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Problem games between Steinitz and Lasker 

The first two world champions, William Steinitz and Emanuel Lasker, played each 

other 46 times in matches and tournaments. There are serious issues about the scores of seven 

of these, while in a few other cases there are either relatively trivial discrepancies or queries, 

or else most modern sources are correct but one or two have errors. 

In most cases, Ludwig Bachmann's classic collection Schachmeister Steinitz can be trusted to 

have the accurate score of the champion's games, but sometimes he was wrong, as will be shown in 

certain cases below. Some of his mistakes, and those in various databases, can be attributed to 

incorrect transcription from the descriptive notation that was generally in use in the 19th century 

(and much later) in the English-speaking world. Incorrect transcription into algebraic notation 

sometimes occurred when a game was republished in German, but more often the person entering 

the game into a database in recent times has misread the original text. 

This is not the only cause of discrepancies, though, as we shall see. This article will consider 

the games in chronological sequence, beginning with the very first encounter between the two 

champions, the opening game of their first world championship match in 1894. This is definitely a 

case that can be blamed on the notation and many modern sources have the wrong score for the 

game, starting at Black’s 35th move. 1 e4 e5 2 Nf3 Nc6 3 Bb5 d6 4 d4 Bd7 5 Nc3 Nge7 6 Bc4 

Nxd4 7 Nxd4 exd4 8 Qxd4 Nc6 9 Qe3 Ne5 10 Bb3 c6 11 Qg3 Ng6 12 h4 Be6 13 Bxe6 fxe6 14 

Bg5 Be7 15 0–0–0 e5 16 Be3 0–0 17 Ne2 Rf7 18 h5 Nf4 19 Bxf4 exf4 20 Qf3 Qa5 21 Kb1 Qe5 22 

Nd4 Bf6 23 c3 Re8 24 Rhe1 Bd8 25 Qg4 Bc7 26 Nf3 Qf6 27 Nd2 Rfe7 28 f3 d5 29 Rh1 Re5 30 

g3 Rg5 31 Qd7 Qf7 32 Qxf7+ Kxf7 33 g4 Bb6 34 exd5 cxd5 35 Nb3 (see diagram). 

cuuuuuuuuC 
{wDwDrDwD} 
{0pDwDk0p} 
{wgwDwDwD} 
{DwDpDw4P} 
{wDwDw0PD} 
{DN)wDPDw} 
{P)wDwDwD} 
{DKDRDwDR} 
vllllllllV 

 
In this position Steinitz played 35...Re3?, which contemporary commentators identified as a 

mistake (suggesting 35…Rge5 instead, though computers have other ideas). The game continued 36 

Rhf1 Rge5 37 Nc1 Bc7 38 Nd3 Rg5 39 Nb4 Ree5 40 Rd4 Bb6 41 Rxf4+ Kg8 42 Nd3 Re2 43 
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Rd1 Be3 44 Rb4 b6 45 Ra4 a5 46 b4 d4 47 c4 Bd2 48 b5 Bc3 49 Rg1 Rd2 50 f4 Rxg4 51 Rxg4 

Rxd3 52 c5 Re3 53 Rc4 d3 54 Rg1 d2 55 Rd1 bxc5 56 b6 Bd4 57 b7 Re8 58 Kc2 Rb8 59 Rb1 

Kf7 60 Ra4 1–0.  

That this was the correct sequence of events can be verified from various contemporary 

sources, including the London Morning Post of 28 March 1894 and the Deutsche Schachzeitung, 

volume 49 (April 1894), pages 108-110. Books such as Bachmann’s Schachmeister Steinitz 

(volume 4, page 6, Game 753), the Weltgeschichte des Schachs volumes about both Lasker and 

Steinitz, and Varnusz’s collection on Lasker all have the same correct sequence with 35…Re3. 

Yet many sources wrongly say Black played 35…Re6 instead. Presumably the mistake was 

made when people first started inputting games into databases and R to K6 (in descriptive notation) 

was misread as R to e6. By some lucky (or unlucky!) accident the following sequence of moves is 

all legal and after Black’s 39th move the authentic position was restored. The mistaken 35…Re6 

appeared many years ago in Sid Pickard's book of the champion's games and his CD database The 

Complete Works of William Steinitz. The same mistake has been seen in numerous databases 

including ChessBase’s Mega Database 2017, Big Database 2018 and their Database 2020 

distributed on the Fat Fritz DVD. The erroneous 35…Re6 has also been seen on ChessBase’s Live 

Database, on newinchess.com and on chess-db.com, but perhaps will be corrected after this article 

circulates. The correct 35…Re3 has been on chessgames.com since 2018 at least. 

