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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



	!

	good move



	!!

	excellent move



	?

	bad move



	??

	blunder



	!?

	interesting move



	?!

	dubious move



	#

	mate
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	with the idea



	ch

	championship



	zt

	zonal tournament



	izt

	interzonal tournament



	ct

	candidates tournament



	tt

	team tournament



	ol

	olympiad



	m

	match



	cr

	correspondence










Preface

Play is the only occupation worthy of man. – Plato

This book is basically aimed at players rated between 1600 and 2200. Amateur players of this level can be seen in open tournaments everywhere. Among these players one can find successful lawyers, doctors, school teachers and university professors, businessmen, etc. Among them there are also, naturally, young players of a very high intellectual standard. For example, a few years ago while playing in a rapid tournament in the Arturo Soria shopping centre in Madrid, I got to know a girl whose rating was 1800 and whose IQ was 149. It has to be said that the passion for chess felt by amateur players often exceeds that of professionals. It is interesting to recall, in this respect, the response given by the Deputy Prime Minister of Mr. Gorbachov’s last government, the academic and famous economist Leonid Abalkin. When a journalist from Soviet TV asked him ‘how is it possible that you, who occupy such an important post, have time for chess?’, this was his reply: ‘It’s true that I’m very busy all day long. However, after midnight it’s my chess time. It’s the same as when you are keen on a woman; you will always find the time to see her. In other words, for me chess is that woman.’

The chess world is very varied and interesting because of the people represented in it. Although quite a lot is known about famous professional players, both men and women, information about amateur players hardly appears at all in chess magazines and books. It is for precisely this reason that I decided to begin this book with a chapter comparing these two categories of chess lovers and even include games played by amateurs in every chapter. Now I am going to comment briefly on the content of the remaining seven chapters of this book.

The essence of the second chapter is a model for choosing chess moves, which is based, on the one hand, on the usual division of chess content into two parts: tactics and positional play, and on the other hand, on the speed of thinking: fast and slow. It was a pleasure for me to encounter the book by Daniel Kahneman, winner of the Nobel Prize for Economics, despite his being a psychologist, because of his contribution to the topic of decision-making in the financial sector. The title of his book, translated into several languages, is very striking: Thinking, Fast and Slow. I believe that in this there is a certain coincidence between Kahneman’s model and that of the theoretical basis of my own doctoral thesis from 37 years ago – and this is not accidental: human thought works in the same way in various spheres, including chess. I must say that the book in general, as well as certain specific references that the Nobel prize winner makes to our game, deserves the attention of any chess player.

In the third chapter, on concrete, tactical play, my idea above all was to draw attention to playing blindfold, in other words without looking at the board. In tactics there are two major groups of situations: the search for candidate moves and the calculation of variations. And I think that any player knows even from his own experience that looking for moves (‘what to do?’) is often more complicated than calculating lines (‘how to do it?’). Blindfold play helps to improve the way you visualise the board and, consequently, helps you to see more candidate moves. Nowadays there are many good articles and books on the technique of calculation, for example those by GM Jacob Aagaard. However, when applying that advice in practice you have to be very careful.

For the theme of the fourth chapter, on positional play, it is worth recalling the famous French mathematician Henri Poincaré, who claimed not to have an exceptional memory, nor to be a particularly good calculator, and therefore probably a bad chess player (!?). Poincaré attributed his scientific successes to his innate ‘filter’, which allowed him to search only where there was something worthy of investigation. It can be supposed that a player’s ‘positional sense’ is of a similar nature to the aforementioned filter. And in order to improve that filter we must study not only the games of great players but also various positional themes in relation to what has taken place in our own games. And in this chapter, among other things, one of the themes of positional play is discussed: exchanging bishop for knight.

The fifth chapter is devoted to the topic of creativity. And it seems that this is precisely where the attraction of chess lies: ‘It is not everyone who can write a play, or build a bridge, or even make a good joke. But in chess everyone can, everyone must, be intellectually productive and so can share in this select delight’ (GM Siegbert Tarrasch). I believe that one of the criteria for a good game of chess at amateur level should be the presence of at least one ‘homegrown’ idea of your very own. In order to broaden the traditional view of creativity in chess, I have decided to include some exercises of a generic nature, although using chess material.

