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	Black to move



	♔

	King
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	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



	ch

	championship



	zt

	zonal tournament



	izt

	interzonal tournament



	ct

	candidates tournament



	tt

	team tournament



	ol

	olympiad



	m

	match



	cr

	correspondence
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Foreword by Viorel Bologan

This photo captures an exciting battle between Alexey Vyzhmanavin and Valentin Arbakov at one of the Moscow blitz championships – back then, they were held in the Sokolniki Park and attracted lots of spectators. Memories immediately come flowing back...

In summer 1989, I enrolled in the chess section of the Moscow Physical Education Institute (it was then called GTsOLIFK) and plunged into the Soviet capital’s chess life. The competitions with a classical time control and the proverbial ‘master’s norm’ had almost completely disappeared, but the Central Chess Club at Gogolevsky Boulevard held rapid tournaments almost every week – 15 minutes per game, with high entry fees (10 rubles; for context, a student’s stipend was 45 rubles per month) and high prizes. The perennial favourites were the protagonist of this book, Alexey Vyzhmanavin, his friends Sergey Kiselev and Sergey Gorelov, and Valentin Arbakov, a phenomenal blitz player. Still, I managed to adapt rather quickly too: I remember sharing first place in one of these tournaments, winning 300 rubles and immediately paying them into my savings account. All in all, rapid and blitz chess against strong opponents helps young players gain experience. You just have to know when to quit.

Alexey Vyzhmanavin was a somewhat naive and ingenuous man, he was open to people and talking to him was always pleasant and easy. I remember an episode at the 1992 Manila Olympiad. I played for my native Moldova, and Vyzhmanavin won a gold medal as a member of the Russian team. After the closing ceremony, Lyokha was in a very happy mood. When he saw me, he was genuinely glad, and, saying ‘I love you so!’, hugged me and picked me up from the floor. It was at this moment that I understood how a ‘bear hug’ really feels!

A couple of years later, we became neighbours in Strogino (a very green and pleasant district at the north-west of Moscow). Alexey had a ping-pong table in one of the rooms of his big flat, and we played the game often, even though, to be honest, he played much better than me. We talked a lot, took walks, went to tournaments together. I loved playing blitz with him, we constantly engaged in interesting theoretical duels. When he had White, for instance, we often tested the Sämisch System in the King’s Indian. Alexey probably analyzed it a lot together with his friend and namesake Dreev, and so they interpreted it in a similar way. Vyzhmanavin had supreme chess understanding and a true strategic talent. He was a natural: Lyokha learned chess very late, and he never had a coach or a mentor. This was not typical for Soviet chess, but Vyzhmanavin went his own way. He was an exceptionally talented person, but poorly adapted for stress and calamities.

I am glad to see the publication of this book, dedicated to his blessed memory. Grandmaster Alexey Vyzhmanavin achieved a lot in chess: he shone in the Intel Grand Prix rapid tournaments, won the Olympiad and the European Championships with the Russian national team and won the Armed Forces Championship many times. He was a very inventive and enterprising chess player, with deep and precise calculation skills. His best games featured in this book constitute great learning material. I must add that I rather liked the style of the book: it’s not a simple compilation of best games – it’s a history of his life, bright and tragic. The narration of the author, Dmitry Kryakvin, is complemented by the memories of Vyzhmanavin’s ex-wife Lyudmila and stories from his friends. Unfortunately, many talented Moscow chess players, Alexey’s contemporaries and friends, also died way too soon...

Without a doubt, the name of Alexey Vyzhmanavin and the best examples of his creative legacy should retain their place in the memory of the new chess generations.

Viorel Bologan

December 2022






Preface

Today, a young chess player probably wouldn’t react quickly to the name of Alexey Vyzhmanavin, even though it was really famous a while ago. The seven-time Champion of the Soviet Armed Forces, a hero of the last Soviet Championship, Russian Republic Champion, Olympic and European Champion of 1992 as a member of the Russian national team, a brilliant blitz player who won a huge number of rapid tournaments and fought Vladimir Kramnik in that fatal game in the lights of the Kremlin stars. He battled such greats as Anatoly Karpov, Veselin Topalov, Viswanathan Anand, and defeated quite a lot of FIDE Top 100 players. But then, he burned down in literally two or three years and died at the turn of the century, forgotten by his contemporaries.

