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Aaron Nimzowitsch, one of the 
outstanding chess researchers, con-
sidered that the problem of the iso-
lated pawn was one of the cardinal 
problems of positional play. We are 
talking about a central d4-pawn for 
White or a d5-pawn for Black, the 
isolation of which is characterised 
by the absence of the pawns of this 
colour on the e- and c-fi les.

From the dialectical point of 
view, the specifi c nature of the iso-
lated pawn is the assessment of its 
inherent contradictions – strengths 
and weaknesses, or in other words, 
dynamics and statics. In the open-
ing stage of the game this is an as-
sessment of the advantage of the 
fi rst move, although for the mod-
ern state of theory the creation of 
dynamically balanced positions is 
more typical.

From the dynamic point of view, 
the advantage of the isolated pawn, 
let’s say a pawn on d4, is that it is an 
outpost, controlling the central c5- 
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and e5-squares, on which a knight 
can be established, supporting an at-
tack on the king, and the presence 
of the open e- and c-fi les assists the 
rapid activation of the rooks. From 
the static point of view, the defects 
of the isolated pawn are that it needs 
defending, especially when it is not 
supported by the bishop, and above 
all that it can be blockaded by a 
piece, usually a knight, occupying 
an important outpost (in our case 
this is d5), which is not easy to elim-
inate. The benefi ts of controlling this 
outpost become especially apparent 
when the material is reduced, since 
the weakness of the squares e4 and 
c4 is felt.

The fi rst to begin studying the 
topic of the isolated pawn was the 
fi rst world champion Wilhelm Stei-
nitz, who encountered this prob-
lem in his match for the world title 
with Johann Zukertort. Here is this 
historic 9th game of their match, in 
which the method of playing against 
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the isolated d4-pawn was convinc-
ingly demonstrated.

ZUKERTORT – STEINITZ 
New Orleans 1886

Queen’s Gambit Accepted D26

1.d4 d5 2.c4 e6 3.Cc3 Cf6 
4.Cf3 dxc4 5.e3 c5 6.Exc4 cxd4 
7.exd4 Ee7 8.0-0 0-0. 

A typical position with an iso-
lated d4-pawn, characteristic of the 
Queen’s Gambit Accepted.

9.Ie2 Cbd7 10.Eb3 Cb6 
11.Ef4. Nowadays the development 
of the bishop at g5 is preferred.

11…Cbd5 12.Eg3 Ia5 13. 
Gac1 Ed7 14.Ce5 Gfd8! 15.If3 
Ee8! Note the manoeuvre Gf8-d8 
followed by playing the bishop to 
e8 – this is an important positional 
idea, which is still practised today. 
Such a regrouping of the pieces is 
useful both for attack, and for de-
fence.

16.Gfe1 Gac8 17.Eh4.

17…Cxc3! Today the positional 
ideas of fi ghting against the isolated 
d4-pawn are known to many play-
ers, but when they were employed 
by Steinitz they were a revelation. 
After Black has securely defended 
his kingside, he switches to an at-
tack in the centre and creates a so-
called isolated pawn pair d4-c3. The 
d4-pawn is defended, but there is 
now a new weakness – the c3-pawn, 
which needs defending.

18.bxc3 Ic7. One of the ele-
ments of modern technique is the 
fi xing of the isolated pawn pair, 
which in the given position could 
have been achieved by 18…b5!?, 
but Steinitz carries a different plan 
against the weaknesses. He aims to 
simplify the position, reckoning that 
the hanging pawns (if White plays 
c3-c4) will remain a target.

19.Id3 Cd5! (nowadays a 
typical exchanging manoeuvre) 
20.Exe7 Ixe7 21.Exd5. White 
falls in with Black’s plans, and com-
mits a serious positional mistake. 
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21.Eg3 would have retained rough-
ly equal chances.

21…Gxd5 22.c4. White plays 
too actively – the advance of the 
c-pawn merely weakens his pawn 
centre.

