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I sometimes wonder what present-day chess would have been like if Morphy, Capablanca, Fischer, Kasparov and Carlsen had never been born. Our chess world would be infinitely poorer from their absence. This book is dedicated to Magnus Carlsen, whose once-in-a-generation genius made a unique contribution to the enrichment of chess beauty and our collective knowledge.
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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



	[image: images]

	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









Introduction

In the days of Morphy, there was a single dominant player who roamed as a wolf among sheep. How could this be in our era? There are too many gifted, highly trained players for one single player to dominate. Yet, impossibly, there is one player who does just that. His name is Magnus Carlsen.

‘Finally, given your rise over the past few years, do you believe you can become world champion? Can you challenge Carlsen?

I think that maybe we have to wait for Magnus to get older! I cannot really challenge him. He is at the top, I think nobody can beat him. But if he is not in his best shape as he gets older, maybe we will have some chance.’ (Chess.com interview with Ding Liren)

Humility comes easily to the talentless. But for Ding Liren, the world’s number three player at the time of his interview, either the above statement is of a staggering level of humility, or perhaps he is a realist who views Magnus as currently untouchable in a classical time control World Championship Match.

This book is as odd as its title suggests. Actually, the only place I can beat Magnus is perhaps in an alternative universe – or maybe in his app when set at his strength on age 11. I fully expect a few ‘How-dare-you-write-a-book-on-Carlsen’s-losses-when-you-lack-the-skill-to-beat-him-yourself!’ Facebook messages after this book comes out. If you are an exceedingly strong player, then people write books about your best games, which tend to be wins; if you are a chess god, then people may even write a book on your losses.

It’s time to discuss a previously forbidden topic: Edward Winter relates that in the April 1994 Chess Life, Andy Soltis wrote of an apocryphal story: ‘Shortly after José Capablanca became world champion Znosko-Borovsky published a booklet of the Cuban’s losses called Capablanca’s Errors. Asked about it, Capa said he hoped to write a book called Znosko-Borovsky’s Good Moves but, he said, “Unfortunately, I didn’t succeed in finding material for it”.’

Edmar Mednis wrote a book on Fischer’s losses, called How to Beat Bobby Fischer. Some critics ridiculed him for it, even though he had actually beaten Bobby in a tournament game.

The point of course is, how is a far weaker player (Znosko-Borovsky, Mednis, me) qualified to write a book about how to beat a sacrosanct chess god? In my case the subject is a player who is undoubtedly the strongest player of today, and some say maybe even the greatest player of all time. The answer is, Magnus’ games are so profound that every loss of his – discounting games when he was just a kid – hits us as a shock, and something can be learned from it. A chess writer, unlike a novelist, is unable to type out a happy ending for the hero of his book – and Magnus is the hero of this book, despite the fact that the vast majority of the games within it are his losses. This book is an examination of where Magnus was in the past, not where he is today.

Being part of the world chess community gives us a sense of belonging to an entity greater than ourselves alone. Our CEO is always the reigning World Champion. Magnus finished 2019 with the unprecedented triumph of winning the Rapid and Blitz World Championships, as well as holding the title of Classical World Champion. And in 2020 he proved his superiority in a huge majority of online events during the time of lockdown due to Covid-19. Not since Kasparov’s reign have we seen such absolute dominance.

Normally matters on the chessboard go Carlsen’s way, the way the Red Sea parted for Moses. In this book we examine the opposite of the norm, that rare moment when a player who is as close to perfection as we have ever seen, loses.

The player who never loses: Carlsen’s humongous non-losing streak

When this book uses the words ‘... beat Magnus,’ it really means Magnus of the past, since the one in the present hardly ever loses a chess game. In the fourth round of the 2019 Tata Steel Masters in Wijk aan Zee in the Netherlands, Magnus drew with Dutch GM Jorden van Foreest. In doing so he shattered the record for the longest non-losing streak in chess history. Magnus’ previous loss was on July 31st 2018, against GM Shakhriyar Mamedyarov. This record eclipsed the previous record of 110 games set by the Dutch/Russian GM Sergei Tiviakov in 2005. When he finally lost to Jan-Krzysztof Duda in October 2020, Carlsen had even stretched the record to 125 games! His record is also far more impressive, since the average Elo rating of Tiviakov’s field was 2476 FIDE, while Magnus’ opposition was just over 2700!

You would think that random chance would have struck Magnus down somewhere in his massive streak, yet no matter how unsoundly he played, no matter how busted he was, no matter how strong his opposition, one thing remained the same: Magnus never lost a classical time control chess game, over an astonishingly large number of games. What Carlsen’s opponents discovered to their horror, during his seemingly endless streak, was that he could be knocked down, but he always got back up. They faced a player who just did not stay down for long, since deeply hidden counterplay always popped up, as if by magic, to save him. Just when they believed that his run of luck was at an end, then guess what? he got a new dose of luck, which, of course, is not luck at all.

Carlsen’s immense power

The stories of legends tend to grow in their telling. We can debate the point if Magnus is the greatest player of all time, yet there is no disputing (at least to my mind) that he is the strongest player of all time. His mid-2018 to 2020 run of tournament and match victories easily rivaled Morphy’s European tour, Capablanca’s dominance in the early 1920s, Fischer’s run up to his title match with Spassky, and Kasparov’s dominance in the 1990s. Magnus Carlsen is a chess killing machine, young, athletic, psychologically cool under pressure, with a blood pressure reading of 10 over 6, which most doctors consider remarkably low. He reached the elite summit of untouchability in a chess game.

Each generation tends to bring with it one player who pushes us into a great evolutionary leap forward in our understanding of the game. We are currently in the Magnus Carlsen generation. Magnus elicits emotions like respect, awe, fear and maybe a tinge of envy from his colleagues. He is not first among many equals, at least not yet. He is the unquestioned king.

In the olden days in BM (before Magnus) time, who was king? Sometimes it was Kramnik, sometimes Topalov and sometimes Anand. The chess world debated wildly and endlessly over who was the best player in the world. If we place Carlsen’s top 10 challengers next to him, only a fringe 10% will say one of them is stronger than Magnus. The other 90% are with King Magnus, the First of his Name. 90% of the electorate sounds close to a Saddam/Putin-like fake approval ratings, except that Magnus’ stats are actually real!

