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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



	#

	checkmate









Introduction

This is the third and final volume of a series of workbooks accompanying my 2021 book How to Study Chess on Your Own. As the title suggests, self-training in chess is not as straightforward as one might think, especially if you don’t have a dedicated coach or a mentor to guide your efforts. I understand the challenges chess improvers face at different levels. Therefore, I decided to provide advice, study schedules, and fresh, unconventional exercises in these books to aid the reader with their chess studies. The first two workbook volumes were aimed at club players in the approximate 1500-2100 Elo range combined. This one, however, is specifically tailored for the slightly advanced 2100-2400 Elo group, or what we could call ambitious tournament players.

In How to Study Chess on Your Own, I used the term ‘master-level’ to describe this broad and dynamic echelon of chess players. In hindsight, the ‘ambitious tournament player’ seems a more befitting description because not all players in this group have ‘master’ strength or understanding. However, most have at least some (and usually a lot of) ambition to prepare and perform well in strong, often international, tournaments. Here is what I wrote about their typical strengths and weaknesses in How to Study Chess on Your Own:

Master-level/Ambitious tournament player (2100-2400 Elo)

Typical strengths

• Ability to recognize well-known tactical and positional patterns and apply ‘textbook’ methods of play

• Playing positionally sound chess overall (paying attention to positional weaknesses, king safety, and piece coordination)

• Ability to find and execute straightforward ideas (e.g. if they need to find a winning combination or a plan to convert the advantage, they will usually manage it)

• Feeling comfortable in familiar opening/middlegame schemes and strategically simple positions

• Solid overall general knowledge

Typical weaknesses

• Lack of strategic depth (short-sighted plans, not proficient with pawn structures and their transformations, simplifying positions to their detriment, not using prophylactic thinking enough, etc.)


• Unconvincing endgame technique

• Rarely finding strong counter-intuitive resources (backward moves, counter-intuitive piece exchanges, atypical tactical ideas, etc.) due to a relatively high reliance on known ideas and patterns

• Missing tactical subtleties and complex combinations

• Having trouble evaluating imbalanced positions correctly

Years of coaching chess players who have played at this level haven’t changed my opinion about the list above; if anything, I have become more convinced. Therefore, this workbook’s primary goal is to provide a set of exercises that address most of these issues. That is not to say that an ambitious 1900 or 2000-rated player couldn’t work with this book – as long as they don’t mind the few potentially very challenging exercises at the end of each section, I’d be more than happy if such a player gave this workbook a shot. Likewise, a curious IM or a GM will probably find a fair share of assignments in the book engaging and helpful in their chess training. Whatever your level, I would like to give you a glimpse into the types and schedule of the 160 exercises you will tackle in this workbook, which include ‘find the best move’ puzzles, positional understanding tasks, endgame analysis, and more.

Training schedule breakdown
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If you’ve delved into my previous works in the How to Study Chess on Your Own series, you will have a grasp of training methods like ‘Deep Analysis’ and ‘Simulation’. If not, worry not; I will provide a comprehensive explanation with practical examples in their respective chapters. The value of these methods lies in the fact that they demand a higher level of analytical effort than your typical chess puzzles, aiming to enrich your chess arsenal and make you a better player.

Let’s run a quick overview of the book’s chapters.

In Chapter 1, we will discuss typical mistakes of ambitious tournament players. I will show how they can keep one from progressing, offer remedies, and explain how exercises in this workbook can help address them.

Chapter 2 features the traditional ‘Visualization Bootcamp’, a set of blindfold-mode exercises to warm you up for the upcoming training material and check your proficiency with this essential chess skill. I will introduce a new type of exercise I have not used in the previous two volumes: ‘Deep Visualization’.

Chapter 3 offers three study activities for your Tactics Training. In addition to solving ‘Find a Hidden Tactic’ (we will use the abbreviation ‘FHT’ throughout the text) and ‘Tactical Analysis’ puzzles, you will have a chance to play out complicated ‘Tactical Training Positions’ with a training partner or a coach. These exercises allow you to practice your tactical skills in more dynamic and realistic settings, enhancing your ability to spot and execute tactics during a game.