22…Gdd8 23.Ge3. This attack 
on the securely defended king is not 
realistic. White should have sup-
ported his d4-pawn with 23.Ged1, 
intending Id3-b3 with the idea of 
c4-c5 and Ce5-c4-d6, or, in some 
cases, d4-d5. 

23…Id6 24.Gd1. 24.Gh3 
Ixd4 25.Ixh7+ Kf8 is not dan-
gerous for Black.

24…f6 25.Gh3 h6 26.Cg4 
If4! Black has repelled White’s 
attack and he now launches a coun-
terattack, which gains in strength 
because the rook at h3 coordinates 
poorly with the remaining pieces.

27.Ce3 Ea4! The need to de-
fend the d4-pawn forces the white 
rook to abandon the fi rst rank.

28.Gf3 Id6 29.Gd2 Ec6 
30.Gg3. Nothing is given by 
30.Gxf6 gxf6 31.Ig6+ Kf8 
32.Ixf6+ Ke8 33.Cf5 exf5, but 
30.d5 Ie5 31.Gg3 exd5 32.Ig6 
came into consideration, although 
even here after 32…Gc7 Black has 
the advantage.

30…f5 31.Gg6 Ee4 32.Ib3 
Kh7 33.c5 Gxc5 34.Gxe6 Gc1+ 
35.Cd1 If4 36.Ib2 Gb1 37.Ic3 
Gc8 38.Gxe4 Ixe4. White re-
signed.

A convincing win, wouldn’t you 
agree? Johann Zukertort clearly 
failed to cope with the problem of 
the isolated d4-pawn, which he de-
liberately (we must emphasise this) 
went in for in the opening, hoping 
to benefi t from his advantage in 
space, which was greatly valued in 
the romantic 19th century. It was no 
accident that one of the faithful fol-
lowers of Steinitz’s teachings, Sieg-
bert Tarrasch, vigorously stood up 
for the isolated pawn: ‘I think that 
the player whose queen’s pawn is 
isolated has a clear advantage. The 
point is that this pawn may serve as 
the starting-point for a very strong 
attack.’ Tarrasch’s belief in the vir-
tues of the isolated pawn was so 
great, that he was also prepared to 
have one with Black, by playing in 
the Queen’s Gambit 1.d4 d5 2.c4 e6 
3.Cc3 c5! (Tarrasch’s evaluation), 
thereby agreeing to the isolation 
of his d5-pawn after 4.cxd5 exd5 
5.Cf3 followed by the exchange on 
d4. Nowadays the Tarrasch Defence 
to the Queen’s Gambit is regarded 
as a sound opening, where Black 
achieves a position of dynamic bal-
ance.

In modern practice the appear-
ance of an isolated pawn is the re-
sult of an opening variation being 
chosen, in which the possessor of 
the pawn hopes in return to exploit 
his advantage in time or space. It is 
well known that the advantage of 
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the fi rst move affects the possibil-
ity of exploiting the dynamic and 
static features of an isolated pawn 
when there are still a large number 
of pieces on the board. Therefore we 
think it is logical to consider sepa-
rately positions from the opening 

obtained with isolated d4- and d5-
pawns. In isolated pawn positions 
with reduced material and stable in 
character, the strategy of the play, ir-
respective of the colour, has its gen-
eral rules, both in the middlegame, 
and in the endgame.



The study of modern chess takes 
account of the interconnection of the 
opening with the middlegame, since 
the pawn structure arising after the 
opening largely determines the 
further development of the game. 
As regards our theme, Tarrasch re-
marked: ‘If for an isolated pawn one 
can obtain an advantage in time or 
position, such an operation is advan-
tageous and becomes an important 
feature for the creation of an attack. 
But if the opponent has a lead in de-
velopment, the isolating of the pawn 
is unfavourable.’

Modern opening theory includes 
a quite extensive range of openings, 
where White goes in for an isolated 
d4-pawn, with the hope of exploit-
ing its dynamic features. Here are a 
number of typical positions, arising 
in the popular openings.

