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    Introduction
 
 To demand of a piece only direct attacking activity is the stamp of a mere ‘wood-shifter’.
 

    My System (Nimzowitsch)

    

    Strong players believe in small advantages. If the position requires it they will grind away for hours at a weakness or potential weakness in their opponent’s camp. Such a strategy requires enormous patience and the sustaining hope that the opponent will eventually buckle under the strain. This last point is self-evident: chess is a logical game and no matter how fine our manoeuvres there will be no victory without ‘help’ from our opponent.


    And yet it is precisely when a player is content to play simple, logical moves, not rushing things or trying for tricks, that such help is most likely to arise. A tough, dogged opponent might resist any attack on the king with finesse and energy but carelessly disorganise their pieces or compromise their pawn structure if obliged to defend a ‘boring’ position.


    Pressure play probes and manoeuvres from a distance, trying to avoid a pitched battle with the enemy pieces until the optimum moment. If a threat is kept hanging over a player’s head, they always have to take it into account when planning their strategy. That is, not knowing where or when the blow is going to be struck obliges them to keep pieces guarding against all eventualities rather than taking part in their own plans.


    This uncertainty places an extra burden on both the skill and psychological strength of a player, which in turn can lead to mistakes on the board. It is for this reason that Nimzowitsch said “the threat is stronger than the execution”.


    


    
      Pressure can be limited to one square or spread out across the whole board. Whatever its scope it forces the opponent into a defensive posture which reduces the energy of one or more of his pieces or pawns. In this book we’ll examine how to create, maintain and exploit such pressure. I hope you enjoy exploring some fascinating games and add pressure play to your skills as a chess player.

      

      Neil McDonald,

      Gravesend,

      February 2023

      


      

    

  


  
    

    
      
        

      
Chapter One
 Paralysing the Enemy Pieces
 
 The most strategic way to exert pressure is to permanently shut an enemy piece out of the game whilst keeping our own pieces working well together. Then we can build up slowly and methodically against key points in the centre, perhaps as the prelude to an attack on the king. There will be no need to hurry as our superiority in numbers will eventually become decisive.
    


    Alas, it won’t be easy to reach such a pressure play nirvana. Any shrewd opponent is going to resist having a knight or bishop so boxed in that it might as well not be on the board.


    Therefore some inducement or trickery is usually required to make the opponent submit to having an entombed piece. In the first three games in this chapter it took a mixture of surprise and sacrifice. Disorientated by an unexpected opening line and attracted by the pawns on offer, the pressure victims succumbed to the blockade of a vital square. In the fourth game an insipid opening duped Black into taking too many liberties with his development, while in the fifth game White developed his pieces but then became hypnotised by a manoeuvring magician into tangling them up. The final game contains a warning: enjoy burying enemy pieces, but don’t let them rise like Dracula from the grave.

    
 Game 1
 T.Krak-P.Macko
 Slovakia 2016

    

    1 c4 c5 2 Nc3 Nc6 3 Nf3 e5 4 g3 g6 5 Bg2 Bg7 6 a3 Nge7


    In game 16 we’ll examine 6 ... a5 which prevents White’s enterprising reply.
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    7 b4!?


    A pawn offer to place the black queenside and centre under pressure.


    7 ... cxb4?!


    The offer is best refused with 7 ... d6! when after 8 Rb1 we might say White has some pressure against the c5- and b7-pawns.


    8 axb4 Nxb4 9 Ba3 Nbc6?


    A much better try for Black is 9 ... Nec6 when play might continue 10 Nd5! Nxd5 11 cxd5 Ne7 12 e4! (aiming for a bind with 13 Bd6). After 12 ... d6 13 0-0 0-0 14 Qb3 a5! (a good defensive move to stop 15 Qb4 which would otherwise win the d6-pawn) 15 Rfb1 in return for the pawn, White has a lot of pressure against the queenside (notably the b7- and d6-pawns and the b6-square). An unpleasant scenario for Black, but he is far from lost and can try to gain counterplay with 15 ... f5.
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    Question: Can you suggest a manoeuvre for White to gain a firm grip on the


    d6-square?


    

    Answer: 10 Nb5!


    Threatening 11 Nd6+ Kf8 12 Ng5, when Black is being annihilated as there’s no good way to defend f7.


    10 ... 0-0 11 Bd6!


    Having clamped down on the d6-square White has decisive pressure. The d-pawn is stopped from advancing, leaving the bishop on c8 buried.
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    Question: Can you see White’s big tactical threat?


    

    11 ... e4?


    Answer: Black had no good answer to the threat of smothering his queen with 12 Bc7 Qe8 13 Nd6 (how ignominious for her to be trapped deep within her own camp!).


    The best way to fight on was to break the blockade on d6 with 11 ... Nf5! when 12 Bxf8 Bxf8 leaves Black the exchange down for a pawn. Still he could put up a tough resistance (never say die when you have an unopposed dark-square ‘Indian’ bishop!)
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    Question: This is a harder tactic, but can you work out if 12 Bc7 is still good?


    

    12 Ng5


    Answer: Keeping up the initiative but not as straightforward as winning the queen. You would need to calculate and assess the following variation (the number of forced captures makes it a bit easier): 12 Bc7! exf3 13 Bxf3 Qe8 14 Nd6 Bxa1 15 Qxa1 Nf5 16 Nxe8 Rxe8 17 0-0 and Black is left with only a rook and knight for the queen and a position full of holes.


    12 ... Be5


    Or 12 ... Bxa1 13 Qxa1, when 14 Bc7 Qe8 15 Nd6 and 14 Nxe4 followed by 15 Nf6+ are both on the cards.


    13 Nxe4 f5 14 Nec3 Rf6
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    Question: How does White secure his bind in the centre?


    

    Answer: 15 c5!


    Maintaining control of d6. Black is fighting hard with his active pieces. However he is effectively a minor piece short because his bishop on c8 is making no contribution to the fight. This means he will be outgunned in the battle which follows.


