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In tro duc tion

Emanuel Lasker once joked that his only con tri bu tion to open ing the ory was the
ob ser va tion that knights should be de vel oped be fore bish ops. The Four Knights
open ing il lus trates this the sis in ideal fash ion. Both sides first place their knights ac -
cu rately, and then think about what to do fur ther. Jok ing aside, if such a plan is
com pletely harm less, then how come this sim ple plan has at tracted the in ter est of
such se ri ous play ers as Shirov, Sutovsky, Nunn, Bacrot, Rublevsky, Short, Motylev
and Naer? And, in ci den tally, what is it that unites these play ers? This is clear – a cre -
ative ap proach to the game, and a con stant will ing ness to en ter into the bat tle.

In re cent times, com put ers have gone a long way to wards prov ing the truth of
the ax iom that ‘Chess is a draw’, steadily ana lys ing out many com pli cated lines, and 
end ing up with the as sess ment ‘00:00’. The sil i con mon sters have es tab lished par -
tic u larly de press ing dead-ends in lines such as the Petroff De fence and the Berlin
Wall vari a tion of the Ruy Lopez. But, sur pris ingly, things are by no means so sad in
the Four Knights. Look ing through re cent games in the Rubinstein Vari a tion 1.e4
e5 2.Àf3 Àc6 3.Àc3 Àf6 4.Ãb5 Àd4 5.Ãc4 Ãc5 6.Àe5, one rather un ex pect -
edly co mes across a re mark ably large num ber of white queen sac ri fices, al though
whether these are cor rect or not is a dif fer ent ques tion.

It is in ter est ing to com pare this trend, which oc curs in the sup pos edly peace ful
Four Knights, with the sit u a tion in its al leg edly much sharper close rel a tive, the
Bel grade Gam bit, which is high lighted in a sep a rate chap ter at the end of the book:
Chap ter 7. In the ma jor ity of vari a tions of this sys tem, which lie off the beaten
track of cur rent the ory, the play re sults in an equal end ing, un less Black plays in the
style of the old mas ters, and fear lessly ac cepts all of the sac ri fices (1.e4 e5 2.Àf3
Àc6 3.Àc3 Àf6 4. d4 ed4 5.Àd5 Àe4?!).

If White is pre pared to play the Four Knights, he must also be ready to face var i -
ous at tempts by Black to avoid this, on the third move. The first chap ter of the book
is de voted to these lines. It looks at the vari a tion 1.e4 e5 2.Àf3 Àf6 3.Àc3 Ãb4:
White does not want to al low the Petroff De fence, but Black wants to avoid the Four 
Knights! Later, we ex am ine Black’s at tempts to avoid the Four Knights on move
three, af ter 1.e4 e5 2.Àf3 Àc6 3.Àc3, the most pop u lar method be ing 3...g6.

Chap ter 2 looks at var i ous rare fourth moves for Black, such as 4...Ãc5, 4...a6
and 4...Ãd6!. The last of these was not even men tioned in John Nunn’s book New
Ideas in the Four Knights, pub lished in 1993, since at that time there were no sig nif i -
cant prac ti cal ex am ples. How ever, in our day, the sys tem with 4...Ãd6 en joys a de -
gree of pop u lar ity that com pares with the main lines.

Chapter 3 and 4 are de voted to the clas si cal 1.e4 e5 2.Àf3 Àc6 3.Àc3 Àf6
4.Ãb5 Ãb4, which is char ac ter ised by a com pli cated stra te gic bat tle, with a small
ad van tage for White. (How ever, Kar pov, in his best years, sev eral times out played
his op po nents as Black in this line, show ing that here, the knights are not in fe rior
to the bish ops, if they are han dled by a player of the high est class.)
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In Chap ter 5 and 6, we look at Akiba Rubinstein’s im mor tal vari a tion, 4...Àd4.
Note that af ter 5.Ãa4 Ãc5 or 5.Ãc4 Ãc5, White is not obliged to cap ture on e5,
al though it is in pre cisely these vari a tions that we can wit ness the amaz ing ad ven -
tures and mir a cles for which we love chess. To be quite frank, it is the re cent games
in this vari a tion that in spired the au thor to pro duce the pres ent work.

