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Explanation of symbols

The chessboard with its coordinates:
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	White to move
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	Black to move



	♔

	King



	♕

	Queen



	♖

	Rook



	♗

	Bishop



	♘

	Knight
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	White stands slightly better
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	Black stands slightly better
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	White stands better
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	Black stands better



	+–

	White has a decisive advantage



	–+

	Black has a decisive advantage



	=

	balanced position



	∞

	unclear position
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	compensation for the material



	!

	good move



	!!

	excellent move



	?

	bad move



	??

	blunder



	!?

	interesting move



	?!

	dubious move



	→

	attack



	↑

	initiative



	⇆

	counterplay



	#

	mate



	ch

	championship



	zt

	zonal tournament



	izt

	interzonal tournament



	ct

	candidates tournament



	tt

	team tournament



	ol

	olympiad



	m

	match



	cr

	correspondence









Preface

I first heard of the name ‘Ding Liren’ in 2008. Back then, I used to play the French Defense as Black and was retooling my White 1.d4 repertoire. Somehow, the games of this anonymous 2400-rated Chinese player kept popping up when I researched my opening lines in the database. I found it unusual that this Ding fellow kept punching considerably above his weight, beating ‘regular’ GMs and drawing 2600 and even 2700 players. He also had interesting opening ideas, and I hurriedly stole some of them before they became mainstream.

Not a year later, news came from China: the national chess champion for 2009 was 16-year-old Ding Liren! A Chessbase.com article that covered the event featured a photo of a skinny, fragile-looking kid sitting at the board, waiting for his last-round opponent. I had definitely seen the lad had ‘something’ when studying his previous games, but to think he could win the strong Chinese Championship so quickly – no way! However, as I played through his games from Beijing and, later that year, from the China-Russia match, I realized that the fact that my Elo rating at the time was higher than his was a joke. This young man was poised for at least 2700, I thought.

Fast-forward fourteen years, and you won’t find many chess players who haven’t heard of Ding Liren. He has played many brilliant games, broken a few chess records, and established himself as one of the best players in the world in the meantime. When he won the World Championship title in his 2023 match against Ian Nepomniachtchi, I had a warm feeling, partly for selfish reasons – as I had ‘discovered’ his potential earlier than most people. However, I was primarily genuinely happy to see such a humble and respectful person and immensely talented chess player rise to the top.

When I approached my publisher, New In Chess, with the proposal for the book about Ding Liren in May 2023, I had no idea, or maybe just a brief sketch in my mind of what it might look like. It was instead an intuitive impulse – like when you see a chess move that you immediately know is right – I knew that Ding deserved a book written about him and that I could write it ‘in a flow’. It was easy to draw inspiration from his already rich oeuvre and the unique progression in his chess career alone.

What I found out while doing research and analyzing his games for the book increased my appreciation for this exceptional chess player. I knew Ding was a sharp calculator with a classical playing style and a knack for attack. However, I only became aware of his world-class endgame technique and his remarkably fearless play with his king when I studied his games more deeply. The prevailing opinion about the Chinese Challenger before and during the 2023 World Championship Match was that he was psychologically too unstable to handle the pressure. However, what I saw and read about Ding gave me a different impression. Behind the seemingly frail exterior lies a determined fighter capable of turning even the most hopeless situations in his favor.

If you picked up this book, chances are you already know a thing or two about Ding Liren. You may have heard about his 100-game unbeaten streak from 2017-18 or read about his incredible path from oblivion at the beginning of 2022 to becoming a World Championship Challenger only a few months later. You may have noticed Ding’s unusual sincerity when he talks to the press in English. In this book, you will learn much more about the undisputed 17th World Champion as a chess player and a person.

We start with the big picture in the first two chapters. Chapter 1 offers a short biography focusing on Ding Liren’s chess career. You can learn there at a glance about his most significant achievements; the details will be revealed in Chapters 3 through 9. In Chapter 2, I profile Ding through game fragments, accounts, and quotes from his life, illustrating his chess and personal qualities. This chapter should help you better understand what sets him apart from other chess players and makes him tick.

Chapters 3 to 9 follow chronologically Ding Liren’s rise from his first chess steps in provincial China in the 1990s to the top of the chess world in 2023. Here, we dive deep into Ding’s chess career, closely examining the most significant events from his life and his best games. Each chapter follows a 2–3-year period that typically marks a phase in Ding’s personal and chess development. For example, Chapter 5 covers the period from 2013 to 2015, when Ding began studying law at Peking University while establishing himself as a super-GM. Chapters 3, 8, and 9 are exceptions to this pattern, focusing on periods with specific common themes. Chapter 3 covers Ding’s childhood and adolescence until 2009, while Chapters 8 and 9 focus only on one year in Ding’s career, 2022 (his Candidate year) and 2023 (his World Championship year).

Since this book is a ‘best games’ collection as much as it is a biography, Ding’s annotated games constitute a significant part. The World Champion was kind enough to permit us to publish eleven games with his annotations. They give you a unique opportunity to gain insight into the inner workings of his chess mind. Apart from these games, you can enjoy 47 additional games annotated by the book author, 58 in total. The main criteria for selecting the games were their quality/uniqueness, historical importance, and instructive/illustrative value.

Unfortunately, due to the limited space, many of Ding’s excellent games that would otherwise have been worthy of such a best games collection didn’t make the cut. Some of the winning combinations from these games were included in the final chapter, No. 10, ‘Win like Ding’. This short chapter will allow you to test your tactical skills and gain further appreciation for Ding Liren’s tactical prowess.

When researching material for the book, I used primarily online resources, such as interviews, articles, and videos from major chess websites, magazines, and news portals. You can find a list of the references I used in the Bibliography pages at the end of the book. For the sources published in Chinese, I used Google Translate. Even though this method may have affected the accuracy of the translations somewhat, it was worth sacrificing occasional imprecise wording for valuable information that was otherwise unavailable in the international media.

Where appropriate, I tried to provide a broader historical or general context for episodes from Ding’s life, such as the development of ‘International’ (Western) chess in China or Ding Liren’s status in the Chinese ‘Four-Step’ strategic plan. Quotes by Ding and other people close to him, such as his parents and competitors, should help you better understand the instances described in the book. Additionally, photographs from Ding’s life and career and flashcards with interesting statistics and information about him will enrich your experience of the material.