    15 ... Kh8 16 0-0


    The computer tells me that the unlikely 16 Nxa7! would be winning, the main idea being that the knight on c6 is overloaded, e.g. 16 ... Rxa7 17 Bxe5 Nxe5 18 Rxa7 is crushing, while if 16 ... Bxc3 17 Nxc6 Rxa1 18 Nxd8 Rxd1+ 19 Kxd1 White will win ‘on points’ as both c3 and e7 are hanging. Meanwhile if 16 ... Bxd6 17 cxd6 Rxa7 18 dxe7 Qxe7 19 Nd5 Qe5 20 Rxa7 Nxa7 21 Nxf6 Qxf6 22 0-0 leaves Black the exchange down and entirely busted.


    I don’t think many humans would even consider 16 Nxa7, especially when the simple 16 0-0 is bound to be overwhelming.


    16 ... Bxd6


    If he doesn’t exchange at once then he will be pushed into it with 17 d4.


    17 cxd6 Ng8 18 Nd5 Rf8 19 Ra4!


    Everything flows easily when your opponent has a rook and bishop shut out of the game. Krak clears the a1-square for his queen and prepares to swing his rook over to the kingside.


    19 ... a6 20 Qa1+ Nf6 21 Nbc7 Rb8 22 Rh4 h5


    After 22 ... b5 White has the lovely 23 Ne8! Qxe8 24 Nxf6 (threatening mate as well as the queen) 24 ... Rxf6 (if 24 ... Qf7 25 Nxh7+ Kg8 26 Nxf8 obliterates Black) 25 Qxf6+ Kg8 26 Bd5+ wins.
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    Question: Any ideas of how to break open lines? (a clue: the white pieces


    have been working hard and need some help!)


    

    Answer: 23 e4! fxe4 24 Rf4 Kg7
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    Question: Can you see how to finish off the attack?


    

    Answer: 25 Nxf6 Rxf6 26 Rxf6 Qxf6 27 Ne8+ 1-0


    The bishop on c8 remained locked behind the b7- and d7-pawns for the whole game. As a consequence the rook on b8 was entombed. That is the power of a blockade on a key centre square.


    In tribute to Scottish GM Paul Motwani who loves his puns, I have to say that this was a Kraking attack!

    
 Game 2
 C.Chandler-K.Bowmer
 Kenilworth 2022

    

    1 e4 c5 2 a3 e6 3 b4!?


    I recall Bent Larsen saying that the Open Sicilian was a cheap trap(!) as after 2 Nf3 d6 3 d4 cxd4 4 Nxd4 White might get a winning attack if Black’s play is imperfect, but otherwise he has exchanged the d-pawn for Black’s less valuable c-pawn. In his own words:


    “I know [White’s play] can be combined with purely strategical ideas, but I find it easier to discuss strategy when I have an extra centre pawn!”


    The Sicilian Wing Gambit is one way of insisting on having an extra centre pawn. White gains open lines for his queenside rook and bishop to boot.


    3 ... cxb4 4 axb4 Bxb4 5 Bb2 Bf8


    A sensible retreat. After 5 ... Nf6 6 e5 Nd5 7 c4 Ne7 8 Nf3 or 8 Na3 White has space in the centre and the bishop remains out on a limb on b4.


    6 Ra3!?
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    Question: Not content with the a-file the rook heads off towards the kingside.


    But what happens after 6 ... Bxa3 nabbing the rook?


    

    6 ... Nc6


    Answer: If 6 ... Bxa3? 7 Bxg7! and 8 Bxh8 restores material equality. Then everyone (including Larsen!) would agree that swapping his a-pawn and b-pawn for Black’s c-pawn and g-pawn has been a good deal for White.


    7 Rg3 Nf6 8 e5


    Rather than block the long diagonal White could keep his options open with 8 Nc3, when upon 8 ... Qb6 (my computer likes 8 ... a5!? with a headlong advance of the a-pawn) I find 9 Qa1! aesthetically pleasing.


    8 ... Ne4 9 Re3 Nc5


    After 9 ... d5 10 exd6 Nxd6 11 Bd3 (keeping the black knight out of f5; if 11 Nf3 Black has the chance to develop his kingside without conceding weaknesses with 11 ... Nf5 12 Rb3 Be7 and 13 ... 0-0) 11 ... Nb4 12 Nf3 Nd5 13 0-0!? Nxe3 14 fxe3 is consistent with White’s enterprising play. He has raking bishops and the open f-file and after 14 ... f6 (to block the pressure on g7) 15 Nd4 clears the way for a queen check on h5. It won’t be easy for Black despite his big material plus. Jumping ahead in the game we will see a supercharged version of this sacrifice.


    10 Nf3 Na4


    Instead 10 ... b5! would offer the pawn back to free his game and gain counterplay. After 11 Bxb5 Rb8 12 Nc3 Qa5 the white pieces are in a tangle on the b-file. Or if 11 Nc3 Rb8 12 Nxb5? White loses a piece to 12 ... a6 13 Nd6+ Bxd6 14 exd6 Rxb2. So the modest 11 d4 Na4 12 Bc1! looks the best way to keep the tension. It looks rather ridiculous for the bishop to retreat to its starting square. However it enjoys a diagonal unclogged by pawns and can support kingside operations such as Ng5 once the wandering rook leaves the e3-square.


    11 Ba1 Nb6


    Instead 11 ... a6 would prepare 12 ... b5 to activate his game. If 12 c4 in reply he can ‘insist’ with 12 ... Qa5 planning 13 ... b5.
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    Question: How do you evaluate the manoeuvre of the black knight from a4 to b6?


    

    12 Nc3


    Answer: David Bronstein famously advised us to talk to our pieces during a game. You could ask the rook on a8 and bishop on c8 what they think about the horse landing on b6!


    Two moves earlier Black’s 10 ... Na4 could be justified as a prophylactic measure to exchange off White’s potentially dangerous knight as soon as it was developed to c3. Instead after 11 ... Nb6? it turned out to be part of a horrible regrouping which boxes in Black’s queenside and ends his counterplay by obstructing the ... b7-b5 advance.


    12 Nc3


    Here 12 c4!? would prevent the black knight ever ‘repenting’ its error and returning to the centre on d5.