Why did this happen, and what pushed this incredibly talented player to such a tragic end? The researching of Vyzhmanavin’s biography took eight long years to complete. Meeting Alexey’s ex-wife in Berlin and talking with her for several long evenings was quite memorable (her memories constitute a large part of this book), as well as conversations with Alexey Dreev, Alexey Kuzmin, Vasily Gagarin, Sergey Kalinichev, Karen Izraelyants, Michal Krasenkov. I would like to thank all my friends and colleagues who helped with advice and corrections, especially the contribution of Viacheslav Durasov, who diligently combed through all Soviet and Russian press archives in a search for information about the grandmaster.

This book is not only about the brilliant chess player Alexey Vyzhmanavin and his fate, which was always so unfavourable since his very childhood. This book is also partially about the former glory of the Moscow chess school. Dozens of tournaments. Fantastically strong and balanced line-ups. Not a single day without chess. Was it all really happening? Could our predecessors imagine that we would wonder if the Aeroflot or Moscow Open will take place at all this year? Or think ruefully, how many grandmasters would take part in the Moscow Championship this year?

And the most, most important thought – a human is weak and mortal, and no matter what kind of shocks he lives through, his family serves as the most solid support at all times (the author’s dedication is not an accident). After losing his family, Alexey remained alone with the most horrible demons of his past, which ultimately destroyed the great chess player.


In this book, you shall see 70 games by Vyzhmanavin with test questions; the purpose of these questions is to improve your positional play and calculation. The legacy of the first Russian Olympic Champion is interspersed with warnings, urging every reader not to repeat his tragic fate.

Dmitry Kryakvin

December 2022, Rostov-on-Don






CHAPTER 1

The Self-Taught Guy From Moscow

We are already used to the fact that the leaders of the young generation of the black-and-white game are usually those who come from well-to-do families and can receive the best training from elite coaches from a very young age. But this was not always so, even in Moscow. Not the modern city, luxurious, glamorous, rebuilt with tiled sidewalks, but another one, not as full of cars, not as overfilled with visitors from afar looking for happiness, rushing headlong from the years of stagnation towards the hardships of Perestroika. By the way, our protagonist loved that Moscow. He loved that city, its parks, gardens, boulevards with benches, side-streets, the bustling crowds around the metro stations, the elderly women selling sunflower seeds. I doubt that he wanted to live anywhere else, and so, after any difficult Russian or European tournament, he would always come back home with a light heart.

A famous chess coach from the Russian capital once said, ‘It’s not necessary to become the World Champion – it’s enough to win the Moscow Championship!’ Of course, he said that back in the days when actual world champions and candidates took part in the capital city’s championship, not today, when even a single grandmaster’s appearance is a rarity. Before the dissolution of the Soviet Union, Alexey Vyzhmanavin won two star-studded Moscow championships, many Soviet Armed Forces championships (both individual and team), the 1989 RSFSR (Russian Republic) Championship. Later, he became the Olympic and the European Champion with the Russian national team in 1992. He gained his greatest fame in the series of big rapid tournaments, the Intel Grand Prix; the incredible denouement of his semi-final battle against Vladimir Kramnik in the Kremlin hall will be discussed by chess fans for years and decades to come.

I’ll say immediately that there is no happy ending in Alexey Vyzhmanavin’s story. Two decades have passed since his death, and we will never learn the exact circumstances. But we can say one thing for sure: his name will forever stay in the folklore of the Moscow chess amateurs and professionals who say the name of Vyzhmanavin with sincere admiration.

The childhood of the future Olympic Champion Alexey Vyzhmanavin should be discussed separately. His father Boris was a man of incredible fate, who deserves a biographical book on his own. He was drafted into the Soviet Army at the end of World War II to fight the Japanese, then, thanks to his frontline friends, got a job at a warehouse, but then fate delivered a cruel blow to him. The oil barrels were leaking, their caretaker would often report this to his superiors, but all his efforts were in vain. After an expected force majeure with the damaged items, however, he was jailed as a scapegoat.

The prisoner’s real surname was not actually Vyzhmanavin, and it’s hard to determine what was really written in his passport. Vyzhimov? Vyzhimaev? (In his military registration card, found at the site pamyat-naroda.ru after the Russian version was already published, the surname was spelled ‘Vyzhmanovin’. Also, Vyzhma is an old name for the Vym River in the Perm region.) Thankfully, the special committee quickly figured out what really happened. Several weeks later, the prisoner was released in a hurry, and the jail clerk, who was not exactly meticulous, created a completely new and unique set of vowels and consonants that would become famous after Alexey’s first successes. Indeed, how many other Vyzhmanavins do you know?