Chapter 7 looks at White at tempts to squeeze wa ter out of the stone that is the
Bel grade Gam bit – not an easy task, it must be said.

July-Oc to ber 2010
Andrey Obodchuk

The Four Knight s Game
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Chap ter 1   The Three Knights’ Ope ning
This mod est-sound ing ti tle ac tu ally con ceals a whole se ries of dif fer ent set-ups, be -
gin ning with 1.e4 e5 2.Àf3 Àf6 3.Àc3 (di a gram left) or 2...Àc6 3.Àc3 (right),
which Black can bring about by the sim ple ex pe di ent of not play ing the most nat u ral
move, i.e. by not bring ing his sec ond knight to its most nat u ral de vel op ment square.

TsLdMl.t
jJjJ_JjJ
._._.s._
_._.j._.
._._I_._
_.n._N_.
IiIi.iIi
r.bQkB_R

TsLdMl.t
jJjJ_JjJ
._._.s._
_._.j._.
._._I_._
_.n._N_.
IiIi.iIi
r.bQkB_R

T_LdMlSt
jJjJ_JjJ
._S_._._
_._.j._.
._._I_._
_.n._N_.
IiIi.iIi
r.bQkB_R

T_LdMlSt
jJjJ_JjJ
._S_._._
_._.j._.
._._I_._
_.n._N_.
IiIi.iIi
r.bQkB_R

1.1 The Anti-Rus sian Gam bit
In this sec tion, we are not con cerned
with any form of Russophobia – it is just 
a ques tion of move-or ders, in which
Black of fers his op po nent the chance to
en ter the Rus sian Game, i.e. the Petroff.
White in his turn an nounces that he
would pre fer to bat tle in the Four
Knights, and then Black de clines this in -
vi ta tion, and by means of the move
3...Ãb4, – af ter 1.e4 e5 2.Àf3 Àf6
3.Àc3 – heads into a vari a tion which is
for mally part of the Three Knights. 

TsLdM_.t
jJjJ_JjJ
._._.s._
_._.j._.
.l._I_._
_.n._N_.
IiIi.iIi
r.bQkB_R

TsLdM_.t
jJjJ_JjJ
._._.s._
_._.j._.
.l._I_._
_.n._N_.
IiIi.iIi
r.bQkB_R

It should be noted that this line is not to 
the taste of all Rus sian De fence play ers,
since, de spite its out wardly un as sum ing 
char ac ter, it gen er ally prom ises White a
small, but sta ble ad van tage, where the
main ques tion is whether Black can
make a draw or not. Maybe for this rea -
son, such lead ing prac ti tio ners of the
Rus sian Game as Kramnik and Gelfand
pre fer in this po si ti o n to go into the
Four Knights. 

Game No 1 [C42]
Munoz Pantoja,Miguel
Fenollar Jorda,Manuel
An dorra 2010 (4)

1. e2-e4 e7-e5
2. Àg1-f3 Àg8-f6
3. Àb1-c3 Ãf8-b4
4. Àf3xe5

In ci den tally, this move is not forced.
White, could for ex am ple go into the
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Chap ter 2   The Four Knights
Black avoids the main line on move 4

In this chap ter, we will look at Black’s ways of avoid ing the main line at move 4 af -
ter 1.e4 e5 2.Àf3 Àc6 3.Àc3 Àf6 4.Ãb5. The rep u ta tion of the vari a tions ana -
lysed here var ies from the du bi ous (4...a6? – see Game 16) to the more or less play -
able (4...Ãc5 – see Game 14-15; in ci den tally, this move was played suc cess fully by
the great Morphy!) to the per fectly solid (4...Ãd6!? – Games 17-19). It is in ter est -
ing that the the ory of the last move has only been formed in the last 15-20 years;
one only has to re call that in John Nunn’s book New Ideas in the Four Knights (1993)
this line was not men tioned at all. This is no sur prise – to re spect able mas ters of the 
last cen tury, it looked rather strange to place one’s bishop in front of one’s pawns in 
this way. But ‘tiempi cambi’, as they say!