In Chapter 4, we slow down and focus on positional play in the middlegame: planning, maneuvering, exploiting the opponent’s weaknesses, etc. ‘Find a Mini-plan’ (we will use the abbreviation ‘FMP’ throughout the text) is an excellent way to practice your short-term planning skills, whereas ‘Middlegame Simulations’ will require you to employ a broader set of middlegame skills in what is probably the most comprehensive self-training method.

Finally, Chapter 5 focuses on an often neglected area of chess improvement: the endgame. The two study activities in this chapter, ‘Endgame Analysis’ and ‘Endgame Simulation’, are based on training methods already featured in previous chapters and will help you enhance your endgame skills.

Scoring and grading

Just like in the previous two workbook volumes, I offer a fair and transparent scoring and grading system for your work. To make it easier for you, I’ve provided a breakdown of the possible scores you can achieve for particular exercise moves (marked in italics for your convenience):

One point = 1 point; Two points = 2 points, etc.

No credit = 0 points.

Extra credit = you get additional points (one or two) if you find a specific, usually difficult, move or line.


Once you have completed the exercise, you can add up all regular points and any extra credit points you earned and insert this total number in the blank space, such as the one below (the number of points after the ‘/’ denotes the maximum score for the exercise).

Your score =  /5 points + extra credit points

If you’d like to find out how you did in the whole section or chapter, all you need to do is accumulate the individual scores for each exercise to get the total score for that section. Then, compare it to the Grading scale at the end of the chapter to obtain a grade in the form of an approximate rating performance level. This quantitative analysis aims to give you meaningful feedback about your overall work and to motivate you to improve. I will provide more information about scoring and grading in Chapter 2.

Purpose of this workbook

Getting to a level above 2100 Elo FIDE already shows that you are a successful chess player, better than 90-95% of all who play this game. However, most of us strive for more, and it’s only natural to want to improve further after reaching a certain level.

Fortunately, we live in times when resources that help you achieve your chess goals are plentiful. This Workbook is a small but valuable contribution to this aim. The exercises you are about to solve are relatively unique in chess literature. I have used my experience and imagination to create a training schedule that will challenge you in ways different from what you are probably used to. Some of its most important goals are:

• Emphasis on developing analytical skills

• Teaching through instructive explanations of examples and solutions

• Challenging you with complex exercises

The ultimate goal of this workbook is to enhance your practical skills and knowledge in the crucial areas of the game so that you can make that next step in your chess improvement. I would be delighted if this training helped you identify and rectify some common mistakes, or even just increased your awareness of them. Feel free to reach out to me at dkuljasevic@gmail.com with any questions or comments.

Davorin Kuljasevic

Plovdiv, October 2024






CHAPTER 1

Typical Mistakes of Ambitious Tournament Players

In this chapter, I will outline some typical mistakes of players who aim for the highest chess titles. While everyone is different, and the magnitude and type of errors can vary, I have found that several common mistakes often hinder players at this level from achieving further progress. I have classified them in the following way:

1) Typical calculation and tactical mistakes

• Underestimating or missing the opponent’s resources

• Hazy calculation

• Failing to overcome resistance

• Emotional calculation

• Tunnel vision

• Failure to recycle tactical ideas

2) Typical middlegame mistakes

• Lack of strategic thinking

• Lack of schematic thinking (this also translates to the endgame)

• Struggling to evaluate positional transformations

3) Typical endgame mistakes

• Lack of ‘endgame mindset’

• Subpar endgame technique

Many of the mistakes listed above, regardless of the phase of the game, share a couple of common threads:

1. Being too focused on one’s ideas and plans and not looking sufficiently at the position from the opponent’s perspective. This tendency can also appear in opening preparation, although this is not the topic we cover in this workbook.