Wesley So wrote: ‘People like to say that I don’t play my best against Carlsen. Don’t think I hadn’t noticed that, but it took my dad Renato to explain it to me: he told me it is like being a very young and talented soccer player and having pictures of Pele all over your room and knowing by heart every game he ever played. You think about him, dream about him, grow up wanting to be as good as him and when playing by yourself even pretend you are him. And then one day Pele suddenly appears on the field. You can’t move. You can’t breathe. Everything is a blur. Which goal posts are yours? You feel like you might faint. Or die. You are overwhelmed because he is older, bigger and has years of experience on you. You see that you are a kid with an oversize dream.’

Let this sink in for a moment: this is the world’s top 5 ranked player and a potential challenger to Magnus! Wesley speaks with honest, humble clarity of the massive burden of expectation when playing a game against Magnus in a classical chess game, which is an assault on the psyche, as much as a battle across the board.

Playing a chess game against Magnus Carlsen is akin to a sinner practicing for God’s wrath on Judgement Day. As you may have guessed, there are virtually endless arrays of spells in the magician’s supernatural arsenal. How does he stay on top in a game where his opponents are some of the most brilliant human beings on the planet, and what are the reigning disciplines required to play chess at a dominant World Champion’s level?

Let’s break down the sources of Carlsen’s mysterious and uncanny power:

• An impossibly high concentration/awareness level, as a result of which Magnus is easily the most blunder-free player in the world.

• Endless calculation ability. In my opinion, only Fabiano Caruana and Maxime Vachier-Lagrave can hang with him in this respect. In pure calculation battles, most of Carlsen’s opponents are pretty much always one or two or three or four beats behind the orchestra’s conductor.

• Supernaturally perfect assessment power. Kasparov once said the source of Magnus’ true power is his astonishing ability to accurately assess even the most confusing positions.

• Magnus, in my opinion, along with Capablanca and Fischer before him, is in the top three endgame players of all time category. As all puritans declare, we were not put on this earth to chase after pleasures. Magnus is relentless in technical endings, where he routinely beats strong GMs and even world- class players in drawn endings. He just never gives up and, with infinite patience, waits for his opportunity. When his opponent omits the most insignificant detail, Magnus pounces and converts positions other top GMs fail to win. No other player in the world can claim to be his equal in this phase.

• A wide and creative opening repertoire, filled with theoretical surprises for his opponent. Magnus may play White and grind his opponent down in a London System, and then in the very next round play the Black side of an antipodal opposite, a Dragon or Najdorf Sicilian. If you are a chess player, then a sizable portion of your life is spent classifying and sub-classifying your openings. Magnus, with his either photographic or near-photographic memory, plays a bewildering array of openings, in totally opposing styles. This makes him next-to-impossible to prepare against.

• ‘I do not fear death. I had been dead for billions and billions of years before I was born, and had not suffered the slightest inconvenience from it,’ wrote Mark Twain. Emanuel Lasker, Mikhail Tal, AlphaZero and Magnus Carlsen all understand: a threat doesn’t need to be real, for the opponent to fear it. Magnus, channeling Emanuel Lasker, once said: ‘I am trying to beat the guy sitting across from me and trying to choose the moves that are most unpleasant for him and his style.’ Magnus is the most fearless chess player in the world, mainly since he is uniquely equipped with a Lasker/Tal/AlphaZero-like element/ability to confuse the opponent.

Each great player is responsible for a new leap forward in our perception of the game. What Magnus taught us is that a human can indeed play like a computer. It was the great Mikhail Tal who proved that a player can reach the greatest of heights with unlimited optimism and zero shame! Sound and unsound are only valid when computers are used. Play a human, and a supreme confuser can get away with murder. One wonders if Tal valued his own life, since he never took care of his health and over the board he smilingly took appalling risks any other player would shrink from. The only difference between Tal and Carlsen is that Magnus is in superb physical condition. Chess-wise, the pair’s risk-taking is on an equal scale.

The word pedomorphosis means that a person retains some characteristic of childhood into adulthood. Children, who have trouble relating present risky actions to future potential pain, are often reckless with material sacrifices at the board. Magnus, like Tal before him, carries this child-like trait where he often gambles wildly and, in the great majority of his transgressions, gets away with his crimes. He is scholar and mystic combined, with the ability to play a dry technical ending, and then, in the very next game, to unsoundly sacrifice a pawn and win anyway, against a 2800-rated opponent, sucking him into a vortex of confusion. Magnus is the premier player in the world in irrational positions. Even masters of confusion like Shakhriyar Mamedyarov and Hikaru Nakamura still lag behind. Of course, this is just my personal opinion and you are free to either agree or disagree. The nature of most sacrifices is that they are either unsound garbage or the inspiration of genius, with nothing in between. It’s egotistical to believe that our chess games are a creation of our own minds, since this belief fails to factor into the equation our opponents’ responses. Magnus is acutely aware of this factor. He is perfectly aware that some of his sacrifices – either materially or structurally – are semi-sound at best. Yet he factors in his clear superiority in unclear positions and believes he will get away with the transgression.

My observations of Magnus’ sacrifices in late 2018 and all of 2019 and 2020, up to the point of writing this book, are the following:

• His sacrifices are increasing in frequency.


• They tend to fall into that hazy ‘in-between’ of sound and unsound, worthy and unworthy; even the most robust chess minds can be stumped by Carlsen’s pointless/brilliant sacrifices.

• In the coming complications, Magnus confuses the opponent and wins.

• In the coming complications it turns out that either Magnus’ sacrifice was slightly unsound, or the opponent defended well and now has possession of the advantage. Then Magnus’ super-human defensive ability saves the game, which others would have lost.

• He has an Alekhine/Fischer-like monomaniacal will to win. It’s difficult to gauge a player’s level of will, yet Magnus is willing to push for the win, more than his colleagues. Of course, this can be viewed as a negative and there is an entire chapter in the book in which we see Magnus pushing too hard and going over the cliff.

