
The Kibitzer

opening succeeding. They illustrate these two possibilities.

A. The following game, from early in the revival of the opening, shows what 
can go wrong for Black.

Alexander Morozevich – Mark Hebden
London Lloyds Bank, 1994

1 e4 e5 2 d4 exd4 3 Qxd4 Nc6 4 Qe3 Nf6 5 Nc3 Bb4 6 Bd2 0–0 7 0–0–0 
Re8

In this position White has many possible 
moves, including 8 f3 (to shore up the e-
pawn) and 8 Bc4 seeking sharp piece 
play. With his actual choice, Morozevich 
offers the e-pawn.

8 Qg3 d6

Maybe better are 8...Nxe4, 8...Rxe4 
(usually recommended, although it may 
involve an exchange sacrifice in some 
lines) or 8...Ne5. We shall see later. 

However, Karpov has been successful with the modest 8...d6 so it cannot be 
bad, can it? Black aims to prove his position is sound and invite White to 
over-extend himself with attacking tries.

9 f3 Ne5 10 h4 c6

Hebden tries to make something happen in the center but instead Karpov 
preferred prophylaxis with 10...Kh8 against Shirov – yet although most 
defenders who adopt 8...d6 now follow his example, Hebden’s move may be 
OK.

After 10...Kh8 11 Nh3 Nh5 Shirov played 12 Qh2?!, but 12 Qf2 was 
suggested afterwards and may be critical.

For example, Mark Paragua – Carlo D’Amore, Bled ol 2002, continued: 12 
Qf2 Bc5 13 Qe1 c6 14 Be2 b5 15 g4 Nf6 16 g5 Nfd7 17 h5 Nb6 18 g6 Bxh3 
19 h6 fxg6 20 hxg7+ Kg8 21 Rxh3 Nbc4 22 f4 Nxd2 23 Qxd2 Nf7 24 Rdh1 
h6 25 Rg3 Qf6 26 Bd3 Qxg7 27 e5 g5 28 Ne4 Nxe5 29 fxe5 Rxe5 30 Rgh3 
Re6 31 Qh2 Bd4 32 Rxh6 Bxb2+ 33 Kd1 Be5 34 Qh3 Rxh6 35 Qxh6 Qxh6 
36 Rxh6; White has a piece for two pawns and eventually won the ending.

11 h5 d5
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Hjartarson won a game in the 1996 Icelandic Championship playing 10...Qe7 
here.

12 Nge2 Nc4 13 h6 g6 14 Bg5 Qb6 15 Na4!

Not 15 Bxf6? Bd6.

15...Qa5 16 Bxf6 Qxa4 17 Nc3 Bxc3 18 Bxc3 Ne3 19 b3 Qxa2 20 Rd2 
Qa3+ 21 Bb2 Qe7 22 Be2! dxe4 23 fxe4 Qxe4 24 Qg5 Nd5 25 Rxd5! Qxd5 
26 Qf6 Kf8 27 Bc4 1–0

B. Sometimes White can win positionally, if Black allows weaknesses in his 
position. Here is an example where Black isn’t allowed to play ...Bb4.

Throstur Thorhallsson – Peter Heine Nielsen
Peer Gynt open, Gausdal 1995

1 e4 e5 2 d4 exd4 3 Qxd4 Nc6 4 Qe3 Nf6 5 Bd2

White gets on with preparing queenside castling and now Black has to find 
another square for his king’s bishop.

5...Be7 6 Nc3

This is an important position for the 
Center Game theory because it can arise 
in so many ways. For example, also after 
4...Nf6 5 Nc3 Black doesn’t have to 
go...Bb4; he can also play 5...Be7 or even 
4...Be7 (as Alekhine played against 
Mieses at Scheveningen 1913), which is 
quite likely to lead to this position.

6...d5!?

Black adopts the sharpest possibility. The 
alternative is to castle and if White then castles on the opposite wing (i.e. 
6...0-0 7 0-0-0) Black has 7...d5 (as Alekhine played), 7...Re8 (as Chigorin 
played against Mason, Paris 1900) or 7...d6, the conservative option.

7 exd5 Nxd5 8 Qg3

This is the reason why Black’s 6th might be premature; exchanging on d5 just 
leads to equality.
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8...Nxc3

After 9...Bd6 10 Qxg7 (Kupchik tried 10 f4 here.) 10...Be5 11 Qh6 Nxc3 11 
Bxc3 Bxc3 12 bxc3 Qe7+ 13 Qe3 Qxe3+ White’s doubled extra pawn proved 
of no value in Mieses-Janowski, Scheveningen 1913.