2. Lack of proper training in more technical and abstract aspects of chess, such as positional play and endgames. I sometimes get a feeling that games of players at the 2100-2400 level happen in the ‘fast and furious’ mode. This overreliance on concrete play in every position can limit their chess potential.


The mistakes we have discussed are best illustrated through examples. I have used my students’ recent games to provide tangible instances of these mistakes. These games will show practical scenarios that you can encounter in your own games, making your learning more relatable and effective.

1. Typical calculation and tactical mistakes

Let me preface this section by admitting that calculation is tough. Forcing yourself to ponder ‘what-ifs’ of this and that variation instead of just happily making a move you like is hard work. Our brains will resist this unpleasant feeling if we are not adequately trained to endure it. However, it is the number one skill to improve to become a successful chess player, so calculation training is always worthwhile.

Now, let’s turn our attention to a common pitfall in chess: overlooking the opponent’s resources. We will explore several examples to understand how this can happen and how we can avoid it.

Example 1

Singh Sahib 2290

Tripathi Adarsh 2304

Piraeus 2024
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White just played a2-a4 to undermine the pawn shield of the black king. Black had plenty of time to weigh his options carefully. Unfortunately, he played...

14...b4?

fairly quickly, allowing his opponent to take the initiative with a thematic Sicilian piece sacrifice on d5. Instead, he could have taken the initiative himself with 14...♘a5!. Presumably, White planned to win a pawn with 15.axb5 axb5 16.♘xb5, counting on the fact that he gets his piece back with 16...♗xb5? 17.♕b4.


[image: Img]

position after 16.♘xb5



Many people would stop their calculation here because losing the whole queenside in two moves doesn’t seem too appealing. We can call this a ‘resistance point’ in one’s calculation. One of the typical mistakes of players at this level is not pushing through the resistance when they meet it in their games. When something becomes uncomfortable to calculate, they sometimes drop the whole line and look for a different solution earlier.

However, the potential for missed opportunities is significant. For instance, the move 16...d5! could have been a game-changer in this position. The thematic Sicilian pawn break is exceptionally potent here, opening the center at a highly inconvenient moment for White. 17.♕b4 is no longer an option, and his knight is under threat. The subsequent line vividly illustrates the peril this can pose for White: 17.♕d4 ♗c5 18.♕a4 dxe4 19.♖xe4 ♗c6, and the black bishops assert dominance. This is a good reminder of the risks of not persevering through resistance in your calculations.

I recently read an excellent piece of advice from American grandmaster Eugene Perelshteyn for overcoming resistance. When you encounter such situations in your games, challenge yourself to calculate one move deeper than you usually would. Perhaps Adarsh could have discovered the move 16...d5 if he had followed this rule. In the Workbook, I highly value your efforts in building this habit. That’s why I award extra credit points for diligent, deep analysis. More on that in Chapters 2 and 3.

15.♘d5 exd5 16.exd5 ♘e5 17.fxe5
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Adarsh had a second chance to consolidate his queenside position, but he replied almost automatically:

17...fxe5??

This was a massive oversight of his opponent’s intentions. He should have given more thought to 17...dxe5 when White does have a solid positional edge after 18.b3, but at least it’s still a game.

18.a5!

Black missed this move. I am sure he would have seen it quickly if he were White. The problem is that he didn’t ask himself seriously enough what his opponent would do after 17...fxe5. That is not an accident, as such things have previously happened in Adarsh’s games. If you notice a similar pattern of missing the opponent’s next move in your games, you should work on your calculation technique; otherwise, it will happen again.

18...♕xa5 19.♖e4

The b4-pawn falls, and there will be no salvation for the black king.

19...♖dg8 20.♖xb4 ♗d8 21.♕c3+ ♗c7 22.♘xe5! dxe5 23.d6

White eventually converted his winning advantage.


