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THE "SZEN POSITION"
by IGM Jon Speelman,

edited and condensed by AJR

Popularised by the Hungarian player
Joseph Szen ("J6zsef Szen" in the
original Magyar) in the first half of
the nineteenth century, but with a
lineage dating from Gioacchino
Greco* two centuries before, if not
even more ancient, the position (see
SO) with three pawns each on
opposite sides of the board, all on
their starting squares, has baffled
even very strong players, and con-
tinues to do so.

SO The "Posi t ion of Szen"
Bell's Life, 1840 +/ +

In the summer of 1976 I went through
"Pawn Endings" (PE) by Averbakh
and Maizelis, in the course of which I

* Greco placed wK and bK on el and
e8 respectively. Staunton's "Chess-
Player's Handbook", that dated
classic (1st. edition, 1847, but
frequently updated), discusses both
the Greco and Szen positions at
length, giving credit for a "clear
and simple resolution" of the latter
to Captain W.D. Evans, inventor of
the Evans Gambit. AJR

prepared most of the material sum-
marised here. But I came across the
Szen Position earlier, when a position
had to be adjudicated at an "Islington
Open" Congress, and after that I
discussed the ending with the Yugo-
slav IM (and disc jockey) Karaklaic,
who understands it perfectly.
The backbone of the article is the idea
of a "maintainable position"... but
perhaps we should start at the
beginning...

SI (a, b and c -- all
mutual zugzwangs)

(cf. PE 508, 509)

Let us assume a position like (any of)
SI on one wing. This is mutual (or
"reciprocal") zugzwang, as either side
to play loses. So, all the play
develops on the opposite wing. To
ease discussion, let us assume that
black fP,gP and hP face a lone wK. If
W holds up the 3Ps he wins, otherwise
he loses. S2, S3 and S4 are positions
of mutual zugzwang, with straight-
forward play. S2: 1. Kfl(f2) h3. 1.
Khl(h2)f3. 1. Kg2g3. Or 1. ..., f3 2.
Kf2. l.. . . ,h3 2.Kh2. 1. ..., g3 2. Kg2.
S3: 1. Kf— h3. 1. Kh— f3. 1. Kgl g4
(S2).Or. l....,g4 2.Kgl(S2).
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S2 — / —
mutual zugzwang

S3 —/—
mutual zugzwang

S7 —/ +
the pawns win

(cf. PE 514 note) (cf. PE 514 note)

S4: 1. Kf— h3. 1. Kh— f3. 1. Kg2 g5
(S3). Or 1. ..., f3 2. Kf2. 1. ..., h3 2.
Kh2. l....,g5 2.Kg2(S3).
While S5, S6, S7 and S8 are all won
for the Ps. S5: 1. Kg2 f4 (S3). 1. Kf2
h3 2. Kg3 (else f4;) 2. ..., g4 3. Kh2 f4.
Orl . . . . ,h3 2.Kg3g4.

cf. PE 529)

S6: 1. Kh2 f6 2. Kg3 f5 3. Kh2 f4. Or
1 ,f5 2. Kh2f4.
S7: 1. Kf4 g5 + 2. Kf3 h3 (S5). 1.
Kf2(g2) f4 (S8). Or 1 , g5 (S5).
S8: 1. Kf— h3. 1. Kh— 2. f3. 1. Kgl
g6. Orl . . . . ,g5. (S4andS3)

(cf. PE 546) (cf. PE 530')

The last 3 of these positions (ie, S6, S7
and S8) have an important and unique
property: they are ''maintainable" in
the sense that if we no longer hold bK
to the hitherto presumed Q-side zug-
zwang, no action by wK wil for-
ce the K-side black Ps into lo-
sing. To show this in practice let's
examine S9 and S10, both of them
symmetrical and all 6 Ps ostensibly
"live". In S9 neither side is able by