    12 ... Bc5


    Completing the disastrous rearrangement of his pieces begun with 10 ... Na4. After 10 ... Be7 11 Ne4 Black can fight back with 11 ... Nd5 12 Rb3 f5! This is why White should have prefaced his piece play with 12 c4 to guard the d5-square.
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    Question: How do we punish Black for his inaccurate play? (remember the


    theme of this chapter!)


    

    Answer: 13 Ne4!!


    In the notes at move nine we saw a similar offer of the exchange. Here it is so powerful that Black should decline with 13 ... Be7! despite the loss of time with the bishop. White would be able to put the tempo to excellent use with 14 c4! to keep the knight out of d5. Then Black is in an unpleasant bind but it’s by no means as bad as the game.


    13 ... Bxe3 14 Nd6+


    An important zwischenzug. After 14 fxe3 White has lovely attacking chances, but the check on d6 wrecks Black’s game.


    14 ... Kf8 15 fxe3
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    Question: Do you think White has reasonable compensation, a strong attack


    or a winning advantage in return for his material? Remember to consider what


    the pieces of both players will be able to do in the future, not just currently.


    

    Answer: White has invested the exchange and a pawn in his initiative: on a points scale the equivalent of a piece.


    And yet there is no immediate threat of mate or strong attacking gesture available to justify his sacrifice. Furthermore the black kingside contains no structural weakness. We can’t even say White is ahead in development.


    Nonetheless from a strategic viewpoint Black is dead lost. It is a question of potential: White can improve his game with a series of developing moves which will cumulate in a winning breakthrough on the f7-square: say Bd3, 0-0, Qe1, Qg3 and Ng5 as a basic attacking scheme. Meanwhile how can Black bring his rook on a8 and bishop on c8 into the fight? They are paralysed by the blockade of the enemy knight on d6 and also by their own horse on b6. Even if in Houdini-esque fashion they managed to escape their straitjacket it would be too late to affect White’s attack down the f-file.


    15 ... f5


    A despairing move as Black realises there is no way to escape from the bind. If he tries to challenge the dominant white horse with 15 ... Ne7 then White has a crushing attack after 16 Ng5! Nf5 17 Ndxf7. In fact even the thematic but ‘lazy’ 16 Bd3 would be good enough, as after 16 ... Nf5 17 Bxf5 exf5 18 0-0 preparing 19 Nd4 White will sooner or later rip through the f-file.
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    Question: You might like to try to find the only winning move for White after


    16 exf6 gxf6 17 Ng5! fxg5 18 Qf3+ Ke7.


    

    16 Bd3


    Answer: White builds up in methodical style, and who can blame him when he has his opponent in a stranglehold. Nevertheless there was already a concrete tactical win with 16 exf6 gxf6 17 Ng5! fxg5 18 Qf3+ Ke7 19 Ne4! (a hard move to see: the retreat of the knight keeps the black king from getting out via d6 and threatens 20 Qf6+ Ke8 21 Nd6 mate). Now there is no time to save the queen as 19 ... Qf8 20 Bf6+ Kf7 (if 20 ... Ke8 21 Qh5+ Qf7 22 Nd6+ mates next move) 21 Qh5+ Kg8 22 Qxg5+ Kf7 23 Be2! threatening mate with 24 Bh5 is decisive for White.


    Or if 19 ... Rf8 20 Bf6+ Kf7 21 Qh5+ Kg8 22 Qxg5+ Kf7 23 Nd6 is mate, while after 19 ... d5 20 Bf6+ Black suffers fatal material losses with 20 ... Kd7 21 Bxd8 dxe4 22 Qf7+ Kxd8 23 Qf6+ Kc7 24 Qxh8. Well done if you found 19 Ne4!


    16 ... g6 17 0-0 Kg7 18 Qe1!


    The queen heads for g3 to strengthen the assault.


    18 ... Rf8 19 Qg3 Nb4
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    Question: Can you see how White wins? A rule of positional chess is that


    when you have dominance of squares of one colour, the winning breakthrough


    occurs on a square of the opposite colour.


    

    Answer: 20 Bxf5!


    It takes some courage to commit to a sacrifice when all the variations can’t be calculated to an end. You have to trust that the tactics are going to work once your superiority in firepower is overwhelming.


    20 ... exf5 21 e6+


    I hope you hadn’t forgotten about the bishop on a1 which has waited a long time to see daylight.


    21 ... Rf6


    If 21 ... Kg8 Black can resist after 22 Qe5 Qf6! but 22 Ng5! is convincing. The idea is 23 Ndf7 threatening both the queen and 24 Nh6 mate. Here are a couple of possible mating finishes: 22 ... dxe6 23 Nxh7! Kxh7 24 Qh3+ Kg8 25 Qh8 mate, or 22 ... Qe7 23 Ngf7 Rxf7 24 exf7+ Kf8 25 Nxf5 gxf5 26 Qg8 mate.


    22 Bxf6+ 1-0


    Also catastrophic for Black is 22 Nxf5+ Kg8 23 e7. If now 22 ... Qxf6 23 Ne8+ is a winning fork while upon 22 ... Kxf6 it is simplest to pocket the queen with 23 Qh4+ Kxe6 24 Qxd8.

    
 Game 3
 M.Vachier-Lagrave - Ding Liren
 St Petersburg 2013

    

    1 e4 c6 2 d4 d5 3 e5 Bf5 4 h4 h6


    In Delaney-Speelman (game 28) Black prefers 4 ... h5 to obstruct White’s next move.


    5 g4 Be4


    The most circumspect response is 5 ... Bd7 when play might continue 6 h5 e6 7 f4 c5 8 c3. Then White has begun the game with an amazing eight pawn moves (didn’t the fictional character Benny Watts in the Queen’s Gambit describe the Caro-Kann as ‘all pawns and no hope’ ... ?)


    The fact that Black has only developed a bishop to d7 justifies this massive land grab.


    6 f3 Bh7
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    Question: Compared to 5 ... Bd7 above Black has kept his bishop on an


    open diagonal. He is ready for 7 ... e6 followed by the development of his


    kingside pieces. But White throws a spanner in the works. Can you see how?


    (be prepared to sac!).


    

    Answer: 7 e6!


    A sacrifice to disrupt Black’s kingside pawns and create holes for the benefit of the white knights. At the same time the development of the bishop from f8 becomes problematical.