• ‘Of course, analysis can sometimes give more accurate results than intuition but usually it’s just a lot of work. I normally do what my intuition tells me to do. Most of the time thinking is just to double-check,’ said Magnus, who possess a Capablanca/Tal/Fischer-like, near-perfect intuition. Why did I add Tal to the list? Because Magnus is that incredibly rare player who is gifted with both strategic and tactical intuition. Kasparov once said of Tal that, unlike others who merely calculate, Tal magically ‘sees through’ the complications. Magnus is the only other player I know of in chess history who is gifted with this kind of intuition. We have all seen countless examples of Magnus’ strategic wizardry. His tactical intuition is equally acute.

• A Capablanca/Botvinnik/Fischer-like planning ability. Only Fabiano Caruana can hang with him in this aspect.

• Magnus, unlike many other top players, has said he has engaged in a deep study of great players of the past. So this man/machine hybrid you see today is nothing but a condensed distillate of the great players of the past, to the present moment.

• This comes under the category of no-brainer, but anyone who goes over two years without losing a chess game is a master of defensive evasion. Carl Schlechter, Tigran Petrosian and Viktor Kortchnoi could only dream about reaching Carlsen’s defensive stature. Even when he receives a wicked and unexpected blow to the gizzard, by some miraculous power he manages to remain upright, avoiding defeat, time after time.

• More than any other world champion in chess history, Magnus is a player of constantly shifting stylistic identities. Like Boris Spassky before him, Carlsen is the epitome of stylistic universality, who seems to play every possible stage of the game in equally deadly fashion. He is a stylistic agnostic who refuses to embrace and worship a single style of play. In one game he will go berserk, à la Tal, confuse his opponent and win with a dubious double pawn sacrifice, then in the next game he goads his opponent on in Laskerian fashion, then in the next game he grinds out a less-than ‘⩱’ technical ending, winning in 80 moves. His style is in reality a collection of styles.

What benefits do we derive from the study of a great player’s losses?

Your writer, a noted chess theologian, believes there is no more holy and noble deed a chess player can perform than to engage in a deep study of a great player’s games, putting his each and every move under the microscope. But normally we only study the great player’s greatest games – not their failures and reversals. When a player becomes so strong that he just stops losing, it is of great value to look at this player’s earlier incarnations, where he did lose games.

Carlsen and his opponents in this book interpret chess very differently than we do. Our job is to identify the difference. Playing over such high-level games can frustrate us, since the players’ comprehension level of head-spinning complications towers over ours. But just remember that studying that which we fail to completely understand, presages a completely new level of awareness in our otherwise normal internal pattern recognition database. The decisions Magnus and his exalted opponents make may appear mistakenly inhuman, yet they were taken by human minds. At the beginning we don’t understand many of their motivations. Then, as we play through more games, our recognition shifts and it almost feels as if the patterns find us, and not the other way around. By studying the games of the great Magnus Carlsen – even his losses! – our mind is awakened from a life-long sleep, into full awareness. We learn far more through our failures than through our successes. There is not a doubt that Magnus Carlsen has examined all his losses under a microscope. If he benefits from this process, then so will we.

The chapters in the book are:

Chapter 1 – Witchcraft: Magnus miraculously escapes death from objectively awful or practically difficult positions.

Chapter 2 – Quicksand: Magnus gets outplayed, mostly strategically, Sometimes he is outplayed tactically, dynamically, or gets out-calculated.

Chapter 3 – Planning your own funeral: In a chess game we face the following opponents:

A) Our opponent’s powerful play.

B) Our low clock.

C) Our mind of fevered ambition.


In this chapter we examine C) on this list. The mind of ambition is always hard at work, trying to outsmart everyone, sometimes including our own position. This is the chapter where Magnus over-presses and goes off the cliff’s edge. It is the situation where the patriarch of a rich and powerful family brings poverty, scandal and disgrace to it, via gambling away the family fortune and influence.

Chapter 4 – Tales of the Lost Tribe: In this chapter we examine games where Magnus loses, via an inability to find the correct plan in the position, or by not asking the correct questions.

Chapter 5 – Outbooked: Magnus emerges from the opening in a poor position, to the point where he is unable to recover. Sometimes he is out-prepped, and sometimes the damage is self-inflicted.

Chapter 6 – Data overload: Terrible diseases and fatal car accidents are things we believe happen to other people – until they happen to us. Even players at Carlsen’s stratospheric level occasionally commit catastrophic blunders.

Chapter 7 – What time is it?: This is the chapter where Magnus totally outplays his opponents and then forgets about his clock and flags.

Now most of the games tend to be a mix of multiple categories. For example, Magnus may not have equalized in the opening, then he refuses to defend patiently and lashes out with an overly risky plan, his position worsens and then he blunders in time pressure in a difficult position. In which category do I place this game? It could be in any one of them. So my picks for chapter are in many cases purely subjective and you might have placed the same game in a different chapter.

Cyrus Lakdawala
 San Diego, October 2020






CHAPTER 1

Witchcraft

‘I can’t count the times I lagged seemingly hopelessly far behind, and nobody except myself thinks I can win’ – Magnus Carlsen.

We begin a book on Magnus’ losses with a series of Magnus wins and draws (besides Bobby Fischer, Magnus Carlsen is the only player of whom, when you utter his first name, every chess player in the world knows who you are talking about). In this chapter I want the reader to get a sense of just how impossibly difficult it is to beat Magnus in his prime. There are some lucky ones in life eternally immune to the consequences of past negative actions. In every game in this chapter, Magnus finds himself in a deep jam – either from a practical standpoint or objectively – and then we watch him escape with either a draw or a win.

Game 1Nimzo-Indian Defense

Viswanathan Anand 2775

Magnus Carlsen 2870

Chennai Wch m 2013 (9)

1.d4 ♘f6 2.c4 e6 3.♘c3 ♗b4

Many of us play multiple opening lines, yet we all have our secret or not-so-secret favourite, as most parents do with multiple children. The Nimzo-Indian has been Carlsen’s go-to line for his entire chess life.

