king in the middle, but rather that he valued what he got in return – a big, solid center and a bit more space. But in more modern times players understand that Black can get a nice initiative with forceful play. Kasparov called White’s play ‘nonsense’ and he certainly has a point.

9...♕a5?

It’s not a scholastic tournament, but Paulsen starts running around with his queen. Modern players have understood that immediate action offers Black good play: 9...g5 10.♘xg5 (not 10.♗xg5? ♗xf3, or 10.♗g3 f5) 10...♘f6 11.h3 ♗xe2 12.♕xe2 ♕g6.

10.a3 ♗xf3 11.♔xf3 ♕h5+? 12.♔e3

I think Paulsen was aiming for 12.♔f2 ♕h4+ 13.g3 ♕f6 but after 14.d5 Black still has a poor position.

12...♕h4 13.b4

Actually a bit slow. Better to play 13.d5 ♘e5 14.♕d4 ♔b8 15.♖af1.

13...g5?!

This move is aggressive, but too awkward. 13...f5 first would have given Black good counterplay.

14.♗g3 ♕h6 15.b5 ♘ce7 16.♖f1 ♘f6 17.♔f2 ♘g6?!

Last chance to fight back with 17...♘xe4+ 18.♘xe4 f5.

18.♔g1 ♕g7 19.♕d2 h6 20.a4 ♖g8

[image: Image]

21.b6!

This method of line-opening is very relevant to modern chess.

21...axb6

21...cxb6 would be the way to keep the king better protected, but then 22.♖xf6 ♕xf6 23.♘d5 followed by ♕c3+ wins immediately.

22.♖xf6!

White’s attack is pretty strong even without this sacrifice, but with two more pieces jumping in, the attack is irresistible.

22...♕xf6 23.♗g4+ ♔b8 24.♘d5 ♕g7 25.a5 f5 26.axb6 cxb6 27.♘xb6 ♘e7 28.exf5

28.♕b4 is apparently mate in eight. A modern grandmaster would give up at any point from here on in.


28...♕f7 29.f6 ♘c6 30.c4 ♘a7 31.♕a2 ♘b5 32.♘d5 ♕xd5 33.cxd5 ♘xd4 34.♕a7+ ♔c7 35.♖c1+ ♘c6 36.♖xc6#

Steinitz’s most celebrated attacking game occurred 25 years later, featuring traditional attacking play with a little more concern for his own king! Steinitz’s win over Von Bardeleben from Hastings 1895 is one of the most commonly demonstrated games in American chess classes. Forgive me if you have seen it before, but I had to include it. The opening demonstrates the importance of rapid development, the tactics are beautiful, and there is even a funny story to the game.

Game 6Italian Game

Wilhelm Steinitz

Curt von Bardeleben

Hastings 1895 (10)

1.e4 e5 2.♘f3 ♘c6 3.♗c4 ♗c5 4.c3 ♘f6 5.d4 exd4 6.cxd4 ♗b4+ 7.♘c3

This is a very important opening for juniors! The more solid alternative is 7.♗d2, when Black has two good options:

A) 7...♗xd2+ 8.♘bxd2 d5;

B) 7...♘xe4 8.♗xb4 ♘xb4 9.♗xf7+ ♔xf7 10.♕b3+ and now Black can enter an equal ending with 10...♔f8 11.♕xb4+ ♕e7, or the fancier 10...d5 11.♘e5+ ♔e6! 12.♕xb4 ♕f8.

[image: Image]

7...d5?!

This challenge to the center turns out to be a bit too slow. Black should grab the e4-pawn, though this is an example of the occasional opening where it is important to remember an exact sequence of moves. There is a long and largely forced variation which comes out good for Black: 7...♘xe4 8.0-0 ♗xc3 9.d5 (9.bxc3 d5 is too easy for Black, though we shall see that Steinitz played into that for White!) 9...♗f6 10.♖e1 ♘e7 11.♖xe4 d6 12.♗g5 ♗xg5 13.♘xg5 h6 14.♕e2 hxg5 15.♖e1 ♗e6 16.dxe6 f6 17.♖e3 c6 18.♖h3 ♖xh3 19.gxh3 g6 20.♕f3 ♕a5 21.♖d1 (21.♕xf6 ♕xe1+ 22.♗f1 0-0-0) 21...♕e5, etc. This is one of the rare times when I recommend memorizing moves, because these battle-tested moves pretty much torpedo White’s 7.♘c3... but it’s easy to make a mistake if you aren’t prepared.

8.exd5 ♘xd5 9.0-0 ♗e6

I know a lot of you kids like to grab stuff, but Black cannot think about it here! His king is still in the center and will not survive if he gets greedy. For instance, 9...♘xc3 10.bxc3 ♗xc3? 11.♕b3! ♗xa1 12.♗xf7+ ♔f8 13.♗a3+ ♘e7 14.♖xa1 (the simplest) and Black will lose lots of material if he doesn’t get mated first.


CvB’s move is quite principled, as Black maintains the nice blockade of the isolated queen pawn. The problem is, Black is not castled and may never have the privilege!

10.♗g5

[image: Image]

10...♗e7

Since Black is not going to castle today anyway, he would have been better off with 10...♕d7 11.♗xd5 ♗xd5 12.♖e1+ ♔f8.

11.♗xd5 ♗xd5 12.♘xd5 ♕xd5 13.♗xe7 ♘xe7 14.♖e1 f6 15.♕e2 15...♕d7 16.♖ac1

This looks good after Black’s next move, but it is actually Steinitz’s one slip in this game.

16.♖ad1! anticipates and negates Black’s one logical move – 16...♔f7 17.♕c4+ ♘d5 18.♘e5+! fxe5 19.dxe5 and the double threat of 20.♖xd5 and 20.e6+ gives White an overwhelming position.

16...c6?

Von Bardeleben does not realize the danger and hesitates to connect his rooks. Black would have excellent chances of surviving with 16...♔f7. White can consider sacrifices like 17.♘g5+ (17.♘e5+ fxe5 18.dxe5 ♕e6) 17...fxg5 18.♕f3+, but probably can’t expect a real advantage.

[image: Image]

17.d5!

Our first, but not last, example of a clearance sacrifice. Looking to improve non-participating pieces is an important part of attacking play.

17...cxd5 18.♘d4 ♔f7 19.♘e6

The invasion of the knight breaks down the defense, with Black being a move too slow to prevent a tornado of tactics.

19...♖hc8 20.♕g4 g6 21.♘g5+ ♔e8

[image: Image]

22.♖xe7+!

Though this combination is beautiful and deep, the forcing nature of it makes it more under­standable, and not as hard to work out as it seems. Indeed, White only has to examine easy-to-see checking moves to work everything out.


22...♔f8!

Von Bardeleben recovers to play the most testing defense. 22...♕xe7 23.♖xc8+ is trivial, but just as clear is 22...♔xe7 23.♖e1+ ♔d6 24.♕b4+ ♖c5 (24...♔c7 25.♘e6+ ♔b8 26.♕f4+ ♖c7 27.♘xc7 and wins because 27...♕xc7 28.♖e8#) and the simplest win is 25.♖e6+.

23.♖f7+ ♔g8 24.♖g7+ ♔h8 25.♖xh7+ 1-0

[image: Image]

Grandmasters resign when a clear, unavoidable loss is on the horizon; certainly amateur players would continue at least a bit longer. For Von Bardeleben, however, the realization that he was being chessically ‘posterized’ was devastating to his ego. He may have reasoned (correctly) that he would be remembered more for this loss than for anything else in his career. With those swirling emotions, he actually abandoned the game by exiting the playing hall. Chess history is full of characters, many
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