Finally, I would like to acknowledge the contribution of several people to the preparation of this book: Remmelt Otten for providing guidance, Frank Erwich and the New In Chess editing team for keeping everything running smoothly, Dirk Jan ten Geuzendam for some invaluable first-hand insights about Ding Liren, a friend who preferred to remain anonymous for insights about chess in China, my wife, Iva Videnova-Kuljasevic, for helping with the research, and, last but not least, Ding Liren himself for permitting us to include the game notes he wrote for New In Chess Magazine in the book.

I hope you will enjoy reading about this unique chess player!

Davorin Kuljasevic
 Plovdiv, September 2023






CHAPTER 1

Ding Liren’s biography

Early years

Ding Liren was born on October 24, 199, in Wenzhou, a coastal city in the Zhejiang province of China. His father, Ding Wenjun, an electrical engineer, and his mother, Ye Xiaoping, a hospital nurse, named him after a popular Confucian saying: ‘If you want to be healthy, make others healthy. If you want to grow, make others grow.’ Liren means ‘to make (others) healthy’ according to a 2020 fide.com article.

Ding learned chess when he was four. At the time, Wenzhou, home to a little over one million people, was considered ‘the City of Chess’ in China. The popularity of the game soared at the time, and Ding’s parents decided to take him to a chess club at a very early age. Ding’s first coaches taught him strong chess fundamentals. Most notable was Chen Lixing, who also helped the second Women’s World Champion, Zhu Chen, in her development.

The boy immediately showed exceptional results, winning the national youth championship at five. In the years that followed, he kept dominating the youth categories and establishing himself as one of China’s top young prospects. That eventually earned him the right to represent his country in the World Youth Chess Championships (WYCC). He quickly showed his talent, winning a silver medal in the 2002 WYCC U10 category. In 2004, 12-year-old Ding was again a runner-up in the WYCC, confirming his potential.

Despite these excellent results, Ding’s parents emphasized the prevalence of academics over chess throughout middle and high school. Ding was an outstanding student, particularly in math, and chess was only a hobby in his early teenage years. This bright young man would likely have made a promising career in any field of his choice. Fortunately, his parents remained supportive of his passion, allowing him to join the chess team of his province, Zhejiang, where he began working with other coaches to expand his chess training.

Breaking out

Ding’s first major result was shared second place in the 2007 Zonal Tournament in Shandong. The untitled 14-year-old surprised many established grandmasters and almost scored his maiden grandmaster norm. Next year, he successfully participated in his first individual Chinese Championship, holding his own against the top players of the country and earning the reputation of a dangerous attacking player.
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Ding with his parents. (Photo: Family archive)



However, these successes were only a prelude to his fantastic breakthrough result in the 2009 Chinese Championship. At age 16, he became the youngest ever player to win it, with an exceptional 2800+ Elo performance to boot. He also earned his final grandmaster norm in this tournament, becoming the 30th Chinese grandmaster. Soon after this achievement, he decided to become a chess professional. His parents, increasingly aware of his chess potential, supported this decision while encouraging him to complete his secondary education.

During his last year in high school, in 2010, Ding Liren achieved another milestone as he crossed the coveted 2600 Elo barrier. That earned him a spot among the Top 10 active players in China, which meant he would have more opportunities to participate in international events. He played his first major tournament outside of Asia in Moscow in early 2011, where he captured the chess world’s attention with uncompromising attacking chess.

A few months later, the teenager from Wenzhou made the headlines by winning his second Chinese Championship in 2011, even more impressively than the first one in 2009, posting a whopping 2850+ performance. His play was more mature and rounded, too, featuring improved positional and endgame techniques. After graduating from high school in the summer of 2011, Ding took a year off to pursue chess.

Reaching maturity

This decision paid off. Ding could focus entirely on improving his game while establishing himself as a World Top 100 player and one of the best Chinese players with approximately 2650 Elo throughout 2011 and 2012. He had a successful debut for the national team as a reserve player in the 2011 World Team Championship in Ningbo and participated in his first World Cup event later that year. But his next significant result came in the spring of 2012 in the Chinese Championship, which he won for the third time as a teenager, one point ahead of a strong field. This triumph secured him a spot in the Chinese team for the upcoming 2012 Olympiad while catapulting him toward the Top 50 in the FIDE rating list in the summer of 2012.

Around this time, Ding decided to enroll in the prestigious Peking University after conferring with his parents. He saw it as a good opportunity to expand his horizons, choosing to study law. His classes commenced in September, shortly after the World Junior Championship, where he won bronze, and the 2012 Chess Olympiad, where he excelled on board 3 for China. Even at this point, Ding was virtually unknown to many casual chess fans, but several emphatic wins from the Olympiad enhanced his visibility in the chess world.

Super-GM

Shortly after these important events, Ding Liren achieved a milestone that most chess professionals dream of but only a few manage to reach. In October 2012, a little before his 20th birthday, he crossed 2700 Elo and joined the super-GM ranks. This achievement didn’t go unnoticed in the elite chess circuit, and Ding soon received his first invitation to a super-GM tournament, the 2013 Alekhine Memorial, in Paris and Moscow. Despite a modest result, he showed immense potential. However, he needed more games against the world’s top players to fulfill it.

Throughout 2013 and 2014, Ding won or tied for first in slightly lower-profile but still strong events, such as the 2013 and 2014 Danzhou round-robins, the 2013 Breisacher Memorial in Biel, and the 2014 Chinese Championship. His excellent performances on boards 1 and 2 helped the Chinese national team win medals in the 2013 World Team Championship, the 2014 Asian Team Championship, and the memorable gold medal in the 2014 Chess Olympiad.

A steady stream of successes in this period of his career helped him accumulate the necessary experience and rating points. Finally, in August 2014, Ding Liren became the highest-rated Chinese player with 2742 Elo. His childhood dream came true. However, once he got there, he understood that he was capable of even greater things.