2.1 A Nice His tory: 4...Ãc5
The vari a tion 1.e4 e5 2.Àf3 Àc6
3.Àc3 Àf6 4.Ãb5 Ãc5 has a nice his -
tory. Who does not re mem ber the won -
der ful game Paulsen-Morphy?

Game No 14 [C48]
Paulsen,Louis
Morphy,Paul Charles
New York 1857 (6)

1. e2-e4 e7-e5
2. Àg1-f3 Àb8-c6
3. Àb1-c3 Àg8-f6
4. Ãf1-b5 Ãf8-c5

T_LdM_.t
jJjJ_JjJ
._S_.s._
_Bl.j._.
._._I_._
_.n._N_.
IiIi.iIi
r.bQk._R

T_LdM_.t
jJjJ_JjJ
._S_.s._
_Bl.j._.
._._I_._
_.n._N_.
IiIi.iIi
r.bQk._R

 5. 0-0  0-0
 6. Àf3xe5 Õf8-e8!?

7. Àe5xc6?!

One in ac cu racy and Black takes the ini -
tia tive. Ac cord ing to the ory, White re -
tains a small ad van tage only with
7.Àf3! Àxe4 8.d4 Àxc3 9.bxc3 Ãb6
(9...Ãf8 10.d5 Àe5 11.Àxe5 Õxe5
12.Ãf4Ç) 10.d5 Àe7 11.d6Ç.
The fact that Morphy’s re mark able idea
has not lost its rel e vance is con firmed
by con tem po rary the ory. Here is a
comparatively rare ex am ple: 7.Àf3
Àxe4 8.Àxe4 Õxe4 9.d3!? Õe8 10.d4Ç
The mod ern treat ment of the vari a tion
in ac tion. White strives for a po si ti o n in 
which his op po nent has the min i mum
counterplay. 10...Ãf8 11.d5 Àe5
12.Àxe5 Õxe5 13.Ãf4 Wor thy of con -
sid er ation is 13.©f3 with a small, but
sta ble plus. 13...Õf5 14.Ãg3 14.Ãe3Ç.
14...c6 15.Ãc4 b5 16.Ãb3 Ãb7 17.c4
Also not bad is 17.c3 with the idea af ter 
17...cxd5 to re ply 18.Ãc2 with the
advantage. 
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Chap ter 5   The Rubinstein Sys tem
This chap ter deals with White’s re plies to 4...Àd4! (af ter 1.e4 e5 2.Àf3 Àf6 3.Àc3
Àc6 4.Ãb5). Black’s fourth move was pop u lar ized by Akiba Rubinstein at the be -
gin ning of the last cen tury, al though it had been played since at least 1876. Now a -
days it is con sid ered Black’s best method of equalising.

T_LdMl.t
jJjJ_JjJ
._._.s._
_B_.j._.
._.sI_._
_.n._N_.
IiIi.iIi
r.bQk._R

T_LdMl.t
jJjJ_JjJ
._._.s._
_B_.j._.
._.sI_._
_.n._N_.
IiIi.iIi
r.bQk._R

In the search for an ini tia tive, White has tried many moves, but none of these en -
sures him any sig nif i cant ad van tage. 

The au thor felt it made sense to di vide this chap ter into two. In the first, we ana -
lyse vari a tions which have not caused Black too much trou ble in re cent years, and
have largely lost their top i cal ity. 