I believe that a player’s resilience, which is the theme of the sixth chapter, is so important that it merits more space than is usually devoted to it in magazines and books about our game. In this chapter I present several typical situations where the weaker side saved a position which was objectively lost. The history of chess gives us various examples of the importance of willpower in decisive moments. We need only recall the final games of the matches Kasparov-Karpov (Seville 1987) and Kramnik-Leko (Brissago 2004), when White needed to win the last game in order to retain the title of World Champion. There are many examples in present-day high-level competition, in particular in the games of the current World Champion Magnus Carlsen, or of those who have attempted to wrest the title from him. For example, the winner of the Moscow 2016 Candidates Tournament, GM Sergey Karjakin, clearly demonstrated the importance of this factor, both in that tournament and in his subsequent match against Carlsen. Karjakin had already shown his extreme resilience in the final game of the 2015 World Cup competition against GM Peter Svidler, which was a qualifying match for both of them for the Moscow tournament. In this match, Sergey, on more than one occasion, picked himself up after a defeat and responded with a victory. It is striking that GM Fabiano Caruana, winner of the following Candidates Tournament (Berlin 2018), played for a win in the final game, even though a draw already guaranteed him first place. There are some players who have a special gift for saving difficult or even lost positions, for example GM Valentina Gunina. The problem is that there is not, as far as I am aware, any verified method for improving a player’s resilience. Extreme measures, such as, for example, bathing in the icy waters of the North Sea, as did GM Alexander Motylev, who got off to a bad start but eventually won the Wijk aan Zee ‘B’ tournament in 2006, could equally well give negative results.

There are many amateur players who fear their opponent’s preparation in the opening. Certainly, the databases and modern analysis engines can frighten anyone. However, the reality is not so negative, as I have tried to show in the seventh chapter. In the first place, the topic of opening preparation has a history as long as that of chess itself; in other words, it is not a new topic. Besides, the human memory has its limits and no player is able to memorise everything. In the end, at least at amateur level, the opening – even though it does of course influence matters – in no way determines the result.

Endings are the subject of the eighth chapter. I think a beginner needs to have a kind of ‘safety belt’, made up of knowing a certain minimum number of positions and learning the typical methods that correspond to them. And as an example of this, I show 12 positions on the theme of rook and pawn against rook. Fortunately, nowadays there are a number of good books on the endgame: in particular GM Jésus De La Villa Garcia’s ‘100 Endgames You Must Know’, which, even though it goes beyond the minimum knowledge required by an amateur, allows everyone to choose what suits his needs.

The final chapter presents the solutions to the many exercises which are interspersed throughout the book.

I share the following opinion with the sixth World Champion Mikhail Botvinnik: ‘It is not possible to teach someone to play chess well, but this is something which can be achieved through one’s own efforts’. This book is a book of reflections on chess, rather than an attempt to teach how to play well, and its aim is to demonstrate the richness and at the same time the difficulty of chess and the possible ways to get better at this game.






CHAPTER 1

Professionals and amateurs

Chess, like love, like music, has the power to make men happy. – Siegbert Tarrasch

1.1 The nature of chess

Tarrasch was well aware from his several decades of experience that it did not matter whether you were an amateur or a professional player: chess was going to make you happy just the same. The world of chess is divided into two very different groups, both because of the level of play and the difference in numbers: professionals and amateurs. According to FIDE, the number of Grandmasters at the start of 2021 was 1,721, while International Masters numbered 4,031. These can be considered to be the first component of the chess professionals, because of their playing strength above all, even though not all of them are active players and some of them practise other professions. The second group are people who are involved in the teaching of chess, and in some cases organising tournaments and acting as arbiters, as well as taking part in the administration of national and local federations. In the absence of reliable data, it can be supposed that the total number of those who can consider themselves to be chess professionals is 10,000-15,000. The number of players with a FIDE rating, based on the 2020 data, is more than 360,000. And according to certain opinions, the number of people who play chess without taking part in official tournaments can be counted as several hundred million. In any event, it is obvious that amateur players far outnumber the professionals.

