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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




	[image: images]

	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




	!

	good move




	!!

	excellent move




	?

	bad move




	??

	blunder




	!?

	interesting move




	?!

	dubious move




	N

	novelty




	↑

	initiative




	→

	attack




	⇆

	counterplay
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	compensation




	∞

	unclear









Preface

Chess is a game of many laws and, perhaps, just as many exceptions. To help us comprehend such a complex game, we need some fundamental principles to rely on. When it comes to fundamentals, there is nothing more tangible and intuitively valuable than material. We are instinctively attracted to the idea that something can be gained, measured, and traded.

Therefore, we habitually assess our chances in a chess game in terms of material balance on the board, and often form plans and carry out operations with the aim of tipping this balance into our favor. The modern chess lingo even has us evaluating positions in decimal numbers that indicate a material advantage, so it is not uncommon to hear someone complain: ‘Man, I blew a 0.70!’, letting the world know that they misplayed a large positional advantage.

The materialistic value system generally works well in chess. However, it is also sort of like ‘The Matrix’ – obscuring deeper chess truths by its outwardly pleasing design. The motivation for this book was to go beyond material and uncover these truths by exploring the interconnection of material between the other two fundamental principles in chess – space and time, as well as examining our subjective perceptions of material in depth.

Hopefully, after reading this book the reader will have:

• reconsidered the well-known ‘truths’ about the values of the pieces;

• improved his/her understanding of subjective and psychological issues related to material, such as: attachment to material, risk-taking, psychological aspects of sacrifices and many others; and ultimately

• developed a new or improved perspective on chess in which material is seen as equivalent, and not superior to the major chess principles.

To achieve these goals, Beyond Material has been divided into six chapters that deal with the same number of major themes and many other sub-themes within the chapters. All chapters contain instructive examples from contemporary and classical practice alike. Naturally, I have chosen many games of world-class players, but also included a fair number of less known, yet highly illustrative games, as well as some personal examples.

To give you a quick overview of the book: in the first chapter, we discuss the human attachment to material from several angles and lay the foundation for a ‘non-materialistic’ way of thinking that is necessary to fully appreciate the material (no pun intended!) from the chapters that follow.

In Chapter 2, we take a closer look at why traditionally-accepted values of pieces fluctuate in different circumstances and how this can help us evaluate positions more accurately, rather than by using a simple materialistic approach.

Chapters 3 and 4 are devoted to the exploration of material as it relates to time and space, respectively. It is at this point that we are ‘cracking the Matrix’ by throwing off the shackles of limited materialistic thinking and looking beyond the piece count to understand deeper chess truths about positional play, strategy, initiative, and attack.

It is impossible to get a full picture of this process without taking human psychology into account, so we look at psychological aspects of non-materialism in Chapter 5. By disturbing the material balance, we can often put our opponent under all sorts of psychological pressure, change the trend of the game favorably, and even get a psychological edge in the opening.

In the final chapter, we take a dialectic approach to the topic of greed for material in chess by examining cases when it is beneficial to be greedy and, in contrast, when it is unfavorable. It is meant to be a thought-provoking chapter that may entice you to challenge your own assumptions and habits when it comes to taking and giving material.

To make things more interesting, I have added a test section with 10 positions at the end of each chapter, except for Chapter 1. Thus, there are 50 test positions in total. The goal of these exercises is to help you practice non-materialistic ways of thinking and the evaluation of positions with material imbalances.

My expectation is that a reader of any level from a decent club player to a grandmaster can have a good reading experience and get something practical out of this book. The concepts presented here are relevant to all chess players, although a reasonable level of chess understanding and experience are required to appreciate them fully.

Writing this book was a great pleasure because the notion of (non-)materialism in chess has interested me for a long time. I have been collecting instructive material and juggling ideas for this book for years, although it wasn’t until late 2018, when I was offered to actually write about it by New in Chess, that I approached the subject systematically. I was delighted that I had been allowed to explore this fascinating topic in a great amount of detail, and for this I am also grateful to the editorial staff. As far as I know, the subject of material in chess has not been studied extensively in a single work before, so I hope that this book will be a good reference point for the future.

Coincidentally, while I was putting the final strokes on this work, the intriguing book Game Changer by Matthew Sadler and Natasha Regan – a story about the success of the self-taught chess program AlphaZero – came out and received great attention from the chess public. To be honest, I hadn’t paid much attention to AlphaZero’s games (I know, shame on me) before this book was recommended to me by my publisher Allard Hoogland, even though it had soundly beaten Stockfish, the strongest chess engine at that point.

This was the book that provoked probably the most ‘wow’s’ and ‘aha’s’ of any book that I have read recently, because AlphaZero’s playing style and concepts were, firstly, very impressive from a chess player’s point of view, but, secondly, also very much in tune with the ‘beyond material’ approach that I advocate in this book!

For instance, on page 402 of Game Changer, in a paragraph titled ‘Re-evaluation of compensation and initiative’ the authors conclude that ‘… AlphaZero’s games will cause a readjustment in what humans consider to be acceptable long-term compensation for sacrifices. AlphaZero’s approach has shown that many material sacrifices for the initiative can be objectively correct even against most superlative defensive play.’

AlphaZero is also described as: ‘not tied to keeping the material balance (page 76)’, ‘not afraid to sacrifice material… to open lines or diagonals against the opponent’s king (page 98)’, as well as implementing ‘new strategies based around piece mobility (page 402)’. There is even a full chapter (11) in the book that is subtitled sacrifices for time, space and damage, which is strikingly similar to the ideas that I talk about in Chapters 3 and 4 in this book.

In a way, the convincing victory of AlphaZero’s strategically intuitive and non-materialistic playing style over the machine-like, cold and calculated materialistic approach of Stockfish supports the key concept behind this book. This is not to say that ‘materialism’ in chess is wrong. It simply points to the fact that we are constantly uncovering new truths about this deep and wonderful game. May this book serve you well in this quest.

Davorin Kuljasevic, Plovdiv. July 2019





CHAPTER 1

Attachment to material

‘You will become a strong player once you learn how to properly sacrifice a pawn.’ These were the words of my first coach, which made a strong impression while I was making early steps in competitive chess.