Happily, the second game of the 1894 World Championship match appears to be correct in 

all sources but the third and fourth games are problematic.  

Errors in databases are already infecting chess books because authors trust their databases 

rather than checking the game scores against printed primary sources which are often unavailable to 

them. IM Craig Pritchett’s book Steinitz move by move has an incorrect score in its second game 

(Dubois–Steinitz, London 1862) because he trusted ChessBase; the book Steinitz in London 

discusses this and other cases but most of Steinitz's games with Lasker were outside the scope of 

that book. My 2015 book Joseph Henry Blackburne has several mistakes due to trusting ChessBase; 

future articles in this series will feature corrections found by using Niessen’s software (not yet 

developed when that book was written) to check it.  

Taylor Kingston's recent book Emanuel Lasker: A Reader is another case in point. The editor 

has brought together many writings by the second World Champion but when it came to 

transcribing game scores from descriptive to algebraic notation, he apparently relied upon 

ChessBase. In his book he includes Lasker's article about the 1894 match (published in Lasker's 
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Chess Magazine of 1906) but Kingston has 35…Re6 in the case just mentioned, although Lasker 

printed the right move, and there are other errors of this type in Kingston's book.  

GM Robert Hübner's Der Weltmeisterschaftkampf Lasker-Steinitz 1894 is on the whole very 

thorough, citing several sources for each game, and points out this mistake on page 64, but the 

grandmaster's book passes over several other discrepancies in this match in silence.  

In the third game of the same match, the following position arose after White's 51st move. 

cuuuuuuuuC 
{wDwDwDwD} 
{DwDwDwHp} 
{w0kDw)wD} 
{DrDwDwDw} 
{wDwDwDwD} 
{DwGpDwDw} 
{wDwDwDw)} 
{DwIwDwDw} 
vllllllllV 

 
Black's last drawing chances lay with 51…Kd7 but instead Steinitz blundered with 51...Rg5? 

and resigned after 52 f7 1-0. This is the finish in all the primary sources but Kingston's book 

followed some databases in mistakenly giving 51…Rc5. (Hübner says nothing about any sources 

being mistaken here.)  

The problem with the finish of the fourth 1894 game in some sources is more serious. The 

following position arose after Lasker's 48th move. 

cuuuuuuuuC 
{wDwDwDwD} 
{DwDwDw0w} 
{wDwiPDw0} 
{DwDPDwDw} 
{KDwDwDw)} 
{DwDwDwDw} 
{rDwDwDwD} 
{DwDw$wDw} 
vllllllllV 

 
Here Steinitz almost certainly played 49 Kb3, attacking the rook, as shown in The Field 

(Hoffer's column), Bird's booklet of the match, Bachmann's book and Lasker's Chess Magazine. Yet 

Hübner gives 49 Kb5 without comment (as does Kingston) while the Deutsche Schachzeitung had 

49 Kb4. That is three different moves from the diagram! Many secondary sources have 49 Kb5 

including ChessBase, Pickard, Kingston's book and chessgames.com, but Kb3 was almost certainly 

played. After Lasker retreated 49…Ra8 and Steinitz played 50 Kc4 all versions have the same 

position. After 51 moves a drawn tablebase endgame was on the board but Lasker mis-defended and 



4 

eventually lost the game. In Pickard's book there is a further error when he gives the wrong 55th 

move for White but this is not copied by others. 

In the sixth game there is a conflict of sources at move 50. The following position arose after 

49 moves. 

cuuuuuuuuC 
{wDwDwDwi} 
{DwDw4wDp} 
{wDwDB1wD} 
{!wDPDwDw} 
{wDp)wDw)} 
{DwDwDw)w} 
{wDwDwDKD} 
{DwDwDwDw} 
vllllllllV 

 
All the English language sources (The Field, Bird and Lasker's Chess Magazine) gave 50 Q 

to B5 (Qc5) but the Schachzeitung and Bachmann gave Qc3. Hübner correctly has 50 Qc5 but 

without comment, not noticing that those two sources which he cites actually had an error. 

