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Preface
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José Raúl Capablanca and Gloria Simoni Betancourt, 1920.



José Raúl Capablanca y Graupera was born on 19 November 1888 in Havana, Cuba. A child prodigy who learned the game at the age of four, he became a champion of his country at the age of 12, beating the previous champion Juan Corzo in a match.

Capablanca followed the path of the most famous chess prodigy before him, Paul Morphy, never tasting failure and going from success to success.

In 1909, at the age of 21, without any experience at that level, he shockingly beat former World Championship Challenger and American Champion Frank Marshall in a match, 8-1 with 14 draws. This success propelled him to the world elite and he proved his worth at the San Sebastian super-tournament in 1911. He won the tournament with 9½ out of 14, half a point ahead of such luminaries as Rubinstein, Vidmar, Marshall and Nimzowitsch among others – everyone except the World Champion Emanuel Lasker, who didn’t play.

The myth that Capablanca never worked on chess is persistent, but also wrong. Capablanca worked on chess a lot in his formative years, and this work consisted of analysing middlegame and endgame chess positions, whether arising from games of the other masters or those of his own. This continuous analysis further developed his natural intuition and chess understanding. Many years after Capablanca, Bobby Fischer did the same type of work, with similar benefits.

In 1914, Capablanca played the super-tournament in St Petersburg that also featured the World Champion Lasker. He seemed destined to win. Playing excellent chess, he was leading comfortably. But a loss to the World Champion in the Exchange Variation of the Ruy Lopez was followed by a big blunder in his game against Tarrasch, which allowed Lasker to win the tournament by half a point. The reasons for his collapse in those two games were the temptations of St Petersburg’s nightlife and the many distractions he succumbed to in the Russian city.


Nevertheless, in 1921 Capablanca played the World Championship Match, which he won 4-0 with 10 draws. Lasker didn’t play badly in that match, but he was undone by blunders and lack of practice. In the match Capablanca proved to be stronger than Lasker, notably due to the age difference of 20 years and Capablanca’s more recent tournament practice.

Capablanca’s reign as a World Champion was as natural as his game. Since he was usually winning tournaments, an occasional glitch didn’t bother him in the least. He was the best and he knew it.

Losing the title to Alexander Alekhine in 1927 was a big shock to Capablanca. Prior to the match he dominated the New York super-tournament, which only confirmed his conviction of invincibility. By the time he realized he was in danger of losing the match, with the score being 4-2 in Alekhine’s favour, he wasn’t able to convert the winning positions in Games 27 and 31 (which would have tied the match), while Alekhine converted his in Games 32 and 34, winning 6-3 with 25 draws.

It took many years for Capablanca to recover from this shock. In fact, his return to winning ways coincided with Alekhine’s loss of the title to Euwe in the period 1935-1937. Capablanca knew he was stronger than Euwe (having already beaten him in a match in 1931 with the score 2-0 with 8 draws) and could expect a fair treatment from the Dutchman. At that time, he met his second wife, Olga. Harmonious family life (‘You are the only person who doesn’t interfere with my being alone’) and the motivation that the world title could be won again, brought Capablanca triumphs at the tournaments in 1936 in Moscow and Nottingham (the latter shared with Mikhail Botvinnik), ahead of the whole world’s elite. It must have been very special to him to beat his nemesis Alekhine in Nottingham.

However, in 1937 Alekhine beat Euwe to regain the title. Approximately at this time, Capablanca also started to suffer from high blood pressure. By the time of the AVRO Tournament in 1938, he suffered from health problems, and the unforgiving playing schedule of constant travelling among various cities proved too difficult even for his genius. He scored the worst result of his career, finishing second to last and losing to Alekhine on his birthday.

His swan song was winning the gold medal on board one at the 1939 Olympiad in Buenos Aires. He didn’t want to play Alekhine when Cuba met France.


The reason for his death was cerebral hemorrhage caused by hypertension, further aggravated by the problems caused by his ex-wife who took him to court. He died on 7 March 1942 at the age of 54 in the same Mount Sinai hospital where Lasker had died one year earlier. One day and a year after Capablanca’s death, Bobby Fischer was born.

