
   
 

Chess Snapshots from 1895-1972 

 
 
The Hastings 1895 Chess Tournament was to have as its participants the strongest 
players in the world. Pillsbury was invited, although he had been playing chess for only 
seven years at the time. Dr. Siegbert Tarrasch (another invitee) had objected to 
Pillsbury’s invitation, asserting that Pillsbury was not of the same caliber as the other 
players. Pillsbury proceeded to win the tournament in brilliant fashion, crushing Tarrasch 
in their individual encounter. He had a lifetime even score against both Emanuel Lasker 
and Wilhelm Steinitz. A world championship match against Lasker never took place. By 
his mid-20s, he became ill, after which his chess was never the same. He died before 
turning 34. 

By the end of the 19th century, the principles of Wilhelm Steinitz were fast becoming accepted by the 
top players of the day. A more scientific approach was now put into practice in which “positional” ideas 
were as important as the tactical themes that were frequently the primary consideration during the 
swashbuckling earlier years of competition. 

Tactics 
Direct Threats, Captures, Check, Pins, 
Skewers, Forks, King Side Attacks, Piece 
Sacrifices 
(Typically more spectacular) 

Positional 
•Pawn weaknesses  
(doubled Pawns, Isolated Pawns, Backward Pawns)  
•Piece Placement 
•Weak Squares 
(More subtle) 
 

Emanuel Lasker (1868-1941) 
 
World champion, defeating Steinitz in 1894. Lasker was 26 years old and Steinitz 
was 58 at the time. 
Held the title until 1921, when he lost to Jose Raul Capablanca. 
• Flexible style 
• Willing to play double edged positions that might have favored his opponent. 
Frequently, he would outplay his opponent  during the ensuing complications.  
• Very long career: Finished first at the extremely strong New York International 
tournament of 1924 at age 55. In 1935 at age 66 finished third at the Moscow 
International tournament without losing a single game. 

Harry Nelson Pillsbury (1872-1906) 

 
 
 
St. Petersburg Tournament (1914)   
With two rounds remaining, Lasker (in his mid 40s) was trailing Capablanca (who was in his mid 20s and had not yet 
reached his prime). They were paired against each other in the next round. Playing the white pieces, Lasker allowed a 
queen exchange on the 6th move, seemingly simplifying the position  to an extent that the near invincible Capablanca 
could steer the game into a draw. However, the position was still difficult, and Lasker utilized a bind created early in the 
game, eventually winning. The following (last) round, Capablanca lost again, allowing Lasker to win the tournament.   

 
"Lies and hypocrisy do not survive for long on the chessboard. The creative 
combination lies bare the presumption of a lie, while the merciless fact, 
culminating in a checkmate, contradicts the hypocrite.“ 

        Emanuel Lasker 

Akiba Rubinstein (1882-1961) - Endgame Specialist  
 
Rubinstein’s endgames displayed a clarity unlike 
nearly all the other great players in history up to that 
time. In his prime he was one of the top few players 
in the world. A 1912 world championship match 
against the reigning world champion (Lasker) did not 
materialize due to Rubinsteins inability to obtain the 
necessary funds demanded by Lasker. Although best 
known for his deep endgame play, Rubinstein (at left 
in photo on right) was capable of spectacular 
attacking games.  See his game against G. Rotlewi 
below. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Alexander Alekhine (1892-1946)  
World Champion from 1927-1935 
and 1937-his death.  
 Alekhine was one of the most 
brilliant attacking players of all time. 
He pursued Capablanca for a world 
title match, and finally had his 
chance in 1927.  He was extremely 
hard working, while Capablanca had 
a tendency to rely on his natural 
talent, not devoting a great deal of 
time to opening theory. Alekhine 
won the long and difficult match. He 
never gave Capablanca a chance for 
a rematch, only accepting world 
title challenges from lesser masters. 
Alekhine abused alcohol during a 
first match with Max Euwe, losing 
his title. He took the rematch two 
years later more seriously, winning 
convincingly. Alekhine was a great 
blindfold chess player: In 1925 he 
played 28 blindfold games 
simultaneously, winning 22, losing 3 
and drawing 3. Photo at right. 

Pillsbury’s Blindfold Chess: 
Played 22 blindfold games simultaneously in  1902 
 
• Blindfold Chess: No sight of the board. Moves are described via 
chess notation. The opponent is able to see the board.  
 

