
Two Knights Defence

1.e2-e4 e7-e5 2.Àg1-f3

Àb8-c6 3.Ãf1-c4 Àg8-f6

T_LdMl.t
jJjJ_JjJ
._S_.s._
_._.j._.
._B_I_._
_._._N_.
IiIi.iIi
rNbQk._R

T_LdMl.t
jJjJ_JjJ
._S_.s._
_._.j._.
._B_I_._
_._._N_.
IiIi.iIi
rNbQk._R

This de fence was noted by the
Abruzzian Giulio Cesare Polerio in the 
16th cen tury, and dis cussed again by
Giambattista Lolli and Domenico
Lorenzo Ponziani two cen tu ries later.
In the 19th cen tury it was adopted
chiefly as a means of avoid ing the
much-feared con se quences of the
then reign ing  Evans Gam bit. Why
was it used just as an ex pe di ence in
the past, given its pop u lar ity to day? It
should be re mem bered that even
though 3...Àf6 is the most nat u ral
move (it at tacks the un pro tected
e4-pawn), it is in ef fect a pawn sac ri -
fice... at least from the mod ern view -
point! 
4.Àg5 d5 5.exd5 used to be au to mat i -
cally fol lowed by 5...Àxd5?!, but at this
point ei ther 6.Àxf7!? (the cel e brated Fried
Liver At tack – also known by the orig i nal
Ital ian name Fegatello At tack), or 6.d4!,
pro duces po si tions which are un doubt edly
ad van ta geous to White.

It was only at the be gin ning of the 20th
cen tury, when the playability of
5...Àa5! was dis cov ered (as were
5...b5!? and 5...Àd4!?) that the pop u -
lar ity of this de fence boomed, as it was
now seen as an ef fec tive way for Black
to fight for the ini tia tive. In deed,
3...Àf6 has cur rently over taken 3...Ãc5 
in pop u lar ity. 

Against the Two Knights White has fun -
da men tally three lines to con sider – ex -
clud ing 4.Àc3?!, which al lows 4...Àxe4!
with the idea of ...d7-d5.

A) 4. d2-d3
The most solid and cur rently the most
pop u lar move. It is in line with the
mod ern ten dency to play 3.Ãc4 with a
po si tional ap proach. Af ter 4...Ãc5, we
are back in the Giuoco Pi ano. How ever, 
4...Ãe7 is the more pop u lar choice. It is 
solid, even if slightly pas sive, and it
gen er ally leads to po si tions which are
stra te gi cally sim i lar to the Closed Span -
ish.

B) 4. d2-d4
is a nat u ral re sponse in the cen tre, to
which

4. ... e5xd4
is the best re ply. You may be won der ing 
why 3...Àxe4 is valid af ter 3.d4 in the
Petroff De fence, whereas in the Two
Knights 4...Àxe4? is con sid ered to be
so bad. The an swer is that in the Two
Knights af ter 5.dxe5, White al ready
threat ens 6.©d5 with a clear ad van tage, 
whereas in the Petroff af ter 4.dxe5,
Black gains easy equal ity with 4...d5
(there is no bishop on c4 to pre vent this 
move).
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B1) 5. e4-e5
In mod ern play this po si tional ap proach 
is the most usual con tin u a tion.

5. ... d7-d5
6. Ãc4-b5!

With the g7-pawn de fended, 6.exf6
does not make sense.

6. ... Àf6-e4
7. Àf3xd4

T_LdMl.t
jJj._JjJ
._S_._._
_B_Ji._.
._.nS_._
_._._._.
IiI_.iIi
rNbQk._R

T_LdMl.t
jJj._JjJ
._S_._._
_B_Ji._.
._.nS_._
_._._._.
IiI_.iIi
rNbQk._R

Ar riv ing at a com plex po si ti o n. Black
ob tains sat is fac tory play af ter ei ther the
solid 7...Ãd7 or the ag gres sive 7...Ãc5.

B2) 5.  0-0
This clas si cal move is cur rently less
pop u lar (5.c3 Àxe4!). Black can re -
spond 5...Àxe4 6.Õe1 d5 7.Ãxd5!
©xd5 8.Àc3 ©a5 (or 8...©h5) with a
bal anced po si ti o n and re sults that tend
to fa vour Black.
An other re sponse is the more ambitious

5. ... Ãf8-c5
6. e4-e5

We have ar rived at the fa mous Max
Lange At tack.