4.f3

With most opening lines, the trail is often left for us by past generations. Not so with this newly fashionable line, which, from a historical perspective, is relatively new. Anand was behind in the match, with time running out, so this unbalancing line, preparing to seize full control of the centre with e2-e4, was a good practical decision.

4...d5 5.a3 ♗xc3+ 6.bxc3 c5 7.cxd5 exd5

7...♘xd5 8.dxc5 is the major alternative.

8.e3

White gets the bishop pair and a greater share of the centre, while Black gets the freedom of easy development and an open e-file.

8...c4!?

[image: images]

Principle violation: Retain central fluidity if your position is threatened with (future) attack.


The move does have two benefits:

1. White’s light-squared bishop is denied its rightful post on d3, where it aims at Black’s soon-to-be castled king;

2. Black immediately activates his queenside majority, with a coming confrontation on b4, with the plan: ...♘c6, ...b7-b5, ...♘a5, ...♘b3, ...a7-a5 and finally ...b5-b4. Of course Anand is not going to wait around to be squeezed on the queenside and will ruthlessly pursue his kingside attack.

8...0-0 is the main move. Here is an example of how White’s attack can get out of control if Black isn’t careful: 9.♗d3 b6 10.♘e2 ♗b7!? (10...♗a6 would be more normal) 11.0-0 ♖e8 12.♘g3 ♘a6 (a new move in the position. He intends to transfer the knight to e6. 12...♘c6 is Black’s main line) 13.♖a2 (intending ♗b2 and then e3-e4, activating the centre) 13...♘c7 14.♖e2 ♖c8 15.♗b2 g6? (I expected 15...♘e6) 16.e4 (Black is in deep trouble) 16...♘e6 17.e5 ♘d7 18.f4. White’s attack was decisive in Lakdawala-Ramanujam, San Diego rapid 2018.

9.♘e2 ♘c6

[image: images]

10.g4!

This powerfully vigorous act cuts off ...♗f5, while preparing a lunging pawn storm against Black’s king. 10.♘g3?! is met with 10...h5!, intending to gain time with ...h5-h4.

10...0-0!?

‘Come and get me!’ says Magnus. A more cautious man would opt to delay castling with 10...♘a5.

11.♗g2 ♘a5

Intending ...♘b3, then ...b7-b5, ...a7-a5 and ...b5-b4.

12.0-0 ♘b3 13.♖a2

The rook on a2 covers the a3-pawn, just in case Black ever plays ...♘xc1. Also, the rook may later shift over to e2 as preparation for e3-e4.

13...b5

Black is in no rush to play ...♘xc1, since this comes at a cost of time, swapping the knight for a piece which never moved. Carlsen decides to leave the threat hanging over Anand’s head and continue with his undermining strategy, which eventually leads to a ...b5-b4 break.

14.♘g3

GM Mikhal Krasenkow suggested 14.a4!? which breaks up Black’s undermining plan with ...b5-b4. Yet, I wouldn’t play this, since it shifts the focus of the game from the kingside to the queenside.

14...a5 15.g5

Krasenkow suggested 15.e4!? dxe4 16.♗g5 h6 17.♗xf6 ♕xf6 18.fxe4 ♕g5 19.e5 ♗xg4 20.♕e1 ♖a6 21.♘e4 when Fritz 17 likes White’s attacking chances over Black’s extra pawn.


15...♘e8

15...♘d7 16.e4 ♘b6 was Erenberg-Hakobyan, Batumi 2014. The game appears dynamically balanced, between attack and counterattack.

16.e4

[image: images]

16...♘xc1!?

Moment of Contemplation: This was a new and radical idea at the time. Magnus has wasted four tempi to swap off his knight for White’s bishop. In doing so he also eliminated a potentially powerful white attacker.

My friend GM Alex Baburin gave the move a ‘?!’ mark. I believe Carlsen’s decision is reasonable since White’s attacking power should be whittled away. The alternative is 16...♘c7 17.♗e3 b4 to create distractions in the centre and on the queenside. The comp calls it dead even.

17.♕xc1 ♖a6!

Multipurpose:

1. The rook is now covered by the c8-bishop. This means that Black can generate counterplay with a ...b5-b4 break;

2. The rook may help out Black’s king defensively via its third rank. Black’s rook covers sixth-rank pawn breaks on e6 and g6. It does not however cover against an f5-f6 break as Anand chose in the game.

18.e5 ♘c7 19.f4

Here they come.

19...b4

Black needs counterplay, and fast, before he is overwhelmed on the other side of the board.

20.axb4!?

This move is in violation of the Principle: Don’t open the game on your opponent’s strong side of the board. Perhaps Anand’s attack would have been stronger if he had simply ignored Black and continued 20.f5! bxc3 21.f6 g6 22.♕xc3. White’s attack looks slightly stronger than what he got in the game, at least intuitively, to your writer.

20...axb4 21.♖xa6 ♘xa6

[image: images]

22.f5!?

Moment of Contemplation: Anand’s choices were:

Plan A): Don’t get distracted by Black on the queenside and allow Black a supported and deeply passed pawn on b3. In this version White is strategically lost. So his attack must come through;


Plan B): Exchange on b4, which gives Black a less formidable passed c4-pawn. Yet the move has its own flaws:

1. It weakens White’s d4-pawn;

2. It allows Black’s knight entry into the game.

In the game Anand goes for the more radical plan A. Plan B runs 22.cxb4 ♘xb4 23.f5 which the comp unhelpfully assesses at 0.00.

22...b3!?

Magnus establishes his periphery. He too picks the riskier plan, rather than undermine by chopping on c3.

23.♕f4

This is intimidating! Anand makes no secret of the fact that he is playing for checkmate and to hell with his queenside issues. The comp doesn’t like the move and suggests 23.♘h5 ♘c7 24.♕e3 which is also pretty scary-looking for both sides.