He had a point; giving up material is not something that comes naturally to most people. After all, we are materialistic beings who are instinctively aware of material balance on the chessboard. But chess is not simply a linear game of addition and subtraction; there are other laws that govern the royal game beyond a mere pawn and piece count.

To understand a chess position properly, we should not just count pieces at their face value, but also take into consideration qualitative factors such as king safety, mobility of the pieces, existence of important outposts and pawn weaknesses, initiative, etc.

I like to think of these ‘non-material’ factors in terms of space and time. Let me clarify.

Space is everything related to the chessboard – squares, files, diagonals, pawn structures, and the space advantage itself. To a large degree, these are the postulates of modern positional understanding set by the first World Champion, Wilhelm Steinitz.

On the other hand, time in chess is a tempo, a threat, the initiative and attack – in other words, time as it relates to chess moves as they unfold, one by one, in a chess game.

So, just as physicists define our universe in terms of matter, space and time, we can try to explain the ‘chess universe’ in similar terms. After all, didn’t Garry Kasparov write a book on how life imitates chess?

Now, it is very common for chess players to subconsciously prefer material at the expense of time and spatial (positional) aspects. However, the reality of the game is sometimes different, and to become stronger in chess, one needs to learn to look beyond the material count when evaluating a position. Experienced players often do this on a subconscious level, using their knowledge of numerous patterns, rules and exceptions that are formed over the years.

Take, for instance, the following two examples.

Game 1

Bela Molnar

2352

Tomas Polak

2503

Pula 2001 (7)

[image: images]

The situation we have on the board is a rare sight; this might be the only game in the history of chess (at least to my knowledge) with quadrupled pawns. Yet, the material is balanced! If we go blindly by the ‘book value’, this position would be mistakenly evaluated as equal. However, if we assess it in qualitative terms, we would realize that White is winning, because he has two passed pawns and more active rooks.

Molnar proceeded accordingly.

34.a4

The materialistic approach 34.♖xg5? ♖xd6 35.♖xd6 ♖xd6 36.♖xg4 would be wrong, because in the endgame against only one passed pawn, Black has good chances to hold a draw: 36…♖a6 37.♖h4+ ♔g8 38.a4 g5 39.♖b4 ♔f7 etc.

34…♖a8?!

This loses easily. More stubborn was 34…♔g8, threatening …♔g8-f7. However, in that case White can actually start picking up pawns on the g-file, one by one: 35.♖xg6 ♔f7 36.♖dxg5 etc.

35.♖e7 ♖dd8 36.a5 ♖a6 37.d7 ♖a7 38.♔g2 ♖aa8 39.♖xg5 ♖a7 40.♖d5 ♖aa8

Black resigned.

Game 2

Alexandra Kosteniuk

2510

Hou Yifan

2557

Nalchik Wch 2008 (6)

[image: images]

White is up three pawns in the rook endgame, which is almost always a decisive advantage at this stage of the game. However, after

48…♖d8!

it soon becomes clear that it is not Black, but White, who is trying to achieve a draw! The only black pawn is advanced further than any white pawn, while the white pieces are placed very passively, so it becomes a challenge to block it. Kosteniuk played

49.♖g5+

49.a4?? is obviously too slow and is already losing after 49…e3 50.♖g7 ♔f6 51.♖g4 e2 52.♖e4 ♖d1+.

49…♔f6 50.♖c5 e3 51.♖c2

White has managed to stop the pawn for a moment, but Black can reinforce the threat with

51…♔f5 52.a4 ♔e4

and here White had to force a draw by giving side-checks:

53.♖c4+

Again, trying to capitalize on the material advantage with 53.a5 has a boomerang effect after 53…♔f3 54.a6 e2–+.

53…♔d3 54.♖c3+ ♔e4 55.♖c4+ ♔d3 56.♖c3+ ♔e4 57.♖c4+ ♔d3 ½-½

Hopefully, these striking examples illustrate well how important it is to identify non-material factors that are essential for the position in question.

This is a skill that takes time and nurture to develop. Not surprisingly, beginners tend to rely primarily on a material count when they assess their chances. If you think about it, most of their operations in a game are materialistic in nature: threats, attacks, checks, and captures. They need time to develop an appreciation for the non-material aspects of chess.

A funny situation happened a few years ago with one of my young beginner students in a youth tournament. After he won his opponent’s queen, I expected that the game would be over fairly quickly, especially since his opponent, playing White, had only a couple of pieces left. However, instead of going for a simple mating attack at several points, he proceeded to ‘clean up the board’ by capturing all the remaining white pieces.

Meanwhile, I took a walk around the playing hall to check the other games in progress. Immersed in an interesting position in another game, I had barely noticed a hand rising in the air on the other side of the room. My young student’s game had just finished. As I walked up to his table, the first thing I saw was a guilty grin on his face. Instantly, I knew what that was about, and I looked at the final position on the board just to confirm my suspicion. Sure enough, the white king was stalemated in the middle of the board, which was full of black pieces. It was surrounded by no less than four black queens!

Chess peculiarities

Besides the innate human attachment to material, this incident also hints at two peculiar aspects of chess that sometimes override the significance of material:

1) the specific role of the king in chess; and

2) pawn promotions.

In Strategy and Tactics in Chess by Georgy Lisitsyn, one of the first chess books I read in my childhood, the role of these two peculiarities was methodically explained. According to Lisitsyn, ‘… king’s role and pawn promotion complicate, widen and enrich possibilities in chess’. Let us look at several interesting examples that I have encountered over the years to prove his point.

Game 3

Shen Yang

2464

Melissa Castrillon Gomez

2248

Batumi ol W 2018 (2)

[image: images]

Black has a material advantage that is equivalent to two pawns and also a time advantage (it is her move). But, speaking of chess peculiarities, White is threatening to obtain a decisive material advantage by promoting her a-pawn in the next two moves. It would seem like Black has no choice but to surrender her material advantage, to eliminate the dangerous passed pawn. After only about half a minute spent on the move, this is exactly what WIM Castrillon did: 29…♖a2? 30.♖a1 ♖c3+ 31.♖xc3 ♖xa1 32.♔xd2 ♖xa6 33.♔e3, and a draw was agreed.

However, she failed to appreciate the second chess peculiarity: the king’s role. In this position, the white king is placed very awkwardly on d3. It is protected for now, but it only takes some imagination to visualize the creation of a mating net around it. Black can do it with the spectacular

29…♗f4!!

