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Foreword

This is a book about the Center Game, an old chess opening characterized by the moves 1.e4 e5 2.d4 exd4 3.♕xd4.

At the highest level, the Center Game has never been a popular answer to 1.e4 e5. But things are moving. The world’s number four at the moment of writing, Arjun Erigaisi, is one of several top-rated players who employ it regularly these days, and some of the most advanced neural network chess engines evaluate 2.d4 (followed by 3.♕xd4) as almost equal to the alternative 2.♘f3. Interesting, isn’t it?

My aim with this book is to show the reader why the Center Game is a great opening, how it evolved, which players were ahead of their time, and how it could, perhaps, become a more popular opening in the near future. It certainly deserves to be taken seriously as a dangerous surprise weapon. But this is not merely a theoretical exercise or a repertoire book. It is also a personal account and a declaration of love. I hope the reader will catch some of the enthusiasm and joy I still feel for this opening after playing it for almost 30 years.

I have played the Center Game in thousands of games, over the board and online, sometimes against very strong opposition. I have always scored well with it, but I have also suffered painful losses. My reason for playing this opening is not that I like memorizing theoretical lines. The Center Game (we largely use UK spelling in this book, but we make an exception for ‘Center Game’ since that is the generally accepted term) is a practical opening with a lot of room for creativity and inventiveness, and players from the past have used it as a competitive weapon to create relatively unknown positions from the first moves onwards. While writing this book, I realized once again how much there is still left to discover, and how many ideas are still unexplored.

Despite its rich history, only a handful of books on the Center Game have been written. In 2020, Marek Soszynski published the digital book The Centre Game Re-examined. In 2023, Chessable published an online repertoire course called The Daring Center Game by Michael Gorny. A third title well worth mentioning is Andrew Greet’s extensive and excellent section on the Center Game in the Everyman chess book Dangerous Weapons: 1.e4 e5 from 2008. There have also been a few titles in other languages, notably Mario Ziegler’s 2010 monograph Paulsen Eröffnung (in German), in which he also offers a historical perspective.

My own approach is somewhat different. I delve more deeply than these authors into the opening’s ancient origins and its evolution over time: how did its ideas take shape, and how did players from the past handle the Center Game? How does this reflect on the way the opening is treated now? I will end by considering the plethora of new ideas for White that have been explored in the past few years, such as moving the queen not to e3, but to c4 or d3.

In the Introduction, I talk about my personal connection to the Center Game: how I came to study it, play it, and love it. Over the decades, I’ve had many interesting exchanges with Center Game fans and critics, and these encounters have strongly influenced my perspective on this opening. They have also shaped me as a chess player. I hope, and trust, that my search for a simple yet aggressive weapon against 1.e4 e5 will be familiar to many players. With the Center Game, we avoid having to reproduce long lines of theory, while we still obtain attacking chances. That’s why I have always loved this opening.

Part I of the book is devoted to the history and evolution of the Center Game from past to present, celebrating its most important pioneers along the way. We will travel back in time to the end of the Middle Ages, when the queen (as a chess piece, that is) was given new powers. I will look at the most essential ideas and themes, and explain how these were assessed in their time. We will see some legendary players of the late 19th and early 20th century in action and then look how a new generation of Center Game proponents treated the opening at the dawn of the new millennium.

We will end this first part of the book with a game by Magnus Carlsen in which he played the Center Game. Throughout the book, I will be regularly referring back to this historical part. In my opinion, you can’t learn to love the Center Game without understanding its history. It would remain just another interesting but ultimately random and anonymous opening, of which there are too many already.

Part II is the theoretical section. Illustrated by relevant games from all eras and all levels of play, we will look at the current state of theory of the Center Game. There are old lines to be revised (and refuted) and fascinating new ideas to be examined. We will first look at the Berger Variation (3...♘c6 4.♕e3 ♘f6), which takes up the vast majority of Center Game theory. There are two main ways to play this for Black: by developing the bishop to b4 (Chapter 3), or by developing it to e7 (Chapter 4). Next, in Chapter 5, we will check fourth move alternatives for Black. In Chapter 6, we look at modern alternatives for White on move four. Many of these lines are still new, and I think this is one of the most exciting parts of the book. In the last game, we look at an encounter between Topalov and Anand from the Leon Masters, 2024, which was played just two days before my deadline for this book. In the Epilogue, I draw some final conclusions.

I didn’t want to write a typical ‘repertoire book’, in which a limited and one-sided view of the opening is given, presenting it to the reader as a cure-for-all. The Center Game is a great surprise weapon, but it is objectively equal. If you’re thinking of incorporating it into your repertoire with White, my most important practical advice is to vary your approach. Don’t just play the traditional lines and hope for the best, but also give the new ideas a try. The good news is that many variations can be played on the basis of the knowledge of just a few basic concepts. (Experienced Center Game players might need to ‘un-learn’ many of their old habits and routines when playing these new lines.) On the Black side of this opening, my general recommendation is never to go for passive development and hope for the best. Play as actively as possible in the centre or on the queenside.