23...♘c7

Magnus understands that his opponent will go for the plan f5-f6, forcing ...g7-g6. Then White can swing the queen over to h4 and h6, threatening mate on g7. Black’s knight will cover the mate on either e6 or e8.

24.f6

My human eyes tell me that Black is going to be mated, while the comp and Magnus say otherwise!

24...g6

The human move. Fritz suggests the inhuman 24...gxf6!? 25.gxf6 ♔h8 and prefers Black’s chances.

25.♕h4

[image: images]

Exercise (critical decision): White will play ♕h6, followed by a rook lift to f4 and h4. The critical question is: should Black move his knight to e6 or e8? Be careful. Only one of the moves allows Black to survive.

Answer: 25...♘e8!!

In this case the unnatural and the awkward are the only path to survival. The cost is that the hermits on f8 and g8 remain eternally within their cave, lost in contemplation. How many of us would play 25...♘e6 ? This loses to Anand’s deep attacking plan: 26.♕h6 b2 27.♗h3 (threatening to eliminate the defender of the mate) 27...♕d7 28.♘f5! (threat: 29.♘e7+, followed by 30.♗xe6, picking up the loose f8-rook) 28...♖e8 29.♘d6 ♖f8 30.♗xe6! fxe6 31.♖b1 ♕a7! 32.♔g2! (White must avoid the cheapo 32.♖xb2? ♕a1+ 33.♔g2 ♕xb2+ 34.♔g1 ♕a1+ 35.♔f2 ♕a7 36.h4. Unbelievably, the computer still gives a 0.00 assessment: 36...♖f7 37.h5 ♕a2+ 38.♔g3 ♕d2 39.♘xf7 ♕d3+ with perpetual check) 32...♕c7 33.♖xb2 ♗a6 34.♖b6! ♗c8 35.♖b8! ♕d7 36.h4! ♕c7 37.h5 gxh5 38.g6 hxg6 39.♕xg6+ ♔h8 40.♖xc8! ♖xc8 41.f7! and Black is mated next move.


26.♕h6

Threat: ♖f4, ♖h4 and ♕xh7 mate. I would consider resigning here, even though the comp says the game is even! The fragmented data is at odds with our confused brains.

26.♘e2 is also impossibly complicated. The advantage feels as if it jumps back and forth like a tennis ball at Wimbledon, yet seems to increase in speed and force with each volley. The comp gives 26...♕a5! 27.♕h6 b2 28.♘f4 ♗e6 29.♘xe6 fxe6 30.♗h3 ♕a6 31.♗g4 ♖f7 32.♕h3 ♘c7 33.♕g2 ♕a3 34.♕c2 ♖f8 35.♕f2 (threat: 36.f7+ and 37.♕f6 mate) 35...♖f7 36.♕c2 with a draw by repetition of moves.

26...b2!

Discouraging White from lifting his rook to f4.

27.♖f4!

... or maybe not! Children please! Calm down! This move follows the philosophy: it’s dangerous to get bullied and leave it unresisted. Vishy’s idea takes birth in the centre and then gravitates to the margins. Do you get the feeling that White’s construction efforts are going a tad over-budget? There are two kinds of chess wealth:

1. Static, long-term wealth of extra material or superior structure;

2. Portable wealth, of attack, initiative, or piece activity.

Magnus possesses number one, while Vishy is loaded with number two on the list. It’s not easy to convert someone of another faith to our own belief system. I watched this game live and speculation was rampant. Three out of four kibitzers – including IMs and GMS – said Carlsen was about to get mated, while about 15% said Magnus had worked out the defense perfectly and was winning (I was in the honest, 5% ‘Who-the-hell-knows?’ camp). Both camps were incorrect and the objective reality is that the game should be drawn with perfect play. But who plays perfectly, with a low clock, and with the world title on the line?

27.♘e2 ♕a5 28.♘f4 ♗e6 29.♘xe6 fxe6 30.♗h3 ♕a6! (after 30...♕b6? 31.♖b1 ♖f7 32.♕h4 ♖a7 33.♔g2! ♖a1 34.f7+! ♔xf7 35.♕f2+ ♔e7 36.♖xb2 Black’s exposed king will not survive) 31.♗g4! ♖f7 (intending to transfer the rook to b7) 32.♕h3 ♘g7! (32...♕a1?? is way too greedy: 33.♗xe6 b1♕ 34.♗xf7+ ♔xf7 35.♕d7+ ♔f8 36.♕e7+ ♔g8 37.♕xe8#) 33.fxg7 ♖xf1+ 34.♕xf1 ♕a1 35.♗d1! (threat: 36.♕f8 mate) 35...♔xg7 36.♕f6+ and perpetual check.

27...b1♕+

[image: images]


Exercise (critical decision): Black is up a load of material, but faces a serious issue: White is about to play ♖h4 and ♕xh7 mate, but has to parry the check. He can interpose either his knight or his bishop. One leads to a likely draw, the other loses. Which one would you play?

28.♘f1??

The pride of mother India flubs it. I don’t know if Anand was low on the clock, or if this was a result of nerves, fatigue, or all of the above. Take your pick.

Answer: Vishy had to try 28.♗f1!, keeping control over the crucial h4-square: 28...♕d1! 29.♖h4 ♕h5 (easy come, easy go. Black must return the extra queen, yet remains up a rook) 30.♘xh5 gxh5 31.♖xh5 ♗f5 32.g6 ♗xg6 33.♖g5 (threat: h2-h4-h5) 33...♕a5 34.♖g3 ♕a3! (the idea is to cover the f8-rook to enable ...♔h8) 35.h4 ♔h8 36.h5 ♗e4 37.♖g7 ♖g8 38.♖xg8+ ♔xg8 39.♕g5+ ♔h8 40.♕h6. Weirdly enough, Black is so tied up that he can’t make progress and the natural result is a repetition draw after 40...♔g8 41.♕g5+ ♔h8 42.♕h6 ♗f5 43.♔f2 ♗e6 44.♔g1.

28...♕e1!