Part of the elite

In January 2015, Ding Liren had a premier at the 77th Tata Steel Tournament, the oldest and one of the most prestigious chess tournaments, traditionally held in Wijk aan Zee, the Netherlands. Despite being one of the lower-rated participants, he finished the 13-round event in shared second place with the established top players Maxime Vachier-Lagrave, Anish Giri, and Wesley So, half a point behind World Champion Magnus Carlsen. It was his best result to date, as he showed he could fight on equal terms with the very best.

His success in the Netherlands enabled Ding to break into the World Top 20 at the beginning of 2015. He confirmed his excellent form by leading the Chinese team to victory in the 2015 World Team Championship and outplaying the ex-World Championship Challenger Boris Gelfand by 3-1 in a four-game match in his home city, Wenzhou, in July 2015.

These achievements helped Ding boost his Elo to a record 2770 in August 2015, entering the Top 10 on the FIDE rating list. At the start of 2016, he repeated his achievement from the previous year at the 78th Tata Steel, tying for second with Fabiano Caruana behind Magnus Carlsen. A few months later, he overcame one of the world’s best players, Wesley So, with 2½-1½ in their Shanghai match. And to top it all off, in July 2016, Ding claimed the #1 spot in the world in blitz with 2875 Elo!

These results indicated that Ding Liren had genuinely become a part of the world chess elite by 2016, all the while successfully passing exams at the Peking Law School. His game was well-rounded, and whatever issues with a lack of top-level experience, narrow opening repertoire, or inaccurate endgame technique he previously had were mostly solved by this point. Still, the end of this year saw a decline in Ding’s results as he struggled to return to his form from the larger parts of 2015 and 2016. That was a good reminder of the great competitiveness in the super-GM circuit and that he would need to make more improvements in the future.

First-time Candidate

In 2017, everything came together for Ding. First, he convincingly won the 1st Shenzhen Du Te Cup in China in March. Two months later, he achieved exceptional success by coming first in the FIDE Grand Prix in Moscow, ahead of virtually all the world’s top players except Magnus Carlsen. After that, he led the Chinese national team on board 1 to gold in the 2017 World Team Championship. In all these events, Ding did not lose a single game, proving he was by now one of the most formidable opponents in the world.

His excellent form may have been inspired by the expectation of a significant life event away from the chessboard. In July 2017, Ding Liren graduated from Peking University. Even though he did not plan to become a lawyer after earning his degree, Ding was still grateful that his university experience had helped him enhance his general education and social skills.

Ding’s best result in the outstanding chess year came in the 2017 World Cup, possibly the strongest one since its inception in 2005. There, he reached the final by knocking out six strong players. Despite losing to Levon Aronian in the final playoffs, this success enabled the Chinese star to qualify for the 2018 Candidates Tournament. For the first time in his life, he would have an opportunity to fight for the World title.

The 100-game unbeaten streak

A little before the 2017 World Cup, Ding Liren lost the traditional four-game match in Wenzhou against Anish Giri. The second game of this match was to be the last classical game he would lose in almost a year and a half!

He remained unscathed in the classical portion of his 2017 World Cup matches and didn’t lose any other games in the remainder of 2017. Despite finishing fourth in the 2018 Candidates Tournament, he was the only unbeaten player in that 14-round double-round robin! He also dodged the bullet in super-GM contests like the 2018 Gashimov Memorial and his match against Veselin Topalov. He was the epitome of stability at the 2018 Chess Olympiad, winning the gold medal on first board and leading the Chinese team to another historic victory.

In the meantime, Ding broke into the Top 5 players in the world in May 2018 and crossed the magical 2800 Elo mark in September 2018, becoming the first Chinese player to achieve this!

Ding Liren’s fantastic unbeaten streak ended in November 2018 when he lost to Maxime Vachier-Lagrave in the 2nd Shenzhen Du Te Cup. Nevertheless, he bested Tal’s 95-game unbeaten record from 1973-74 by five games and set a new one: a 100-game streak with 29 wins and 71 draws! The fact that Magnus Carlsen broke it in 2020, posting a 125-game unbeaten streak, doesn’t make Ding Liren’s achievement less impressive. On the contrary, it remains one of the most exceptional accomplishments in chess such as only a few will ever be able to achieve.

The Grand Chess Tour champion

2019 was another prolific year in Ding Liren’s career. He continued his good habit of remaining unbeaten in the 81st Tata Steel tournament and 2019 World Team Championship at the beginning of the year. These results helped him keep his Elo above 2800 and, for the first time, become one of the three highest-rated players in the world in February 2019, behind Magnus Carlsen and Fabiano Caruana.

That year, Ding Liren also entered the prestigious Grand Chess Tour (GCT), featuring a dozen of the world’s best chess players. The Chinese super-GM made the result of his career at the 2019 Sinquefield Cup, a part of the GCT series and one of the strongest chess tournaments in history. He first tied with Magnus Carlsen in the classical portion and even defeated the Norwegian in the rapid playoffs. His feat was even more impressive if we consider that the World Champion hadn’t lost a playoff match since 2007! Ding was a man who broke records, and he kept doing it in his humble manner.

He made history again at the 2019 World Cup, becoming the first chess player to become a back-to-back World Cup finalist. Even though Teimour Radjabov prevailed in the blitz playoff, the best Chinese player earned a spot in the 2020 Candidates Tournament thanks to this result.

Ding’s excellent score in the GCT standings helped him qualify for the final knockout event in London at the end of 2019. He eliminated Levon Aronian in the semifinal and overpowered Maxime Vachier-Lagrave in the GCT final. Thus, Ding emerged victorious in the strongest chess competition in 2019, apart from the World Championship cycle. He was on top of his game and was considered by most to be one of the primary challengers to Magnus Carlsen’s decade-long domination.

The COVID break

Ding had an opportunity to fight for the chess crown in March 2020 in the Candidates Tournament, as the winner would be the challenger of Magnus Carlsen in the next World Championship Match. However, the concurrent emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic threw a spanner in the works. The logistic obstacles, such as the lockdown in his home city and quarantine right before the event, impacted Ding’s previously superb chess form. He lost four games in the 2020-2021 Candidates, and even though he rallied to finish the second part of the tournament in 2021 with an even score, his chance to fight for the World Championship was gone.