    7 ... Nf6


    This natural developing move gets Black into hot water.


    After 7 ... fxe6 8 Bd3 Bxd3 (otherwise White can take on h7 and play Qd3 anyway) 9 Qxd3 Black is suffering because of the huge hole on g6 and his difficulty in developing his bishop from f8. His extra pawn is a hindrance: in fact he should give it back straightaway with 9 ... e5! 10 Qg6+ Kd7 11 dxe5 e6. Black’s king isn’t too happy but there is no immediate danger and he can develop his kingside pieces.


    But the best riposte is the immediate 7 ... Qd6! which threatens to capture the intruder in a ‘clean’ way with 8 ... Qxe6+. Incidentally we see the value of the intermediate 5 ... Be4 to provoke 6 f3, as not only is the g3-square open to a queen check but the pawn on f3 blocks the deployment of the white knight on g1 to its natural square. After 8 exf7+ Kxf7 White should therefore straighten out his pawns with 9 f4! to cover g3 and clear f3, when the position remains double-edged.


    The black king might not be overjoyed to be sitting on f7, but as with 9 ... e5! 10 Qg6+ Kd7 in the paragraph above it is better to have a displaced king than to have pieces buried alive.


    8 Bf4!


    Not giving Black the chance to change his mind and put his queen on d6 after all.


    8 ... Qb6


    For the moment Ding Liren has the initiative: three pieces developed compared to one for White. Furthermore Vachier-Lagrave (or MVL as he is popularly known) has to decide what to do about the threat to smash up his queenside pawns. His reaction is to give a Gallic shrug of his shoulders as if to say, ‘well let it happen!’ He is willing to lose material and have his king stuck in the centre in order to disrupt the deployment of Black’s bishop on f8 (and by extension the rook on h8).


    9 Nc3! Qxb2 10 Kd2!


    Back in the 1930s Reuben Fine listed his top tips for the endgame. One of them was, ‘the king is a strong piece: use it!’ Nowadays players are aware that the king can also be a powerful tool in the middlegame. It is seldom a good idea to toy with His Majesty’s health, but he can add vital energy to a plan which would otherwise fail. Here the king is needed to defend both c3 and c2 against the black queen.
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    Question: Though it looks as if Black can play 10 ... Bxc2 due to the


    potentially hanging rook on a1. What would be the refutation?


    

    10 ... Qb6


    Answer: The queen retreats before she can be hit by 11 Rb1. If instead 10 ... Bxc2? 11 Qxc2! Qxa1 the black queen is boxed in and can be captured after say 12 Bg2 followed by 13 Nge2.


    11 Nge2 a6?


    Black can’t afford this slow move. He had to seek his chances with 11 ... fxe6 12 Rb1 Qa5 13 Rxb7 Nbd7 though 14 Nc1! intending 15 Nb3 gives White a dangerous initiative. The black queen is left perilously short of squares, so it is no surprise that Ding Liren didn’t take the risk (when you see a daredevil enterprise with the queen in a top level game it is normally backed up with pre-game computer analysis). On the other hand this was Black’s last chance to prevent White from clamping down on the kingside.


    12 Rb1 Qa7
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    Question: How does White use the b-file to increase the pressure?


    

    13 Na4!


    Answer: No hiding place for the black queen. The knight threatens to smother her with 14 Nb6 and 15 Nc8 (of course 15 Nxa8 would be a nice consolation prize if Black prevented this).


    13 ... b5 14 Nc5


    The knight takes up a commanding post. Black can no longer reduce the bind on the kingside with 14 ... fxe6 as 15 Nxe6 is intolerable. Note that White wouldn’t be in a hurry to cash in with 16 Nc7+ and 17 Nxa8: the horse is far too valuable (as Anderssen quipped way back in the 19th century: ‘once you put a knight on e6 you can go to sleep: the game will win itself!’). After say 15 ... Kf7 16 Bxb8! Qxb8 17 N2f4 followed by 18 Qe2 White would cement his control of e6, after which 19 g5 etc. would deliver a decisive attack.


    14 ... Bg8 15 Be5!


    Completely wrong would be 15 exf7+? when after 15 ... Bxf7 the grip on the kingside has waned. Instead MVL puts pressure on f6 and clears the way for his other knight to enter the battle on f4.


    15 ... fxe6


    Black finally accepts the pawn offer but with a heavy heart. His otherwise passive knight on b8 is able to challenge the mighty white steed on c5, but a gaping wound is opened on g6.


    16 Nf4 Nbd7 17 Nxd7 Nxd7 18 Ng6! Nxe5 19 dxe5


    Mission accomplished for MVL: both routes for the bishop on f8 into the game via e7 and g7 are permanently clogged up.


    19 ... Rh7 20 h5!


    An important finishing touch. The knight on g6 is bolstered and Black is denied any chance of a break-out with 20 ... h5.


    Ding Liren has a material advantage, imposing queenside pawns and the chance to target White’s ridiculous king: that sounds enough for a world-class player to win a couple of games, not just one!


    In fact Black is doomed in the long run unless something exceptional happens. White’s king can be improved and the black queenside gradually whittled away; the entombed black pieces can never hope to see daylight.


    20 ... c5 21 f4 Bf7 22 Qf3 0-0-0 23 Be2 c4


    Like a spider wrapping its prey in silky threads MVL has tightened the cords on the kingside. Now it is time to enter a tactical fight in which he will outgun his opponent.


    24 a4! Kc7


    White’s initiative will always be the stronger. If 24 ... bxa4 25 Qa3 and 26 Qxa4 eats up Black’s queenside, while after 24 ... Qc5 25 axb5 axb5 26 Qc3! d4 27 Qa5 d3 28 Rxb5 c3+ (or 28 ... dxe2+ 29 Kxe2 Qc6 30 Rc5 wins the black queen) 29 Ke1 Qe3 30 Qa6+ Kd7 31 Rb7+ Ke8 32 Qc6+ White mates.


    25 axb5 axb5 26 Rxb5 Qd4+ 27 Ke1 Ra8 28 Rb1 Ra2!


    Ding Liren shows his exceptional skill by creating counterplay against impossible odds.