This is a bit stronger than 29…♗g5, with the same idea, as it avoids e4-e5 in some variations.

30.a7 ♖xf2 31.a8♕+ ♔g7

[image: images]

From the material point of view, the situation has changed 180 degrees; now, White is the one with a material advantage and an extra move. Yet, her king is in a mating net and there is not much she can do about it with her three major pieces! Black is threatening a simple checkmate after 32… ♖be2 and 33… ♖e3#. Let us see which options White has:

A) 32.♕c8 (preparing to defend the third rank with 33.♕h3) 32…♖xg2! 33.♕h3 ♖xh2 34.♕f3 ♖bf2, and on top of everything, White’s queen is also being trapped!;

B) 32.♔c3 ♖fc2+ 33.♔d3 ♖e2! (a quiet move that closes the mating net) 34.♔c3 ♗e5+ 35.♔d3 ♗d4, with 36… ♖e3# to follow;

C) 32.♕a5 ♖be2 33.♖e1 (33.♕c3+ f6 does not change anything) 33…♖d2+ 34.♔c3 ♖c2+ 35.♔b3 ♖b2+ 36.♔a4 (in case of 36.♔c3, the geometry works perfectly for Black: 36…♗d2+! 37.♔xb2 ♗xa5+, followed by 38…♗xe1) 36…♗d2!–+.


[image: images]

analysis diagram



A beautiful final position of the combination. Despite being significantly down on material, Black is completely winning because of the miserable positions of all White’s pieces, in particular her king.

Game 4

Yuri Solodovnichenko

2436

Valerij Filippov

2605

Pocztowy 1999 (4)

[image: images]

Things look pretty shaky for the white player here. Black is up a pawn and his position is clearly preferable from a positional point of view as well (bishop pair on an open board and a safer king). At this point, White came up with an absolutely brilliant idea to save his skin.

31.♖e1!!

The double exclamation marks are not so much due to the strength of the move itself, but for the idea behind it.

31…♗xa2

Sometimes a rook’s pawn is a poisoned one (think Spassky-Fischer, Game 1 of their 1972 World Championship match), but there seems to be nothing wrong with taking it for free in this instance.

32.b3!?

While giving up the a2-pawn might be justified by the centralization of the rook, this one looks like pure madness. Why in the world is White giving up his queenside pawns like this?

32…♗xb3 33.c4!

Is White just throwing the game away or what?

33…♗xc4?

This is obviously what Black thought as well. He is now four pawns up and has the same positional advantages as in the initial position. According to all known laws, Black should be completely winning now, but…

34.♗d5+!!

[image: images]

Ladies and gentlemen, your highness – check! There is nothing more forcing in chess than attacking the opponent’s king and Solodovnichenko uses it to the full extent now.

34…♗xd5 35.♖e8+ ♖xe8 36.♕xe8+ ♕f8 37.♕xf8+ ♔xf8=

[image: images]

And what do we have? A stalemate – the point of White’s beautiful combination envisioned on move 31! He sacrificed everything he had to remain only with his king and knight. But, thanks to the peculiar role of the king in chess, none of Black’s accumulated material and positional advantages matter anymore – the game is a draw!

It needs to be noted that 33…♖f8! would have avoided the game combination and given Black excellent winning chances.

Game 5

Eduard Gufeld

Vasily Smyslov

Soviet Union 1975

[image: images]

Here, we have a nice classical example of the power of a pawn promotion. White is down a piece for two pawns, although he can immediately win a third one to establish the notorious material balance. How many people would not resist the call of the sirens and just grab the a7-pawn here? However, grandmaster Gufeld understood that there is something more important at work in this endgame than just material.

44.a5!

This strong move simultaneously prepares a pawn promotion with b5-b6-b7, etc. and keeps Black’s knights away from the queenside. On the other hand, 44.♖xa7? would allow Black to get his off-sided knights back into the game with tempo: 44…♘e4+ 45.♔d3 ♘c5+ 46.♔d4 ♘f4, most likely with a peaceful outcome.

44…♖f4

Smyslov attacks the pawn and prepares …♘f2-e4+. 44…♘f4 is too slow, due to 45.b6 axb6 46.axb6 ♖h5 47.b7 ♖h8 48.♖h7+–.

45.c5! ♘e4+

[image: images]

46.♖xe4!!

A wonderful idea. White is down a rook, but has calculated that he will not need it – the pawns can find a way to the promised land on their own (admittedly, with a little help from their friend, the knight).

46…♖xe4 47.b6 ♖e8

Other continuations don’t save Black either:

A) 47…axb6 48.cxb6! (recapturing away from the black pieces) 48…♖e8 49.a6 ♘e3 50.♔d3 ♘d5 51.b7 ♔e6 52.a7, and the pawns are unstoppable;

B) 47…a6 48.b7 ♖e8 49.♘a7! (threatening an interference with 50.♘c8) 49…♖b8 50.c6+–, followed by 51.c7.

48.♘xa7

[image: images]

Black has the move and it seems like he just might catch the pawns, either with his king or the knight, but, in fact, he is not in time.

48…♘e3

The king is one move too slow in the following variations:

A) 48…♔e6 49.b7 ♔d7 50.a6 ♔c7 51.♘b5+! ♔c6 52.♘d6 ♖d8 53.a7 ♖xd6+ 54.cxd6 ♔xb7 55.d7+–;

B) A particularly beautiful variation arises after 48…♘f4 49.b7 ♖e2+ 50.♔d1 ♖b2 51.a6 ♘e6 52.c6 ♘c7.


[image: images]

analysis diagram



White’s pawns seem to be finally blocked, but he wins with the study-like 53.♘b5!! ♘xa6 (53…♘xb5 54.♔c1!+–) 54.c7 ♘xc7 55.b8♕ ♘xb5 56.♕h8+!, and the rook on b2 falls to the skewer.

49.a6 ♘c4+ 50.♔c3 ♘e5

Black has managed to bring his knight back to the defense; however, the pawns are just unstoppable.

51.b7 ♔e6 52.c6 ♔d5

In case of 52…♔d6, the a-pawn decides: 53.♘c8+ ♔c7 54.a7+–.