Moreover, travel restrictions in China (and most of the world) in 2020 and 2021 made it difficult, if not virtually impossible, for Ding to travel to international chess tournaments. Thus, he spent most of these two years playing in online speed chess events to maintain his form. Fortunately, the extra time at home allowed him to work on his game.

Candidate in 2022

Due to the abovementioned travel difficulties, Ding Liren could not participate in qualifying events for the 2022 Candidates Tournament. That left him out of contention a few months before the Candidates, and it seemed like he wouldn’t be able to fight for the chess crown in his best years. By a stroke of luck, one of the participants, Sergey Karjakin, was banned from playing, which left the window open for Ding Liren to replace him at the last minute, provided he met the criteria for amount of games played and rating. After fulfilling these requirements, Ding could participate in the big event as one of the main favorites to win it.

Ding again started poorly in this Candidates Tournament, lagging far behind the tournament leaders halfway through. However, he showed incredible will power and got back on track to finish second with a clutch last-round win over Hikaru Nakamura. Ian Nepomniachtchi, who won the event, earned the right to challenge Magnus Carlsen in the next World Championship Match. However, when Carlsen surprisingly announced in July that he would not defend his title, Ding Liren’s second place in the 2022 Candidates made him the second World Championship Challenger! Another, most unusual turn of events in Ding’s favor meant that the new World Champion would be decided in a match between him and Nepomniachtchi in 2023.

World Champion

The 2023 World Chess Championship was one of the closest and most exciting World Championship matches in recent history, its drama only paralleled by the Kramnik-Topalov unification match in 2006. Ding Liren and Ian Nepomniachtchi, two players with opposing styles, exchanged blow after blow, showing some of their best and worst chess. Ding trailed throughout the match and seemed disheartened at times but always managed to bounce back with a crucial victory. After reaching a 7-7 tie after 14 games, six decisive, the match was to be decided in the rapid or blitz playoff. After the three initial draws, Ding Liren won the dramatic fourth rapid playoff game with the black pieces and became the 17th undisputed World Chess Champion! Ding’s perseverance on a challenging road toward the World Championship, his inspiring performance and his frank, down-to-earth personality earned him many new fans. As he prophesied in a 2022 interview with Chess.com, ‘a new era’ has begun.






CHAPTER 2

A World Champion’s profile

In this chapter, we will attempt to understand Ding Liren better as a person and a chess player. His biography reveals a talented, hard-working, and persistent individual, but these attributes inevitably come with being a top performer in any field. But what makes Ding Liren tick, and how does his personality affect his playing style and creativity over the board? We need to dig deeper into his chess games and personal life to find out.

Since this is primarily a chess book, we will examine Ding Liren’s characteristics as a chess player first and his personality in the second part of the chapter. Having studied hundreds of games from all stages of his career, I identified ten essential qualities in his play. They paint a picture of an immensely talented and skilled player who can handle almost any position at the highest level. These chess qualities also provide insights into Ding’s overall character. His outstanding precision, rationality, and stoicism in the face of adversity on the one hand, and his imagination and proactivity on the other, indicate a balanced yet nuanced personality.

The list of Ding’s key chess-playing attributes below contains six core and four mature qualities. Core qualities are those that Ding already displayed at an early age. As you will discover in the games section, he demonstrated an outstanding depth of ideas and a variety of advanced skills even as an eight-year-old. We can consider these qualities his innate, natural talents.

a) Core qualities:

Quality #1: Flair for the attack, initiative, and dynamic play

Quality #2: Willingness to take risks by sacrificing material

Quality #3: Sharp tactical and calculation skills

Quality #4: Incisiveness when exploiting weaknesses in the opponent’s position

Quality #5: Skilfulness with the bishop pair

Quality #6: Active and fearless play with his king

On the other hand, mature qualities are those Ding has largely acquired as a battle-hardened chess professional. Of course, the seeds of these qualities were always there, but nurturing and growing them into what they are today took years of experience against other strong players. Many great chess talents never achieve their full potential due to chess-related, psychological, or lifestyle issues. Ding’s blossoming into a well-rounded and strong player is a story of life balance, persistence, and the ability to learn from mistakes.

b) Mature qualities:

Quality #7: World-class endgame technique

Quality #8: Psychological resilience

Quality #9: Patient positional play

Quality #10: Handles imbalanced positions well

Let us now examine Ding’s qualities with the help of examples from his chess career. These range from his earliest recorded games in 2001 to the ones when he had already crossed the 2800 Elo barrier. You will notice that some of the game fragments contain references to later chapters. The reason is that these games will be analyzed in more depth when we discuss Ding’s career chronologically.

In this chapter, I have provided shorter segments of these games to illustrate particular qualities in Ding’s game. After studying this section, I hope you will better appreciate Ding’s unique playing style and strength.

Ding Liren’s core qualities

Quality #1: Flair for the attack, initiative, and dynamic play

Ding Liren showed a knack for attacking in his earliest games. Of course, everyone likes to win in a mating attack, but Ding often does it with superior skill and imagination. Moreover, his ability to sense the right moment to take the initiative and dynamize the game has helped him take charge and win many fine games.

His childhood opening repertoire reflects this – 1.e4 with White and the King’s Indian Defense and the French with the black pieces usually lead to positions where a player has to show attacking creativity.

The following game played in the 2002 World Youth U10 Championship is an excellent initial example of his attacking skill.

Game 1

Ding Liren

Y Sandyeep 2019

Heraklion Wch U10 2002 (5)

[image: IMg]

In a sharp Sicilian middlegame, Ding launches the kingside attack without hesitation:

14.f5!?

14.b4 ♘xd3 15.cxd3 was a reasonable alternative, intending to strengthen the white center.

14...d5!?

Ding’s opponent understandably counters the flank attack with a break in the center.

15.e5 ♘fe4 16.♗f4 e6

[image: IMg]

With his last move, Black made sure to prevent 17.f6? by virtue of 17...♗xf6 18.exf6 ♕xf4. 17.fxg6 is not too appealing for White either, because it gives Black the f-file for counterplay after 17...fxg6 18.♕h4 ♖f5!, followed by ...♖af8.