Jose Raul Capablanca (1888-1942)  
World champion from 1921 to 1927, when he lost title to 
Alexander Alekhine.  
• One of the greatest natural players of all time. 
• Crystal clear style.  
• Tended to avoid imbalanced positions. 
• Very difficult player to defeat. 
• Incredibly fast. At the St. Petersburg tournament of 1914, he 
played the other participants “speed chess” games in which he 
had one minute to make all his moves while his opponent had 
five minutes.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 

“Lasker's style is clear water, but with a drop of poison 
which is clouding it”.                -  Jacques Mieses 
 

Capablanca was nicknamed “the chess machine” 
because of his near perfect play. He did not lose a 
single game from 1916 until 1924, when he was finally 
defeated by Richard Reti in the New York 1924 
tournament. 

Paul Keres (1916-1975) 
 
Possibly the strongest player never to become world champion.  
Paul Keres played postal chess as a youngster, and became known for his brilliant 
attacking style. In 1937, at the age of 21, he won or tied for first in a series of extremely 
strong tournaments ahead of Capablanca, Alekhine, and others. The following year he 
tied for first place in the famous AVRO tournament, ahead of Mikhail Botvinnik, Max 
Euwe (both future world champions), Capablanca, Alekhine, Samuel Reshevsky, and 
Salo Flohr. A world championship match with the reigning champion, Alekhine never 
came to be due to the second world war.  

“At the Warsaw team tournament in 1935, the most surprising discovery was a gangling, shy, 19 year old Estonian. Some had 
never heard of his country before, nobody had ever heard of Keres. But his play at top board was a wonder to behold. Not merely 
because he performed creditably in his first serious encounters with the world's greatest; others have done that too. It was his 
originality, verve, and brilliance which astounded and delighted the chess world." – Reuben Fine 

Bobby Fischer (1943-2008) 
 
World champion 1972-1975. 
Learning the moves with his sister  from the instructions included in a chess set 
purchased in the local corner store in Brooklyn, NY, Bobby Fischer captivated 
the chess world (and the world at large) with his astonishing results. 
 
• Became US chess champion at the age of 14. 
 
• Qualified for the world championship candidates tournament at age 15, 
becoming the youngest grandmaster of all time. 
 
• Won the US championship every time he played, shutting out the field 11-0 in 
the 1963-4 event. 
 
• Fischer did not play in the 1969 US Championship, which was also a “Zonal”. 
Pal Benko, who qualified for the Interzonal, gave Fischer his spot, believing that 
Fischer had a chance for the world title. Fischer won the interzonal near the end 
of 1970 with 15 wins, 1 loss, and 7 draws. He finished 3.5 points ahead of his 
nearest rival. 
 
• Shut out his first two candidate match opponents, Mark Taimanov and Bent 
Larsen (6-0 each), in 1971. At the time, Larsen was the 3rd strongest player in 
the world. 
 
• Defeated Spassky convincing in their match for the world title in 1972 (after 
losing the first game due to a miscalculation and forfeiting the second game. 
After this match, his F.I.D.E. (World Chess Federation) rating dropped slightly. 
 
• Forfeited his world title to Anatoly Karpov (no games were played) because he 
did not receive certain conditions for the match from F.I.D.E. 
 
• Fischer was always fair and professional at the board. 
 
“Fischer is the greatest genius to descend from the chess heavens” 
-Mikhail Tal 
 
 
  
 

Lasker’s Mathematics Background 
Encouraged by David Hilbert, Lasker earned a PhD in 
mathematics, publishing his work in Commutative 
Algebra. He was friends with Albert Einstein as well. 

Max Euwe (1901-1981)  Sitting in photo 
 
World champion from 1935-7, defeating Alekhine, and then losing a 
rematch. Euwe was highly respected in the chess world. He was 
president of F.I.D.E. (the World Chess Federation) from 1970-1978.  
 
“There is something wrong with that man. He is too normal” 
            -Bobby Fischer on Euwe 

Aron Nimzowitsch (1886-1935) One of the pioneers of the 
“Hypermodern” school of chess thought. His ideas conflicted with 
the widely accepted chess principles of the day. He wrote 
extensively on his new approach, and had a great influence in the 
way chess was later played. In his prime, he was the third 
strongest player in the world. One of his most famous games 
(against Saemisch in 1923) culminated in “zugzwang”, where his 
opponent loses because it is his move. Zugzwang appears 
frequently during endgames, when there is limited material 
remaining on the board. The striking feature of the Nimzowitsch 
game is that is took place in the middle game, where most of the 
pieces still remained on the board. 