Hübner is helpful, though, in sorting out the conflict between primary sources at Black's 31st 

move in the 11th game, where this position arose. 

cuuuuuuuuC 
{wDbDwDwD} 
{DpDwDk0B} 
{wDw)pDwD} 
{0PDw0wDw} 
{PDwDwDwD} 
{DwDwIwDw} 
{wDwDw)P)} 
{DwDwDwDw} 
vllllllllV 

 
Here 31…g7-g6 was probably played and this is the move in Bird's booklet on the match and 

in Lasker's Chess Magazine (which Kingston follows correctly). Instead several sources give 

instead 31…b6 (or P to QKt3 as in The Field of 5 May 1894). The Deutsche Schachzeitung, 

Bachmann, Pickard and ChessBase are among those who say the b-pawn was moved but Hübner 

points out that this makes less sense than …g6 because White could reply Be4. We cannot be sure 

but tend to concur with Hübner. 

In the twelfth game there is just a small problem at the end which does not require a diagram. 

The game ended in a draw by repetition but where did play on the board actually stop? The 

Deutsche Schachzeitung says after Black's 46th move that the game was broken off as a draw. 

Bachmann copied but Kingston goes to move 48 although Lasker's Chess Magazine actually gave 
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50 moves for both sides which is confirmed in The Field, 19 May 1894, which said at move 50: 

"Both players having made the same moves three times, the game was given up as drawn after 

Black's fiftieth move." The finish of this game tends to be truncated in databases. 

The last problem game of the first match was the 13th but it is fairly clear who was wrong. 

cuuuuuuuuC 
{wDwDwDwD} 
{DwDwgwDp} 
{wDwDwDwD} 
{DwDwiP)w} 
{K0wDwDwD} 
{DwDwDwDw} 
{wDwDwDwD} 
{DwDwDwDw} 
vllllllllV 

 
The game ended 55 Kb3 Kxf5 0-1. Instead the Schachzeitung (followed by one old database) 

had 55 Kb5 but this is obviously a misprint because it moves the K outside the square of the b-

pawn. The Field, 19 May 1894, has K to Kt3 as does Lasker's Magazine. 

The next problematic game between the two champions was the finish of their game from 

Hastings 1895, which is discussed both in Steinitz in London and in New in Chess. This is one of the 

games that was published incorrectly in the English tournament book edited by Horace F. Cheshire. 

A tournament book in German appeared soon afterwards, edited by Emil Schallopp. Thomas 

Niessen has detected 36 games in this tournament where the scores in Cheshire and Schallopp’s 

books differed at some point. Perhaps the most serious mistake in the English tournament book 

concerns the end of the game Lasker–Steinitz, where the following diagram position arose after 

White’s 37th move Rd1. 

cuuuuuuuuC 
{rDwDw4kD} 
{Dp0qDwDp} 
{pDwDwGpD} 
{Dw)wDw!w} 
{wDwDPDwD} 
{DPDwDwHb} 
{PDwDB)wD} 
{DwDRDwIw} 
vllllllllV 

 
The game actually concluded 37…Qf7 38 Bc4 Be6 39 e5 Bxc4 40 Nf5 1–0. Cheshire’s book 

printed Black’s 37th move as “Q to B sq” (i.e., 37…Qc8) with White’s 38th move giving check, but 

if the Black Queen were really on c8, White’s 40th move, instead of being decisive, would just put 

the Knight en prise. The move 37…Qf7 is in Bachmann and Schallopp’s books, and that this is 
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correct can be seen from the London Daily News of 17 August 1895 (the day after the game was 

played), and also the Deutsche Schachzeitung for September 1895. The English centenary 

tournament book even devised a third version of the score. Noticing there was a problem, its editors 

Crouch and Haines retained 37…Qc8 but guessed White’s 39th move was Be5.  

That game is a case where some books are wrong but the databases are right. Unfortunately 

the reverse is more often the case when there are problems with the record of historic games. 

Discrepancies between sources is not the only reason why databases sometimes have mistakes or 

different versions of the same game. There are even some cases where Steinitz gave odds of knight 

or rook but some databases include the game as if it was played from the standard starting position.  

There is a minor issue with the second of the six games between the champions at the St. 