It’s easy to underestimate our opponent’s moves, focusing solely on our own ideas. This can lead to a narrow tunnel vision perspective, where we fail to see the full picture. In chess, it’s crucial to maintain a balanced, ‘color-blind’ view, considering both our own moves and our opponent’s potential actions. One of the critical pieces of advice I give my students to get into the habit of checking their opponent’s resources is: ‘If you see a good move for yourself, try to refute it.’ This slightly ‘pessimistic’ approach to finding the best move is vital to success at chess. It can help you avoid many dangers that hide underwater and become much more accurate at calculation.

Let’s see another example of missing a critical resource for the opponent.

Example 2

Zlatko Ilincic 2261

Jianwen Wong 2254

Budapest 2024
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White played

21.♗d4

and after thinking for 13 minutes, Black decided to respond with

21...♖xd4??.

This move was based on a miscalculation. Jianwen (‘Jeremy’) Wong said that 21...♕xc4 was his initial plan, but ‘for some reason, [he] thought White was pressing after 22.♕e5 ♖f7 23.♖ae1 ♖e8 24.♕d6.’ In reality, there is nothing to be afraid of here, and the position is roughly equal.

22.cxd4 ♕xd4+ 23.♕f2 ♕xc4

Black thought he was getting good compensation for the exchange here. His evaluation was way off because White is considerably better, even after a simple move like 24.♖ac1. However, what’s worse is that he completely missed...

24.♕a2!.

Jeremy noted that ‘a sideway move’ escaped his attention in the initial position. That indicates visualization issues, something we will deal with in Chapter 2. After the forced queen trade...

24...♗d5 25.♕xc4 ♗xc4 26.♖f2

White eventually converted his advantage in the endgame.

When analyzing this game, I identified another important issue with Jeremy’s critical decision on move 21 besides the apparent blindness to the opponent’s queen-trade resource. The wrong evaluation of the 21...♕xc4 line and his ultimate choice to sacrifice the exchange with 21...♖xd4 is a sign of what I call emotional calculation. Alexander Kotov excellently described this type of decision in the first chapter of Think Like a Grandmaster. It goes like this:

1) A chess player immediately calculates a line he likes (21...♕xc4 here), not making a list of all candidate moves.

2) After some time, he finds an issue with this line (resistance point after 24.♕d6).

3) He spends more time on it but cannot find a satisfactory answer, which frustrates him.

4) Suddenly, he notices another candidate move (21...♖xd4), which he calculates relatively briefly.

5) Using faulty logic that the first line doesn’t work, he makes a hasty decision to play the second line by process of elimination.

6) This can lead to blunders because he didn’t spend enough time calculating his move (21...♖xd4). Sometimes, a player realizes his mistake as soon as he drops the piece or presses the clock.

When I analyze games with my students, we often discuss what they calculated during the game or why they missed a particular idea. Sometimes, they will have no answer or concrete line to support their decision. ‘I have no idea why I played this’ is the last thing you want to hear as a chess coach, but it’s not uncommon. In those cases, we often talk about hazy calculation. It is similar to emotional calculation but different in that hazy calculation results from either a lack of focus or laziness in calculating lines concretely, move by move. In such cases, a player often chooses a move based on intuition or instinct. The precise moves and lines to support it are missing, and this can have a detrimental effect on the game.

Decisions based on incomplete information and an emotional rather than objective calculation process often result in mistakes. To avoid such situations, make a list of candidate moves first and allot some time to each one instead of plunging head-on into the first line you see. Giving due attention to all reasonable candidate moves is an excellent first step to better calculation because we all have biases toward or against certain moves. We will like some moves instantly, while others may look weird, wrong, anti-positional, etc. However useful, this spontaneous evaluation doesn’t determine how good these moves actually are. You need to calculate and compare them to form an objective assessment. The analytical technique of listing the relevant candidate moves at every ply (half-move) in tactical and endgame positions, as explained in Chapters 3 and 5, is a crucial tool for your chess improvement.


Example 3

Alexander Alexikov 2321

Vladyslav Fishchuk 2326

Lviv 2024
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This sharp position arose from the Sveshnikov Variation of the Sicilian Defense after principled play by both players. Fishchuk decided to ‘go for it’:

22...f5??