6. ... d7-d5
7. e5xf6

Now yes!
7. ... d5xc4
8. Õf1-e1+ Ãc8-e6
9. Àf3-g5

T_.dM_.t
jJj._JjJ
._S_Li._
_.l._.n.
._Jj._._
_._._._.
IiI_.iIi
rNbQr.k.

T_.dM_.t
jJj._JjJ
._S_Li._
_.l._.n.
._Jj._._
_._._._.
IiI_.iIi
rNbQr.k.

The threat is 10.Àxe6 fol lowed by
11.©h5+ and then 12.©xc5. Af ter the
vir tu ally forced

9. ... ©d8-d5
co mes

10. Àb1-c3
This knight is im mune be cause of the
un de fended ©d5.

10. ... ©d5-f5
11. Àc3-e4

and the threat is 12.g4. It is sur pris ing
that with such ac tive pieces White does
not ob tain any thing af ter

11. ...  0-0-0!
12. g2-g4 ©f5-e5

Keep ing the c5-bishop de fended.
13. Àg5xe6 f7xe6
14. f6xg7 Õh8-g8
15. Ãc1-h6 d4-d3

Doz ens of games have dem on strated that 
the po si tion is dy nam i cally bal anced
with pos si bil i ties for both play ers.

C) 4. Àf3-g5
The crit i cal move, at least in terms of
the ap pli ca tion of chess the ory, is this
now com par a tively lit tle-played and ro -
man tic move.
A ‘be gin ner’s move’, huffed Tarrasch,
who was fa mous for such dog matic dis -
miss als.

4. ... d7-d5
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Be fore ex am in ing this line, let’s look at
an other sur pris ing move avail able to
Black: 4...Ãc5!?

T_LdM_.t
jJjJ_JjJ
._S_.s._
_.l.j.n.
._B_I_._
_._._._.
IiIi.iIi
rNbQk._R

T_LdM_.t
jJjJ_JjJ
._S_.s._
_.l.j.n.
._B_I_._
_._._._.
IiIi.iIi
rNbQk._R

which de light fully ig nores the at tack on 
f7, so as to coun ter at tack f2. This is the
Traxler Vari a tion (or Wilkes-Barre
for the Amer i cans), and it dates back to
the end of the 19th cen tury. Af ter
5.Àxf7 Ãxf2+!, Black seems to have
suf fi cient counterplay, even if a hun dred 
years of anal y sis has not fully ex plored
the re sult ing po si tions. Let’s just say that 
in prac tice it is eas ier to play the black
side. It is there fore not sur pris ing that
White pre fers the safer 5.Ãxf7+, even
if af ter 5...®e7 (threat en ing 6...h6)
6.Ãb3 or 6.Ãd5, Black re ceives a cer -
tain de gree of com pen sa tion with
...Õhf8-©d8-e8-g6 and ...d7-d6 fol -
lowed by ...Ãg4. It must be said that
White, in ad di tion to hav ing an ex tra
pawn, should be able to take ad van tage
of the un happy po si ti o n of the black
king on e7 if he can play a well-timed
c3 and d4. In short, this coun ter at tack is 
per haps not 100% sound, but it is dan -
ger ous and greatly feared.

5. e4xd5
As we have al ready said, 5...Àxd5?! gives
White the ad van tage af ter ei ther 6.Àxf7!?
(the Fegatello) or 6.d4!.

At this point the main move is
5. ... Àc6-a5

Also in ter est ing are the Ulvestad Vari a -
tion 5...b5!? and the Fritz Vari a tion
5...Àd4, which of ten merge at var i ous
stages: the fol low ing is a line that ex em -
pli fies the fu ri ous com pli ca tions that
can arise from 5...Àd4: 6.c3 b5 7.Ãf1!
Àxd5 8.Àe4 ©h4!? (8...Àe6 is more
solid) 9.Àg3 Ãg4 10.f3 e4!

T_._Ml.t
j.j._JjJ
._._._._
_J_S_._.
._.sJ_Ld
_.i._In.
Ii.i._Ii
rNbQkB_R

T_._Ml.t
j.j._JjJ
._._._._
_J_S_._.
._.sJ_Ld
_.i._In.
Ii.i._Ii
rNbQkB_R

clear ing the di ag o nal for the f8-bishop
to ex ploit the un com fort able po si ti o n
of the knight on g3: 11.cxd4 Ãd6
12.Ãxb5+ ®d8 (the king is safer here
than on f8), and now ei ther the clas si cal 
 13.0-0 or the more re cent 13.©b3!?
Ãxg3+ 14.®d1 seems to give White
the ad van tage.