It seems like White’s attack has ground to a halt, but young Ding finds a way to keep the pressure with an inspired pawn sacrifice:

17.♕h4!? exf5?!

Black goes for the apparently safer capture on f5, but this move only adds fuel to White’s attack.

17...gxf5! looks riskier as it opens the black king. White could go for 18.♘e2 (planning to attack with ♘e2-g3-h5 or g2-g4). However, Black could have organized a proper defense with 18...♕d8 19.♕h3 f6!, and White would, at best, have only positional compensation for the pawn.

18.e6 ♕c8?

Defending is always more difficult than attacking. This move is already a decisive mistake.

Black would have remained in the game had he played 18...♕c6 19.♗xe4 dxe4 20.♘g5 h5 21.exf7+ ♖xf7! 22.♘xf7 ♔xf7 with compensation for the exchange thanks to his active pieces. Now Ding demonstrates the full extent of his attacking talent:

19.♗xe4!

The e4-knight has to be eliminated before White can go ♘f3-g5.


19...♘xe4 20.♘xe4 dxe4 21.♘g5 h6 22.exf7+ ♔h8

22...♖xf7 23.♘xf7 ♔xf7 24.♗xh6 was a lesser evil, although White’s material advantage should tell in the long run.

[image: IMg]

23.♗e5!

Ding begins weaving the mating net around the poorly defended black king.

23...h5 24.♕f4!

An elegant follow-up. The queen eyes the e5- and h6-squares.

24...♕c6 25.♘e6!

The dagger. Black cannot avoid checkmate anymore.

25...♖xf7 26.♕h6+ ♔g8 27.♗xg7 ♖d7 28.♕xg6

Black resigned.

In the strong Chinese 2009 Individual Championship, 16-year-old Ding took the field by storm. His brilliant attacking effort to beat the top seed Ni Hua will be fully covered in Chapter 3. I would like to present a short segment from this game here to showcase Ding’s attacking instinct.

Illustrative Game Fragment 1

Ding Liren 2458

Ni Hua 2724

Xinghua Jiangsu ch-CHN 2009 (6)
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Black had just played 15...e5, blocking the advance of the white e-pawn. Among several reasonable continuations, such as 16.0-0 and 16.♗b2, Ding opted for the most ambitious one:

16.f5! gxf5 17.exf5 ♗xf5 18.0-0 ♗g6

On the surface, it seems like White has nothing better than regaining the sacrificed pawn with 19.♖xb7. Many players would choose this safe solution, but not Ding, who was not interested in petty material gains. Instead, he went for the main prize with

19.h4!,

launching a dangerous attack against the black king. To find out how this decision paid off, please refer to Game 21.

The King’s Indian Defense is an opening Ding Liren played from childhood well into his professional career. It has brought him many outstanding victories, and we will see some of his best KID games later in the book. Here, I would like to show his impressive attack crowned by a beautiful finish from a game played in 2011.

Game 2

Krikor Sevag Mekhitarian 2528

Ding Liren 2628

Moscow 2011 (4)

[image: IMg]

We have a typical double-edged KID plot on the board. With the center closed, White tries to arrange a breakthrough on the queenside and Black tries so on the kingside. Ding strikes first:

20...g4! 21.fxg4 hxg4 22.hxg4 ♗d7 23.♕a6 ♖g7!

[image: IMg]

The Chinese prodigy follows the usual attacking scheme while setting up a devious trap for his opponent.

24.♘b5

Taking the pawn with 24.♕xd6?? was a big mistake as 24...♘c6! traps the queen! Mekhitarian understandably increases the pressure on the queenside.

24...♘c8

A necessary defensive measure. However, this move simultaneously increases Black’s attacking potential as it opens the d8-h4 diagonal for the queen.

24...♘xg4? would have been premature in view of 25.♗a5 ♕e8 26.♘xg4 ♗xg4 27.♗xg4 ♖xg4 28.♕xd6 when Black loses the central pawn for no compensation.

[image: IMg]

25.♗a5?!

Very tempting, but this bishop will be sorely missed in the defense.

Instead, White had a strong tactical resource: 25.♘c7!!, deflecting the black queen from the kingside. After 25...♕xc7 26.♗a5 ♘b6 27.♗xb6 Black would have no choice but to enter a worse endgame with 27...♕c8 28.♕xc8 ♗xc8 29.♗a5 ♘xg4 30.♘xg4 ♗xg4 31.♗xg4 ♖xg4 32.♔f1.


Flashcard 1: Ding Liren’s opening repertoire

[image: IMg]

25...♘b6! 26.♘xa7

It would appear that Black collapses on the queenside, but Ding saw one move deeper than his opponent.

26...♘xg4 27.♘xg4

[image: IMg]

27...♕g5!!

This beautiful intermezzo turns the tables. White will be up a piece, but Black will attack with full force.

Perhaps Mekhitarian expected only the straightforward 27...♗xg4 28.♗xg4 ♖xg4 29.♕xb6 ♕g5, when White would have enough defensive resources: 30.♖1b2 ♕h5 31.♘c6 ♖h4 32.♖h3, preserving the decisive material advantage.

28.♗xb6?

A decisive mistake, but it’s hard to blame the Brazilian grandmaster for failing to find the only defense after Ding’s shocker.

28.♘f6+! was essential to deflect the black queen. After 28...♕xf6 29.♗xb6 ♕g6! 30.♗f3 ♗g4 31.♖1b2 ♗xf3 32.♖xf3 ♕xe4 33.♕a3!, White barely holds on, although I believe most people would still take Black in this position due to his attacking potential.

28...♗xg4 29.♗f1

The alternative 29.♗xg4 ♕xg4 30.♖1b2 doesn’t help in view of 30...♕d1+ 31.♔h2 ♖h7+ 32.♖h3 ♖xh3+ 33.gxh3 f3!, with the unstoppable threat ...♗f8-h6-f4 mate! White’s pieces are on the other end of the globe and can’t help their king, even with a tempo to spare.

29...♗e2!

Attractive and efficient. White’s defense won’t be able to hold much longer.