Petersburg Four Masters tournament played in late 1895-early 1896. The diagram position arose 

after Lasker's 37…h7-h5. 

cuuuuuuuuC 
{wDwDw4kD} 
{DwDwDp0w} 
{wDwDwDwD} 
{DwDwDnDp} 
{wDwDN)qD} 
{DwDQgw)w} 
{PDwDwDwI} 
{DRDwDwDw} 
vllllllllV 

 
This game continued 38 Rb5, as shown in the Deutsche Schachzeitung for February 1896, 

page 47, and The Field of 4 January 1896. Pickard incorrectly gave 38 Rb4 instead. 

After that tournament two consultation games were played in St Petersburg, in which Steinitz 

and Chigorin lost both times against Lasker and Pillsbury. In the first, Chigorin ended the score 30 

Qf2 1-0 in his column for Novoe Vremya, though The Field, 15 February 1896, gives an additional 

move pair: 30...Qxh3 31 Nxa6 1-0. When published the second game, he gave the names the wrong 

way around. There are also minor discrepancies in the score, which are noted in the PGN file. 

Then in the Steinitz-Lasker game from Nuremberg 1896, Pickard had another error in his 

Steinitz database although his book was correct. This game began 1 e4 e6 2 d4 d5 3 Nd2 c5 4 dxc5 

Bxc5 5 Nb3 Bb6 6 exd5 Nf6 7 Bb5+ Bd7 8 Bxd7+ Qxd7 9 c4 exd5 10 c5 Bc7 11 Nf3 Nc6 12 0–0 

0–0 13 Nbd4 Nxd4 14 Qxd4 Rfe8 15 Be3 Re4 16 Qd3 Rae8 17 Rfd1 but Pickard's CD database 

gives 17 Rad1. There are many incorrect game records in Pickard's Steinitz database but 

occasionally he is right when others are wrong. 
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The first game of the second match between the masters reached the following position after 

Lasker's 30th move …Nd3-e5.  

cuuuuuuuuC 
{wDbDwDw4} 
{Dw$wGw0w} 
{pDPDkDwD} 
{DwDwhwDw} 
{wDPDwDw0} 
{DwDwDwDP} 
{PDwDw)PD} 
{DwDwDwIw} 
vllllllllV 

 
The game continued 31 Bb4 Rg8 32 Be7 as can be seen from the Schachzeitung (December 

1896), The Field (14 November 1896) and Bachmann; it is also correct on chessgames.com. 

However, Pickard, NicBase online and ChessBase have the erroneous 31 Bg5, returning to the 

correct position next move. 

In the second game of the same match there is a minor issue. Steinitz was losing anyway but 

his move 36…Kd6? allowed a forced mate sequence and it is not clear whether he immediately 

resigned, or after Lasker's reply or whether the whole sequence was played Both The Field, 14 

November 1896, and the Schachzeitung for December 1896 give more moves, but they are not quite 

the same, while Bachmann (game 875) leaves it a bit unclear whether more moves appeared on the 

board. Since the sources cannot agree on the final moves it's probable that Steinitz resigned. Pickard 

and ChessBase are perhaps right to stop after move 36. 

Probably the most problematic of the games between the two champions is the third game of 

their 1896 match, which began 1 e4 e5 2 Nf3 Nc6 3 Bc4 Bc5 4 c3 Nf6 5 d4 exd4 6 cxd4 Bb4+ 7 

Nc3 Nxe4 8 0–0 Bxc3 9 bxc3 d5 10 Ba3 dxc4 11 Re1 Be612 Rxe4 Qd5 13 Qe2 0–0–0 14 Ne5 

Rhe8 15 Nxc6 Qxc6 16 Re1 Rg8 17 Re5 b6 18 Bc1 g5 19 Rxg5 Rxg5 20 Bxg5 Rg8 21 f4 Bd5 22 

g3 Kb7 23 h3 Qb5 24 Kh2 Rg6 (see diagram), 

cuuuuuuuuC 
{wDwDwDwD} 
{0k0wDpDp} 
{w0wDwDrD} 
{DqDbDwGw} 
{wDp)w)wD} 
{Dw)wDw)P} 
{PDwDQDwI} 
{DwDw$wDw} 
vllllllllV 
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Here the primary sources diverge, some giving 25 Qc2 (Q to QB2 in English notation) and 

others 25 Qf2 (Q to KB2).  