However, this natural move is a huge mistake. Instead, 22...♖bc8, a move he had briefly looked at, would have forced White to commit some forces to defending the first rank. The position would have remained double-edged.

23.hxg6 f4 24.♘f5!

By his admission, Vlad completely missed this move before playing 22...f5. Once again, a visualization issue may have prevented him from seeing clearly that the f5-square is not attacked by the black g6-pawn anymore, but that’s not an excuse.

His main calculation was centered around 24.♘d5, with the plan to counter it with 24...f3! 25.gxf3 ♗xb5 26.♗xb5 ♕d2+ 27.♔f1 ♕c1+ 28.♔g2 ♕g5+ and a perpetual check. This type of ‘hope chess’ may yield results at club level, but in strong tournaments with titled players, it’s a strategy that invites punishment.

Now, Black has no choice but to play:

24...♗xf5 25.exf5

And White is completely winning, thanks to his domination on the light squares and the h-file. Fishchuk’s original idea...

25...f3

didn’t yield the desired return due to:

26.gxf3 ♕d2+ 27.♔f1 ♖xf5 28.♖g4 ♖c8 29.♕e6 ♖c1+ 30.♔g2 ♖f8 31.g7+ ♗xg7 32.♖xh7+ 1-0

This example showed a typical case of tunnel vision, a phenomenon we have already briefly discussed. Fishchuk was too focused on making the pawn break ...f5 work to spot a fatal flaw. The idea of pushing the pawn to f3 seemed so tempting and straightforward that he never seriously considered possible roadblocks.

I believe these problems usually stem from relying too much on solving simple tactical puzzles in your chess training. While these puzzles are useful, they often lack the variety of defensive resources we encounter in real games. More often than not, your opponent has a way to match, neutralize, or counter your idea. As I mentioned earlier, the critical mindset switch that can remedy such game-deciding blunders is getting used to trying to refute your ideas. You have to be just as vigilant in looking for how your move may be wrong as convincing yourself that it is right. The Tactical Analysis exercises in Chapter 3 are a perfect testing ground for implementing this technique.

We will close this section with an example of an interesting calculation phenomenon I have noticed in many games and analysis sessions with my students.

Example 4

Varshini Sahithi 2213

Jianwen Wong 2254

Budapest 2024
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Black spent 35 minutes here to find the right solution on the kingside and failed. You can take some time and try it yourself. This is basically a tactical puzzle.

Wong considered seven different moves in this position and eventually played:

25...e4?

However, this allowed his opponent to win a tempo to centralize her bishop:

26.♗d4!

After some adventures, she won the game.

The right continuation was 25...fxg3!, with the main line going 26.fxg3? (White would have to play 26.♗e3! instead, but it is clear that Black would achieve the kingside counterplay he had hoped for) 26...♖xf1+ 27.♔xf1, and we reach the critical moment.


[image: Img]

analysis diagram



In the game, Wong calculated only 27...♖f8+ 28.♔g2, winning, and 27...♖c8! 28.♗c7, but here he missed the opportunity to ‘recycle’ 28...♖f8+! in a better version. After 29.♔g2, the key difference is the position of the white bishop, which allows Black to play 29...♕c8!, a move that was not available after 27...♖f8 28.♔g2. The 27...♖c8 intermezzo, forcing the bishop to move from b6 to c7, literally means a difference between winning and losing the game.

So, Black had the right pieces of the puzzle but couldn’t put them together because he treated 27...♖f8+ and 27...♖c8 as two separate, non-compatible ideas. From a grandmaster’s point of view, recycling ideas in different versions is a routine tactical tool. However, lower-rated players can struggle with implementing it even if they are aware of the concept. Instead of comparing and contrasting their ideas in different move orders and positions, they often treat them as separate entities.

In my view, the remedy is to solve challenging puzzles regularly. The more complex a puzzle is, the more likely it is that you will need to employ a variety of ideas to find the right solution. Tackling more difficult puzzles means your solving rate will likely drop, and you will probably feel worse about your tactical and calculation skills for a while. But that’s okay. You need such training to grow as a chess player. You will already have this opportunity in Chapter 3 of this workbook because some Tactical Analysis exercises and most Tactical Training Positions feature messy tactical affairs where you will probably need to work overtime to figure things out.

