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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
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	White stands better
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	Black stands better



	+–

	White has a decisive advantage



	–+

	Black has a decisive advantage



	=

	balanced position



	!

	good move



	!!

	excellent move



	?

	bad move



	??

	blunder



	!?

	interesting move



	?!

	dubious move



	⇆

	counterplay



	↑

	initiative
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	only move



	≥

	better is



	≤

	weaker is



	>

	strong (sufficent)



	<

	weak (insufficent)



	#

	mate



	→

	attack
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	compensation



	∆

	with the idea



	ct

	candidates tournament



	cr

	correspondence



	tt

	team tournament



	ol

	olympiad



	m

	match









Preface

It is difficult to think of a question that chess players ask more often, yet get a satisfactory answer so rarely, than ‘How should I study chess on my own?’. I have become increasingly aware of both the importance of this question and the complexity of its answer in recent years as I have gradually replaced my playing activities with coaching ones. As a professional chess player, you have the luxury of taking for granted all the studies that you have done to get to that level; however, as a coach, you are expected to transfer this knowledge to your students and other ambitious chess players that you come across. And then, when you are put on the spot by a hopeful chess student and all that you can come up with in response are a couple of quick study tips, you realize, perhaps just as much as the person that asked you, that you are not providing an adequate answer to this essential question.

Prompted by these realizations, I have recently decided to approach this subject more comprehensively, so that I would finally be able to provide answers that would satisfy both curious students of chess and myself. And so, at the peaceful beginning of what would turn out to be a turbulent 2020, I set out to identify and explore the most important aspects of effective self-study. After eight months of intensive work (more on that in a bit later!), I produced the book that is in front of you.

Naturally, I understood that a book with this title and subject matter would likely draw interest among a wide range of chess players (virtually everyone who learned what I am writing about sounded genuinely excited about it). Having this in mind, I have designed it for a broader audience, so that anyone from a casual club player to a chess professional could, at the very least, take away a reasonable number of original learning methods, useful study resources, and practical ideas from it. However, I did not intend for such an extensive subject to be merely a collection of self-contained study advice. The two greater purposes of this book are to:

1. Encourage readers to study with a proper structure; and

2. Help readers become independent in their studies.

Let me quickly elaborate on these two important points.

Structure

From my experience, many chess players would like to approach their studies in a structured way, but they lack either the tools or the discipline to do so. Thus, I focused on providing a structured study methodology and philosophy that could have a long-term improvement value for chess players of various levels. For this purpose, I did two things. Firstly, I categorized and classified the key concepts, such as typical study methods, areas, and resources, in the individual chapters. Secondly, I have structured the chapters in such a way that they can help you systematically build your own study plan. The overview of the key issues in their respective chapters below should give you an idea about this process:

• What the right and wrong chess study mindsets are and how to optimize your learning processes (Chapter 1);

• How to develop good study habits and get rid of the useless ones (Chapter 2);

• Which study areas players should focus on in their chess study and how to distribute the time between them (Chapter 3);

• Which kinds of study resources are appropriate for players of different levels and how to make the best use of them (Chapter 4);

• How to study various aspects of openings, middlegames, and endgames effectively on your own (Chapters 5, 6, 7, and 8);

• How to design your own study plans and training schedules (Chapter 9).

As you can infer from this overview, the first two chapters broadly deal with how we should study, Chapters 3 and 4 with what we should study, while Chapters 5 through 8 contain specific study advice for different stages of the game. And then, in Chapter 9, which is a sort of the culmination of the book, we integrate all the previously discussed material into an actionable study plan. My hope is that this systematic approach will encourage you to organize your own chess studies in a similar way.

Be independent!

Yes, it is important to have the right study tools and this book will provide you with plenty of these, but perhaps its main purpose is to promote a quality of your chess study that is much more elusive – independence. I would like to stress that I have not envisioned this book to be some kind of a study program for you to follow literally. I think that we already have too much of that in chess; in fact, so much so that it has come to the point where many chess players, even those at a respectable 2000+ Elo level, tend to rely too heavily on external directions for their chess studies, such as assignments set by their coaches, online training courses, exercises from books, and similar resources. I regularly meet chess players who are smart and accomplished people in everyday life, yet when it comes to studying chess independently, they often seem to be in the dark about the effective ways to do it, and fall short in terms of the time investment, quality, or creativity of their own work. Sometimes, they are not even aware that this might be the main reason behind their lack of improvement in chess. Therefore, one of the primary goals of this book is to teach you how to become an independent student of chess, someone who will not just follow instructions, but rather actively inquire, research, collect, analyze, experiment, challenge assumptions, challenge yourself, and find your own ways in chess study. It is often in these quiet inner moments of your study that future improvement resides.

