THE FIRST WORLD CHESS CHAMPION

WILHELM STEINITZ

1836 – 1900


There is a tendency in chess history to „decipher” individual life work and the persons behind it so as to formulate simple messages for our world today. Such summaries have been given of two of Wilhelm Steinitz’s contemporaries. Adolf Anderssen (1818–1879), the German master, is mostly made mention of as a brilliant tactician, who gained victory in a series of significant European tournaments and mainly failed to become the first official world chess champion because of his civilian profession of being a secondary school teacher in one-time Breslau, now called Wroclaw. The American Paul Morphy (1837–1884), even today, is considered in the history of chess to have been one of the best attacking players with unique playing strength and supreme clearness of style, whose comet-like career came to an untimely ending due to mental instability that emerged early in his life.

It is difficult to sum up the lifetime work and significance of Wilhelm Steinitz in a couple of sonorous sentences. The reason for this is the fact that his approach to chess, his style of play and notions about the game underwent a fundamental change during his career, which started in Viennese coffee houses around 1860 and lasted right up to the end of the 19th century…

Wilhelm Steinitz was born in Prague in 1836 to be the thirteenth child of a poor ironmonger. He learnt to play chess at the age of twelve; his very first chess set was made by himself from paper and a wooden board. In 1858 he went to Vienna in order to conduct his university studies. According to his biographers it is not quite clear whether he did actually study anything else apart from playing chess. Paul Morphy’s visit in Europe in 1858-59, when no-one at all could defeat the American champion, exerted a perceptible impact on Steinitz, too, whose mastery of chess improved at such quick pace that in 1861 he won the „Wiener Schachgesellschaft”, the championship of the Viennese Chess Association with one loss and thirty wins. Thus he was not only nicknamed the „Austrian Morphy”, but was also delegated to represent Austria in the London International Tournament, which was organised on the occasion of the World Exposition in 1862. The tournament was won by Adolf Anderssen, ahead of his fellow-countryman, Louis Paulsen (1833–1891); Steinitz came 6th, which was a fair placing in the 14-player tournament. This contest was decisive in the life of Steinitz, who soon moved to Britain, and started his lifelong struggle to be able to provide for his family as an international, professional chess player, to be recognised and to win the World Champion title.

During his initial years in Britain, Steinitz played matches with and convincingly defeated the British Joseph Henry Blackburne (1841–1924), the Belgian Frederic Deacon (1829–1875), and the British August Mongredien (1807–1888), so in 1866 the British organisers presented the strongest possible opponent for him – Adolf Anderssen! It was agreed that the match would run until either player scored 8 wins. At 6:6 in a ruthless contest, Steinitz, who was considered to have much lower chances of victory, won the next two games, and scored 8:6. No draw games, at all, were made in their contest!

Following the success he had achieved, Steinitz should have been universally recognised as the world’s top player. However, many still considered the 29-year-old Morphy to be the strongest player, although the American had announced his retirement from chess years earlier. The appreciation Steinitz received was also weakened by the fact that he failed to win in his next tournaments, and consequently, the chess world, for the time being, was not quite convinced who actually was the best chess player in the entire world.

Steinitz must have been dissatisfied with being unable to win over multiple players in tournaments, thus around this time he started to feel it necessary to develop a chess approach based on new principles. He worked out his own gambit that followed the principle that „the king can defend itself if all precautions are taken” by developing the following moves: 1. e4 e5 2. Nc3 Nc6 3. f4 exf4 4. d4!? Qh4+ 5. Ke2. Steinitz came up with his new principles, after he had began to work on the laws of chess in a creative manner. As a result, he had 100% success in London in 1872, ahead of Blackburne and his great opponent-to-be, Johannes Zukertort (1842–1888), who was incidentally a student of Anderssen; and later Steinitz completely crashed Zukertort in a face-to-face match, too, scoring +7 –1 =4.

The year 1874 brought about a fundamental change in Steinitz’s life, when he became responsible for writing the well paid chess section of the British magazine The Field, which provided not only financial security for the champion, but also an opportunity to present the theories on chess he was working on at the point of time. During his years working for the magazine, he only had one match, against Blackburne, and he won by 7:0. He invested all the rest of his energies into writings on the theorems of the unfolding and expanding „Steinitz school”, which were published in The Field. He was the first to speak and write about the significance of advantage for development in open positions, about the necessary concentration of power for a successful attack, that is, about attacking preponderance; subsequently he studied the characteristics of various pawn structures and the defensive power of positions under pressure.