2. Typical middlegame mistakes

This section will show examples of typical mistakes in closed, static positions where opportunities for direct calculation and tactics are few. Instead, more sophisticated strategic tools are required to make the right decisions.

Example 5

Mike Ivanov 2374

Max Krämer 1980

Bad Wörishofen 2024
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White has a great position. His pieces are much more active than the opponent’s, and the d5-pawn gives him leverage in the center. Nevertheless, this positional advantage has to be handled with care. White needs a good plan to capitalize on it.

However, would you believe it if I told you that White got a worse position in only three moves and, in five moves, a losing one? Black played...

17...♗h6

and already here, Ivanov began to struggle to find the right plan. He replied...

18.♕e2?!

but the queen is misplaced on the e-file because f2-f4 becomes more difficult to push while the black rook is on e8. Instead, it made more sense to put the queen on d3, 18.♕d3, from where it still controls the d-file and facilitates the crucial f4 break. If Black plays 18...h4 as he did in the game, then White could force a transition into a superior endgame with 19.dxc6 bxc6 20.♕d6 ♕xd6 21.♖xd6. Alternatively, if Black tried to oppose him on the d-file with 18...♖ad8, then 19.d6 ♕b8 20.f4! would have been strong since 20...exf4 21.gxf4 ♗xf4 loses a piece to 22.♖f1.

18...h4 19.d6?

Another sign that White is uncertain about what he should be doing in this middlegame. This impatient move throws away the advantage he had built up earlier. He should have recognized his mistake from the previous move and improved his queen with 19.♕f1, which supports the f4 break.

I know that moving your queen twice in a row, and backward at that, doesn’t look like an ‘improvement’, but that’s precisely what strategic thinking is about. You often have to consider unattractive moves to achieve a greater long-term goal. A good way to think about it is that you are delivering a one-two punch, as in boxing, where the first punch usually serves as preparation for the more serious second blow.

For example, in the event of 19...♔g7, we can see how the ‘awkward’ 20.♕f1 has set up the second punch 20.f4!. White gets a serious initiative in the center after 20...♘h5 (or 20...exf4 21.e5) 21.fxe5 hxg3 22.♕f3.

19...♕d8 20.g4?!

Another planless move. White’s last three moves feel completely disconnected due to the lack of strategic thinking. As a result, his position has deteriorated significantly. Unfortunately, 20.f4 doesn’t work well now because White doesn’t have the required pressure on the f-file after 20...hxg3 21.fxe5, so Black can play 21...♘h5.

20...♗f4 21.♕f3 ♗e6
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Suddenly, the black bishops are very active, and he has a more pleasant position. White tried to muddy the waters with an incorrect piece sacrifice:

22.♘e2?!

22.♗f1 would have held things together passively, but White felt he had to change the scenery.

22...♗xc4 23.♘xf4 exf4 24.♕xf4 ♘d7

Black has a winning advantage, objectively speaking. Mike somehow managed to complicate matters and won nicely in the endgame. However, such suspicious, move-by-move middlegame play is not sustainable in the long run. While it may sometimes work against lower-rated opponents, it will usually backfire against the stronger ones (see Examples 6 & 8). It is essential to have fundamentally sound strategic skills to be successful against them. In quiet middlegames, a systematic approach is crucial. This involves planning your actions at least 2-4 moves ahead. That is precisely why I created the ‘Find a Mini-plan’ exercises in Chapter 4 to help you work on this skill.

Example 6

Jianwen Wong 2273

Teja Ravi 2453

Singapore 2023
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We have a typical middlegame from the English Opening on the board. The modest but solid ‘Botvinnik’ structure (c4/d3/e4) gives White reasonable attacking chances on the kingside. Meanwhile, Black is getting ready to push ...b5 and play on the queenside. White needs to devise a plan to meet this advance and prepare his kingside play.