53.c7

[image: images]

A nice finish to a well-played and instructive endgame! 1-0

God save the queen

A small digression, but still on the topic of the value of material – don’t we all have a special connection with the most powerful piece on the board – the queen? For example, I know some, even fairly strong, players who tend to avoid a queen trade to their own detriment, just to keep the dream of a mating attack alive. However, nothing is absolute in chess, and neither is the queen’s power over the other pieces. The next example should clarify this point.

Game 6

Diego Flores

2567

Alan Pichot

2504

Montevideo Ach 2015 (8)

[image: images]

After some complications, an unusual position was reached in the encounter between two Argentinian grandmasters. From a material standpoint, Black should be happy – he has a queen for two pieces and some pawns. It is also his move, so he can decide how to proceed. He made an apparently logical, but wrong decision:

30…♖f8?

This is too passive and materialistic. Black overestimated the power of his queen and underestimated the power of his opponent’s centralized minor pieces, which is very easy to do. However, it was essential to eliminate one of them while it was still possible, with either

A) 30…♕xb8 31.gxf4 ♕f8=; or, even better

B) 30…♖f5 31.♘c6 ♕f6=, when the active 32.♖e1? does not work, due to 32…♖xd5! 33.cxd5 ♕xf3[image: images].

31.♘c6 ♕f6

[image: images]

32.♖e1!

Instead of chasing material gains, White increases the power of his pieces. In case of the tempting 32.♘xa7?! ♕c3 33.a4 ♖xf3! 34.a5! ♖f8 35.a6 ♖e8 36.♘c6 ♕d2 37.a7 ♕a2, we reach an unusual positional draw.

32…♕b2 33.♖e7+ ♔h8 34.a4!

Flores continues with a non-materialistic approach. The greedy 34.♖xc7? would allow his opponent to obtain counterplay with 34…♖e8, and suddenly White would need to think about his king’s safety.

34…♕a1+ 35.♔g2 ♕xa4 36.♘d4!

[image: images]

A very instructive position. Despite a clear material advantage, Black’s position is lost. He cannot deal with the extremely potent white pieces. The threat is ♘d4-e6-g5 and ♖xh7 checkmate!

36…h6 37.♘e6 ♖f6

37…♖f5 was a bit more stubborn – Black should have eliminated the powerful bishop, but even after 38.♘xc7 ♖e5 39.♖d7 ♕a5 40.♘e6 ♖xd5 41.cxd5 ♕xb5 42.♖xd6, White should win, thanks to his strong d-pawn.

38.♘xc7 ♕a5 39.h4 ♕b6 40.♗e4!

[image: images]

The final re-arrangement of the minor pieces.

40…♕d4 41.♘d5

Black’s rook has been completely dominated.

41…♖f5 42.♗xf5 gxf5 43.♖c7 ♕a1 44.h5 ♕d4 45.♘e7 ♕d3 46.♖xa7 1-0

White’s minor pieces and rook worked in unison and outplayed the nominally much more powerful combination of queen and rook. We cannot say that the black queen was a bad piece – it had plenty of operating space. It was simply ineffective compared to the white pieces.

Loss aversion

I have already explained how young and inexperienced players tend to seek immediate gratification by means of winning material. It is simply human nature to be attached to material gains and avoid material losses.

Psychologists have found that the pain of losing is about twice as powerful as the pleasure of gaining. It is, therefore, not surprising that chess players tend to subconsciously protect their material and avoid giving it away. As the expression ‘losses loom larger than gains’, coined by the Nobel-winning psychologists Kahneman and Tversky, suggests, the avoidance of pain associated with material losses is often stronger than the willingness to take risks to achieve gains. This phenomenon, known as ‘loss aversion’, can be seen in the next example:

Game 7

Eivind Olav Risting

2317

Milan Pacher

2467

Pardubice 2018 (3)

[image: images]

White should not be afraid to give up his extra pawn to activate his pieces:

25.e4!

In the game, White played it safe: 25.♖fa1?! ♖ae7 26.♘d1 (even here, giving up material would have been more promising: 26.♖xa6! ♗xa6 27.♖xa6 ♕e8 28.♗f2[image: images], and there would be nothing in the way of b4-b5, destroying Black’s pawn center) 26…♕e8 27.♖4a3, but he did not make any progress with such play.


[image: images]

analysis diagram



Black could have created counterplay with a hidden resource: 27…♗h6!, preparing active play on the kingside with 28…g4!, 29…♖e4, etc.

25…dxe4 26.♘xe4 ♕xd4+ 27.♗f2 ♕e5 28.♘d6! ♗xd6 29.cxd6↑

[image: images]

In positions with opposite-colored bishops and major pieces, the initiative of the attacking side is magnified by the fact that the defender cannot defend the squares of the opposite color. This position is a good example, as Black struggles to defend his dark squares:

29…♖a8 30.♖a5! ♕xd6 31.♗c5 ♕d5 32.♕c3! ♕e6 33.♗d4+–

And Black’s position falls apart.

One of my favorite chess authors, Russian grandmaster Alexander Kotov, identified two additional types of attachment to material: ‘conditioned reflexes’ and ‘dizziness due to success’. If you are not familiar with these ideas, I strongly recommend you get a copy of Kotov’s famous work Think like a Grandmaster, where they are described in detail.

Here, I would like to explore these topics a bit further by providing several illustrative examples from contemporary grandmaster practice. Hopefully, they will help you to become aware of your own tendencies in these areas as well.

‘Conditioned reflexes’

Game 8

Ivan Saric

2661

Marc Narciso Dublan

2532

Spain tt 2015 (3)

[image: images]

We have a sharp double-rook endgame in which White’s chances are better, due to his more active rooks and the exposed position of Black’s king in the center of the board, which is reminiscent of Game 3, Shen Yang-Castrillon Gomez. White also has what the late Croatian GM Krunoslav Hulak liked to call ‘half a pawn more’ – referring to doubled (here tripled) c-pawns that may prove useless in the endgame.

32…♖a8?

Grandmaster Narciso Dublan played the most active move, preparing to answer 33.♖xc6 with 33…♖a2, with serious counterplay. Instead, 32…♖cf8! would have secured Black’s king, and after 33.♖xf8 ♖xf8 34.♖xc6, Black still obtains enough activity with 34…♖a8=.

33.♖xa8?