9 Bxc3 Bf6

The old books such as the one by Keres thought Black had the more 
comfortable game here.

10 Bxf6 Qxf6 11 0–0–0 0–0 12 Nf3

Introduced in the 1990s instead of 12 Bd3?! (old theory) or 12 Qxc7 Qxf2.

12...Bf5

Possibly 12...Be6 is the best move.

13 Qf4! Rad8!?

Adams-Anand has gone 13...Rae8 14 Bd3 Bxd3 15 Qxf6 gxf6 16 Rxd3 Re2 
17 Rd2 Rxd2 18 Kxd2 Rd8+ 19 Kc3 with a draw, although maybe White had 
a very slight edge.

14 Bb5!

Suddenly Black has a problem with his 
pawn structure. Here Tisdall has 
suggested Black should play 14...Ne7? 15 
Nd4 (not 15 Rxd8 Rxd8 16 Qxc7? Rc8 17 
Rd1 Ng6) 15...c6 16 Bc4 saying it: “looks 
slightly better for White, but I would 
greatly prefer to avoid the damage that 
occurs in the game.”

14...Be6? 15 Qxf6 gxf6 16 Bxc6 bxc6 17 
Nd4 Rd6 18 b3 f5 19 Rhe1 Bd7 20 Re5 
Rd8 21 Rd3 Rd5 22 Rxd5 cxd5 23 Rc3 

Rc8 24 Nc6 1–0

Black could have played on, but his position is in ruins.

Time for some theory
Now it is time to see what a few books say about the opening.
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There is no modern monograph that I am aware of on the Center Game, as 
opposed to the Danish Gambit. Many years ago there was a book entitled 
Center Game and Gambits but it was just columns of variations and not 
compiled by a known master. It dealt with all sorts of openings that could be 
reached via 2 d4 including the Scotch.

GM Paul Keres gave it some serious attention in the 1971 East German 
edition of his theory work, Dreispringerspiel bis Königsgambit.

I found a small amount on the Center Game (pages 41-43) in Tactics in the 
Chess Opening 2 by A.C. van der Tak and Friso Nijboer, published this year 
by New In Chess. They just give two games with light notes.

Let’s go back to the position after 1 e4 e5 2 d4 exd4 3 Qxd4 Nc6 4 Qe3 Nf6 
5 Nc3 Bb4 6 Bd2 0–0 7 0–0–0 Re8

This is really the main line.

As we saw with Morozevich-Hebden, the 
revival of the Center Game in the 1990s 
had a lot to do with the option 8 Qg3 
here, but is that really the best move? I 
will look at 8 Qg3 again later in this 
article, when I show my own game. I 
found however that in the book by Keres, 
he gave a different move as the main line.

8 Bc4!?

Keres himself had to meet this in a postal 
game in 1930s where he played Black against Baron von Felitzsch and this is 
in fact one of the two games with the opening in the Van der Tak/Nijboer 
book. 8 Bc4 has a long pedigree, going back to Winawer-Steinitz, 
Nuremberg 1896, if not earlier. Steinitz ate the pawn by 8...Bxc3!? 9 Bxc3 
Nxe4 but after 10 Qf4! he had a few problems, though they should perhaps 
not be insurmountable. For example, Van der Tak and Nijboer say Black can 
equalize by 10...Re7 11 Bxf7+ Rxf7 12 Qxe4 Qg5+ 13 Rd2 d5 14 Qxd5 
Qxd5 15 Rxd5 Rxf2= (this is actually following Granda Zuniga-
J.L.Fernandez Garcia, Pamplona 1991). Even in the game, it was only move 
17 where Steinitz made his fatal error.

The young Keres preferred a more cautious defence, however, in the game 
M. Von Feilitzsch – Keres, Deutsche Schachzeitung international corr 
tourney-1 1932-33.

file:///C|/cafe/Tim/kibb.htm (9 of 14) [12/5/2004 4:30:45 PM]



The Kibitzer

8...d6

This was possibly played first in a Czech postal game before World War I, 
which Jan Kalendovsky’s researches unearthed. Probably Keres did not know 
it: 9 h3 Be6 10 Bd3 Ne5 11 Qg3? Nxd3+ 12 Qxd3 d5! 13 Nxd5 Bxd2+ 14 
Rxd2 Nxe4!! 15 Qxe4 Bxd5 16 Qg4 Re1+ 0–1 Julius Brach-J.Kulisan, 
Narodnich listu corr tourney-4 Czechoslovakia 1911–12 (17 Rd1 Rxd1+ 18 
Qxd1 Qg5+ and ...Qxg2).