[image: images]

Oops. ♖h4 will be met with ...♕xh4, after which Black is up a rook with White’s attack gone dead. Note that if White had blocked with the bishop instead of the knight, then Magnus would have been deprived of this winning defensive resource. Anand’s miscalculation was almost certainly 28...♕d1?? 29.♖h4 ♕h5 30.♖xh5 gxh5 31.♘e3 ♗e6 32.♗xd5! – overloaded defender. Black must cough up his queen, otherwise 33.♗e4 forces mate.

Game 2Nimzo-Indian Defense

Hikaru Nakamura 2789

Magnus Carlsen 2872

Zürich 2014 (3)

Sometimes I get the feeling that chess was solely designed for 10 or 12 great players in history. For the rest of us, the game is mostly suffering, with occasional moments of joy. Magnus had to have signed a contract with the devil to win this game. How else can we explain such a miraculous turnaround?

1.d4 ♘f6 2.c4 e6 3.♘c3 ♗b4 4.f3!?

As we saw in the previous game, this line carries within it a seed of implied violence. Hikaru has a poor lifetime score against Magnus in classical games, and in this one it looked like he was on the verge of his very first win. He chooses one of the most confrontational Nimzo-Indian lines available to White.

4...d5

A few months later the players clashed again in the line with the slight alteration 4...c5 5.d5 0-0 6.e4 d6, Nakamura-Carlsen, Shamkir 2014. Carlsen won that game as well.


5.a3 ♗e7!?

[image: images]

We veer from last game. Magnus refuses to cede the bishop pair and retreats to e7, which in turn allows Nakamura to play e2-e4 in one shot.

6.e4

Our goal is to achieve e2-e4, so if allowed, we play it.

6...dxe4

After 6...c5 7.cxd5 exd5 8.e5 ♘fd7 9.♘xd5 cxd4 10.♘xe7! ♕xe7 11.f4 f6 12.♘f3 fxe5 13.♗c4! White emerged with massive compensation for the pawn, with the bishop pair, a development lead and the black king stuck in the rapidly opening centre, in Beliavsky-Spassky, Linares 1990.

7.fxe4 e5

Black must lay claim to the central dark squares before White gets a chance to play e4-e5.

8.d5 ♗c5

Carlsen’s bishop slices through the central and kingside dark squares.

9.♗g5!?

More normal is 9.♘f3 ♗g4 10.h3 ♗xf3 11.♕xf3 ♘bd7 12.g4 0-0 13.♗d3 c6 14.♗e3 cxd5 15.cxd5 ♖c8 16.♗xc5 ♘xc5 and Black stood no worse in Smirnov-Safarli, chess.com 2019.

9...0-0

9...h6?! is unwise since it may benefit White later on with a g2-g4 and g4-g5 line-opening plan.

10.♘f3 ♗g4

This logical move was new at the time of the game and has become the main line. 10...a5, inhibiting b2-b4, is also played.

11.h3 ♗xf3

There is no sense in backing up to h5, which gives White g2-g4 for free for his attack.

12.♕xf3 ♘bd7 13.0-0-0

[image: images]

Strip a natural hawk of complications and he becomes half of himself; grant the hawk a crazy position and you grant him greater power. Hikaru, like Tal before him, operates on an imperative to corrupt, contaminate and confront. He is in his element in a dynamic, opposing-wings attack position, which almost certainly will lead to irrational positions later on.

13...♗d4! 14.♘e2 c5!

This is a pawn offer which is wisely declined.


15.g4!

Foolish would be to trade initiative for material with 15.dxc6?! bxc6 16.♘xd4 exd4 17.♖xd4 ♕b6 with excellent compensation for Black, with:

1. An open b-file for his attack;

2. A hole on e5 for Black’s knight to occupy in the future;

3. White’s centre has been broken up.

15...a5?

I have noticed that in most sporting events the referee tends to penalize the retaliation rather than the initial offence. I’m going to try and be a good referee and call this move what it is: a blunder. This rare strategic misjudgement is where matters sour for Magnus, since the move essentially seals the queenside from pawn play. Black must now rely solely on piece play to go after White’s well-defended king. He should have kept the queenside fluid with 15...a6!, intending to blast open with a future ...b7-b5.

16.♔b1 ♖a6

Intending ...♖b6. Black’s attack has a clunky, inefficient feel to it.

17.♘g3

[image: images]

17...g6!?

Black has many violations to answer for. In order to keep White’s knight out of f5, Magnus reaches the dreaded damned-if-you-do-and-damned-if-you-don’t situation. He willfully weakens all the dark squares around his king, while also enabling White to make the prying push h3-h4-h5. But is this an overcorrection? I don’t know, since the alternative of not playing the move also stinks. 17...a4 18.h4 ♖b6 19.♖h2 ♕a8 20.♘f5 also looks awful for Black, whose attack is obviously slower.

18.h4

Of course. White’s attack plays itself. h4-h5 is coming.

18...a4 19.♖h2

Reinforcing b2.

19...♕a5 20.♗d2

Also strong was to just play the immediate 20.h5 ♖b6 21.♗c1 with a winning attack for White.

20...♕c7 21.g5!?

He may be favourably repositioning Black’s knight to d6. 21.♗h6, with h4-h5 to follow, was a strong alternative.

21...♘e8 22.h5 ♖b6 23.♗c1

Where is Black’s attack going?

23...♖b3 24.♕g4!

The queen heads for the h-file.

24...♘b6

Attacking c4...

25.♗e2!

... which Hikaru ignores. He clears the path for ♖dh1.

25...♘d6

25...f5 26.gxf6 ♘xf6 27.♕h4 was also busted for Black.

[image: images]


Exercise (critical decision): White has a choice of plans:

Plan A) Double rooks on the h-file;

Plan B) First play h5xg6 and then double rooks.

One plan is stronger than the other. Which one would you play?

26.♖dh1

Answer: It isn’t as if this move throws away the win, but immediately decisive was 26.hxg6! fxg6 27.♖dh1 ♖f7 28.♕e6! (threat: 29.♖xh7) 28...♔f8 29.♘f5!! ♘xe4 (29...gxf5? 30.g6 is crushing). Now White has access to a killing back rank combination: 30.♕xg6! ♘c3+ 31.♔a1 ♘xe2 32.♖xh7 ♖xa3+ 33.♔b1 ♘c3+ 34.♔c2 and Black is mated.