Mikhail Botvinnik (1911-1995)  
 
World champion from 1948-57, 1958-60, and 1961-63. 
The 1938 AVRO super- tournament was designed to determine a challenger for Alekhine. 
Although Botvinnik finished third (Behind Keres and Reuben Fine), he was able to obtain the 
funds for such a match, and Alekhine accepted his offer. As a result of World War II, a match 
did not take place. Plans for a match were resumed in 1946. Soon afterward, Alekhine died.  
A world championship tournament was then held to determine a new champion. Botvinnik 
won, holding the title until 1957, when he lost to Vasily Smyslov. He won a rematch the 
following year. In 1960, he lost his title to the dazzling tactician Mikhail Tal, regaining it in a 
rematch the following year. In 1963, Botvinnik lost his title to Tigran Petrosian. In photo at 
right, Fischer playing Botvinnik during an olympiad. Fischer won a pawn early in the game, 
but the game ended in a draw. Fischer believed he had a win. 
 

As a Chess Trainer Three of Botvinnik’s chess students went on to become world 
champions: Anatoly Karpov, Garry Kasparov, and Vladimir Kramnik. 

Vasily Smyslov (1921-2010) World champion 1957-8. 
Smyslov won the great Zurich Candidates tournament of 1953, 
and then tied his world championship match with Botvinnik, who 
retained the title. In 1957, Smyslov won the title from Botvinnik, 
losing a re-match in 1958. In 1983, at age 62, Smyslov progressed 
to the final candidates match, losing it to 21 year old Garry 
Kasparov, who went on to win the world championship. 

Mikhail Tal (1936-1992) World champion 1960-1. 
Tal was perhaps the greatest tactical genius of all time. His games frequently contained sacrifices. In 
1948, 11 year old Tal visited Botvinnik (who had just won the world championship tournament), hoping 
to play a game with him. Botvinnik’s wife answered the door and told young Tal that her husband was 
taking a nap. Tal did finally play Botvinnik for the world championship in 1960, winning. His aggressive 
tactical style was opposite that of the strategically inclined Botvinnik. Tal had two long streaks where 
he was undefeated: 86 consecutive games and 95 consecutive games (between Summer 1972 and 
Fall 1974). In 1988, he won the world speed chess championship ahead of reigning world champion 
Garry Kasparov and former world champion Anatoly Karpov.  
 

Tal had chronic health problems 
throughout his life, sometimes 
disrupting his chess results. In 
photo at right, Fischer visiting Tal 
in the hospital during the 
Candidates tournament in 
Curacao, 1962. Fischer was the 
only player to make such a visit.   

Emanuel Lasker with his older brother, 
Berthold, who was once about the tenth 
strongest player in the world. 

Tigran Petrosian (1929-1984) 
World champion from 1963-69.  
Petrosian’s ultra defensive style was generally not popular with other players. He defeated Botvinnik for 
the world title in 1963. He retained his title against challenger Boris Spassky in 1966, losing to him three 
years later.  
 
“Petrosian reminds me of a hedgehog. Just when you think you have caught him, he puts out his quills” 
    -Boris Spassky on Petrosian’s playing style 

Boris Spassky (Born 1937) 
Defeated Tigran Petrosian for the world championship in 1969. He became the youngest grandmaster (at the time) at 
age 18 by qualifying for the 1956 candidates based on his performance at the 1955 Gothenburg interzonal. This record 
was broken three years later when Bobby Fischer became a GM at age 15. Spassky’s style was flexible.  During his 
final candidates match against Mikhail Tal in 1965, he tended to avoid complications favored by his tactically inclined 
opponent, winning the match, and the right to challenge Tigran Petrosian for the world championship (although he lost 
this first title match). He played Fischer in the highly publicized “match of the century” in 1972. Fischer won. In 1992, 
Fischer and Spassky played an exhibition match, although neither player was in their prime.    

Fischer has white. It is his move, and his 
knight is threatened. Perhaps he should 
move it, but… 

Fischer sacrifices rook in order to prevent Benko from 
advancing his king’s bishop pawn, challenging 
queens. His knight is also under attack. He will 
advance his king’s pawn next move, uncovering  the 
bishop and threatening mate with the queen. Benko 
played two more moves, and then resigned.  

Rotlewi (white pieces) is threatening 
Rubinstein’s queen. The white queen is 
guarding the king rook pawn (preventing 
black from playing Q takes rook pawn 
mate). It’s black’s move… Rubinstein’s rook captures Rotlewi’s knight!  So Rotlewi captures the queen. Why 

not? 

Rubinstein moves his other rook to the seventh 
rank. Both rooks are unprotected. The queen captures the rook. Black bishop takes white bishop, check. 

Queen blocks check. 

Rubinstein’s rook moves, threatening to capture 
white’s rook pawn with mate. White has no defense! 
The queen is pinned. 
Brilliant fireworks by the endgame artist Rubinstein. 

Samuel Reshevsky (1911-1992) was a child 
prodigy. He was one of the top few players in the 
world in his prime. He dominated the US 
championship until Bobby Fischer came on the 
scene. Above, young Reshevsky is giving a 
simultaneous exhibition. Below, competing in a 
tournament. Two boards to Reshevsky’s left is 
Edward Lasker, a distant relative of his world 
champion namesake. 