    29 c3


    Utterly wrong would be 29 Nxf8?? when 29 ... Rh8 30 Ng6 Bxg6 31 hxg6 Rxc2 gives Black huge compensation for the piece: enough in fact to be no longer losing.


    Here’s another way of seeing things. Before 29 Nxf8 Black has a rook and a bishop doing nothing, afterwards he has two rooks rather than one involved in the game. Therefore the move 29 Nxf8 doesn’t win a piece – it loses a rook!


    30 ... Qd2+ 30 Kf2 Rc2!


    Black makes the most of his limited resources. Still foolish for White is 31 Nxf8? allowing 31 ... Rxc3 (even better than 31 ... Rh8), while after 31 Ra1? Rxc3 32 Qg2 Bxg6! (the marauding black rook and queen have an unexpected ally who removes the defender of f4) 33 hxg6 Qxf4+ 34 Ke1 Rh8 Black still has a rook and bishop out of the game, but the white centre is collapsing and the barrier on g6 is not looking so secure. Throw into the mix some black passed pawns and an awkward white king and things are far from easy for MVL.
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    Question: Can you suggest a way for White to defuse Black’s counterplay?


    

    Answer: 31 Qe3!


    The threat of 32 Qa7+ compels the immediate exchange of queens. The same effect could be achieved with 32 Rhd1 when Black has no choice but to swap on c3. However the game move allows the white king to reach d4 which speeds up the win.


    In general when your opponent has a piece shut out of the game, swapping off other pieces is an excellent idea. Let’s say that Black has three active pieces here – the rook on c2, the queen and the bishop on f7. In a crude numerical scale that amounts to 17 points of material. White meanwhile has a bishop, knight, queen and two rooks ready for action. That comes to 25 points. White’s force advantage is therefore 25:17. In other words his activity can be regarded as being roughly one and a half times that of his opponent. After the exchange of queens it is 16:8 in White’s favour: in other words his active force has gone from one and a half times to twice as powerful as Black’s. Even when you take into account that Black picks up the c3-pawn it is a good transaction for White.


    Incidentally, the above reasoning explains the rule of thumb that when you are a piece down you should exchange pawns but not pieces, and conversely when you a piece ahead you should exchange pieces but not pawns. When a piece up every exchange among the remaining pieces increases the ratio of forces in your favour, whereas the exchange of pawns is less attractive as it brings nearer endgames where the piece advantage is of less or no significance – for example the rook and bishop versus rook endgame without pawns.


    In contrast, when you are a piece down the more pieces on the board the better, while every pawn exchange brings you closer to a drawing haven. Remember this is a very vague rule that has many exceptions!


    31 ... Qxe3+ 32 Kxe3 Rxc3+ 33 Kd4 Rc2 34 Rhe1


    Finally White develops his king’s rook. At the moment it ‘only’ guards e2, but Black’s rook on h7 would love to be given any role in the game.


    34 ... Kc6 35 Rb8!


    White is still not tempted by 35 Nxf8 as he doesn’t want to give Black even the ghost of a chance after 35 ... Rh8.


    35 ... Bxg6 36 hxg6 Rh8


    It’s turned into a horror story for Black with two pieces locked in a dungeon.


    37 Reb1!


    [image: ]


    

    Question: Finally White has to decide how to clinch the game. Can you work


    out how he forces mate after 37 ... Rxe2 now?


    

    37 ... Rd2+


    Answer: After 37 ... Rxe2 the fastest mate is 38 R1b6+ Kd7 (38 ... Kc7 is the same) 39 Kc5 when 40 R6b7 mate can only be delayed for a move with the futile 39 ... Rb2.


    38 Ke3 Ra2 39 R8b6+ 1-0


    A possible finish is 39 ... Kd7 40 Kd4 when passive play by Black is just waiting for the end e.g. 40 ... Ra7 41 R1b5 Rc7 42 f5 exf5 43 e6+ Kd8 44 Rxd5+ Kc8 45 Bxc4 and 46 Ba6+ will be annihilation. Meanwhile it’s a familiar story of mate on b7 after 40 ... Rxe2: 41 Kc5 Ra2 42 Rb7+ Ke8 43 Rb8+ Kd7 44 R1b7 mate. Note that the pawn on g6 has done magnificence service: not only does it lock in the black kingside it also denies the black king an escape route from the white rooks on f7.


    In a way this is the easiest game to understand in the book: Black loses as for most purposes he is a rook and bishop down. On the other hand maintaining the blockade and not falling for any tactical tricks required great vigilance from the French Super GM.


    Many non-elite players would have a shot at beating Magnus Carlsen if the Norwegian had a rook and bishop paralysed. Though the World Champion would probably find a swindle and draw or win the game!

    
 Game 4
 K.Mueller-S.Kindermann
 Graz 2003

    

    1 e4 e6 2 d4 d5 3 exd5 exd5 4 Nf3 Bg4 5 h3 Bh5 6 Qe2+ Qe7 7 Be3 Nc6 8 Nc3 0-0-0 9 0-0-0


    Here Black could consolidate his hold on the centre with 9 ... f6! defending the important e5-square and allowing the bishop to retreat to f7 where it guards the newly-minted hole on e6. Then after 10 Kb1 he could clear the way for his kingside pieces with 10 ... Qd7. Following 11 g4 (not wanting his knight to be pinned forever) 11 ... Bf7 12 a3 (an anti-Bb4 move) 12 ... Nge7 Black is solidly entrenched. But Kindermann didn’t like his queen being demeaned by the role of obstacle to be cleared from e7, and instead launched her on an exciting adventure on the queenside with:


    9 ... Qb4 10 g4 Bg6 11 a3 Qa5


    The threat of 12 ... Bxa3! is the only fun Black is going to have in the game.


    12 Qb5!


    Pouring cold water on Black’s attacking hopes.


    12 ... Qxb5 13 Bxb5


    [image: ]


    

    Question: Which approach do you prefer for Black: 13 ... Nb8 to avoid


    potential doubled pawns on c6, 13 ... f6 to strengthen his grip on e5, or


    13 ... Bd6 developing a piece but leaving d5 temporarily unguarded.


    Do you particularly dislike any of these moves, and if so why?