After his release, Boris worked very hard in a mine, where he was grievously injured – he would walk with a limp until the end of his life. However, the elder Vyzhmanavin did not break – on the contrary, he went to Moscow to further his career (he was born in a small Tatar village)! He managed to get a good education – he first graduated from a worker’s education faculty (a so-called ‘Rabfak’), and then got an honours degree at college. He joined the Communist Party and became department head at a big company. He married a beautiful woman, Tatiana, and they had a son and a daughter. His career was on an incredible high, but for one thing: drink, a malady which was quite popular among the workers (and not only the workers).

Alexey was born on Gorky Street in Moscow (after the Soviet era ended, it regained its historical name, Tverskaya). Soon his parents, a young family with two children (Alexey and his sister Nina, 18 months his elder), got a two-room flat on Chernyakhovsky Street, instead of their old room in a communal apartment, just five minutes on foot from the Aeroport metro station. His mother worked as a teacher in a kindergarten located in the same house, on the first floor. His father had already been promoted to head engineer of a big chemical plant at the time. The children went to that kindergarten, and then to the school nearest to their home. Strangely enough, the Vyzhmanavin couple was never visited by their own parents, and so the grandparents never read bedtime stories to the kids nor asked them what they would like to become in the future. All in all, Alexey had no mentor figure who could take part in his upbringing.
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Old Moscow... children’s playgrounds in the courtyards, with sandpits and benches, crooked swings and broken roundabouts... Alexey, as well as many other Moscow kids, spent his childhood there. For the most part, he spent his time by himself, without parents, playing with his peers on the street. Sometimes he misbehaved, sometimes gathered scrap metal for recycling, sometimes tasted cheap wine with his friends, hiding in stairwells of apartment buildings. Lyosha [Editor’s note: a common familiar form of Alexey, in the same way that Westerners christened Michael or Anthony might be known among friends as Mick or Tony; Alyosha is another such diminutive of Alexey and also appears in this book] was not a good student and did not take a liking to any academic subject.

Alas, Boris had already installed a still in his office, and his great career gradually fell apart. He drank at work with his colleagues, then he would continue at home... and he really earned good wages at the time. Alexey learned about this later, when he accidentally found his father’s party membership card and saw the membership fees his father paid in the 1970s and 1980s. A salary of 300 rubles per month was considered very good back then, and party members had to pay 3% of their wages as the membership fees. Vyzhmanavin’s father earned 700-800 rubles per month at the peak of his career!

Nevertheless, the family did not live affluently. Lyosha never visited seaside resorts, and his parents never went on vacations – except for one Moscow region trip that changed the boy’s life forever (more on this below). No expensive furniture, carpets or books, no good clothes even... Alexey’s sister got married at the first opportunity and moved into her husband’s house.

So, Lyosha was brought up on the street, and his father’s sole great contribution to his education was bringing him to the famous YPS – Young Pioneers’ Stadium or ‘Pioneer Palace’ chess section (this happened because the stadium was within walking distance from his home). The section was headed by the famous coach Vladimir Yurkov, who trained Alla Kushnir, Yury Balashov, Andrey Sokolov, and later Alexander Morozevich. When the boy was 13 years old, his mother took her kindergarten group to a summer camp in the Moscow regional village of Snegiri, and she brought her son with her as well. Alexey, bored out of his mind, accidentally found and read his first chess book there. He read it several times, with great interest – he would go to the fields during the days with the book, and only come back home in the evening. Even back then, he already felt some magic, as though immersing himself in a new, interesting, unknown world. Chess became a ‘passport to a better life’ for Lyosha. How would it go if not for chess? It’s unlikely that anything significant would have happened. The game on the 64 squares led Vyzhmanavin forward like a guiding star, even though it seemed at first that there were no prospects for him.