S9 = / =

(cf. PE 545)

moving his K to force the other side
into advancing his Ps. This is "main-
tainability". Whoever advances a P
first loses. This is because the op-
ponent can exercise his choice of
advancing the "reserve" P either one
step or two. For example: 1. c4? f5 2.
c5 + Ka7 3. c6 Kb6 4. Kh2 f4 and Bl
wins. Or 1. Kh2 f5? 2. c3 Ka7 3. c4
Kb6 4. c5 + Ka7 5. Kg3 f4 + 6. Kh2 f3
7. Kg3 and W wins. We can see that
since both Ks are oscillating between
two squares, no tempo can be won or
lost.
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(cf. PE 546)

S10 is slightly more complicated, but
the principle is the same. l.Kf4 Kb7.
This threatens... Ka6; which would
win. 2. c5. This is S8 on the Q-side
and S7 on the K-side, but so what? 2.
..., Kb8 and so on, with "main-
tainability". But not, for instance, 2.
..., g5 + ? 3. Kf3 Kb8 4. Kg2. W's
threat is Kh3, winning independen of
the move. Thus W can engineer a
Q-side zugzwang, for instance after:
4. ..., f4 5. b3 Kb7 6. b4. Or 4. ...,
Kb7 5. Kh3 Kb8 6. b3 Kb7 7. b4 f4 8.
Kg4(g2).

We now see the sense in which the
other positions are not maintainable -
the K attacks the Ps to force them to
set up a mutual zugzwang position on
that side (to the K's advantage).
After this extensive introduction we
can tackle SO which, Averbakh and
Maizelis inform us, "is a very old
position whose correct evaluation was
first given by Szen with analysis by
Walker (1840)". Both sides will try to
set up a maintainable position for
their own Ps while denying the op-
ponent's parallel efforts. But to
prevent 'maintainability' involves pla-
cing one's K on a square exposed to
checks. Having the move, W is able to
stop the black Ps from assuming a
maintainable position, while forcing
bK onto an exposed square, for bK
must also play to prevent wPs
adopting a set-up that is maintainable.
Then, using the advantage of the
move he can face Bl with a dilemma:

either he submits to a decisive
zugzwang on the Q-side (after which
W retains the mobility to cope with
the K-side black Ps), or he acquiesces
in a promotion race, which is to W's
advantage (decisive, we trust) as he
has the extra move. Here is an
example. 1. Ke2. But not 1. a4? (This
is a PE recipe.) 1. Kel, though, does
also win. W can now stop... f5; ...
h5-h4; (with wK on f-file) by a timely
Kg3. 1...., Kd7 2. Kf3 Kc6 3. a4 h5 4.
c4 f5 5. Kg3. And not 5. a5? h4, with
S10. 5. ..., Kb6. This is to stop a5. 6.
b4g5 7. a5+ Ka7. If 7. ..., Kb7 8. c5
with decisive Q-side zugzwang and
still stoppable Ps on K-side. 8. c5
h4+. Bl must allow the race. 9. Kh2.
And not 9. Kh3? f4 10. c6 f3 11. b5
g4+ wins. 9. ..., f4. If 9. ..., Kb7 10.
Kh3, or 9. ..., Kb8 10. b5 10. c6 f3 11.
b5 g4 12. b6+ and wins.
Now let us look at the PE analysis of
1. a4? It continues 1. ..., Kd7? 2. Ke2
and wins, which is true, but after 1.
a4? h5 draws, since (a) W cannot
promote by force, and (b) Bl sets up
P's on f5, g7 and h4, which will be
maintainable. For example: 1. a4? h5
2. a5. Or 2. Ke2 f5 3. Kf3 h4. 2. ...,
Kd7 3. a6 Kc6 4. b4 Kb6 5. b5 f5 6.
Ke2. But 6. c4? h4 wins for Bl, of
course. 6. ..., h4. It was the discovery
of this error that led me to put the
Szen position under the microscope.
The next three positions, S10, Sll and
S12,are as far as I know, original,
at least as a set. I'm encouraged in my
belief that they are original by the fact
that they do not arise naturally out of
SO. s i l White to Move. Result?
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White to Move. Result?