    

    13 ... Nb8?


    Answer: A serious misjudgement. Black reverses the development of his knight and loses control of the e5-square, after which he will be tormented for the rest of the game. Evidently he is afraid of doubled pawns, but damage to his pawn structure would be of no great consequence after say 13 ... f6 14 Nh4 Bf7 15 Bxc6 bxc6. In fact it is doubtful that White should exchange on c6 as the light-squared bishop is a useful piece. It could even be rerouted back to the kingside at once (after 13 ... f6) with 14 Be2!? with ideas including the pawn advance g4-g5 to break open lines. The seemingly languid bishop retreat to e2 also has a prophylactic value: Black is prevented from developing his bishop with 14 ... Bd6, as with the knight on f3 protected, White can reply 15 Nxd5 without allowing any Be4 trick (the next note clarifies this tactical point).


    The above might make us wonder if instead of 13 ... f6, Black should develop (and cover the e5-square) with 13 ... Bd6!? Then 14 Nxd5? drops a knight to 14 ... Be4. After 14 Be2!? (making the threat of 15 Nxd5 real now that f3 is defended) 14 ... Nf6 15 Nh4 White has some pressure on the kingside, but Black is solid enough.


    14 Ne5! f6


    Black finds himself conceding a structural weakness far worse than the doubled pawns on the c-file which he avoided with 13 ... Nb8. However, 15 h4 with the threat of 16 h5 was looming (note the bishop on g6 has to keep f7 guarded besides worrying about being shut in by White’s pawn advances). An alternative challenge to the knight on e5 with 14 ... Bd6 also leaves Black in jeopardy after 15 h4 Bxe5 16 dxe5 h5. If now 17 Nxd5? allows the fork 17 ... c6, but the bishop retreat 17 Be2! is again strong – if 17 ... c6 18 Bxa7 wins a clean pawn, while 17 ... Ne7 gives White the choice of 18 Bxa7 or 18 f4 with continuing pressure.


    15 Nxg6 hxg6
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    Question: Given the chance Black would like to play 15 ... g5! getting his


    g-pawn out of range of White’s light-squared bishop, stopping White


    advancing with h3-h4, and contesting the f4-square. How should we stop him?


    (this is discussed in the comments to moves 16 and 17).


    

    Answer: 16 Bd3!


    You are very much on the right lines if you wanted to restrain the g-pawn with the direct 16 h4. However, this gives Black the chance to develop his pieces with 16 ... Bd6! when after 17 Bd3 (a move late) 17 ... Ne7 he is organised, though I’ll admit he remains under serious pressure after 18 Nb5. The game move is, however, even stronger as 16 ... g5 would allow 17 Bf5+ Nd7 18 Nxd5 winning a key pawn. Therefore Black is compelled to defend the pawn with his knight, but this leaves his bishop shut in on f8.


    16 ... Ne7 17 h4!


    Preventing Black from advancing 17 ... g5 once and for all.


    When you spot the chance for a combination the difficulty is usually in finding the most powerful moves. Deciding the order in which you should play the moves is often less of a challenge, because the tactical sequence unfolds from one move to another. However, this is not always the case. We are rightly advised to try out the moves in a different sequence in our heads if we can’t quite make a promising-looking combination work.


    After 15 ... hxg6 there was no combination, but rather a strategic operation to be carried out. By choosing the move order 16 Bd3 and 17 h4, rather than 16 h4 and 17 Bd3, White has prevented Black from developing his bishop to d6. This amounts to a significant reduction in the coordination, we might say energy, of the black pieces.


    Sometimes it can be hard to decide on the best sequence of moves. In those cases it is worth pondering ‘what order of moves gives my opponent the least freedom of manoeuvre or the least chance of counterplay?’


    17 ... Nd7
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    Question: Black has spent two moves to get this knight to a worse square than


    it started on. What should be the next stage in White’s plan? (remember that


    one of the reasons Black wanted to play 15 ... g5 was to control the f4-square) .


    

    Answer: 18 Ne2!


    The knight heads for f4 where it will attack g6 and eye an attractive landing place on e6: a huge undefended hole in the black centre.


    18 ... f5


    Black anticipates the threat to g6 by blocking the line of fire of the bishop on d3. Nonetheless he ends up in a horrific bind.


    19 g5 Nb6 20 Nf4


    The white knight paralyses the black kingside. The pawns on f5 and g6 have no energy and are very fragile: there is already the threat of 21 Nxg6! Nxg6 22 Bxf5+ Kb8 23 Bxg6, when White has won two pawns.


    The knight’s pressure on g6 also sows discord among the black pieces. The black horse on e7 is stuck defending the g6-pawn, and as a consequence the bishop on f8 is entombed. Nor can the rook on h8 reach the centre or be connected with its brother-in-arms on d8.


    20 ... Kb8
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    Question: Black can dodge tactical threats for now (see 21 Nxg6! of the


    previous note). However there is no good way to solve the log jam of his pieces


    on the kingside. This being the case, what preventive measure should White


    throw in before devising a plan of attack?


    

    Answer: 21 b3!


    White has no need to rush into an attack until he is satisfied that all preparations are complete. Black has only one mobile minor piece, so Mueller circumscribes its power by preventing 21 ... Nc4.


    21 ... Nbc8 22 Rde1 Nd6 23 f3!


    First 21 b3 kept the black horse out of c4, and now it is prevented from invading on e4.


    [image: ]


    

    Question: White’s decisive attack will depend on pressure from the rooks


    along the e-file. As a first measure where should he put his dark-square bishop?


    

    23 ... Kc8 24 Bf2!


    Answer: The bishop clears the e-file for the rooks and defends the h4-pawn, so that the rook on h1 can move away without allowing Rxh4. Its final destination will be g3, where lurking behind the knight on f4 it exerts latent pressure along the diagonal against targets on d6 and c7.


    24 ... Kd7 25 Kb2!


    Black is in a straitjacket and so Mueller takes the chance to improve his king’s position and add a defender to a3 ‘just in case’. It might be unnecessary, but if it does no harm why not play it?