Alexey fell in love with chess madly, but taking the first steps was very hard for him, more psychologically than chess-wise. He, a teenager, had to earn rating categories by playing elementary school kids. However, he was supported by Lyudmila Belavenets – the daughter of the leading 1930s master and author Sergey Belavenets, who was killed at the front in World War II – and another coach, Vladimir Sergeev: books served as prizes for category tournament winners, and Vyzhmanavin learned the classical legacy through the printed word, autographed by Belavenets. She herself wrote, ‘I recently went through my archive and found an old table: Alyosha played in a third-category tournament [Editor’s note: In the Soviet chess ranking system of those days, there were five categories, the strongest being First Category, which corresponded to about 2200 Elo. Above that, Candidate Master was somewhere between 2300-2400 and Master above that] at the age of 14. However, Vyzhmanavin was so absorbed by chess that he became a strong candidate master at the age of 17, and later earned his grandmaster title and won the Olympiad with the Russian national team. I am completely sure that it’s not necessary to start studying chess at the age of 4 or 6. When a teenager comes to the chess section, this means that it was his own choice.’

And this is what his childhood friend Karen Kavaleryan, a well-known songwriter and playwright, remembered:

‘I first met Lyosha Vyzhmanavin – considering how young we were when we first met, I’d prefer to call him that – at the Young Pioneers’ Stadium in 1974 or so. I transferred there from the Young Pioneers’ House of the Sokol district and immediately was included in a third-category tournament, where we first met at the board. I don’t remember how our first game finished, but several guys of our age earned first-category ranking, and nobody could have predicted that he was a future grandmaster, European and Olympic Champion.

About three years later, when we already had first category, we played in the 1977 Moscow School Student Championship; he got only a +2 result, taking some modest place. I remember him playing a risky line in the Sicilian with Black in the last round, with 2...e6, 4...♘f6 and 5...♗b4. When I asked him why he thought that his opponent didn’t know the refutation, Lyosha simply laughed and said something like, ‘Well, it’s obvious, don’t you see?’ A bold supposition, but he did win the game – in 20 or so moves, after White played the hesitant 6.f3?.


Despite all my love of our Pioneer Palace coaches – Yurkov and ‘Auntie Lucy’, i.e. Lyudmila Belavenets – I must say that they both failed to see any promise in him and didn’t pay him any special attention. So, Lyosha Vyzhmanavin is a 100% self-made man, who achieved everything that he did not thanks to anyone, but despite everything. How and why his phenomenal breakthrough happened, I don’t know. In the late 1970s, when we all finished school, he simply improved drastically and left us all behind.

As neighbours – he lived at the Chasovaya Street, and I lived slightly further, at Baltiyskaya – we always walked home together from the Pioneer Palace, but we rarely discussed anything other than chess. He wasn’t too interested in girls, music or movies, and literature didn’t exist for him at all – except for chess books, of course. He would read any chess book he got his hands on, in any language. I remember that there was a Wijk aan Zee Tournament book in one of the bookcases at the Palace, with annotations in Dutch. Yury Balashov brought the book there. Lyosha secretly filched it and only returned it after studying all the games at home.

I was completely dumbfounded by the training system he invented himself – he called it ‘a simul by the World Champions’. He would set up the positions on three or four boards at a time and play in the place of his champion opponents, trying to guess the moves of the greats. By the way, his attitude towards them was very healthy. He uttered the great names without any reverence, simply to specify the topic of the dialogue, and the names of, say, Smyslov or Fischer were said in the same tone that he would use to mention some Ivanov or Smith (the only player whom Alexey treated with some respect, according to his contemporaries, was Anatoly Karpov – D. K.).

In 1976, the Poineer Palace guys, Lyosha included, got an opportunity to work as game demonstrators at the 44th Soviet Championship, which was held in the Central Journalists’ Culture House. The highlight of the tournament was Karpov’s participation – the World Champion had never won a Soviet Championship before. Three other ex-world champions also took part.

We usually each demonstrated one or two games per round, to get an opportunity to see the post-mortem analysis in the players’ room. Lyosha, however, was much more pragmatic in his work and demonstrated at least three games per round – the fee was three rubles per game, and the money was much more important for him than seeing the players analyze: he grew up in a very poor family. He had no mother, and his disabled father sold newspapers in a student campus in the Sokol district – his kiosk stood in the 1st Baltiyski side-street, a couple of hundred metres from my home.


The Pioneer Palace methodologist Sergeev knew about that, so he established prizes for our spontaneous blitz tournaments – the books from the so-called ‘Black series’ (a series of books on great players, published by the Soviet organization Fizkultura i Sport, each containing a biography and annotated best games of the player concerned, and so called because they all had black dustjackets) which he purchased in the Central Chess Club at a nominal price. In this way, he gave Lyosha an opportunity to get rare books for free without humiliating his dignity.