Saric spent a minute and a half on this move. Since he played his next move almost ‘a tempo’, it is safe to conclude that he spotted the idea of checkmating the black king with g2-g3 and f3-f4 before making his 33rd move. A ‘conditioned reflex’ forced his hand to trade the rooks first and play g2-g3 later because the rook on a6 was hanging. However, checkmate is ‘older’, as they say, so White could have ignored the threat to the rook and played 33.g3!! immediately!


[image: images]

analysis diagram



Now, Black needs to play only moves to escape the mating net: 33…hxg3+ 34.hxg3 fxg3+ 35.♔e3! (the key – White’s king takes the e4-square under control and threatens checkmate again – this time with 36.f4) 35…d4+ 36.cxd4+ ♔d5 37.♔d3 e5. After sacrificing a pawn to clear the d5-square, Black is now forced to clear the e6-square to save his king. White concludes his combination with several beautiful intermediate moves: 38.♖f5! (creating the fourth mating threat in a row!) 38…♖ae8 39.♖a8! g2 40.♖xe8 ♖xe8 41.♖g5 g1♕ 42.c4+! ♔e6 43.♖xg1, and the endgame with two extra pawns is easily winning.

33…♖xa8 34.g3

This is too late now.

34…hxg3+ 35.hxg3

[image: images]

35…d4?

Panic or time trouble might have contributed to this inadequate reaction. Clearly, the only move to stay in the game was 35…♖a4. It is also enough to hold a draw after 36.gxf4+ ♖xf4 37.♖xf4 ♔xf4 or 36.g4 ♖a2 37.g5 ♖xc2+ 38.♔g1 ♖xc3.

36.cxd4+

Good enough to secure the full point, although even more convincing was 36.gxf4+ ♔d5 37.♖d7+ ♔xc5 38.cxd4+ ♔c4 39.♖d6, with an easy win.

36…♔xd4 37.♖xf4+ ♔xc5 38.♖e4 ♔d6 39.f4 ♖a2 40.♖d4+ ♔c5 41.♖d2 ♔c4 42.g4 c5 43.g5 ♔c3 44.♖e2 c4 45.g6 ♖a7 46.♔e3

Black resigned.

Game 9

Joel Lautier

2658

Victor Bologan

2681

France tt 2001 (1)

[image: images]

We have a fairly typical IQP position on the board, played out between two world-class grandmasters. Black’s position is solid, but he needs to maintain control of the d5-square and keep White’s attacking attempts at bay.

15…♗e8

A good move. Bologan realizes that, at the moment, he cannot bring his bishop to c6 as he would like to, so he over-protects the f7-pawn first. The point is that the natural 15…♗c6? allows a typical sacrifice on f7: 16.♘xf7! ♖xf7 17.♕xe6 ♗e8 18.♕xe7 ♕xe7 19.♖xe7 ♖xc4 20.♗xf6[image: images].

16.♗b3 ♘fd5 17.♗d2 ♗c6

Bologan takes the first opportunity to play …♗d7-c6 after all. However, it was better to continue with 17…♗g5, following the well-known recommendation to trade pieces in IQP positions. After 18.♗xg5 ♕xg5 19.♘xd5 ♘xd5 20.♗xd5 exd5 21.b3 a5, the position would be equal.

18.♕g4!

A good attacking move, which not only threatens ♗d2-h6, but also prevents Black from simplifying the position with the above-mentioned …♗e7-g5.

18…♘f6?

[image: images]

There is no doubt that by playing like this, Bologan expected Lautier to retreat with his queen. This is the ‘conditioned reflex’ – the strongest piece is under attack, so it has to be preserved.

Instead, 18…♔h8 was called for, when the position would remain complex. White’s answer must have been a cold shower…

19.♘xf7!

A counter-attack! To add to his misery, Black forgot about the sacrifice that he had prevented just a few moves ago. This is another typical ‘conditioned reflex’.

19…♖xf7

19…♘xg4? 20.♘xd8 ♖cxd8 21.♖xe6! ♗h4 22.♖h6+ ♗d5 23.♗xd5+ ♘xd5 24.♖xh4 ♘xf2 25.♖f1 should be winning for White.

20.♕xe6

I vaguely remember seeing a similar position in one of Botvinnik’s games. Black is pinned all over and he cannot avoid material losses.

20…♘bd5

Alternatives do not save Black:

A) 20…♗e8 21.♕xe7+–;

B) 20…♗d5 21.♘xd5 ♘bxd5 22.♖e5! ♖c6 23.♖xd5 ♘xd5 24.♕xd5 ♕xd5 25.♗xd5+–.

21.♖e5!

[image: images]

After this strong move, the blockade on d5 falls apart.

21…♗d7 22.♖xd5 ♗xe6 23.♖xd8+ ♖xd8 24.♗xe6 ♖xd4 25.♗g5 ♖xd1+ 26.♘xd1 ♔f8 27.♗xf7 ♔xf7[image: images]

As a result of the combination, White won a clear pawn and eventually converted his material advantage in the endgame.

Game 10

Davorin Kuljasevic

2550

Axel Rombaldoni

2513

Castelfranco Veneto 2014 (5)

[image: images]

White is better in this endgame. Black’s last move was …♖d8-f8, attacking the f4-pawn. How would you respond?

36.♗e3?!

As they say, a knee-jerk reaction. It is so natural to protect the pawn and discourage the …g6-g5 break in one move. However, due to this materialistic reflex, I missed a stronger move. White could have ignored the threat to the f4-pawn and played to his strengths with 36.♖c3!, and if 36…♖xf4?!, 37.♖c7.


[image: images]

analysis diagram



Now White’s activity becomes very problematic for Black: 37…♗g5 (37…♗f8 clogs the f8-square, and after 38.♗e3!, Black’s rook lacks good squares: 38…♖h4 39.♖c8 ♖h5 40.♗d4 ♖g5 41.♘xb5+–) 38.♗e3 ♗d8 39.♖c1 ♖f8 40.♘xb5, and White wins the pawn back with interest. It would be very difficult to stop the b-pawn after ♘b5-d6, b4-b5-b6, etc.

36…g5?!

Now that the bishop does not control d8-square any more, Black could have continued with 36…♗xd6 37.exd6 ♗c4 38.♖d2 ♖d8, and a draw would be pretty much inevitable.