5.1 The vari a tion 5.Àxd4 exd4 6.e5, tra di tion ally con sid ered a re li able way for
White to duck out of the bat tle, is con sid ered in Game 36. As a main ex am ple, we
have cho sen the game Priborsky- Romanov, in which Black man aged to over come
the drawish ten dency of the vari a tion and, with the help of a strik ing long king
march, to win an in ter est ing bishop end ing.

5.2 The move 5.Àxe5!? is not with out a drop of poi son, as dem on strated by the
quick white win in the game Short- l’Ami (Game 37).

5.3 The so-called ‘Anti-Rubinstein’, be gin ning with  5.0-0, brought White good
re sults in the 1990s. In our day, this line has lost its for mer pop u lar ity, as re li able
equalising meth ods have been found for Black. Nev er the less, here too there are
many hid den reefs, which re quire ac cu racy from Black, if he is to avoid ship wreck
(Game 38, Hirscheider- Weidemann, end ing with a nice white com bi na tion).

5.4 We end this chap ter with Games 39-49, deal ing with the line 1.e4 e5 2.Àf3
Àf6 3.Àc3 Àc6 4.Ãb5 Àd4 5.Ãa4. De cades ago, this was con sid ered the main
means of fight ing for an ad van tage. Motylev’s strik ing vic to ries over Shirov and
Grischuk, at the start of the 2000’s, drew the at ten tion of many lov ers of sharp play,
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Chap ter 7   The Bel grade Gam bit
This prod i gal son of re spect able par ents – the Four Knights and the Scotch Game –
is noth ing like them in char ac ter, be ing a line for ad ven tur ers. It is char ac ter ised by
the moves 1.e4 e5 2.Àf3 Àc6 3.Àc3 Àf6 4.d4 exd4 5.Àd5!?

T_LdMl.t
jJjJ_JjJ
._S_.s._
_._N_._.
._.jI_._
_._._N_.
IiI_.iIi
r.bQkB_R

T_LdMl.t
jJjJ_JjJ
._S_.s._
_._N_._.
._.jI_._
_._._N_.
IiI_.iIi
r.bQkB_R

In re sponse to such early ag gres sion, Black can ei ther stick to his prin ci ples and take 
the pawn by means of 5...Àxe4!? (Games 60-61), or de cline the gam bit. In the first 
case, we get very com pli cated, even cha otic po si tions, with a mass of tac ti cal pos si -
bil i ties. Ob jec tively, Black has good counterplay, but dem on strat ing this in a prac ti -
cal game is far from a sim ple mat ter. Con se quently, amongst black play ers, no less
pop u lar ity is en joyed by those vari a tions which al low Black to achieve equal ity,
with much less ex pen di ture of ner vous en ergy. 

For this pur pose, Black has three re li able ways of de clin ing the Tro jan horse:
5...Ãe7 (Game 62), 5...Àb4 (Game 63) and 5...Àxd5 6.exd5 Ãb4+/6...Àb4
(Game 64). 

Game No 60 [C47]
Van der Weide,Karel
Timmermans,Ivo
Sas van Gent 1996 (1)

1. e2-e4 e7-e5
2. Àg1-f3 Àb8-c6
3. Àb1-c3 Àg8-f6
4. d2-d4 e5xd4
5. Àc3-d5 Àf6xe4!?

The most prin ci pled. How ever, in play -
ing this way, the black player needs to
know a num ber of forc ing vari a tions,
and faces some se ri ous un pleas ant ness
if he does not.

T_LdMl.t
jJjJ_JjJ
._S_._._
_._N_._.
._.jS_._
_._._N_.
IiI_.iIi
r.bQkB_R

T_LdMl.t
jJjJ_JjJ
._S_._._
_._N_._.
._.jS_._
_._._N_.
IiI_.iIi
r.bQkB_R

6. ©d1-e2

The al ter na tive 6.Ãc4 is seen in Game
61.
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6. ... f7-f5
7. Àf3-g5

7.Ãf4 has also been seen.