As far as I remember, Vyzhmanavin never lost a single blitz tournament at the Pioneer Palace. His calculation skills were phenomenal, and even as a first-category player, he could already give us time handicap – three or even two minutes against five, although he never proposed that himself, considering it unethical. His code of honour was quite peculiar – for instance, in a high-stakes game in Sokolniki (a famous park in the centre of Moscow which had a glass ‘chess pavilion’, where chess players, sometimes very famous ones, gathered to play blitz), he could easily grab the opponent’s b1-rook with his queen from h8 when the flags were hanging, but he never pulled any such tricks on his fellow chess students, not even as a joke. On the other hand, he didn’t need that when he played against us – when the games ended, he almost always had a lot of time still left on his clock. He would make his moves seemingly without thinking, calculating everything in his opponent’s time. It seemed that he only needed his own time to quickly move his piece and bang loudly on the clock button with his right hand as he leaned his cheek on his left hand. He had incredible instincts and reflexes, as any truly great player should have.

He didn’t believe in fashionable opening systems, preferring rather exotic openings for the time – for instance, the Chigorin Defence for Black, or the Closed Sicilian and the Veresov System with 1.d4, 2.♘c3, 3.♗g5 for White, immediately targeting the black king that was going to castle short. That’s how I remember him – always rushing directly towards the goal, despising conventions and compromises. He lived his short life on his own terms, believing in his own truth. I hope that wherever he is now, these qualities are valued, and he has worthy company to play blitz with...’

We may also add that Vyzhmanavin didn’t exactly hate fashionable opening systems in his youth – rather, he consciously avoided them to force his opponents to think with their own head, which he liked to do as well. Later, when he had already become a strong chess player, Alexey worked on his openings much more, adjusting his preparation according to his next opponent. He still deviated from theory quite often, but consciously and knowing what he was doing.

Even after becoming a master and a grandmaster, Alexey still read and re-read some books from his library, and they served him rather well for years. The two-volume Alexander Alekhine game collection entitled Alekhine’s Chess Heritage by Alexander Kotov had a special place in his library – of course, signed by the loving hand of his coach, Lyudmila Belavenets. Vyzhmanavin dreamed of becoming a pupil of Vladimir Yurkov, who worked with the biggest young Soviet star at the time, Andrey Sokolov. However, this never happened – Yurkov only took on promising kids with high category rankings. That’s why Alexey was quite satisfied in the 1990s, when he overtook Sokolov both in Elo ratings and results – the latter fell out of the elite after his heavy Candidates match defeat against Karpov in 1987.

At some point, Alexey’s mother left the family, not wanting to spend any more dull days with her husband. The children had grown up, and she couldn’t bear to live with an alcoholic any more. Lyosha was still drawn to his mother, and she would visit sometimes to help with housework. Alas, his father did not make any steps to save the family and constantly told him that his mother had betrayed them. Soon, Tatiana was diagnosed with an incurable illness and died.

Alexey’s father didn’t lose his job for a very long time. There were a lot of reasons for that: he was a war veteran, from a working family, an invalid of labour, a party member! Very few Soviet citizens earned such a wage, but money quickly flew away after a few drunken gatherings with friends. However, the sinecure eventually ended... after that, Vyzhmanavin Sr. couldn’t hold onto any job for more than a year, and his labour career ended selling newspapers in the Soyuzpechat kiosk (where Karen Kavaleryan and Alexey’s other friends met him). Later, he was sacked even from that job. Therefore, any guests that came to Vyzhmanavin’s household thought that the place was quite depressing, even though there was always food in the fridge. Perhaps that’s why some of Alexey’s friends mistakenly thought that his father was a ‘street sweeper’.

We can speculate for a long time how a boy with such talent and love for chess would have fared in a different family, but what’s done is done. He neglected school completely – nobody at home cared about his grades. Vyzhmanavin barely managed to graduate from secondary school, getting moderate grades in all subjects, and enrolled in a railroad workers’ technical school. School grades were not important for admission – they produced specialists for laying sleepers and railway servicemen.

Meanwhile, the young chess player did actually have good learning capabilities – and chess talent had almost nothing to do with that. Years later, as he started to play in European open tournaments, he taught himself
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