30.♖3b2 f3 31.♕a3 ♖b8 32.♘b5

In the event of 32.♘c6 Black seals the deal with 32...♖xb6! 33.♖xb6 ♗xf1 34.♕xf3 ♗xg2.

32...♖xb6

Black has won the sacrificed piece back, so the outcome of the game is decided. Mekhitarian plays a few more moves by inertia, which only allows Ding to prepare and execute a pretty finishing combination.

33.♕c3 ♖bb7! 34.♕d2

[image: IMg]

34...♕xg2+!!

This queen sacrifice forced White to resign in view of 35.♗xg2 ♖xg2+ 36.♔h1 ♖h7+, with checkmate on the next move.


By the time he crossed the 2700 mark, Ding’s attacks had become more complex and nuanced, as seen in the following game.

Game 3

Ding Liren 2709

Frode Urkedal 2473

Reykjavik 2013 (5)

[image: IMg]

In the opening, Urkedal had reached into the cookie jar for the a-pawn, hoping he wouldn’t get caught. Such greediness when the rest of your army is undeveloped is a dangerous business. Ding’s punishment was swift and uncompromising:

18.e4!!

One of Ding’s trademark qualities as a chess player is his sense of the right moment to dynamize the game. Here, he sacrifices another pawn to take the initiative and open attacking avenues toward the opponent’s king.

18...dxe4 19.♗e2 b5

Black tries to keep his center together, but his lag in development becomes even more glaring after this move. Ding opens more files:

20.f4! ♘h7 21.fxg5 ♘xg5 22.♗f4 ♕h6

[image: IMg]

23.♗g4!

A remarkable aspect of Ding’s play is that he has more than one attacking gear. He can dial down his aggression to consider apparently slower or less obvious attacking options when needed.

23.♗g4 is hardly the first move one thinks of in this position, but it’s the most efficient one, as we will see. Instead, if White continues playing ‘natural’ attacking moves like 23.♕d2 f6 and 24.♘g4, Black would be in time to complete his development with 24...♗xg4 25.♗xg4 ♘c6, extinguishing a significant chunk of White’s initiative.

23...♘a6 24.♗xc8 ♖axc8 25.♘g4

[image: IMg]

After the trade of the light-squared bishops, Black is defenseless on the light squares.

25...♕g6 26.♗xg5 ♕xg5 27.♖f5!

Bringing an important piece into the attack with a tempo thanks to a knight fork tactic.

27...♕g6 28.♕d2!

The white attack unfolds on its own as a result of good preparation.

28...f6 29.♕f4 ♔g7 30.♖f1

[image: IMg]

All white pieces join the attack! Black’s defenses are about to break on the f6-square.

30...♖c6 31.d5!

Not the only winning move, but the most aesthetic one. Ding doesn’t shy away from enlisting the help of his foot soldiers in the final attack, as we will see in a few more games (the most notable one being his mating attack in the 6th game of the World Championship Match; please see Game 55).

31...♖b6 32.d6

[image: IMg]

Black loses the f6-pawn, so he resigned.

Quality #2: Willingness to take risks by sacrificing material

Ding values rationality and objectivity when making decisions over the board, and he will not take unnecessary risks in most cases. However, one should not confuse his sound playing style with a lack of ambition because Ding will play for a win whenever an opportunity presents itself.

In the previous section, we saw that he doesn’t hesitate to sacrifice material for an attack. However, his willingness to take risks by offering material extends to various types of positions. This section will present excerpts from games where he sacrifices material for long-term compensation. It is one of the most challenging skills to learn in chess because accurately evaluating a sacrifice involves many abstract factors without the benefit of calculating clear forcing variations. I wrote extensively about this fascinating topic in my earlier book Beyond Material (New In Chess 2019).

In the first example, we will see how young Ding channels Kasparov in a sharp KID position.

Illustrative Game Fragment 2

Xiu Deshun 2422

Ding Liren 2458

Beijing zt 2009 (6)

[image: IMg]

White has just attacked the pawns on d6 and b4 with 17. ♗c5. How should Black react? Ding comes up with an imaginative solution:

17...d5!!

Ding’s philosophy is that there is no point in holding onto your material passively if sacrificing it can give you a long-term initiative.

18.♗xf8 ♕xf8 19.exd5 cxd5 20.♗xd5

White is a full exchange up. However, after

20...♗f5+ 21.♔a1 ♖c8

he was forced to defend. We will see how Ding eventually capitalized on this sacrifice in Chapter 3 (Game 20).

Ding Liren is not adverse to giving up material for long-term positional compensation, as in the following position.

Illustrative Game Fragment 3

Ding Liren 2679

Mark Paragua 2521

Ho Chi Minh City 2012 (8)

[image: IMg]

Completing development with 16.♗e2 would have been straightforward and good, but his creative idea

16.♘e5!?

gives us an insight into his understanding of chess.

After

16...♘xe5 17.dxe5 ♖xd1 18.♕xd1 ♕xe5 19.♕d4! ♕a5 20.♗e2! ♕xa4 21.♖c1

[image: IMg]

Black is two pawns up and has no apparent weaknesses or pressing tactical issues. However, Ding correctly evaluated that White would have better long-term chances despite his material deficit, thanks to his superior piece coordination (including the bishop pair advantage, which we will focus on later in this chapter). This decision testifies to his deep positional understanding. We will see his brilliant conversion of this positional advantage in Chapter 4 (Game 28).

Here is another example of Ding’s positional foresight and willingness to sacrifice material for long-term advantages.

Game 4

Kirill Alekseenko 2671

Ding Liren 2811

Khanty-Mansiysk rapid 2019

[image: IMg]

In this complex middlegame, he decided to sacrifice an exchange with

15...♗xh3!?,

despite having a few less risky alternatives available, such as 15...♕g6 and 15...♘d8!?, followed by ...♘e6.

16.♗g5 ♕g6 17.gxh3 ♖xf3 18.♕xf3 ♕xg5

[image: IMg]

In return, Black gets permanent control over the dark squares and a better pawn structure. However, there is nothing concrete for him; he has no immediate moves or threats to regain the material or checkmate the opponent’s king. Ding was there for a long haul.

19.♔h2 ♘e7 20.♖g1 ♘g6

20...♕h4! was even better, avoiding the simplification in the game.