7. ... d4-d3!

7...Àe7? 8.Àxe4 fxe4 9.©h5+ g6
10.©e5 Õg8 11.Ãg5 Ãg7 12.Àxc7+
®f8 13.©f4+ 1-0 Van der Weide-Ye
Rongguang, Haarlem 1996. A good il -
lus tra tion of the prin ci ple that ‘ig no -
rance of the law is no ex cuse’! 

8. c2xd3

No good is: 8.©xd3? Àxg5 9.Ãxg5
©xg5 10.Àxc7+ ®f7 10...®d8??
11.Àe6+ê. 11.Àxa8 d5 12.©xd5+
Ãe6 The huge lead in de vel op ment and 
the stranded white knight on a8 give
Black the ad van tage. 

8. ... Àc6-d4
9. ©e2-h5+

White loses af ter 9.Àxe4 Àxe2
10.Ãg5

T_LdMl.t
jJjJ_.jJ
._._._._
_._N_Jb.
._._N_._
_._I_._.
Ii._SiIi
r._.kB_R

T_LdMl.t
jJjJ_.jJ
._._._._
_._N_Jb.
._._N_._
_._I_._.
Ii._SiIi
r._.kB_R

Anal y sis di a gram

10...Àf4!!, and White loses ma te rial in
all vari a tions, with out com pen sa tion.

9. ... g7-g6
10. ©h5-h4 c7-c6
11. d3xe4 c6xd5
12. e4xd5

T_LdMl.t
jJ_J_._J
._._._J_
_._I_Jn.
._.s._.q
_._._._.
Ii._.iIi
r.b.kB_R

T_LdMl.t
jJ_J_._J
._._._J_
_._I_Jn.
._.s._.q
_._._._.
Ii._.iIi
r.b.kB_R

One of the crit i cal po si tions of the vari a -
tion. Af ter 12.exf5 ECO gives the fol low -
ing vari a tion: 12...Àxf5 13.©a4
13.©g4!? Ãc5 14.Ãd3 ©e7+ 15.®d1
 0-0ç, McCormick-Ev ans, cor re spon -
dence 1965. 13...©e7+ (this vari a tion is 
not forced; by con tin u ing, for ex am ple,
13...©b6 14.Ãe2 Ãb4+ 15.®f1  0-0; or 
13...Ãg7 14.Ãd3 (14.©a3 h6 15.Àf3
®f7ç) 14...©e7+ 15.®d1  0-0, Black
can ob tain the better po si tion with out
prob lems. 14.®d1 Ãh6 15.Ãc4 Ãxg5
16.Õe1 Ãxc1 17.Õxc1 dxc4 18.Õxc4
 0-0 19.Õxe7 Àxe7 20.Õce4 Õf7
21.©a3 ®f8 22.©d6 – V. Stoica.

12. ... Ãf8-g7

The sim plest and most re li able con tin u -
a tion. Black sim ply com pletes his de vel -
op ment at once. Many prac ti cal tests
have taken place in the line 12...©a5+
and now:
l The ory con sid ers 13.Ãd2 ©a4! bad
for White, but does not of fer any con -
vinc ing dem on stra tion of this: 14.©g3
f4! Un clear is 14...Àc2+ 15.®e2 Ãg7
(15...Àd4+ 16.®e1 Ãg7) 16.b3 ©a3
17.Àxh7. 15.Ãxf4 Firstly, this does not 
lose. Sec ondly, prac ti cal tests are still
awaited of Tal’s sug ges tion 15.©c3!?.
15...Ãb4+ Un clear is 15...Àc2+
16.®d2 Àxa1 17.Ãd3. 16.Ãd2
Ãxd2+ 17.®xd2  0-0 17...©c2+
18.®e1  0-0 19.Ãd3 ©xb2 20.Õb1

The Four Knight s Game
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