13.♘c3?!

This move starts the wrong plan of trying to control the b5-square. This knight was needed on e2 to cover the weak d4-square. Instead, White should have remained solid on the queenside with 13.b3, and after 13...b5, he could have traded the opponent’s bishop with 14.♗b2. This trade would weaken the defense around the black king, facilitating the White’s attack in the long run. For example, 14...a5 15.♗xg7 ♔xg7 16.♕d2 ♕a6 17.♖be1 with a balanced but double-edged position, as both sides want to push the pawns on opposite flanks.

13...a6 14.a4?

Continuing an ineffective strategy. The adage of not moving pawns on the side where you are at a disadvantage holds true. White should have redirected his focus to his kingside play with 14.g4 b5 15.♗d2, making it more challenging for Black to find targets on the queenside.

14...♘d4 15.♘d5?!

A purposeless move. Similarly to the previous example, White makes empty one-move threats without a good plan.

15...♕d8 16.♗d2 b5

[image: Img]

Wong misplayed the early part of the middlegame, but things still aren’t dire. Now, he had to accept the reality of being worse and tried to play for equality with 17.axb5 axb5 18.cxb5 ♖xb5 19.♗c3. However, he wanted to preserve his queenside’s structural integrity:

17.b3??

Unfortunately, this automatically gives him a strategically losing position.

17...bxa4 18.bxa4 e6 19.♘c3 ♕c7 20.♔h1 ♖xb1 21.♘xb1 ♖b8

[image: Img]

Black controls the b-file and the d4-outpost. The unnecessary a2-a4 push also created weaknesses on the queenside that Black could exploit. At the same time, White has made no progress with his kingside play. Of his last eight moves, virtually half were made by the knight, only for it to finish on the miserable b1-square. This shows a lack of strategic direction. Black eventually converted his big positional advantage by breaking in on the b-file and winning the a-pawn in the endgame.

Games like these serve as a reminder that even if you excel in tactical play, you won’t always be able to force a tactical position against a strong opponent. In slow-paced, schematic games like the ones we are discussing in this section, the key is to demonstrate adept maneuvering and planning skills. A sound strategic approach is a precursor for eventually reaching a position where the game becomes more tactical and concrete. As they say, tactics are in service of strategy.

In the next game, we will see another instance of losing a game without a chance after making only one positional mistake against a strong opponent. Instead of planning several moves ahead in the middlegame, Black didn’t look past his next move and was duly punished.

Example 7

Teimur Toktomushev 2295

Johannes Rappazzo 2130

Glarus, Swiss Junior Championship 2024

[image: Img]

Both sides played the opening confidently, but White took some time on his last move (18.0-0), a novelty. Rappazzo was familiar only with the previously played 18.0-0-0. However, he failed to grasp the differences between these two moves in a new situation and played an ‘automatic’ move:

18...♘d4?!

This shows that he didn’t understand the main idea behind White’s kingside castling. Instead of fighting for the d-file, as in the 18.0-0-0 line, here White wants to push the f-pawn and attack the weakened black kingside. Had he realized that in time, he might have found the strong prophylactic move 18...♕f4!, putting up a physical barrier on f4. The game could have continued 19.♖ad1 ♗e6 (19...♘d4!?) 20.♘c2 g5! 21.♕xf4 gxf4 22.♖xd6 ♖fd8 with full compensation for the pawn in the endgame due to the powerful blockade on the dark squares.

Alternatively, Black could at least force a transition into a safe endgame with 18...♕d4!? 19.♖ad1 ♕xd2 20.♖xd2 ♘d4, where he should eventually equalize despite the backward d-pawn, thanks to a favorable pawn structure.

19.♖ad1

White could have launched the f-pawn already: 19.f4!?.

19...♗e6?

The superficial play continues. Presumably, Rappazzo played 19...♗e6 to protect the d5-square, but there was no reason to fear 21.♘d5 because Black can simply retreat, 21...
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