Queen’s Gambit, Orthodox 
Defence

1.d4 d5 2.c4 e6 3.Cc3 Cf6 4.Eg5 
Ee7 5.Cf3 0-0 6.e3 Cbd7 7.Ed3 
dxc4 8.Exc4 c5 9.0-0 cxd4 10.exd4.

Queen’s Gambit, Capablanca 
Variation

1.d4 d5 2.c4 e6 3.Cc3 Cf6 
4.Eg5 Ee7 5.Cf3 0-0 6.e3 Cbd7 
7.Gc1 c6 8.Ed3 dxc4 9.Exc4 
Cd5 10.Exe7 Ixe7 11.0-0 Cxc3 
12.Gxc3 e5 13.Ic2 exd4 14.exd4.

PART I  

THE ISOLATED D4-PAWN
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Queen’s Gambit, Tarrasch De-
fence Deferred

1.d4 d5 2.c4 e6 3.Cc3 Cf6 
4.Cf3 c5 5.cxd5 Cxd5 6.e3 Cc6 
7.Ed3 cxd4 8.exd4.

Queen’s Gambit Accepted
1.d4 d5 2.c4 dxc4 3.Cf3 Cf6 

4.e3 e6 5.Exc4 c5 6.0-0 Cc6 7.Ie2 
cxd4 8.Gd1 Ee7 9.exd4.

Queen’s Gambit Accepted
1.d4 d5 2.c4 dxc4 3.Cc3 e5 4.e3 

exd4 5.exd4 Cf6 6.Exc4. 

Nimzo-Indian Defence
1.d4 Cf6 2.c4 e6 3.Cc3 Eb4 

4.e3 0-0 5.Ed3 d5 6.Cf3 c5 7. 
0-0 Cc6 8.a3 cxd4 9.exd4 dxc4 
10.Exc4 Ee7.
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Caro-Kann Defence, Panov At-
tack

1.e4 c6 2.d4 d5 3.exd5 cxd5 4.c4 
e6 5.Cc3 Cf6 6.Cf3 Ee7 7.cxd5 
Cxd5 .

Caro-Kann Defence, Panov At-
tack

1.e4 c6 2.d4 d5 3.exd5 cxd5 
4.c4 Cf6 5.Cc3 Cc6 6.Cf3 Eg4 
7.cxd5 Cxd5 8.Ib3 Exf3 9.gxf3 
Cb6 10.Ee3 e6.

Sicilian Defence, Alapin Vari-
ation

1.e4 c5 2.c3 d5 3.exd5 Ixd5 
4.d4 e6 5.Cf3 Cf6 6.Ed3 Ee7 
7.0-0 0-0 8.Ie2 cxd4 9.exd4.

Petroff Defence
1.e4 e5 2.Cf3 Cf6 3.Cxe5 d6 

4.Cf3 Cxe4 5.d4 d5 6.Ed3 Ee7 
7.0-0 Cc6 8.Ge1 Eg4 9.c4 Cf6 
10.Cc3 0-0 11.cxd5 Cxd5. 
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Giuoco Piano
1.e4 e5 2.Cf3 Cc6 3.Ec4 Ec5 

4.c3 Cf6 5.d4 exd4 6.cxd4 Eb4+ 
7.Ed2 Exd2+ 8.Cbxd2 d5 9.exd5 
Cxd5.

By agreeing, on emerging from 
the opening, to a position with an 
isolated pawn, White hopes to ex-
ploit its dynamic features. What do 
they comprise?

1) The d4-pawn ensures control 
of the e5- and c5-points. Of partic-
ular importance is the e5-outpost, 
from which a knight, supported 
by active bishops (in particular 
the light-square bishop) assists the 
mounting of a kingside attack.

2) A dynamic feature of the d4-
pawn is the potential energy of 
its advance, comprising the d4-d5 
breakthrough, which leads to the 
opening of the position and is es-
pecially apparent when White has a 
lead in development.

3) If Black is behind in devel-
opment, an attack on the piece 
blockading the d4-pawn may lead 
to a favourable change in the pawn 
structure by means of exchanges 
on d5.