    25 ... c6 26 Bg3 1-0


    It is rare for a player to resign when material is equal unless he is being mated or facing tactical disaster such as the loss of a piece. However Black has seen enough. He can’t bring his king over to f7 (to defend g6 and so free his knight to move from e7) as 26 ... Ke8 allows 27 Nxg6. Therefore he can only wait. Here’s how the game might have continued:


    26 ... Re8 27 a4!


    More anti-knight warfare of the kind we saw at move 21 and 23. White stops any chance of Nb5 muddying things.


    27 ... Rg8


    Black can only wait. It’s no surprise that a self-respecting Grandmaster would rather resign than shuffle his rook backwards and forwards.


    28 Re3


    Also winning is 28 Re6 aiming to put direct pressure on g6.


    28 ... Rh8 29 Rhe1 Rg8


    White has all his pieces on optimum squares. Nonetheless although boxed in the black pieces are huddled together and mutually defending. They are just managing to hold out against the pressure. It is important that the knight on d6 protects the rook on e8, as otherwise the pin on the e-file will be fatal – for example 29 ... Nf7? 30 Nxg6 leads to an immediate collapse.


    [image: ]


    

    Question: So the key to unlocking the black defence is dislodging the knight


    from d6. Can you see how it can be done?


    

    Answer: 30 c4!


    The pawn heads for c5 to drive away the knight. I’ll say it yet again: hardly any plan can succeed without the help of pawns at some point. Don’t become obsessed with the big pieces and forget to use the little guys to soften up the enemy position.


    30 ... dxc4 31 bxc4 b6


    Black has no good way to stop White’s next move.


    32 c5 bxc5 33 dxc5 Rb8+


    To be honest I resent the fact that Black has been allowed to play this ‘active’ move even though he is in his death throes. If instead 33 ... Ndc8 34 Nxg6 is a killer breakthrough as 34 ... Nxg6 35 Bxf5+ Kd8 36 Rxe8 is mate.


    34 Kc2 Ne8 35 Nxg6 Nxg6 36 Bxf5+ Kd8 37 Rxe8 mate.
 
 Game 5
 R.Goode-T.Petrosian
 Stockholm 1954

    

    1 d4 Nf6 2 c4 g6 3 Nc3 Bg7 4 e4 0-0 5 g3


    White has other moves such as 5 Nf3 or 5 Be2. The early fianchetto on g2 might be regarded as a ‘Classical’ method of development as it was played by Rubinstein and Botvinnik (after the similar 4 ... d6). It is a little too sedate for modern tastes.


    5 ... c5


    More energetic than 5 ... d6 6 Bg2 e5. White’s restrained play encourages Petrosian to adopt a Benoni set up. He concedes space in the centre but is aiming to counterattack on the queenside.


    6 d5 d6 7 Bg2 e6 8 Nge2 exd5 9 exd5


    The Benoni structure has taken shape with Goode responding in careful style. He doesn’t want the commitment of a large centre after 9 cxd5 Re8 10 0-0 when Black can undermine it immediately with 10 ... b5!? Then a sharp line is 11 e5 (more testing than 11 Nxb5 Nxe4) 11 ... Rxe5 12 Bf4 Re8 13 Nxb5 Bf8. White has a temporary initiative but Black’s pieces can be freely developed. He can also lessen the pressure on d6 with 14 ... Nh5 chasing back the white bishop. An unclear battle is ahead which of course suits Petrosian as the stronger player.


    9 ... Na6


    The alternative was 9 ... Nbd7 with active development after 10 0-0 Ne5 11 b3 Bf5. Instead Petrosian manoeuvres the horse to c7 to support a future b7-b5 break.


    10 0-0 Nc7 11 h3 Rb8 12 a4!
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    Question: White fights for the b5-square. How should he respond to 12 ... a6 now?


    

    12 ... b6


    Answer: Everyone who has studied the Benoni knows that 12 ... a6?! should be met by 13 a5! Then after 13 ... b5 14 axb6 Rxb6 Black’s queenside initiative has been impaired: he has an isolated pawn on a6 and there is no longer a b-pawn to ram the white c-pawn with b7-b5 or disturb the knight on c3 with b5-b4. Therefore Petrosian takes things slowly. He is ready to answer 13 a5?! with 13 ... b5!


    13 Be3


    A routine developing move. I can sympathise with Goode’s passivity as when starting out as a tournament player I too had great difficulty against the Benoni. Black’s plan seems straightforward and easy to implement: put pieces on squares where they support the advance b6-b5, and then use the b-pawn as a battering ram to smash through White’s queenside. And meanwhile what can White do but mark time?


    In the 1950s the Benoni hadn’t been widely studied by the rank and file of chess players. Some years after the present game the young Mikhail Tal was able to win some one-sided games as Black: it was hard enough to deal with Tal’s built-in dynamism, let alone when he had an ‘unknown’ weapon like the Benoni in his hands!


    But time (in the shape of tournament games and research) gradually caught up with the Benoni. Nowadays it is regarded as an enterprising, if slightly risky, system for Black.


    If Tigran Petrosian had been sitting on the other side of the board I imagine the future World Champion and master of restraint would have played 13 Nb5! Upon 13 ... a6, the natural reply, 14 Na7! Bb7 15 Nc6 Bxc6 16 dxc6 looks rather unpleasant for Black. So his best response would be 13 ... Rb7. After 14 Bf4 Nxb5 15 axb5 Re8 Black’s queenside expansion has been thwarted, but he has a compact position with a good piece deployment – notably his rook on b7 is ready to swing to the open file. The white pawn on b5 also obstructs an attack on d6 with Nb5. After 16 Nc3 the position is balanced.


    13 ... a6!


    Preventing 14 Nb5 at the first opportunity.


    14 Ra2


    A nervous move which prepares for the impact of b6-b5.


    If White is going to wait then 14 Re1 is a better method. Here’s an unexpected positional trap Black has to avoid: 14 ... b5?! 15 axb5 axb5 16 b4!! The worm turns: White snatches the initiative on the queenside. He undermines the c5-point in order to gain d4 as a base for his knight, after which the horse threatens to invade into the hole on c6. Upon 16 ... cxb4 17 Nxb5 Nxb5 18 cxb5 Rxb5 19 Nd4 Rxd5 (a counter sacrifice to avoid falling into a strong bind after 19 ... Rb7 20 Nc6 Qc7 21 Bd4 etc, when in any case he wouldn’t be able to hold onto the b4-pawn for long) 20 Bxd5 Nxd5 21 Nc6 Nc3 22 Nxd8 Nxd1 23 Raxd1 Rxd8 24 Bg5 f6 25 Bd2 Bxh3 26 Bxb4 d5 27 f3 and White has a little better of it in a drawish position.