[image: images]

26...♗xb2!

Moment of Contemplation: Magnus goes with the give-me-liberty-or-give-me-death mindset. He channels his inner Emanuel (Lasker, of course!) with an unsound sacrifice. I’m sure the piece won’t be missed. Is this sacrifice really unsound, if your imperative is to confuse the issue? I give Magnus an exclam for a move after which the Fritz 17 assessment is +5.43 – more than a full rook! – on Depth 30. Yet from a practical standpoint, this is his only prayer, since normal play loses without a fight: 26...♕d7 27.♕h4 ♖xg3 (desperate, but not desperate enough!) 28.♕xg3 ♘xe4 29.♕e1. Black’s attack goes dead and White wins easily.

27.♗xb2 ♘bxc4 28.♗xc4 ♘xc4 29.hxg6 ♕b6!

The best practical chance. 29...fxg6? 30.♕e6+ ♔h8 31.♕xg6 was hopeless for Black.

30.g7

Nakamura gives back his extra material in exchange for a wicked attack. Even stronger was 30.gxf7+! ♖xf7 31.♘h5! ♖xb2+ 32.♔a1 ♖xh2 33.♘f6+ ♔g7 34.♖xh2. The comp calls Black mated in eight moves from here.

30...♖d8 31.♕h4

[image: images]


A mate in one threat cannot be ignored!

31...♖xb2+ 32.♔a1 ♖xh2 33.♖xh2 ♕g6 34.♘f5

Threatening a fork on e7. The assessment is +10.07, more than a full queen up for White.

34...♖e8

[image: images]

35.♕g4

35.♕h3!! leaves Black in zugzwang, e.g. 35...b5 36.d6! (Black can’t take the pawn; neither can he not take it. White threatens 37.d7 and then 38.♘e7+, forking Black’s king and queen) 36...♘xd6 (forced) 37.♘xd6 ♖e6 38.♘f5 b4 39.♕g4! with the threat 40.♖h6!, trapping Black’s queen. Now if 39...f6 40.♘h6+ ♔xg7 41.♕xe6 Black is mated. The text also threatens 36.♖h6.

35...♕b6

Carlsen prevents rook sacrifices on h7. In case you are wondering, the assessment is now at + 17.78 – nearly two queens up for White!

36.♕h3

A disease which afflicts many of us in winning positions is that we become content to live in the present forever, without change, just like the dead. Hikaru once again misses 36.♕h5! ♕g6 37.♕h3! b5 38.d6!, winning on the spot.

36...♕g6 37.d6?

White’s attack subsides in a single turn. This move which was so ruthlessly powerful for so many moves, is made at the worst possible moment. The evaluation plummets from +17.78 to +1.73!. 37.♖h1! was zugzwang. Black must push the b-pawn, negating irritating ...♕b6 ideas: 37...b5 38.d6! and Black resigns.

37...♘xd6

The only move. Carlsen hands over a piece for a lot of pawns.

38.♘xd6 ♖d8 39.♘c4?!

The evaluation drops to even! 39.♘c8! ♔xg7 40.♘e7 ♖d1+ 41.♔a2 ♕e6+ 42.♕xe6 fxe6 43.♖h6 offered White some chances to win.

39...♕xe4 40.♕h5?

[image: images]

When we keep trying to win a position which is no longer winning, we become like a softy parent who is unable to tell the bratty child: ‘No!’. Hikaru, who falls prey to a thought-virus, is unable to let go of the past. Now the evaluation swings to -2.01 in Black’s favour. This is a position of absolutes. White had to allow a draw with 40.♘e3! ♕d3 41.♘f5! ♕d1+ 42.♔a2 ♖d2+ 43.♖xd2 ♕xd2+ with perpetual check.

40...♖d3!

Suddenly Black has three pawns for the piece, with the safer king.

41.♖h4 ♕f5!

41...♕e1+? is a waste of time, since the queen must watch over h7: 42.♔a2 ♕f2+ 43.♘b2 ♕f5 44.♘xd3 ♕xd3 and the game will end in perpetual check.

42.♕e2 b5

Here they come.

43.♘d2 ♕xg5

More ripe fruit falls from the tree. Also strong was 43...♖xa3+ 44.♔b2 ♖g3.

44.♕xd3 ♕xh4 45.♘e4

After 45.♕xb5 ♕d4+ 46.♕b2 h5! White’s remaining knight is unable to deal with the hoard of black passers.

45...♔xg7

[image: images]

Forget it. Five pawns are too many for a single piece to handle and Hikaru’s position is overtaken by oblivion. White’s only prayer is to deliver perpetual check. Unfortunately, Nakamura faces the greatest endgame player since Fischer and Capablanca.

46.♕f3

46.♘xc5 ♕d4+! removes the queens and is an easy win for Black.

46...♕f4! 47.♕g2+ ♔f8 48.♔b2 h5

Principle: Passed pawns should be pushed.

49.♘d2

49.♘xc5?? loses to 49...♕d4+.

49...h4 50.♔c2 b4! 51.axb4 cxb4

Bye bye final white pawn.

[image: images]

52.♕a8+ ♔g7 53.♕xa4

This suits Black just fine since White’s queen expends time and energy on the other side of the board, allowing Back to push forth on the kingside.

53...h3 54.♕b3 h2 55.♕d5

[image: images]

Exercise (combination alert): How can Black force promotion?


Answer: 55...e4!

Interference.

56.♕h5 e3 57.♘f3 e2!

White’s overloaded pieces are unable to take the h-pawn.

58.♔b3

58.♔d3 ♕xf3+! (attraction/underpromotion/knight fork/simplification) 59.♕xf3 e1♘+!.

58...f6!