21.♘f5 ♕f6 22.♘xh6

A human decision. 22.♖g3!? would have undoubtedly led to some fascinating chess after 22...♘xf5 23.exf5 ♖f8 24.♕xb7 ♗xf2 25.♖f3 ♗h4, when Black is likely to lose the whole queenside but would have dangerous counterplay against the white king.

22...♕xf3 23.♘f7+ ♕xf7 24.♗xf7 ♘f4

[image: IMg]

Even in this roughly equal endgame, Ding played for a win down an exchange. Eventually, he prevailed, proving his intuition about the positional exchange sacrifice on move 15 to have been correct.

Quality #3: Sharp tactical and calculation skills

From an early age, Ding showed an appetite for ‘direct’ chess: a sharp eye for tactics and strong calculation ability. These skills are essential for success in chess because they significantly increase your odds of winning a game.

A segment from the following game, played when Ding Liren was only eight years old, is a stunning example of these traits in his play.

Game 5

Ding Liren

Yicheng Huang

China tt 2001 (8)

[image: IMg]

White, up a pawn, can choose from several options. Ding’s choice

21.♖b1!?

is somewhat surprising, yet quite typical for his direct approach to chess: Black is most vulnerable on the queenside, so let’s bring another attacker there. The rook threatens to join the party after 22.♗xc6 or 22.♗c4.

A more experienced player might have opted for the prophylactic continuation 21.♗c4 ♕d7 22.♗e3, keeping his king safe and looking to convert his extra pawn gradually rather than immediately.

On the other hand, a weaker player his age would probably be lured by the prospect of winning another pawn with the forced sequence 21.♗xc6 ♕xc6 22.♕xc6 bxc6 23.♗xa7, underestimating Black’s huge drawing potential in the opposite-colored bishops endgame.

Instead, Ding went for the most direct and double-edged continuation:

21...♕d5 22.♗xa7

The white king looks vulnerable, but, relying on his calculation, Ding shows no superficial concern for it. Here we see early signs of another of Ding’s trademark qualities – active and fearless play with his king.

22...♕f3+?

Surprisingly, this natural move is a decisive mistake. Black should have gone for the other check: 22...♘xa7 23.♕xa7 ♕d2+, and after 24.♔g1 ♕xc2 25.♖f1 ♕xc3 26.♕xb7 ♔e7, he would have had chances to save the game despite being down a pawn.

23.♔g1 ♘xa7


[image: IMg]

24.♕d4+!

What an eye for tactics!

Speaking from my coaching experience, 99% of eight-year-olds would quickly recapture the piece with 24.♕xa7 here. However, White’s win would be in jeopardy after 24...b6! 25.♖f1 ♕xc3 26.♕a8+ ♗c8 since his king is still somewhat vulnerable. Young Ding was not lured by immediate material gain and instead focused on the bigger picture.

24...♔e7

It’s a pity that his opponent did not reply 24...♔c8 because it would have been interesting to see whether Ding had calculated the fascinating winning sequence 25.e6!! ♖d8 26.♗d7+ ♔b8 27.e7! ♖xd7 28.e8♕+. I have a strong feeling he would have found it!

25.♖f1!

The queen is trapped, and White gets a winning endgame. Ding’s conversion was flawless.

25...♘xb5 26.♕c5+ ♔d7 27.♖xf3 ♗xf3 28.♕xb5+ ♗c6 29.♕c4 ♔e7 30.♔f2 ♖d8 31.♔e1 ♖d7 32.a4 ♖d5 33.a5! ♖b5 34.a6 ♖b1+ 35.♔f2

Black resigned.

Exceptionally gifted kids often find no match in their youth categories and quickly improve to play for international titles against adults. However, once they start contesting with ‘big boys’ whose tactical skills are similar to theirs, winning games by tactics becomes much more difficult. Nevertheless, Ding Liren has often found ways to out-calculate his strong opponents in sharp positions. Let’s consider two interesting examples from the 2015-2019 period of his career.

Game 6

Vladimir Malakhov 2706

Ding Liren 2755

China tt 2015 (9)

[image: IMg]

White is threatening to win the b-pawn, so Black must act immediately. Among several playable possibilities, such as 30...♘b4 and 30...♘d5!?, Ding chooses the best one:

30...♘d4! 31.♗xd4

The other important line is 31.♘fxe5 ♗xe5 32.♘xe5 ♕xa4 with an unclear posiyion where Ding had to find that:

A) 33.♖c4 doesn’t win a piece because of 33...♘e2+![image: Img] when the knight is untouchable due to ...♕a1+; and

B) 33.♗xd4 ♕xd4 34.♘c6 is refuted by 34...♕xc3!! 35.♕xc3 b2 36.♘xb8 b1♕+ with 37...♕xb8 next!

31...exd4 32.♖xb3 ♕xa4 33.♘xd4?!

Malakhov underestimated Black’s tactical potential when he took this pawn. 33.♘cd2 would have been safer, although Black should still be doing well in the endgame, thanks to his outside passer.

33...♖xb3!

This is the correct move-order. Ding spotted White’s resource 34.♘xe6! after 33...♘xe4?!. The rook on b3 would be immune due to the mating threat on g7.

34.♘xb3 ♘xe4!

[image: IMg]

35.♘e3?

A big mistake. Perhaps Malakhov intended to take the a-pawn off the board with 35.♘cxa5, but realized too late that 35...♕b4! is very strong. White needs to prevent the back-rank checkmate with 36.♕a1 when 36...♘c3![image: Img] leaves his pieces completely tied down, making his extra pawn meaningless. Still, this would have been a better chance than the text.

35...♕b4! 36.♕c2?

The Russian grandmaster completely loses his bearings in this close combat.

36.dxe4 would have lost to 36...a4, but 36.♘c2 was the only move to avoid immediate collapse. Still, it is not clear if White would be able to save the endgame arising after 36...♕c3 37.♕xc3 ♘xc3, followed by ...a5-a4, etc.

36...a4 37.♘c1 ♕e1+ 38.♘f1 ♘c3!