Keres also gives 8...Na5 as possibly Black’s safest way to get a good game 
and this is in fact the most popular defence to 8 Bc4 in recent times.

9 f3?!

According to Van der Tak and Nijboer, 9 Nf3 is a better move and this seems 
to be borne out by some recent correspondence games. Keres’s book gives 
the continuation 9...Be6 10 Bxe6 Rxe6 11 Ng5 Re8 12 f4 h6 13 h4 Qc8 as 
somewhat better for Black (Tartkower-Reshevsky, Kemeri 1937) but White 
can do better with 12 f3 or 12 a3 so this line deserves more attention.

9...Na5! 10 Bd3

Romero Holmes-Karpov, Madrid 1992, was also good for Black, with 10 
Bb3 Nxb3+ 11 axb3 a5!.

10...d5

In his book, Keres observes that the tempo loss ...d6 followed by ...d5 is 
justified by the fact that White’s move f3 has prevented the queen from going 
to g3. So Black already has the advantage because his queenside possibilities 
are more real than White’s on the kingside.

11 Qg5

Or 11 Nce2 Qe7 Keres.

11...h6 12 Qh4

If 12 Qg3 d4 13 Bxh6? Nh5.

12...d4 13 Nce2 Bxd2+ 14 Rxd2 c5

Keres claimed that Black already has a decisive attack. The game ended:

15 c4 Be6 16 b3 b5! 17 Nf4
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If 17 cxb5 Bxb3! 18 axb3 Nxb3+ 19 Kc2 Nxd2 20 Kxd2 Nxe4+ and Black 
wins, according to E. Marchisotti in his book Joyas del Ajedrez Postal.

17...bxc4 18 Nxe6 Rxe6 19 bxc4 Rb8 20 Ne2 Qb6! 21 Kd1 Qb4 22 Qg3 
Nd7! 23 Rc2 Qa3! 24 f4 Rg6 25 Qf3

25...Rxg2! 26 e5 Rb1+ 27 Rc1 Nxc4!! 28 
Rxb1

If 28 Bh7+ Kxh7 29 Qe4+ (29 Qxa3 
Nxa3 protects the rook.) 29 ...g6 30 Qxb1 
(30 Rxb1 Ne3+ 31 Ke1 Qa5+–+) 30 
...Rxe2! 31 Kxe2 (31 Rxc4 Qf3!) 31 
...Qe3+ 32 Kf1 Nd2+ Keres.

28...Ne3+ 29 Qxe3 dxe3 30 Bc4 Qa4+! 0-
1 (31 Bb3 Qe4 32 Rb2 Rxe2).

Another possibility for White is to play 8 f3 instead of 8 Qg3 or 8 Bc4; on 
my computer Fritz8 seemed to think this was best, but it hardly looks 
threatening. Then 8...d6 may give White a slightly free hand (9 Qg5 is one 
possible answer) but 8...d5 seems a good reply in both theory and practice. 
So we keep coming back to 8 Qg3.

Time to look at my own game

Seamus Duffy – Tim Harding
League match, Dublin 2004

1 e4 e5 2 d4 exd4 3 Qxd4 Nc6 4 Qe3 Nf6 5 Nc3 Bb4 6 Bd2 0–0 7 0–0–0 
Re8 8 Qg3 Rxe4!

For 8...d6 see earlier in the article. The rook capture was suggested by Alapin 
about 100 years ago. It is only a pseudo-sacrifice because 9 Nxe4? Nxe4 and 
10...Bxd2+ immediately regains the exchange with a clear extra pawn. This 
was all I could remember about the opening and I had to calculate from here 
on.

I was suspicious of 8...Nxe4 9 Nxe4 Rxe4. After 10 Bf4 Qf6 11 Nh3 (Mieses-
Capablanca, Berlin 1913) the old Handbuch said Black has a clear advantage 
with 11...d6 and Keres said much the same, both these authorities citing 
Capablanca. Modern dynamic players may take a different view; White has 
compensation for the pawn say Nijboer and van der Tak. (Note however that 
11 Bxc7 immures the bishop after 11...d6 because if 12 Bxd6? Qh6+ back 
rank tricks mean White has no move, e.g. 13 Kb1 Bxd6 14 Qxd6 Qxd6 15 
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Rxd6 Re1+.) After 11 Nh3 Black may well be OK, but White has more 
options than in the 8...Rxe4 line.