The version with Qf2 was the first to be seen in the West, for example in The Field and the 

Illustrated Sporting and Dramatic News, both for 21 November 1896. The Deutsche Schachzeitung 

for December 1896 (page 367) also had 25 Qf2, but when James Mason annotated the game for the 

January 1897 British Chess Magazine he had 25 Qc2, which can be seen in Bachmann, Hooper and 

Pickard's collections, Varnusz's book on Lasker, and also currently in NicBase online.  

However, the Weltgeschichte des Schachs collection on Lasker, Tartakower and DuMont's 

500 Master Games of Chess and several databases have Qf2. Unfortunately (partly because the 

Covid-19 pandemic means libraries that might help are currently closed) we have not been able to 

find a Russian primary source which might settle the question. Perhaps some reader can help. Our 

impression is that 25 Qc2 is a more useful move than Qf2 and so more likely to be correct. 

Nor do the difficulties with this game end here. The continuation in most sources 

(irrespective of which queen move they prefer) is 25...f6 26 Bh4 Bc6 27 g4 Qd5 28 Qf2 h5 29 g5 

fxg5 30 Bxg5 h4 31 Rf1 Rg8 32 Qd2. After this move, both versions reach the same position. After 

32…a5 33 a4 Re8 34 f5 Rg8 most sources say the game ended in White's resignation because he is 

in zugzwang (0-1). Yet a further sequence of moves (35 Re1 Qxf5 36 Re5 Qf3 37 d5 Qg3+ 38 Kh1 

Qxe5 39 dxc6+ Kxc6) can be found in Pickard, ChessBase and chessgames.com, some even going 

on with 40 Qg2+ Qd5 41 Qxd5+ Kxd5 42 Bc1 0–1. It is not known where this spurious 

continuation originated. 

There is another Pickard issue with the fifth game of the 1896 match. 

cuuuuuuuuC 
{wDw4wDw4} 
{0wDwDwDw} 
{wDwDwiwD} 
{DwDwDwDw} 
{wDw)QDpD} 
{)w1BDwDw} 
{wDwDw)wD} 
{DwDRDKDw} 
vllllllllV 

 
Lasker played 35...Qxd4 and the game was soon drawn. Most modern sources are correct 

including Pickard's database but in his book (game 472) he had 35…Rxd4 which would lose. At 

least one old database (Leguan) also has this error. 
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Pickard was in error again with the 11th game of the 1896 match. Here discrepancies start to 

arise after Black's 58th move …Ke6-d5. 

cuuuuuuuuC 
{wDwDwDwD} 
{DwDwDnDp} 
{wDwDwDwD} 
{0wHkDw0K} 
{wDwDwDPD} 
{DwDwDwDw} 
{wDwDwDwD} 
{DwDwDwDw} 
vllllllllV 

 
59 Na4 was played, as shown in The Field, 2 January 1897, B.C.M. 1897, and Bachmann. It 

is even right in Pickard's book but his database had the input error Ne4 with the correct position 

restored next move. After 59...Ke5 60 Nc3 Nd6 61 Na4 Black's next move was 61…Ne4 as in 

nearly all sources, including Pickard's database. This time it is his book that was wrong, giving 

61...Ke4 instead; we saw the same mistake on chessgames.com. The game ended 62 Nb6 Kf4 63 

Nd5+ Kg3 64 Nb6 and White resigned (0-1). 

In the 13th game of the 1896 match, Black (Lasker) resigned after 38 Qf4 according to 

Bachmann, The Field and B.C.M., but chessgames.com has a four-ply continuation that was not 

played so far as we can tell.  

Finally, there is another minor query about the end of the fourteenth game of the 1896 match. 

ChessBase stops with 1-0 after 72 g4, which agrees with The Field, 9 Jan 1897, which stopped here, 

commenting: "The position is now reduced to a well-known theoretical ending, White winning by 

force. It is only a matter of time." The Schachzeitung for February 1897 and B.C.M. for March 1897 

also said Black resigned here, but Bachmann continued to move 78; Pickard and chessgames.com 

copy his sequence but so far we have found no primary source for the extra moves. 

To conclude, some of the minor discrepancies are fairly trivial but there are some serious 

issues with certain games and the infection of chess history books from errors in databases is 

increasingly becoming a problem. 
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