To understand Sll we must first
become familiar with S13 and SI4.
S13: After 1. c5, W threatens to force
promotion with a6, b5-b6+ and so
on. Bl has two possible defensive
ideas. He can race with 1. ..., f4, but
then he will lose naturally by a tempo.
Or he can stop the immediate threat
by playing bK to the b-file. But we
know from S2, S3 and S4 that bK
must now oscillate on the b-file, and
this allows wK to choose the right
g-file square, after the inevitable ...
f4; and by this choice W wins the
tempo war. So, 1. c5 f4. If 1. ..., Kb7
there is mutual zugzwang on Q-side
and 2. Kgl (only move) wins.

Szen(?), 1843 + / +

(cf. PE 537)

If 1. ..., Kb8 2. Kg2 (b5?? h3; wins for
Bl) 2. ..., f4 (Kb7; Kh3 with decisive
zugzwang on Q-side and K-side Ps
halted) 3. b5 g4 4. Kgl. 2. a6 h3 3. b5
g4 4.b6+.
In S14, however, W is not able to play
1. c5 at once because of 1. ..., f4 and
W is S3'd. Nor is 1. Kgl any better,
after 1. ..., f4 2. c5 g4 and W will be

S2'd. Therefore he has to move off
the g-file... but then 1. ..., f4
threatens either ...h3; or ...f3; fol-
lowed by queening. So W must then
re-occupy the g-file and it is Bl who is
able to choose which square on the
b-file to play his K to. Just as W did in
S13.
S13. So we get some possible lines. 1.
Kgl f4 2. c5 g4, or 2. Kg2 Ka6. Or 1.
c5 f4 2. Kgl g4 3. b5 Kb8. Or 1. b5 f4
2. c5 Kb8, or 2. a6+ Kb6. The most
complex line is perhaps 1. K off g-file,
f4; and now 2. Kg2(g4) Ka6 3. c5
Kb5(b7) wins, or 2 Kgl Ka7 3. c5 Kb8
4. Kg2 Kb7 5. b5 Kb8 6. Kgl g4 wins,
noting that in this Bl has avoided the
blunders 2. ..., Ka6? 3. c5 Kb5(b7) 4.
Kg2, and 2. ..., Kb8? 3. c5 Kb7 4.
Kg2. After all this, the solution to
Sll: 1. Kf2. Not 1. Kg2? Kb7 (S14).
Nor 1. c5? Kb5(b7) 2. Kf2 h3 (2. Kg2
f4). Nor 1. a6? Kb6 2. b5 h3 3. Kg3
(else ..., f4;) 3. ..., g4. Now W wins in
all lines: 1. ..., Kc7 2. c5 (S13). 1. ...,
Kb7 2. Kg2 (S14). 1. ..., f4 2. Kg2 g4
3. Kgl Kc7 4. a6. 1. ..., h3 2. Kg3 g4
3.a6Kb6 4.g5.
After 1. Kf2 Bl is tied to the exposed
c6 square. And as neither 1. ..., f4;
nor 1. ..., h3; is safe, he loses. (In all
these positions it serves no purpose to
advance gP early. For instance, with
bPf5, g4, h4 and wK on f2 or g2 or
h2, W wins with Bl to move.) So, with
W to move, Sll is won for W.
S12 misled me for a while. I thought
that W won by 1. b4. But in fact who-
ever has to move loses (giving the
interesting fact that S1O,S11 and S12
all have different outcomes). Some
S12 variations: 1. Kg2 f4 2. b4 Kb7 3.
c5 g5 (S14), illustrating bK choosing
his b-file square. 1. Kf2 f4 (g5? b4,
Sll) and now either 2. Kg2 Kc7 (g5?
b4, S5 and S3) 3. c5 Kb7 4. b4 g5, or
2. Kgl Kb7 3. c5 g5 4. b4 g4 5. b5
Kb8 wins. 1. Kf4 Kb7 2. c5 g5 + 3.
Kf3 Kb8, and it is mutual zugzwang
on Q-side but a Bl win on K-side (S4
and S5). So there is no other try but
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