In the mid-20th century the preva-
lent opinion was that you could allow 
yourself an isolated pawn, only if you 
had a lead in development. This cau-
tion was removed by the Petrosian – 
Spassky 1969 World Championship 
Match, in which the challenger em-
ployed the Tarrasch Defence to the 
Queen’s Gambit with Black in fi ve 
games and achieved a positive result 
(–0 =4 +1). After this match the number 
of supporters of the isolated pawn in 
Black’s position increased considerably.

In the examples examined in Chap-
ter 1, Black went along with White by 
not objecting to reduction in the mate-
rial. However, the strategy of playing 
with an isolated pawn envisages not a 
passive striving for a draw, but above 
all the exploitation of its dynamic po-
tential to create active piece play and, 
if possible, the d5-d4 breakthrough.

6.1.  Active piece play for Black

The control by the isolated d5-
pawn of the central e4- and c4-points 
allows Black to develop his pieces in 

active positions, combining threats 
on the kingside with the possibil-
ity of counterplay on the queenside. 
Pressure on the d4 blockading point 
is important, tying White down by 
the threat of the d5-d4 breakthrough.

PETROSIAN – SPASSKY
World Championship Match, 

4th Game, Moscow 1969
Queen’s Gambit D34

1.c4 e6 2.d4 d5 3.Cc3 c5 
4.cxd5 exd5 5.Cf3 Cc6 6.g3 Cf6 
7.Eg2 Ee7 8.0-0 0-0 9.Eg5 cxd4 
10.Cxd4 h6 11.Ee3 Eg4 (in re-
cent times 12…Ge8 was preferred) 
12.Cb3 Ee6 13.Gc1 Ge8.

Chapter 6  

Dynamic potential 
of the d5-pawn
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Black has completed his develop-
ment, and although for the moment 
the e-fi le is blocked by the bishops, 
this is only a temporary phenome-
non. For example, if 14.Cc5 there 
can follow 14…Exc5 15.Exc5 
Ce4 with active play for Black.

14.Ge1. A prophylactic move, 
against the threat of Id7 and Eh3. 
After 14.Cb5, which was played 
in the 2nd game of the match, there 
followed 14…Id7 15.Cbd4 Eh3 
16.Cxc6 bxc6 17.Id3 Exg2 
18.Kxg2 a5! with good play for 
Black.

14…Id7 15.Ec5! (the ex-
change of the dark-square bishops 
is advantageous to White) 15…
Gac8 16.Exe7 Ixe7 17.e3 Ged8 
18.Ie2.

18…Eg4! ‘There was no point 
in Black relieving himself of his 
isolated pawn by 18...d4. You don’t 
play the Tarrasch Defence, in order 
to be thinking about the weakness 
of the isolated d5-pawn! Consist-

ent play by Black should be aimed 
in the fi rst instance at exploiting its 
strength.’ (Bondarevsky)

19.f3 (19.If1 Ce4) 19...
Ef5 20.Gcd1 Ce5 21.Cd4 Eg6 
22.Eh3.

22…Gc4!? A sharp move; 22…
Gb8 would have led to quiet play.

23.g4. If 23.f4 there could 
have followed 23…Eh5 24.If1 
Cc6! 25.g4 Cxg4 26.Cxd5 Gxd5 
27.Ixc4 Ih4! 28.Exg4 Ixg4+ 
29.Kh1 Gxd4 with a guaranteed 
perpetual check.

23...Gb4 24.b3 Cc6 25.Id2 
Gb6 26.Cce2?! 26.Ca4 Ga6 
27.Ef1 Cxd4 28.exd4 was correct.

26...Eh7 27.Eg2 Ge8 28.Cg3 
Cxd4 29.exd4 Ge6 30.Gxe6 Ixe6 
31.Gc1 Eg6 32.Ef1? 32.Kf2! 
would have consolidated the posi-
tion. Now Black seizes the initia-
tive.

32...Ch7 33.If4 Cf8 34.Gc5 
(34.Ie5! was stronger) 34...Eb1! 
35.a4 Cg6 36.Id2 If6 37.Kf2 