6. Ãc4-b5+
In case of 6.d3 h6 7.Àf3 e4!, Black ob -
tains good play.

6. ... c7-c6
6...Ãd7!? is also be com ing pop u lar.

7. d5xc6 b6xc6
8. Ãb5-e2

8.©f3!? was not con sid ered to be dan -
ger ous un til re cently. How ever, to day it
must be treated with re spect: it was suc -
cess fully em ployed by Karjakin in 2005
and by Short in 2006!

8. ... h7-h6
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T_LdMl.t
j._._Jj.
._J_.s.j
s._.j.n.
._._._._
_._._._.
IiIiBiIi
rNbQk._R

T_LdMl.t
j._._Jj.
._J_.s.j
s._.j.n.
._._._._
_._._._.
IiIiBiIi
rNbQk._R

For the pawn Black has a fairly sig nif i -
cant lead in de vel op ment and he is ready 
to grab cen tre space with his pawns. If
White does n’t want to lose an other
tempo af ter 9.Àf3 e4, he can con tinue
with the un nat u ral but in ter est ing
9.Àh3, which was played by Steinitz,
and later by Fischer. Re mem ber that
White is a pawn up and that 9...Ãxh3 –
to cre ate bad dou bled pawns for White – 
re moves the dy namic qual ity from
Black’s po si ti o n. With his bishop pair
and the weak c6-pawn, White can look
to the fu ture with con fi dence. Black’s
best op tion is to ig nore the Àh3 and
con tinue de vel op ment with 9...Ãc5 and
 ...0-0, with good com pen sa tion.
The most com mon 9th move, how ever,
re mains  9.Àf3 and now 9...e4 10.Àe5
Ãd6 (10...©c7 is also play able)

T_LdM_.t
j._._Jj.
._Jl.s.j
s._.n._.
._._J_._
_._._._.
IiIiBiIi
rNbQk._R

T_LdM_.t
j._._Jj.
._Jl.s.j
s._.n._.
._._J_._
_._._._.
IiIiBiIi
rNbQk._R

ei ther 11.d4 or 11.f4. Black has com -
pen sa tion which is dif fi cult to eval u ate.

Brandenburg,Daan
Postny,Evgeny
Hoogeveen 2006 (4)

1.e4 e5 2.Àf3 Àc6 3.d4 exd4 4.Ãc4 
Àf6 5.e5 Àe4 6.©e2 Àc5 7. 0-0 Ãe7 
8.Õd1 d5 9.Ãb5  0-0 10.Ãxc6 bxc6
11.Àxd4 ©e8 12.c4 f6 13.Àc3 fxe5
14.©xe5 ©f7 15.©e2 Ãd6 16.cxd5
Ãg4 17.f3 Õae8 18.©d2 ©h5 19.h3
©h4 20.©f2 Ãg3 21.©d2 Ãd6
22.©f2 Ãg3 23.©d2 Ãxh3 24.©g5
©xd4+ 0-1

Nakamura,Hikaru
Ganguly,Surya Shekhar
Khanty Mansiysk 2005 (1)

1.e4 e5 2.Àf3 Àc6 3.d4 exd4 4.Ãc4 
Àf6 5.e5 d5 6.Ãb5 Àe4 7.Àxd4
Ãd7 8.Ãxc6 bxc6 9. 0-0 Ãc5 10.f3
Àg5 11.f4 Àe4 12.Ãe3 ©b8 13.©c1 
Ãxd4 14.Ãxd4 c5 15.Ãf2 Ãb5
16.Õd1 Àxf2 17.®xf2 Ãc6 18.Àd2
©b6 19.c4 d4 20.©c2  0-0 21.f5
Õad8 22.Õf1 Ãa8 23.®g1 d3
24.©c3 Õd4 25.Õf2 Õe8 26.Õe1
©h6 27.©a3 ©g5 28.g3 h5
29.©xc5 h4 30.©xd4 hxg3 31.®f1
gxf2 32.©xf2 ©g4 33.f6 gxf6
34.Õe3 ©d1+ 35.©e1 ©xe1+
36.®xe1 fxe5 37.Õxd3 f5 38.Õd7 e4 
39.Àb3 f4 40.Àd4 e3 41.Àf5 ®h8
42.Àh4 ®g8 43.Àg6 f3 44.Õe7
Õxe7 45.Àxe7+ ®f7 46.Àf5 e2
47.Àd4 ®f6 48.Àb5 ®e5 49.Àxc7
Ãe4 50.Àb5 Ãd3 51.b3 ®e4
52.Àc7 Ãxc4 0-1