In Modern Chess Openings (14th edition, 2000), GM De Firmian gives a 
different line for White. After 8...Nxe4 9 Nxe4 Rxe4 he has 10 c3 Bf8 11 
Bd3 Re8 12 Nf3 “and White has compensation for the pawn.”

9 Bd3

This was a surprise. 9 a3 or 9 Be2 must be critical, I think. I wasn’t too 
worried about 9 Bg5, when Keres gave 9...Bxc3 10 Qxc3 h6 11 f3 Re8 12 
Bh4 d6 as giving Black a safe advantage.

I am not altogether convinced by what I have seen in this line, either games 
or computer analysis. Anyone thinking of playing the Center Game really has 
to look very deeply into the 9 a3 line and practical examples and try to find 
new ideas for White.

If 9 a3 Rg4 there are two possibilities:

a) 10 Qe3, when Van der Tak and Nijboer say Black’s position isn’t easy. He 
can choose between 10...Bf8 (as in their example game Xie Jun-G.Flear, 
Hastings 1996) or 10...Ba5, which computers prefer (e.g. GM Shabalov – 
Socrates, 1994, a game you can probably find in your database). This is all 
messy as De Firmian says.

b) The virtually unknown 10 Qf3 (Melgosa-Castro Rojas, Barranquilla 1999) 
may need more attention. Chances seem about equal after 10...Nd4 (not the 
only move, of course; Castro played 10...Bf8.) 11 Qh3 Ba5 11 f3 Rg6.

9...Bd6 as in Shabalov-A.Ivanov, USA 1994, is also critical. I don’t think this 
8...Rxe4 line is analysed out by any means yet. 

9...Rg4

Of course the rook could go back to e8 but it likes traveling.

10 Qh3

The white queen is short of squares; if 10 Qe3 d5.

10...d5

This looks the most active move but it is not forced and as the sequel shows, 
there is some risk involved.
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11 f3!

11...Rd4?!

Black gets a bit careless. It is possible to 
“put the boot in” by 11...d4 12 fxg4 Bxg4 
13 Qh4 dxc3 14 Bxc3 Bxd1 15 Bxf6 
Qxf6 16 Qxf6 gxf6 but after this heavy 
simplification, the extra doubled isolated 
pawn is not much to show for Black’s 
earlier initiative.

Computers suggest 11...Bxc3 12 Bxc3 
Ra4 but I wasn’t keen on giving White an 

unopposed dark-square bishop.

12 Qg3 Nh5

This move is in itself playable but is based on an oversight, due to my ring-
rustiness. I have not played many games (except correspondence games) in 
the last 2-3 years. 12...Bd6 is wiser, intending the thematic exchange 
sacrifice 13 Qf2 Rxd3 14 cxd3 Nb4.

13 Qf2 Nf4?

Again 13...Rxd3 14 cxd3 d4 or 13...Be6 
14 a3 Rxd3 is called for. The move I so 
confidently played was a blunder.

14 Bb5?

At first sight this is strong but Black has a 
powerful answer to it. We both missed 
that 14 Bxf4 Rxf4 15 Nxd5 would have 
been extremely awkward for Black in 
view of 15...Qxd5?? 16 Bxh7+ Kxh7 17 
Rxd5.

14...Qd6!

14...Qf6 would be weaker because the d-pawn is unprotected and White 
could play 15 g3. Now the knight can retreat if necessary. In view of the next 
note, everything is again now in order for Black; in fact, he is almost 
certainly winning.
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15 Bxc6 Bxc3 16 Bxc3

The justification of Black’s 14th move is that 16 bxc3 leads to a position 
where the black queen is stronger than the white rook pair because of the 
weaknesses around the white king: 16...Qa3+ 17 Kb1 bxc6 18 Qxd4 Rb8+ 19 
Qb4 Rxb4+ 20 cxb4 Bf5 and Black has a winning attack.

16...Rxd1+ 17 Kxd1 bxc6!?

Of course there is nothing wrong with recapturing with the queen.

18 g3 Ne6 19 Ne2 c5 20 Bd2 Rb8

Black is a pawn ahead and will crack open the white king position after some 
preparation; the rest needs no comment.

21 Bc1 Ba6 22 Nf4 Nd4 23 c3 Nc6 24 Kc2 d4 25 Rd1 g5 26 Ng2 Qg6+ 27 
Kd2 Qd3+ 28 Ke1 Re8+ 29 Be3 dxe3 0–1

To conclude, do readers have any feedback? Has anyone played any 
interesting Center Games with either colour? Send them in and I may return 
to this opening in another column next year.

Copyright 2004 Tim Harding. All rights reserved. 
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