The year 2005 was pivotal in my chess career. After a deep personal crisis that lasted several years, I spent three months studying Capablanca’s games using his books and the books written about him. My first tournament after this study was the strong Malaga Open, which I managed to win, and where I scored my second grandmaster norm. The level of my chess strength and understanding increased significantly as a direct result of my study of Capablanca’s games.

Later in 2005 I went to Cuba, where I played in the Capablanca Memorial in Havana. The previous year I visited Alekhine’s grave in Paris, while during my stay in Havana I visited Capablanca’s final resting place. I paid my dues to the greatest teacher I ever had.

The magical simplicity of Capablanca’s moves gave me the impression that I could also play like that and it gave me the confidence I had always lacked. I scored my final grandmaster norm in 2007.

Capablanca lost 34 games in his whole career. He was undefeated for eight years, from 1916 to 1924, a period that included his World Championship Match with Lasker. Except for Keres, who only managed to beat him at the AVRO Tournament, Capablanca had a positive (or equal) score against all of his contemporaries, including the next generation consisting of Botvinnik, Fine, Reshevsky, Flohr etcetera.

Lasker once said: ‘I have known many chess players, but only one genius: Capablanca.’ Even from today’s perspective, he was probably right.

Alex Colovic,

Skopje, July 2024





Introduction
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Why Capablanca? It is my firm belief that a proper chess education should include the study of all the World Champions. When I did this study, I inevitably formed opinions about all of them. So in spite of my idol being Fischer, it was José Raúl Capablanca that made the biggest impression on me. I learned the most from his games, like Fischer himself did. It is the absolute clarity of Capablanca’s moves, the apparent logic and simplicity, that show how ideal chess should be played. Capablanca was also Botvinnik’s idol, who was of the same opinion that Capablanca’s style was the ideal one. When looking at Capablanca’s games, I always found it very easy to understand why he played the moves he did. They made me feel that I could play like that. Chess made sense when looking at his games. By studying Capablanca’s games I modelled my decision-making process according to his.

In this book, I present you with some of his most famous endgames, and I hope to show you what I saw under the surface of his moves. By studying the endgame, we improve all aspects of our play. The great Cuban himself recommended the study of the endgame first and foremost. This book is suitable for all levels, even grandmasters! I remember Karpov, who was a World Champion at that time, writing that he felt he needed to revise Capablanca’s games. After going over his games, playing chess somehow becomes easier, endgames become a joy to play and, inevitably, the results improve.

It would be ideal if you could take some time to try to solve the exercises in this course. By doing so, you will train your brain to think (even if only a little bit!) like the great Cuban, to attune your mental processes to his. Better mental processes lead to better decisions on the board, which leads to a higher quality of the moves you make. I am confident that after studying the following endgames in the manner in which I did, you will rise to a new level of chess understanding and practice.

Join me on this journey and experience the joy of learning to play like Capablanca!






CHAPTER 1

The complete Capablanca

The following game became famous after it was analysed in Shereshevsky’s book Endgame Strategy. It also featured in Capablanca’s My Chess Career, though his comments there were even more laconic than usual. I have repeatedly returned to it and discovered it was much deeper than I first thought when studying Shereshevsky’s book many years ago. I found that it provides a complete overview of Capablanca’s characteristic style and playing algorithm, with almost all of his typical stylistic preferences. These include all his best qualities, but also those ‘spots on the sun’ that for a long time went under the radar. If I were forced to choose one game that is most typical of Capablanca, this one would be it.

Game 1

Harry Kline

José Raúl Capablanca

New York 1913
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In this complex middlegame position, White’s last move was 22.♖f2, with the idea of ♗c4 followed by ♖d2 and ♖ad1, doubling on the d-file. If we take a look at the structure we see that it is symmetrical – both sides have strong (and weak) squares on f4 (strong for Black, weak for White) and f5 (strong for White, weak for Black). Black already has a knight on f4, with the other one controlling that square, while White is also ready to jump to f5.

The difference in the pawn structure on the kingside is that Black has the advanced h-pawn. It can advance to h3 when White’s king may find himself lacking
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