So, who am I to tell you all this? I’m a FIDE Candidate Master, and my national rating has been close to 2300. My own games are hardly interesting to the general reader, but I have taken a few liberties in this book, quoting from my practice. This is my first chess book, but I am not new to chess writing. I was a regular columnist and book reviewer for the Chessvibes website, and later for Chess.com. As you can read in the Introduction, I am fascinated by many different episodes in chess history. But I am not a chess historian, if such an occupation exists at all.

I hope this book will inspire readers to take a closer look at the Center Game.

Arne Moll

Weesp, August 2024
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INTRODUCTION – HOOKED ON THE CENTER GAME

In search of a practical answer to 1...e5

Well there have been better plans

But none that I could ever understand

The Sisters of Mercy, Lights

All chess players, except one, grow up.

When I was about ten years old, I learned the rules of chess. Around that same time, my dad took me to the cinema to see the movie Amadeus, which awakened a life-long passion for music in me. Soon, I was so busy practising the piano that I pretty much forgot about chess. At the age of thirteen, I started to get interested again, but I didn’t really know how one was supposed to study chess, nor did I ask anyone. It didn’t occur to me to join a club. Instead, I went to a local bookstore and bought a cheap Dover version of Morphy’s Games of Chess (1957) by Philip W. Sergeant. The life story and games of Paul Morphy made a lasting impression on me. Morphy’s playing style greatly appealed to me, but I was mainly intrigued by his openings, particularly the romantic variations in the Open Games after 1.e4 e5. Studying Morphy’s games and obsessing over forgotten gambits – what a way to start a chess career!

One of the first chess events I visited was the 1988 Hoogovens tournament in Wijk aan Zee. By this time, I had actually joined a chess club, and was playing more seriously. Excited to finally see some famous grandmasters in action, my father and I entered the playing hall. I looked to the left, I walked to the right. And then I nearly bumped into Mikhail Tal. ‘Watch out for the World Champion!’ someone joked to me. I was starstruck. Later that day, a friend of my dad’s, also a member of my chess club, told me some anecdotes about the ‘Magician from Riga’, who wasn’t just uncompromising behind the board, but also in life. Tal was my second chess hero. It was now clear that I was going to be an attacking player myself.

Not so long after that chance encounter with Tal, I heard about the ‘Latvian school of chess’. It consisted of chess players from Latvia with a specific playing style: attacking, imaginative chess, not just following the trodden theoretical paths but exploring original ideas early on in the game, a bit like Morphy had done in his day. There was Tal himself, of course, and his trainer Alexander Koblencs. There was the old master Alvis Vitolinsh, and then there were the young stars Alexander Shabalov and Alexei Shirov. I studied their games and, unoriginally, copied many of their openings.

Early on in my chess career, I discovered that my capacity to remember opening variations was far from impressive compared to some of my peers who seemed able to memorize entire opening books. I developed a slight phobia for ‘mainstream’ opening theory after 1.e4 e5, which required concrete knowledge. There were endless lines in the Ruy Lopez, the Italian and the Petroff to be learned by heart, and I found out that I simply wasn’t able to. I needed something more practical and tried to follow a piece of advice from Tal, who once said that ‘young players are very fond of trying to catch their opponents in prepared variations’. I experimented with some offbeat gambits, but there were just too many ways for my opponents to deviate from my prepared lines.

In the 1990s, my attention swerved away from chess as I became interested in Victorian children’s literature. I was especially fascinated by Lewis Carroll (1832-1898), Oxford don, logician and author of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. Carroll also liked chess and included a chess problem in the Alice sequel Through the Looking-Glass, in which Alice meets several chess pieces. My favourite character was the White Queen, who told Alice she could believe ‘six impossible things before breakfast’. I also got involved in music again. This time, I dived into a different musical rabbit-hole. I wore black T-shirts of Queen, Metallica and The Sisters of Mercy, the last one being my favourite band. The group had been founded in the late 1970s by lead singer Andrew Eldritch, an elusive figure with a deep voice who was always dressed in dark clothes and wore large sunglasses, even in dimly-lit and smoke-filled concert halls. His band was supported by a legendary drum machine called Doktor Avalanche and it was particularly popular at ‘gothic’ music events and parties. In those years, I attended a lot of them.

One day, I was browsing through a New in Chess magazine when an interview with Alexei Shirov caught my attention. At some point, the interviewer asked him what he thought was the difference between World Champion Garry Kasparov and himself. Shirov explained how his thought process was different: ‘(...) Sometimes during the game I don’t think about the position I have. I think about other things, even when it’s my move. I may think about anything. I may recall some songs of Sisters of Mercy or things like that. That’s one of my favourite groups.’

The Sisters of Mercy? What a curious coincidence, I thought. I was even more surprised when, sometime later, I learned that it had been his compatriot Shabalov who had drawn Shirov’s attention to the band. Two of my favourite chess players liking the same music as I did: that felt a little special.