From left to right: Fischer, Tal, and Petrosian. 

In 1963, Fischer won the US Championship 11-0, not allowing a single draw. Below is his game against Pal Benko. 

Fischer playing speed chess with Tigran Petrosian 
(future world champion) at the Moscow Central 
Chess Club during his visit to the Soviet Union.  

Reuben Fine 

(1914-1993)  
One of the top 
players in the 
world during the 
1930s. He tied for 
first place at the 
A.V.R.O. 
tournament of 
1938 (with Paul 
Keres). He gave 
up a chess career 
during while in his 
prime. 

Frank Marshall (1877-1944) was one 
of the original grandmasters of chess: 
the title was given by Tsar Nicholas II to 
the top five finishers of the St. 
Petersburg tournament of 1914 (won 
by Lasker ahead of Capablanca, 
Alekhine, Tarrasch and Marshall).  

Marshall was a highly tactical player, 
his best known game is a win against 
S. Levitsky in 1912. After his brilliant 
23rd move, it is said that the spectators 
showered the chessboard with gold 
pieces! 
 
As black, Marshall moved his queen 
into a bed of pawns, marked by the “x” 
(as well as under the attack by white’s 
queen). Levitsky resigned immediately, 
as he was forced to lose material or get 
checkmated. 

x 

David Bronstein (1924-
2006), like Paul Keres, was 
one of the strongest 
players never to become 
world champion. He nearly 
gained the title in 1951 
during his match with 
Mikhail Botvinnik, which 
ended in a 12-12 tie 
(Botvinnik retained his 
title).  

Irving Chernev (1900-
1981) was a well known 
chess writer who had an 
incredible enthusiasm for 
the game (he was a master 
himself). One of his 
classics, “The Fireside Book 
of Chess”  co-written with 
Fred Reinfeld (an equally 
prominent chess 
author:1910-1964) includes 
a mixture of stories, 
composed problems, and 
memorable games. 

Richard Reti 

(1889-1929) was 
one of the top 
players in the 
world during his 
short life. Like 
Nimzowitsch, he 
followed the 
“hypermodern” 
school of chess 
thought. He was 
also a talented 
composer of 
endgame studies.  

Geza Maroczy (1870-1951) was 
one of the top few players in the 
world from 1905-1907.  

Svetozar Gligoric (born in 1923) World class grandmaster during his prime. 
He describes a conversation with 15 year old Bobby Fischer on a day off during 
the 1958 Portoroz Interzonal tournament (part of the world championship 
cycle): 
“…Fischer asked my opinion about a variation in the Sicilian Defence where 
white sacrifices a piece and develops an extremely strong attack on the black 
king. … and asked what I thought about the rook move he was analysing. 
Imagine my amazement when in the 21st and final round of the Interzonal 
Tournament in Portoroz I played Fischer and he played the line that he’d shown 
me…” 
This game ended in a draw (Fischer had initially declined a draw offer by 
Gligoric, trying for a win). As a result, Bobby Fischer earned the grandmaster 
title and a spot in the upcoming Candidates tournament. See photo at  left.  

Players from 
Moscow 1925. 
Lasker is third 
from right (sitting), 
and Capablanca 
is fifth from right 
(sitting). Moraczy 
is second from left 
(sitting) and Reti 
is standing fourth 
from left.  

The players of the powerful New York 1924 
tournament. 
Standing from left to right: Frank Marshall, 
Savielly Tartakower, Geza Moraczy, 
Alexander Alekhine, Richard Reti, Efim 
Bogoljubow. 
Sitting from left to right: Frederick Yates, 
World Champion Jose Raul Capablanca, 
David Janowski, Edward Lasker, Emanuel 
Lasker.  
At age 55, Lasker won the event, 2.5 
points ahead of Capablanca. Typically, a 
chess player reaches their prime in their 
mid thirties. 

Lasker playing Steinitz  

Lasker playing Capablanca 

Vera Menchik (1906-1944) Won the first women’s 
world championship in1927. Dominated the title, 
defending 6 times with a total score of 78 wins, 4 
draws, and one loss against all challengers. She was 
killed at age 38 during a World War  II bombing raid 
in London (where she lived). She tied for 2nd place at 
the Ramsgate international tournament with 
Rubinstein (behind Capablanca). 

Nona Gaprindashvili (born 1941) 
Women’s World Champion from 1962-
78. First women to become a 
grandmaster by winning the Lone Pine 
(California) tournament in 1977.  

Benko (glasses) observing Fischer’s 
game 

//upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/1/1b/Harrynelsonpillsbury.jpg