The most brilliant players, perhaps with the exception of the world champions, are well known only in our little world of chess, while among the amateur chess players there are illustrious names from practically every field: for example Edward III and Elizabeth I of England, Louis XI and Louis XII of France, or the Russians Ivan the Terrible and Peter the Great, or more recent historical figures – and clear political opponents – such as the last Tsar of Russia, Nicholas II and the father of the Russian revolution Vladimir Lenin. Chess also attracted Popes, such as Gregory XII and John Paul II, thinkers like Rousseau, Voltaire, Leibnitz or Erasmus (who used to discuss philosophy while he was playing), and politicians such as John of Austria or Benjamin Franklin, one of the founding fathers of the United States. There are also amateur chess players at high levels of contemporary politics: amongst these are US Secretaries of State such as Henry Kissinger and George Schulz, or Deputy Prime Ministers of the Russian government such as Alexander Zhukov and Arkady Dvorkovich, the current President of FIDE. It should be noted that there are cases of GMs and IMs who abandon their chess careers and achieve great results in other fields, above all in the world of finance. For example, the Russian GM Alexander Volzhin, a doctor of medicine: after ending his chess career at the start of this century devoted himself to the world of finance; in 2007 he started to work for Barclays Bank in London, moving on to the post of Vice-President of Barclays Capital, the security division of Barclays, after only three years. Icelandic GM Margeir Petursson is the owner of the Lviv Bank in Ukraine, Ukrainian IM Dimitri London is the Executive Director of Morgan Stanley, former World Junior Champion and three-times US Champion Patrick Wolff works as a venture and risk capital funds analyst for the company of the famous investor Warren Buffett, WGM Dana Reizniece-Ozola has been the Latvian economy and finance minister, and there are various further examples of this nature. A curious piece of information I can add is that WGM Anna Akhsharumova, a graduate of my chess department in Moscow and former Women’s Champion of both the USSR and the USA, earned as much money in the first year of her stay in her new country of residence as her husband GM Boris Gulko made when he won the circuit of North American tournaments in 1987.

However, these cases of titled players transferring successfully to other activities are not very common. In contrast, amateur players’ successes in life are much greater, and seemingly not only because of their numerical superiority. I think that this is explained above all by some general differences in ways of thinking. Besides, from what I have observed, the common opinion that chess is a purely intellectual game is too simplistic. To give a better explanation of my opinion, we need first of all to recall the history of this topic. In the first quarter of the last century two experiments were carried out with the aim of working out the relationship between chess-playing abilities and intellectual abilities in general. The first experiment was conducted by the Swiss psychologist Franziska Baumgarten, an expert in extremely gifted children and psychometry, with the child prodigy Samuel Reshevsky, who at only eight years old was already a very strong player, giving simultaneous displays throughout Europe. Baumgarten tested Reshevsky’s spatial awareness, memory and intelligence. The results were outstanding in tasks related to chess, such as spatial awareness and numerical memory: Reshevsky was able to memorise 40 numbers in four minutes, a surprising result. However, he failed in tasks which had a strong cultural and educational aspect, as the only book he was acquainted with was the Jewish religious book, the Talmud. Baumgarten considered his poor performance in the Binet-Simon intelligence test similar to the results achieved by working-class children who had never been to school. In this sense, she came to the conclusion that Reshevsky had abilities, but lacked knowledge. The second experiment was carried out by three Russian psychologists during the famous 1925 Moscow International Tournament. As is well known, in the majority of these tests the chess players, amongst whom were Emanuel Lasker and Jose Raul Capablanca, failed to achieve anything special, which led to the joke by the well-known Soviet chess-player Vasily Panov: ‘The experiments have confirmed that chess players are also human beings’.

Basically the experiments which I carried out with pupils in my Moscow department in the 1980s confirmed the opinions of these investigators. The only test in which the chess players achieved very good results were the Raven test, version 5A, in which they had to solve 60 spatial logic puzzles of gradually increasing difficulty in 20 minutes. For example, the best results were achieved by Andrei Sokolov and Julia Segal, both of whom scored 56 correct answers, a very high score for this test. Andrei was at the beginning of his meteoric chess career but was already the World Junior Champion, while Julia, in contrast, was a player of very modest ability, equivalent to a current FIDE rating of 1800. Nonetheless, she was famous throughout the whole institution, because – thanks to her – the Central INEF (National Physical Education Institute) of the USSR had won the Knowledge Olympics contested between all the INEFs of the Soviet State several times. Here is an interesting fact about her: it surprised me that, in spite of having some excellent academic abilities, including her memory, she had difficulty remembering chess ideas, despite feeling very passionate about this sport.