In the summer of 1996, I visited the Donner Memorial Chess Tournament in Amsterdam, where I happened to witness the conclusion of a game of Shabalov, who was one of the participants. When he stood up, I decided to ask him whether he was still into the music of The Sisters of Mercy. He said he was, and we got talking. During the rest day of the tournament, I took him to downtown Amsterdam to visit some record stores in search of new music. We also talked about chess, of course, and I told him I still hadn’t found a good way of playing against 1.e4 e5.

‘You should try the Center Game,’ he said casually, and he told me the first moves:

1.e4 e5 2.d4 exd4 3.♕xd4

[image: Img]

‘It’s a very easy opening to play, always underestimated by Black. You castle queenside, your queen goes to e3 and then to g3, your knight goes via e2 or h3 to f4, you push your kingside pawns and ultimately you mate Black on g7.’ He showed me some lines, mentioned a few games I should study and shared some novelties with me. I felt like Salieri, assisting Mozart to compose the Requiem.

After this conversation, I feverishly started studying this wondrous opening in which White’s queen enters the centre as early as move 3. Perhaps my fondness for the White Queen in Through the Looking-Glass made me take a liking to this opening right from the start. Using early computer programs such as Fritz and ChessBase, I created my first digital opening preparation. I found it surprising how little was known about this opening – and how little I knew about it myself. Most commentators seemed to be prejudiced against it, giving harsh verdicts on White’s early queen adventures.

I tried the opening in blitz and rapid games at my local chess club, in Amsterdam chess cafes and on the Free Internet Chess Server (FICS), which was the go-to place for online chess back then. As I gained my first successes with it, I got more and more confident that this was the line that solved all my problems against 1...e5. It was astounding, beyond belief: many of my opponents simply had no idea. Here is an early rapid game I played with the Center Game, against one of the strongest players of my club. (The game doesn’t do this outstanding player justice, but he was the first to laugh about it afterwards.)

 

Arne Moll

Roy Dieks

Amsterdam rapid 1996

1.e4 e5 2.d4 exd4 3.♕xd4 ♘c6 4.♕e3 b6?! 5.♘c3 ♗c5?! 6.♕g3 ♕f6? 7.♘d5 1-0

[image: Img]

I remember the thrill I felt when I played the Center Game for the first time in an important league match. I pushed my d-pawn in response to 1...e5, then brought my beloved White Queen out on the very next move. Some of my team members, strong veterans with a classical chess education who had decades of experience at the highest national level, shook their heads at such naivety. But for once, I persisted, and gradually even my most sceptical teammates had to admit that there was something to this unorthodox opening.

First studying it with members from my club, Max Euwe Amsterdam, I later also had the honour to analyse the Center Game with grandmasters. The strongest of them was Alexei Shirov, fellow admirer of The Sisters of Mercy and former number two in the world. I talked to him a couple of times during tournaments in the mid- and late 1990s and sometimes played blitz games against him on the Internet Chess Club. Despite having played the Center Game once himself (see Chapter 1) and trying to keep an open mind, Shirov was very critical of it. I learned a lot from him about the opening – especially that Black should never be afraid to sacrifice material for counterplay.


Because of Shirov’s sceptical views, I came to believe at the time that the opening actually had more flaws than perks, and that it was too risky to play in serious games. In March 1999, I wrote a critical article about the most problematic lines for White in Kaissiber, the German chess opening magazine edited by Stefan Bücker. For lack of suitable alternatives to 1...e5, I continued to play it from time to time until the mid-2000s, and in blitz and rapid games, it was still an excellent weapon. But I didn’t really trust it anymore. There were new developments, for sure, but I’d somehow lost interest. And so it was with my musical tastes. The Sisters of Mercy had long stopped making studio albums, and my interests turned to other genres, and other aspects of life. I got married and became a father.

In the summer of 2009, my attention was drawn to the opening again. Someone emailed me the score of a game with the Center Game played by the young Russian player Ian Nepomniachtchi. I felt a pang of nostalgia. Inspired, I wrote a piece called Finding Nepo (on an Old Laptop) for the Chessvibes website, in which I recounted my earlier experiences with the opening and took a look at Nepo’s contributions. ‘After all those years,’ I wrote, ‘I finally feel like I don’t have to be ashamed anymore of my preference for this crazy opening, even if in the end it turns out to be incorrect.’

For many years, I avoided the Center Game in my serious games. Only during the COVID-19 pandemic, which started in early 2020, did I change my mind for good. While the whole chess world was forced to stay at home and play from behind a screen or on their smartphone, I realized that there were still so many impossible things to discover ‘before breakfast’ in this beautiful opening that I should finally stop caring about whether it was correct or not. I was hooked on the Center Game, and it was time to embrace it once more. And so I did. I rediscovered the joy of playing it again and found that a new generation of grandmasters had started to experiment with new interpretations. I was beginning to think this development might be a great reason to write a book to present a new view on this old opening.

Or maybe my real reasons were less obvious, safely hidden in Mikhail Tal’s deep dark forest ‘where 2+2=5’. Elusive and abstruse, like the lyrics of The Sisters of Mercy. For nearly thirty years, I have treated the Center Game as
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