Ca nal,Esteban
Monticelli,Mario
Ven ice 1948

1.e4 e5 2.Àf3 Àc6 3.d4 exd4 4.Ãc4 
Àf6 5. 0-0 [5.Àg5?! d5 6.exd5 Àxd5?
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7. 0-0 Ãe7 8.Àxf7 ®xf7 9.©f3+ ®e6
10.Àc3! dxc3 11.Õe1+ Àe5 12.Ãf4
Ãd6 13.Ãxe5 Ãxe5 14.Õxe5+ ®xe5
15.Õe1+ ®d4 16.Ãxd5 Õf8 17.©d3+
®c5 18.b4+ ®xb4 19.©d4+ 1-0
Morphy-Am a teur, New Or leans 1858]
5...Àxe4 6.Õe1 d5 7.Ãxd5 ©xd5
8.Àc3 ©a5 9.Àxe4 Ãe6 10.Àeg5
 0-0-0 11.Àxe6 fxe6 12.Õxe6 ©d5
13.©e2 Ãd6 14.Ãg5 Õdf8 15.Ãh4
d3 16.cxd3 g5 17.Ãxg5 ®d7 18.Õe4 
Õxf3 19.©xf3 ©xg5 20.©f7+ Àe7
21.Õae1 Õe8 22.g3 ©g6 23.©b3
®c8 24.©a4 a6 25.Õg4 ©f7 26.Õg7 
©f8 27.Õxh7 Õd8 28.©g4+ ®b8
29.Õe4 Àd5 30.©e6 Àb4 31.Õf7
©h8 32.d4 ©h5 33.a3 Àd3 34.b4
Õh8 35.h4 Õg8 36.Õe3 ©d1+
37.®g2 Àxf2 38.Õxf2 Õg7 39.Õef3
©xd4 40.©e8+ ®a7 41.©e3 1-0

Cueto Chajtur,Johny
Soppe,Guillermo
Bue nos Ai res 2000 (1)

1.e4 e5 2.Àf3 Àc6 3.d4 exd4 4.Ãc4
Àf6 5. 0-0 Ãc5 6.e5 d5 7.exf6 dxc4
8.Õe1+ Ãe6 9.Àg5 ©d5 10.Àc3
©f5 11.Àce4  0-0-0 12.fxg7 Õhg8
13.Àxc5 ©xc5 14.Õxe6 fxe6
15.Àxe6 ©d5 16.Àxd8 Õxg7 17.©f1
Àxd8 18.Ãf4 Àe6 19.Ãd2 Àc5

20.Õd1 ©f5 21.Ãb4 Àe6 22.©xc4
Àf4 23.Õxd4 Õxg2+ 24.®f1 ©g4
25.®e1 Õg1+ 26.®d2 Õd1+ 0-1

Polerio,Giulio Cesare
D’Arminio,Domenico
Rome 1610

1.e4 e5 2.Àf3 Àc6 3.Ãc4 Àf6
4.Àg5 d5 5.exd5 Àxd5 6.Àxf7 ®xf7 
7.©f3+ ®e6 8.Àc3 Àe7 9.d4 c6
10.Ãg5 h6 11.Ãxe7 Ãxe7 12. 0-0-0
Õf8 13.©e4 Õxf2 14.dxe5 Ãg5+
15.®b1 Õd2 16.h4 Õxd1+ 17.Õxd1
Ãxh4 18.Àxd5 cxd5 19.Õxd5 ©g5
20.Õd6+ ®e7 21.Õg6 ©d2
22.Õxg7+ ®f8 23.Õg8+ ®e7
24.©h7X 1-0

Radjabov,Teimour
Naiditsch,Arkadij
War saw Ech 2005 (8)

1.e4 e5 2.Àf3 Àc6 3.Ãc4 Àf6
4.Àg5 d5 5.exd5 Àa5 6.Ãb5+ c6
7.dxc6 bxc6 8.Ãe2 h6 9.Àf3 e4
10.Àe5 Ãd6 11.d4 exd3 12.Àxd3
©c7 13.b3  0-0 14.Ãb2 Àe4 15.Àc3
Ãf5 16.h3 Õad8 17. 0-0 c5 18.Ãf3
Àg5 19.Àd5 ©d7 20.h4 Àe6
21.Àe5 ©e8 22.Õe1 Ãb8 23.©d2
©b5 24.c4 ©a6 25.Ãc3 Àb7
26.Àc6 1-0
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