Towards the end of 2017, the US grandmaster Timur Gareyev, originally from Uzbekistan, beat the World Record for simultaneous blindfold chess; he played 48 games in 18.5 hours, furthermore scoring over 80% against players averaging 1700 Elo. It should be noted that experts in neuroscience regard this success as being close to the limits of human ability. The year before this test, Gareyev’s brain was analysed in depth by the Memory Laboratory at the University of Los Angeles. Their conclusion was surprising: ‘We found nothing out of the ordinary in the conventional tests that Gareyev underwent regarding his ability to memorise numbers, photos or words in a specific order,’ stated Dr Jesse Rissman, in charge of the laboratory, However, MRI scans showed that several parts of Timur’s brain had more connections than is usual. Furthermore, the experiments showed that his spatial awareness was exceptionally well developed, because the part of the brain which controls this has more connections with other sections. Perhaps this last study gives an idea of what it is that makes chess players different.

After this historical introduction, we shall try to take a step forward. It is generally accepted that chess skills are as special as, for example, skills in mathematics, music or business, etc. Starting from the obvious premise that the human psyche is indivisible, there should be some relationship between them. As a rule, chess is associated with pure intellect, and implicitly with academic abilities, even though in reality it is quite different and corresponds to a striking statement by Diderot in his famous work Rameau’s Nephew: ‘There (in the Café de la Régence in Paris) one can see the most astonishing moves and at the same time hear the most vulgar warnings. It is possible to be an intelligent person, and at the same time a great player, like Legal, but it is also possible to be stupid and a great player, like Fuber and Mayo.’ Amongst chess players there are equal numbers of people from the exact sciences as from the humanities. The first group includes the World Champions Lasker, Euwe and Botvinnik, who held academic qualifications in mathematics and engineering respectively, while the second group is represented by Alekhine, Tal and Kasparov. In addition, based on my own observations over more than fifty years, there are significant numbers of non-academics amongst professional chess players. On the one hand, this extends the range of chess, making it accessible to all (which is why there is the saying, ‘If a white-haired academic and a child are playing each other, it is not clear who will win’). On the other hand, it is necessary to answer the eternal question: what does chess contribute to personal development, especially amongst the young? In particular, what kind of thinking is most common in chess? These are very relevant topics, not only for countries such as Russia, where there is a long tradition of teaching chess, but also for other parts of the world, where, for example, the Parliament of the European Union took the decision to introduce chess into schools a few years ago.

In order to answer this question, let us move on to the nature of chess, beginning with the famous words of Alfred Binet, the creator of the first scale for measuring human intelligence: ‘If an investigator could observe the brain of a chess player during an intense game of chess, he would have seen such a broad variety of feelings and emotions that our most sophisticated theories would be nothing more than rough approximations of that reality.’ Thus it can clearly be seen that the game of chess is much more than a series of intellectual problems to be solved. This interweaving of intellectual and emotional components is largely due to the complexity of the game, the need to take into account the opponent’s threats and the lack of time for thinking. It represents a unique test bed not only for the study but also for the development of skills which go beyond the purely intellectual. It seems that the usual view of psychologists about chess is to regard it as a kind of laboratory for the study of human intelligence, which however has not revealed its true social significance for practical living.

In a less traditional study, one closer to reality, the American psychologist Dianne Horgan worked with schoolchildren for several years, trying to answer one question in particular: why is it that in school chess team championships in New York, schools from deprived areas are able to win, while elite schools with a high educational level fail? In her studies she came to the following conclusions:

 1) The way children play chess is different from that of adults. Children use intuition more than detailed analysis.

 2) Chess offers ample opportunity for feedback on decision-making, since the moves are recorded, which enables both a traditional quick post-game analysis and a subsequent more in-depth analysis using an engine.

 3) Children who are very interested in this game grasp ideas and learn more quickly than adults.

 4) Chess is the very quintessence of critical thinking, which is at the core of the acquisition of new knowledge.

 5) Very few components specific to chess thought are generated and transferred to other fields of knowledge.

 6) Unlike other areas of learning, the game of chess requires no prior knowledge or ability. Therefore chess provides a unique opportunity for those children who are prepared to take risks to enter a field of competition with others.