37.fxg5 hxg5 38.♖d4 ♖b8[image: images]

The rest of the game (which ended in a draw) is not particularly relevant to our topic, although I will include it in my ‘Worst oversights in time trouble’ collection, if I ever make one.

Game 11

Baadur Jobava

2678

Alberto David

2597

Milan 2011 (9)

[image: images]

A double-edged situation has arisen in the normally calm Carlsbad pawn structure. White has an excellent outpost on c5 and is ready to open the queenside with b4-b5 at the right moment. On the other hand, Black has concentrated his pieces in the center, eyeing the residence of the white king. Grandmaster David sharpens the situation even more:

22…a5!?

22…♕g6, for instance, would have kept the tension in the position.

23.bxa5

White cannot win the piece with 23.♘f3 axb4 24.exf4??, because of 24…♗xc5 25.♖xc5


[image: images]

analysis diagram



25…♕xd4!!, and White’s position collapses.

23…♗xc5 24.♖xc5 ♘e6

[image: images]

This was the point of Black’s pawn sacrifice on move 22. He evacuates his knight from f4 with tempo and if White retreats his rook from c5, 25…♘xd4 follows and Black is fine.

However, notice how I said ‘if’ and not ‘when’ White retreats his rook. Somehow, our brain is quick to assume that a more valuable piece should automatically move when attacked, and I suppose that GM David also considered the rook retreat as the main line in his calculation. However, Jobava’s non-materialistic reply

25.♘d3!

proves once again how conditioned reflexes can fool us. On the other hand, 25.♖c1 ♘xd4! 26.♖cb1 ♘e6 27.♖xb7 ♖xb7 28.♖xb7 ♘c5 would have given Black sufficient activity to hold the balance.

25…♘xc5

It was still possible to decline the exchange sacrifice with 25…♖a8 26.♖c1 ♖xa5 27.♖cb1 ♖a7 28.♖b6[image: images], although this would likely lead to long-term positional suffering.

26.♘xc5

[image: images]

For a pawn and the exchange, White got a permanent outpost on c5 for his knight and the open b-file to pressure the backward b7-pawn. This is a typical case of a positional exchange sacrifice that we will explore in more depth in Chapter 4.

26…♕g5!

In a practical sense, the best continuation. Black needs to obtain counterplay by attacking the white king. …f7-f5-f4 is the threat. 26…♖a8 would have led to a very passive endgame after 27.♘xb7 ♖a7 28.♕b1! ♕g6 29.♕xg6 fxg6 30.♘c5 ♖xa5 31.♖b8+ ♔f7 32.h4[image: images], where Black would have had to defend for a long time.

27.g3 h5

A natural continuation – the g3-pawn has to be weakened.

28.♘xb7 h4 29.♘c5 hxg3 30.hxg3

[image: images]

30…♖xe3!⇆

Destroying the king’s pawn shield with this rook sacrifice is the best practical chance. Otherwise, White would be in time to secure his king, and Black would run out of active possibilities. David shows that he understands the principles of non-materialism, just like Jobava. Such games are always interesting.

31.fxe3 ♖xe3?

Objectively speaking, stronger was 31…♕xg3+ 32.♖g2 ♕xe3+ 33.♔h1 ♕h3+ 34.♖h2 ♕c3 35.♘d3 ♕xd4[image: images].

32.♖b8+ ♔h7

And here Jobava had a direct win:

33.♔h1!!

Truth be told, this is a very difficult idea to find even with plenty of time on the clock. Instead, 33.♕c2+?! f5 34.♕h2+ ♔g6 was played in the game, and Black had a chance to save himself, which he missed, and lost the game.

33…♖xg3 34.♕c2+ f5 35.♕h2+ ♔g6 36.♖b1!+–

The point. Black cannot avoid the trade of rooks on the g-file, when his attack vanishes, and White remains with an extra piece and an outside passed pawn.

Besides automatically responding to a threat to a stronger piece, another materialistic conditioned reflex is to capture ‘free’ material. I am sure that readers can relate to situations from their own practice when they grabbed material without much thinking, only to later realize that there had been a better alternative. I would like to show two examples where a player (myself included) acted on basic instincts and took a hanging pawn, instead of considering other candidate moves.

Game 12

Michele Godena

2488

Davorin Kuljasevic

2549

Balatonszarszo 2017 (6)

[image: images]

After a couple of hours of squeezing water from a stone against a very solid opponent, I finally got an opportunity to win a pawn and, naturally, I did not pass on it.

42…♖xa2?

However, as it often happens in rook endgames, an advantage of one pawn may not be enough to win the game. I failed to consider a very strong alternative: 42…g5!. The point is that the a2-pawn is not going to run away, and Black can strengthen his position with this move first. None of White’s replies guarantee him an easy life in the endgame:

A) 43.g3 ♖xa2 44.♘xb4 ♖a3+ 45.♔d4 ♘e3![image: images];

B) 43.♖d4 gxf4 44.exf6 gxf6 45.♔c4 ♔d6 46.♔b3 ♖a7 47.♘xb4 ♖b7 48.a3 ♔e5[image: images];

C) 43.fxg5 fxe5!.


[image: images]

analysis diagram



This is the right capture. White will not be able to protect his kingside pawns in a good way after this. For example: 44.h4 ♖xa2 45.♘xb4 ♖xg2[image: images]. This version of the endgame with an extra pawn gives Black greater winning chances, because White cannot force a liquidation into a basic rook endgame, as he did in the game.

Of course, these are not the easiest of variations to find, but they do exist, and it is therefore necessary to override the initial urge to take material and force oneself to think more broadly.

43.♘xb4 ♖xg2 44.♖d4!

This forces favorable simplifications.

44…♖g3+

[image: images]

45.♔d2

The only good retreat, but sufficient to hold the draw.

A) 45.♔e2? fxe5 46.fxe5 ♖e3+ 47.♔d2 ♖xe5–+;

B) 45.♔c2? ♖c3+ 46.♔d2 ♖c5, with good winning chances for Black.

45…♖xh3 46.♘xd5 exd5 47.♖xd5+ ♔e6 48.♖d6+ ♔f5 49.♖d7 ♖f3 50.♖xg7 ♖xf4 51.exf6 ♔xf6 52.♔e3 ♖f1 53.♖h7 ♔g5 54.♖h2 ♔f5 55.♔e2 ♖f4 56.♖g2 g5 57.♔e3

[image: images]

We have reached a theoretically drawn position.