The practical move. Carlsen avoids complications stemming from:

A) 58...♕xf3+?! 59.♕xf3 e1♕ 60.♕g2+ ♔f8 61.♕xh2 when White can at least play on and pray;

B) 58...♕f6! is Black’s objectively strongest move: 59.♔c4 (59.♔xb4 ♕xf3! 60.♕g5+ ♔h7 61.♕h4+ ♔g6 and White’s checks run out) 59...♕c6+ 60.♔b3 e1♕! (attraction) 61.♘xe1 h1♕ and wins.

59.♘e1 ♕g3+ 60.♔a4 ♕g1!

60...♕xe1?! allows White fishing chances after 61.♕g4+ ♔f8 62.♕c8+ ♔e7 63.♕b7+. Fritz and Komodo assure me that Black’s king can successfully evade perpetual check. Carlsen’s choice is both simpler and therefore easier.

61.♕xe2

[image: images]

61...♕a7+! 0-1

With a zwischenzug Black covers White’s checks on e7, before promoting. After 62.♔xb4 h1♕ 63.♕g4+ ♔f8 64.♕c8+ ♔e7 there are no more checks for White.

Game 3Sicilian Defense

Magnus Carlsen 2834

Gawain Jones 2640

Wijk aan Zee 2018 (8)

I covered this game (with different annotations) in Winning Ugly and placed it in this book in case you don’t have that one. The play of lower-rated grandmasters against Magnus borders on the fatalistic, and the opponent’s resignation is almost a matter of predetermination. Not in this game, where Magnus blundered horribly in the opening. It took some super-human play on his part to recover and win.

1.e4 c5 2.♘f3 d6 3.d4 cxd4 4.♘xd4 ♘f6 5.♘c3 g6

There must be some good in Dragon players, yet we must look hard to find it, since they are always busy picking fights on the chessboard. I have discovered from students that the Dragon is essentially an opening for religious fanatics. They study the opening’s intricacies and details as if reading scripture and their love for the opening is absolute, even when they occasionally get mated in it!

6.♗e3 ♗g7 7.f3 ♘c6 8.♕d2 0-0 9.0-0-0 d5 10.♕e1

Magnus accepts the theoretical challenge against Dragon expert GM Jones.


[image: images]

The ideas behind White’s last move:

1. White’s d1-rook makes Black’s queen uncomfortable on the d-file;

2. From e1 White’s queen may swing over to h4 to go after Black’s king.

Another major line is 10.exd5 ♘xd5 11.♘xc6 bxc6 12.♘xd5 cxd5 13.♕xd5 ♕c7.

10...e5

This move induces White to trade on c6, which reinforces Black’s d5-pawn. Also played is 10...e6.

11.♘xc6 bxc6 12.exd5 ♘xd5

Magnus has some experience as White with the alternative 12...cxd5 13.♗g5 ♗e6 14.♗c4.

13.♗c4 ♗e6 14.♔b1 ♖e8 15.♘e4

The knight eyes both the c5- and the g5-square, going after Black’s e6-bishop in both cases.

15...f5!?

Will the power of the opening theory cartels ever be checked? The language of technology has merged into our collective consciousness and these days we dare not make a move unless it got the seal of approval by our comp overlords. Jones bangs out a move which was new at the time. It seems to have disoriented Magnus. Normal are the lines 15...♕c7, 15...♕b8 and 15...a5.

16.♘g5 ♗c8

The bishop must be preserved to keep some control over the light squares. Now Black threatens the simple tactic ...f5-f4, with a double attack, winning a piece. I watched this game live and was slack-jawed at Carlsen’s response.

[image: images]

17.g4??

Well, since in this day and age it’s blasphemy to criticize any chess decision by Carlsen, we must go into love-the-sinner-hate-the-sin mode. The reigning World Champion just allowed a two-ply combination which wins a piece, which rivals Fischer’s equally ridiculous ...♗xh2?? piece loss versus Spassky in the first game of their World Championship match. The internet chatter went nuts after Carlsen’s move. There were three theories on what had happened:

Theory 1: The time between the blunder popping into our head and the time it takes our hand to actually make the blunderous move, is but a fraction of a second. Some said it was essentially a finger slip, and Magnus meant to play 17.h4 but accidentally touched his g-pawn.


Theory 2: On the previous night he played a league match game which went on and on and didn’t end until around 2:00 a.m. (his time). So maybe Magnus was simply sleep-deprived. This is my guess of what actually happened.

Theory 3: A genius is still human and all humans occasionally short-circuit.

Note that Magnus’ play after the blunder was impossibly brilliant, so maybe it was just a case of simple inattention. 17.h4, protecting the knight, is obviously the correct move.

17...f4

Double attack/interference. Most C-level players would see this instantly.

18.h4 fxe3 19.♕xe3

[image: images]

Luckily, Magnus did get some – though not enough – compensation for the piece:

1. An extra pawn;

2. Three isolanis for Black;

3. Fishing chances against Black’s king;

4. Control over e4 for his knight;

5. White’s king looks relatively safe, or at least safer than Black’s.

Now watch Magnus wake up and play! Dostoyevsky questioned in Crime and Punishment: ‘Does our good deed in the present erase our past crime?’ Magnus proves that the answer is yes. From this point on he plays a virtually perfect game and goes on to win.

19...h6 20.♕c5!

20.♕b3? loses to 20...hxg5 21.♖xd5 cxd5 22.♗xd5+ ♔f8! 23.♗xa8 gxh4 24.♗e4 g5. Black’s king is safe and White doesn’t have enough for the piece.

After 20.♘e4? ♗e6, Black is well on his way to consolidation.

[image: images]

20...♗b7!?

This is actually Black’s best move, but maybe not from a practical viewpoint.

A) Black could also try the simplifying 20...hxg5!? 21.♕xc6 ♗e6 22.♗xd5 ♗xd5 23.♖xd5 ♕b6 24.♕c4 ♕e6 25.hxg5 e4! 26.fxe4 ♖ac8 27.♕d3 ♕xe4 28.♕xe4 ♖xe4 and only Black can win;

B) 20...♕b6? is a blunder due to 21.♖xd5! cxd5 22.♕xd5+ ♔h8 23.♘f7+ ♔h7 and White can play 24.♕xa8 e4 25.♗b3 e3, but now he really does
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