 7) A chess player has better calibration, the result of which is a better use of feedback and, at the same time, a more appropriate attitude to success and failure.

 8) Self-esteem is the result and not the cause of great achievements.

Thus we can conclude that, in the first place, the purely intellectual qualities associated with chess do not migrate automatically to other areas, for which special methods of transference are required. Secondly, the specific aspects of the chess struggle that we have mentioned allow us to move on to the topic of practical intelligence, which has developed intensely in recent decades. This was given a boost by the fact that high academic abilities do not always guarantee success in life; on the contrary, a combination of other very different characteristics, which go beyond pure intelligence, constitutes a prerequisite for such success.


1.2 The ‘three areas’ model of chess

It appears that the chess struggle requires elements of academic thought related to chess and has a high artistic component (‘chess is related to logic as music is related to acoustics’ – Mikhail Botvinnik, and ‘chess problems are the hymn-tunes of mathematics’, Godfrey H. Hardy) and in addition represents a fierce sporting event (‘chess is war’ – Garry Kasparov), and at the same time has characteristics which are associated with modern concepts of practical thinking (Robert J. Sternberg et al, 2002), in particular those associated with business activities. In this century, a number of chess players, such as Bruce Pandolfini, Garry Kasparov and Miguel Illescas Cordoba, have published monographs on this topic, and my everyday observations confirm this relationship. For example, the former president of FIDE, Kirsan Ilyumzhinov, is a successful businessman. I should say that several of the graduates of my chess department have been successful in business. I vividly remember one of them, of Vietnamese origin, who succeeded in becoming a millionaire. In the time of perestroika, he demonstrated an extraordinary ability to predict the rate of currency exchange. Another, who emigrated to the USA in 1992, sent me a letter saying that unfortunately he had no profession other than chess, and thus he was working selling flowers on the streets of New York, earning 5 dollars an hour. Only five years later, now a millionaire, he witnessed the decisive game in the New York Open, where one of the competitors was GM Victor Bologan – another student from his class. The majority of these former students of mine are candidate master-level players who maintain their interest in this game. It is curious that a group of them have a team which they finance, and which takes part in European Championships, where they also play!

[image: Images]

I think that the following diagram explains the components of chess from a general point of view very well.


It can be assumed that the mental qualities of a human being and of course those of the chess player differ according to the corresponding importance of each of these three areas. And I believe that for professional players the artistic sphere is the most important, while for amateur players one of the other spheres tends to prevail. And thus in the first case one can expect a studious person, a scientist such as, for example, a player from my Muscovite generation, Grigory Margulis, who liked to open with 1.b3. He was awarded the Fields Medal in 1978, the Wolf Prize in 2005 and the Abel Prize in 2020, becoming the fifth mathematician to receive these three prizes. Another example is Simon Kukes, a well-known Russian-American manager and the president of several oil companies, including YUKOS, precisely following the imprisonment, in 2003, of YUKOS’s former president Mikhail Khodorkovsky, which provoked a good deal of comment in the international media. It is interesting to compare professional chess players with multimillionaires, the most successful people in the world of business. In both cases, their education bears little relationship with their success; almost 30% of the 400 multimillionaires do not have a university degree and, similarly, amongst the top 100 chess players, the majority do not have any academic qualification either. It is curious to discover the role of chess in the lives of the very rich and at the same time of amateur players. I will quote here just two people who are very famous in our little world for being great sponsors of this activity:

 Joop van Oosterom: ‘Business is easy and basically amounts to buying and selling. In contrast, chess is very difficult’.

 Rex Sinquefield: ‘I play chess every day both for love of the game and because I am addicted to it’.

Of course, people who are less well known also enjoy our game and confirm that it helps them in their personal and professional life.

1.3 Some opinions of amateurs and professionals

I am giving here the opinions of two of my former pupils, both of whom are company directors, although with very different profiles. The first of them is David Duran, a representative of the first group of amateur players, who plays a few slow games each year: in the Madrid League and an occasional tournament, in other words, one of the group of 360,000 amateur players registered with FIDE. Here are some of his thoughts:

‘Until I was twelve years old, chess was watching me from the bookshelf, lying in wait, waiting for its opportunity. One day I ended up playing against my mother out of boredom, and the next game I remember was the first I played against my father. I was Black and it went
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