    Therefore Black should build up gradually with 14 ... Re8, e.g. 15 Rc1 Nd7 16 b3, when after 16 ... b5 17 axb5 axb5 his well-coordinated pieces and potential pressure on c4 give him the initiative. Now 18 b4? is less effective for White as with c5 defended Black can reply 18 ... bxc4 19 bxc5 Nxc5 with an excellent game.


    However White can fish in troubled waters with 18 Ne4! when he has counterplay against d6.


    14 ... Re8 15 Qd2 h5?


    It’s 1954 and both players struggle to play the new-fangled Benoni structure at the right tempo.


    It is often a good idea to delay the moment of truth. As we shall see Petrosian takes things to an extreme by keeping the threat of a b6-b5 break hanging over White’s head for another seventeen moves. First of all he centralises the rook on e8, and now gains space and prevents White building up with 16 g4 and 17 Ng3. Nonetheless it was time to strike out with 15 ... b5! not giving White the time to develop pressure of his own on the kingside.


    16 Bg5!


    Now as a matter of urgency Black needs to advance 16 ... b5! when he still has good chances.


    16 ... Qe7
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    Question: The black queen hurries to escape from the awkward pin by


    retreating to f8. How should White prevent this, and how do you assess


    the resulting position? You might like to work out some variations.


    

    17 Raa1?!


    Answer: For just one move there was a chance to short-circuit the masterly flow of Petrosian’s ‘iron’ technique with 17 Qf4! The pin on f6 becomes excruciating for Black with 18 Ne4 already on the cards. A possible line is 17 ... Bf5 18 g4! hxg4 19 hxg4 Bd3 (if 19 ... Bxg4 20 Bxf6 will win a piece for White) 20 b3! Suddenly the White pieces are coordinated. The threat is 21 Rd1 Bxe2 (the bishop on d3 has no safe retreat) 22 Rxe2 Qd8 23 Ne4 when the pressure on f6 wins the exchange after 23 ... Rxe4 24 Rxe4 without allowing Black any respite from the pin.


    Petrosian might have avoided this with one of his famous exchange sacrifices: 20 ... Qe5! 21 Qxe5 Rxe5 (after 21 ... dxe5 White’s powerful passed pawn gives him a big edge) 22 Bf4 Nxg4! (not conceding d6 is more important than the exchange) 23 Bxe5 Bxe5 though 24 Bh3! leaves White on top.


    After 17 Qf4 Black is forced to engage in a tactical cut and thrust to stay alive which doesn’t utilise his main weapon: namely the pawn break b6-b5. It is evident that in 1954 Petrosian hadn’t finished developing the strategic style which was to make him a World Champion in the 1960s.


    17 ... Qf8!


    Now all is well again for Black. His queen has found a safe haven away from the pin (her defence of d6 is an added bonus) and the knight on f6 has regained its mobility – a point Goode completely misses.


    18 Nf4
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    Question: What do you think of this move, and how should Black reply?


    

    Answer: 18 ... Nh7


    Of course! Petrosian’s eyebrows were often raised during games at the naive manoeuvres of his opponents. I wonder how far they shot up when Goode put the knight on f4?


    As a rule neither player wants to exchange off his dark-squared bishop for an enemy knight in an ‘Indian’ (fianchetto on g7) set-up. And this position is no exception: White is deprived of the energy of the bishop which would have been a key part in any of his plans. At the same time Black’s bishop on g7 increases in power as it no longer has a rival. This makes 18 Nf4?? an abysmal move: positionally speaking the worst in this book. Instead 18 Rfe1 was natural with a full fight ahead.


    19 Nfe2


    A lame retreat which indicates White simply missed the retreat of the knight to h7. From now on he will be on the defensive, with Petrosian building up the pressure step by step.


    19 ... Nxg5 20 Qxg5 Bf5 21 Qd2 Bh6


    Provoking a hole on e3 which in time will become a base for a black rook.


    22 f4 Re7


    And now the black rooks take control of the e-file.


    23 Rfe1 Rbe8 24 Kh2 Qg7!


    Everything is flowing: the queen finds an active diagonal. Its importance will become clear in a couple of moves.


    25 h4 Re3 26 Rad1
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    Question: Goode is ready to repel invaders with 27 Nc1. Can you find


    Petrosian’s clever little move which prevented White from challenging his


    control of the e-file?


    

    Answer: 26 ... Qf6!


    After 26 ... Bg4 White can nonetheless play 27 Nc1! to reduce Black’s initiative as e3 is hanging. Petrosian’s quiet queen move doesn’t seem to change the position much, but there is the devilish tactical point that 27 Nc1 (or indeed 27 Ng1) can be met by the shattering 27 ... Bxf4! when 28 gxf4 Qxh4+ picks up the rook on e1 with an easy win.


    This hidden combinative possibility prevents White from freeing his game. It is a classic example of tactics supporting strategy: putting pieces on good squares isn’t enough, you have to notice nuances such as the ‘obvious’ 26 ... Bg4 failing to 27 Nc1! whereas 26 ... Qf6! really does keep White in a bind due to the ... Bxf4 trick.


    Black’s queen move isn’t only preventive in nature: it also prepares to triple along the open file with 27 ... Qe7.


    The upshot is that White is unable to extricate his knight from e2 and contest the open e-file. He therefore bolsters the defence of the horse but falls into a fatal pin.


    27 Rf1 Bg4


    A move earlier this would have been imprecise: but now that the white rook has left e1, 28 Nc1 would just drop the exchange.


    28 Rde1 Qe7 29 Rf2


    A thankless defensive role for the rook.


    29 ... Bg7 30 Bf1


    Guarding e2 for a fifth time. White intends 31 Rc1 to break the pin on e2 when he would still
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