57…♖f1

The key defensive idea for the weaker side after 57…g4 is 58.♖f2 ♖xf2 59.♔xf2=, so Black cannot make progress.

58.♔e2 ♖a1 59.♖g3 ♔f4 60.♖b3 g4 ½-½

Game 13

Vladimir Makogonov

Viacheslav Ragozin

Sverdlovsk 1943 (5)

[image: images]

It is Black to move, and he can recoup the pawn at once. If he doesn’t, White is threatening to put his bishop on c3, push his queenside pawns forward and have all the reasons to consider his position winning. Ragozin indeed took the pawn: 21…♖xb2?!, but this gave Makogonov enough time to consolidate his positional grip with 22.♗c3 ♖b8 23.e3 ♕a7 24.♖f2 ♗e7 25.♖c2[image: images], and he won the game in the end.

However, in the starting position, Black had a more dynamic and much more unpleasant option at his disposal.

21…e5!

Undermining the c5-knight and increasing the operational scope of his passive pieces.

22.♗c3

Obviously, the tactics work in Black’s favor after 22.fxe5?! ♘xe5 23.dxe5 ♕xc5+.

22…exf4!

Another non-materialistic solution. It is tempting to win the b2-pawn again with 22…exd4 23.♗xd4 ♖xb2 but, just as in the game, this gives White an opportunity to consolidate his domination on the dark-squares with 24.e3![image: images].

23.gxf4 g5!

[image: images]

This opens the side of the board where Black is by no means inferior to White. White’s plans to push the a-pawn have to be put on hold, as he needs to retreat his knight to protect the kingside.

24.♘d3

After something like

24…gxf4 25.♘xf4 ♘d6 26.♔h1 ♗a6[image: images]

Black may even have an easier game, despite the material disadvantage.

‘Dizziness due to success’

Another typical way that chess players display attachment to material is complacency when they have achieved a material advantage. This is what Kotov calls ‘dizziness due to success’. We feel better when we win material, especially if we also think that we are about to win the game. Surely, a cocktail of endorphins and other happy chemicals in our brain makes us more complacent because we have already received a material reward.

This psychological state can be very dangerous if you have an opponent across the table who is still ready to fight tooth and nail to turn the game around. If you become oblivious to dangers that are hidden in a position, things may turn south in an instant. Chess is an unforgiving game! The next classical game is a perfect example of that:

Game 14

Mikhail Botvinnik

Tigran Petrosian

Soviet Union tt 1966 (3)

[image: images]

This game between two great World Champions was played three years after their World Championship match, which Petrosian won. Here, Petrosian was down an exchange with little hope of saving the game. This was the critical moment when Botvinnik had to find a way to convert his material advantage.

34.♖c3??

Here is what Botvinnik wrote about this move: ‘I decided to prevent the intrusion of the black bishop on the d3-square in the safest possible way, but at the same time I carelessly weakened the first rank.’ The key word here is ‘careless’ – I am sure Botvinnik would have been more alert to his opponent’s counter-chances if the material advantage had not been on his side.

White could hardly win with 34.♖xd2 exd2 35.♖d1 ♗e3 36.♗e2 ♗e4+ 37.♔h3 ♔g7, given Black’s enormous activity. However, the winning move, suggested by Petrosian after the game, was 34.♖ce1!. Now, the intended 34…♗d3 does not work for Black, because of 35.♖xd2 exd2 36.♖e8+, and White’s rook is set loose: 36…♔g7 37.♖d8 ♗xc4 38.♖xd2+–.

34…♗e4!

[image: images]

Botvinnik missed this nice tactic and, realizing he loses a lot of material, resigned in this position. The possible variations are:

A) 35.♖xd2 exd2–+;

B) 35.♗xe4 ♖xe2+ 36.♔h3 ♖xa2–+;

C) 35.♖cxe3 ♗xe3 36.♖xd2 ♗xf3+! 37.♔xf3 ♗xd2–+.

He concluded: ‘I was afraid that I might blunder something, and I found a way, nevertheless!’ An interesting thought. It tells us that Botvinnik blundered despite being aware of the potential tactical dangers in the position. What could be the reason behind this?

Firstly, at the age of 55, he was not as tactically sharp as he was in his youth. Secondly, it is important to keep in mind that Botvinnik had a material advantage for several moves before the blunder happened. It is entirely possible that on a subconscious level, he felt he ‘deserved’ to win the game because of his previous success and let his guard down, allowing the fatal blunder.

Game 15

Davorin Kuljasevic

2550

Moheb Ameir

2275

Tunis 2014 (1)

[image: images]

While I cannot tell for sure whether Botvinnik experienced dizziness due to success in the previous game, I am certain that I did in this one. White is up a full exchange and he just needs to neutralize Black’s passed pawn to claim the full point. With this goal in mind, very confidently, I played

32.b3?,

expecting the game to be over within a few moves.

By the way, the most convincing way to convert the advantage was 32.a4! ♕d4 33.♕e3 ♕xb2 34.e6+–.

32…cxb3?

My opponent was in serious time trouble and probably just could not evaluate the consequences of 32…♗xf4! 33.♕xf4 c3.


[image: images]

analysis diagram



In rook endgames, two connected passed pawns advanced to the third rank are stronger than a rook. Here, White can block them with 34.♕c1 c2 35.♖f1, but the ensuing position is, surprisingly, drawn with best play due to the exposed white king: 35…♕d5 36.f3 ♕xe5 37.♕d2 c5 38.♔h1 ♕d5!, with an unusual case of a positional draw. White cannot make progress with the extra rook.

33.♖xd3

Now it is just over.

33…♕a5 34.axb3 ♕e1+ 35.♔g2 ♕e4+ 36.♕f3 1-0

In conclusion, the mistake of allowing Black to obtain serious counterplay in a lost position with a piece sacrifice on f4 was caused by what Kotov calls a ‘dulled sense of danger’ that often goes hand in hand with complacency in positions with a nearly decisive material advantage. Pay attention to your own psychological state in such situations, and if you tend to get too relaxed or excited, make sure to fix it. If you don’t, make no mistake, blunders are just around the corner, waiting to be made!