Presumably, Steinitz would never have returned to competitive chess if he had not got entangled in a dispute with the editors of the magazine and had not been forced to earn a living by playing chess again. His comeback in 1882 instantly required heroic efforts on his part. He made a striking bad start in the 18-player double round-robin tournament in Vienna, but fought with remarkable determination and eventually tied for first place with the Polish master, Szymon Winawer (1838–1920). His conflicts made his situation in London so difficult that in the autumn of 1883 he and his family moved, first to Philadelphia, then to New York. Making a living was not a bit easier in America than in Britain, so Steinitz again started to deliver lectures, play matches and perform blindfold exhibitions.

In the meantime in Europe, many regarded Johannes Zukertort, gaining excellent results, to be the strongest player. Anderssen died in 1879 and Morphy departed in 1884, so it was more than evident that the world’s two strongest players at the time, Steinitz and Zukertort were to play the first official World Championship match in history. The match began on 11th January 1886 in New York. The winner, the World Champion would be the first to win 10 games, and the stake was high, 2000 dollars. It is worthy of note that Zukertort was a sensitive person, blessed with versatile talents, who fought as a professional soldier in the Prussian army, spoke 14 languages and was also active as a pianist and music critic.

The championship contest was played in three subsequent locations. The stage in New York ended with Zukertort leading 4:1, but Steinitz equalised in St. Louis! There came the last, and the all-decisive part in New Orleans, where Zukertort grew totally exhausted, and Steinitz, demonstrating how knowingly he could play, gained a victory by +10 –5 =5. Thus Wilhelm Steinitz was the first in chess history to officially receive the title of World Champion, and through the tournament he also proved that the principles he followed in his play were valid, even when used against the most excellent opponent.

In the years to come, Steinitz was undoubtedly the best in the world, which was confirmed by his matches against the Russian Mikhail Chigorin (1850–1908) and the Hungarian-British Isidor Gunsberg (1854–1930). 

The young Emanuel Lasker (1868–1941) – after a number of successful matches and a 100% devastating victory in the New York tournament – in 1893 challenged Steinitz, then aged 57, who accepted it. Lasker convincingly won the match played in New York, Philadelphia and Montreal in 1894 by +10 –5 =4. Steinitz explained his defeat with chronic sleep disorder, insomnia, and understandably, he provoked a re-match against Lasker, which was organized two years later in Moscow. Lasker, much younger then Steinitz, gained an overwhelming victory by +10 –2 =5. However, even in this match of tragic outcome for Steinitz, he managed to attain a small success by winning the 12th game with his own variation of the Spanish Opening. With the pair of moves 3. – a6 4. Ba4 inserted, this variant is usually called „improved”, „deferred” or „modern” Steinitz defence, while without this pair of moves we would be speaking of classic „Steinitz defence”. The game developed as follows:

Lasker – Steinitz 

World Championship re-match, 12th game; Moscow, 1896

1. e4 e5 2. Nf3 Nc6 3. Bb5 a6 4. Ba4 d6 
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5. d4 Bd7 6. Bb3 Be7 7. dxe5 dxe5 8. Qd5 Be6 9. Qxd8+ Rxd8 10. Bxe6 fxe6 11. c3 Nf6 12. Nbd2 Bc5 13. b4 Ba7 14. a4 b5! 15. Ke2 Bb6 16. axb5 axb5 17. Ne1 Rf8 18. f3 Rf7 19. Nb3? Nxe4! 20. Bb2 Nd6 21. Rf1 Nc4 22. Bc1 Ne7 23. Bg5 Nd5! 24. Bxd8 Nf4+ 25. Kd1 Rd7+ 26. Kc2 Ne3+ 27. Kb2 Nxf1 28. Bg5 Ne3 29. Bxf4 exf4 30. Rc1 e5 White resigned (0:1)!
Steinitz remained a characteristic figure in the chess world throughout his last active years: the one-time World Champion was a man with a big beard, a short stature, and a broad chest, who suffered from arthritis and was limping, but was still sharp-tongued and often quarrelsome. In the last few months of his life he had a mental breakdown, and died in a mental institution, the East River in New York on 12th August 1900.
For four decades, Wilhelm Steinitz was engaged in exploring and examining the inherent connections and laws of chess. He formulated his innovative ideas in analyses, and articles, or in the moves he took in the games he played. Going beyond the games he ever played, the significance of being the first World Champion is mostly encapsulated in the research work he did, and in the innovative approach he adopted in his activities, which served as a model for generations of great chess thinkers and world champions to come. Wilhelm Steinitz was a pioneer, who assumed responsibility, which, in the post Steinitz era, is an expectation that the world poses for all its best chess players ever to emerge, in terms of researching the laws of chess and disclosing the findings that turn up, to the benefit of the wider public.
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