[image: IMg]

Ding has pushed the white pieces to the back rank with his tactical powerplay, leaving his opponent without a good defense against the threat of ...♕xc1, ...♘e2+.

39.d4+ ♔h8 40.♕g6 ♕xc1 41.♕xe6 ♕f4 42.g3 ♕xd4 43.♘e3 a3 44.♘f5 ♕e5

White resigned.

What do you do when a strong tactician offers a sacrifice? As we will see in the next game, Ding’s recipe is: calculate, and if you find nothing wrong with taking material, trust yourself, not your opponent!


Game 7

Ding Liren 2811

Sergei Movsesian 2654

Khanty-Mansiysk rapid 2019

[image: IMg]

20.♗xb7!

White could have kept a slight advantage even without taking this pawn, but Ding is as principled as ever in matters of direct calculation.

20.♘e4 ♘a4 21.♕a1! would have been a decent alternative.

20...♘a4 21.♕c2 ♘c3 22.♗f3!

An important consolidating move. In case of 22.♘e4 c5! 23.♗c6 cxb4 24.♗xe8 ♕xe8 or 22.♗c6 ♘xe2+ 23.♔g2 ♕e6! 24.♗xe8 ♖xe8, Black obtains compensation for the exchange.

[image: IMg]

22...h5!

Movsesian keeps the pressure against the e2-pawn. The tactical justification for taking the b7-pawn lies in the following variations: 22...♗xf3 23.♘xf3 ♕xb4 24.♘xd4!+- and 23...♘xe2+ 24.♔g2+-.

23.♗xg4 hxg4 24.♘b3!

Once again, Ding goes for the critical line. The ‘safe’ 24.♘b1?! ♘d5 25.b5 would have been inferior because White compromises his piece activity: 25...♕f6[image: Img].

[image: IMg]

24...c5?!

A clever tactical idea that, unfortunately for Black, doesn’t work.

The point is that 24...♘xe2+ 25.♔f1 ♕f6! 26.♖xe2 ♕f3 27.♖xe8+ ♖xe8 runs into 28.♕c6! ♕xd3+ 29.♔g1+-. That is how Movsesian got the idea to play 24...c5. In case of 25.bxc5, White would not have the ♕c2-c6 defense in a similar position. However, Ding found a tactical hole in this concept, as we will find out shortly.

Good or bad, Movsesian should have accepted a pawn-down endgame with 24...♕xb4 25.♘xd4! ♖xd4 26.♕xc3 c5!, hoping for the best.

25.bxc5!

The right capture. 25.♘xc5? would have taken the pressure off the d4-pawn, allowing Black to capitalize on his monster c3-knight with 25...♖a8!⇆.

25...♘xe2+ 26.♔f1 ♕f6 27.♖xe2 ♕f3

[image: IMg]

Movsesian’s whole concept of ...h7-h5xg4/...♕e7-f6-f3, including 24...c5, is very creative and might have worked against a lesser mortal. However, Ding dismantles it with a steady hand.

28.♖xe8+

There is no need to panic. 28.♔e1? would have allowed Black to escape with a perpetual after 28...♕h1+ 29.♔d2 ♖xe2+ 30.♔xe2 ♕f3+ 31.♔f1 ♕h1+.

28...♖xe8 29.♔g1 ♖e2

[image: IMg]

This move, threatening to give checkmate with ...♕xf2+, was the point behind Black’s previous play. The problem is that it meets with the following refutation:

30.♕xe2! ♕xe2 31.c6

Ironically, pushing 24...c5 was a Pyrrhic victory for Black. He could not prevent the pawn promotion, so he resigned.

Ding Liren navigated the tricky tactical landscape flawlessly, outsmarting his cunning opponent.

Quality #4: Incisiveness at exploiting weaknesses in the opponent’s position

Ding’s keen eye for weaknesses in the opponent’s position and the unrelenting focus with which he exploits them is one of his most fundamental qualities, in my opinion. It relates to his direct approach to solving problems explored in the previous section. However, it is more than that. This pro-active attitude also extends to solving more profound, strategic issues.

Take, for instance, this other game played in Ding’s early youth, where he shows remarkable maturity in positional play.

Game 8

Ding Liren

Zhang Jianhua

China tt 2001 (3)

[image: IMg]

Black’s last move was 9...c6. In the manner of an experienced positional player, eight-year-old Ding notices the weakening of the b6-square and exploits it without hesitation:

10.dxe5! ♘xe5 11.♘xe5 dxe5 12.a5!

The outpost on b6 is White’s main asset in this symmetrical structure. Depending on the circumstances, he can put the bishop or maneuver the knight there via a4. His opponent didn’t want to allow this, so he played

12...c5?!,

but this pawn advance only creates more weaknesses. Regardless, White would have kept a nice positional edge even after the best reply 12...♗b4 13.♗b6 ♕e7 14.♘a4 ♗g4 15.f3 ♗e6 16.c3 etc.

13.♖fd1 ♕c7 14.f3 b6?

Another impatient move from Black, who was probably not aware of the recommendation not to play with his pawns on the side of the board where he is worse. After the exchange on b6, he will remain with multiple pawn weaknesses on the queenside. He should have sat tight with 14...♗d7[image: Img].

15.axb6 ♕xb6 16.b3 ♗b7

[image: IMg]

I have seen enough games by eight-year-old chess players throughout my coaching career to predict what most of them would play in this position as White. It would be either 17.♘a4, 17.♘d5, or 17.♖d2. While all these moves have their merits, Ding’s solution

17.♖a2!

leaves an impression of maturity and chess understanding beyond his age. Instead of playing on the only open file, as many would, he sets his sights on the biggest weakness in the black position – the a-pawn.

17...♖fd8 18.♖da1 a5 19.♕e1!

Elegant and purposeful. It’s already difficult to find a good way for Black to defend the a-pawn.


19...♗c6 20.♘a4 ♗xa4

In the event of 20...♕c7, White could neatly collect the pawn after 21.♘b2.

21.♖xa4 ♖d7 22.♖xa5

[image: IMg]

The young lad has won a pawn thanks to his sharp eye for the vulnerability in his opponent’s position. The remainder of the game was not competitive, but I provide it as one of the first examples of Ding’s strong conversion technique
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