Sacrifice as an ‘exchange of currency’

Let us come back to our discussion about material, space (positional aspects) and time in chess. When we sacrifice material, aren’t we just exchanging one kind of ‘chess currency’ for another? For instance, in the previous example, Black sacrificed his bishop for a pawn and in return, he obtained a strong positional asset – two connected passed pawns on the third rank. In game 10, Kuljasevic-Rombaldoni, 36.♖c3! is a strong move because it exchanges material for time (White wins several important tempi by attacking black pieces) and positional assets (seventh rank, improved piece coordination). Mikhail Tal’s famous sacrifices could be viewed as an exchange of material for a time advantage (initiative, attack), and so on. Examples are infinite.

Let us see what chess legends have to say about this idea.

Game 16

Mikhail Golubev

2520

Viktor Kortchnoi

2635

Münster 1996 (4)

[image: images]

Black is up a pawn, but White clearly has compensation in view of the space advantage. Kortchnoi played

22…h5!

I find his comment to this move very insightful: ‘This is why an extra pawn is important: so that we can sacrifice it in order to obtain an outpost for the piece.’ He is basically talking about the exchange of chess currencies: material into positional.

23.h3

White prefers to maintain his pawn structure and declines the sacrifice. 23.gxh5?? would be a positional mistake that is equivalent to blundering a piece, due to 23…♘f5–+.

If White wanted to take the pawn, he could do it with 23.♗xe7 ♖xe7 24.gxh5 ♖e8[image: images]. Still, this endgame with equal material is preferable for Black, due to a better pawn structure and the exposed White king. In this case, too, we can see how a material advantage is exchanged for a positional one.

23…♕a6

Black has better chances. However, the rest of the game is not particularly interesting for our topic.

24.♕c2 ♘g6 25.♖f1 hxg4 26.hxg4 ♖a8 27.f5 ♘f8 28.♕f2? exf5! 29.gxf5 ♕d3!

And Black had a winning position: 0-1 (40).

Game 17

Mikhail Botvinnik

Tigran Petrosian

Soviet Union tt 1966 (3) (analysis)

[image: images]

This is a familiar position from the section ‘Dizziness due to success’. After 34. ♖ce1!, Botvinnik analyzes several responses for Black, one among them being

34…♖d8

Here he suggests that the best way for White to convert the advantage is

35.♖xe3! ♗xe3 36.♖xe3,

claiming that ‘White would have a winning endgame with an extra pawn, completely in accordance with Capablanca’s recommendation’. He refers to Capablanca’s rule of thumb that in situations when you have an extra exchange, the best way to convert the advantage is to give it up for a pawn in return.

So, both great World Champions agree on the non-materialistic approach when a bit of material is sacrificed to obtain another type of advantage. In this example, with the exchange sacrifice on e3, White not only eliminates the opponent’s annoying advanced pawn, but also unblocks his own passed pawn. In material terms, his advantage has decreased, but in positional terms, it has increased.

In conclusion, if you perceive material as just one kind of ‘currency’ that can be exchanged for positional and/or time resources, you have made an important step toward non-materialistic thinking. Of course, you still need to respect material, but it becomes easier for you to sacrifice it (and anticipate your opponent’s sacrifices) when you acknowledge positional and time ‘currencies’ in chess as equally important as material. We will study them in more detail in Chapters 3 and 4.

Risk and reward

From the analysis of my own games and conversations with other chess players, I have noticed another big reason, besides attachment to material, why sacrificing material is often a difficult decision. Sometimes we see a promising idea that involves a sacrifice, but we are not sure whether we should proceed with it. We think that it might be too risky to part with our material for possibly strong compensation, but uncertain consequences.

This is nothing unusual. Kahneman and Tversky, the same psychologists who studied the ‘loss aversion’ concept, have also observed that ‘people feel greater regret for bad outcomes that result from new actions taken than for bad consequences that are the consequence of inaction’. This phenomenon, called ‘regret avoidance’ can partly explain a chess player’s reluctance to sacrifice material and tendency to keep the status quo, material-wise.

A lot depends on one’s temperament and attitude toward risk, too. On one side of the risk spectrum are the ‘optimists’. These are the players who are ‘easy on the trigger’ and confident in their ability to handle whatever happens on the other side of the sacrifice (think Mikhail Tal).

On the other end, there are the ‘pessimists’, those who have never given up a square, let alone a pawn, in their life. This is an exaggeration, of course, but there are indeed very risk-averse players out there (think Ulf Andersson). And then, there is everything in between the two extremes.

These temperaments are defined not so much by an objective assessment of risk, but rather its perception. When it comes to material sacrifices, pessimists tend to overestimate the risk for themselves and underestimate it for their opponent.

In contrast, optimists usually don’t see too much risk for themselves, but are very alert to all the ways their opponent can go wrong.

At the end of the day, regardless of what kind of risk temperament you may have or how much you suffer from regret avoidance, objectivity that comes with the accumulated knowledge and skill is the key. The more you know about sacrificing material, the better you will handle such situations when you need to make a critical decision.

Furthermore, the ability to take calculated risks is one of the most difficult practical skills in chess. For this, precise calculation and experience in positions with a non-standard material balance are necessary. I think that people generally don’t study such positions enough, so they often get confused over the board in double-edged situations that require a lot of ‘risky’, concrete decisions involving material sacrifices. As you go through this book, you will find a great number of such positions, so I suggest you study them carefully if you want to improve this part of your game.

Conclusion

• While the nominal values of pieces are a useful starting point in positional assessment, there are many non-material, qualitative factors that are just as important as material. We can view these factors in terms of space (positional aspects of chess) and time (tempo, initiative, attack).

• Humans are naturally attached to material. Most of the time, this is a useful instinct, but sometimes it can be harmful for chess players. Conditioned reflexes, dizziness due to success, overestimation of the queen’s power, loss aversion, and regret avoidance are all symptoms of attachment to material that can result in oversights, missed opportunities and outright blunders.

• There are two peculiar aspects of chess that complicate and enrich the game: the role of the king and pawn promotion. A strong player will recognize situations when they become critically important and, if necessary, override his materialistic instincts to evaluate the position accurately.

• Material sacrifices can be viewed as an
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