Who will benefit the most from this book?

In my view, it would be self-motivated players of any level and age who are serious and disciplined about their chess study and have enough time to put the methods from the book into practice. If you are looking forward to doing regular game simulations like the one of Tomashevsky-Dubov (see page 95) or spending a couple of training sessions analyzing the Aronian-Anand endgame (see page 75), then you are just the kind of a reader that I have in mind. If you change the way you approach your tactics training after reading Chapter 6, or design a structured study plan similar to the one proposed in Chapter 9, then this book will have done something good for you. If even only the discussion from Chapter 1 helps you change your study mindsets for the better, I will consider this book a success. The study philosophy and methods laid out on its pages have worked for me, for many of my students, and, according to my observations, for many other successful chess players. At the end of the day, you should find in it what you think will be the most useful for you, apply it, and see if it works for you.

Let us now discuss some technical details that will help you study the book more easily.

Diagram previews

The first thing that you will see at the start of each chapter, with the exception of Chapters 9 and 10, are diagram previews. These are exercise-type collections of the most important or interesting positions from each chapter, and I would strongly recommend that you attempt to solve them before reading any further. This way, you will not only get a chance to practice your decision-making and evaluation skills, but also be better warmed up for the discussions that lie ahead.

Tables

Something else that you will probably quickly notice throughout the book are the multitude of tables, figures, and bullet-point lists. As I mentioned above, I decided to categorize and classify various important aspects of chess study to provide a solid self-study framework. Therefore, this book contains more textbook-type graphics than your regular chess prose. I hope that they will not take away from your reading experience, but rather provide you with a better overview and structure of the topic at hand.

Games and exercises

You will probably find it refreshing that the majority of games and exercises in the book are new in chess literature. Many of them are from recent grandmaster practice, while some of them are from my own games, analyses with my students, or their own games. Moreover, I have analyzed many illustrative examples from angles that are different from the usual annotating style, focusing on particular aspects of chess study, rather than just the major themes and variations. While going through them, you will not only have an opportunity to see interesting new material, but also learn how to apply certain study methods, e.g., how to analyze positions properly, how to memorize complex study material, how to research typical pawn structures, etc.

A quick word about the exercises in this book: there are not as many typical ‘end-of-the-chapter’ exercises as you might be used to from other chess books. While I have provided exercises in places where I saw fit, generally speaking, this is not an exercise book as much as it is an instructional work that aims to show you how to make the best of the plethora of other study material that is available out there.

Study vs training

By now, you have probably noticed that I prefer using the term ‘study’ over ‘training’ to describe chess activities of this type. The distinction between these two terms, especially in our context, is ever so slight, but I had to choose one for the sake of consistency. After consulting with my publisher, I eventually went with ‘study’ because I believe that it describes most activities of chess players a bit more accurately than ‘training’. That is not to say that I have completely abandoned the latter term; I have used it in certain situations, especially when describing comparatively more practical aspects of chess study, such as training sessions, tactics training, training partner, etc. I wanted to mention this so that you are not left scratching your head as to why I insist on ‘study methods’ and not ‘training methods’ and similar minor details. In most cases, anyway, these two terms can be used interchangeably.

Study vs playing

This is the final distinction that I would like to make, but it is a conceptual rather than a semantic one. This is a book about how to study chess; that is, everything that we do when we do not play chess. However, the importance of playing (especially rated tournament games with long time controls) cannot be overstated. As I explain in Chapter 1, playing and studying go together hand in hand and influence each other in many positive ways. The caveat is that it is best to have these two types of chess activities in a sort of equilibrium, because too much of one or the other is not good for your chess. On the one hand, to paraphrase Jack Nicholson’s well-known movie quote, too much studying and too little play can make you a dull chess player. On the other, I have witnessed many chess players, even very talented ones, who think that they can improve primarily on account of their practical experience and rather superficial study methods, only to hit a brick wall with their progress at some point. I believe that it is exactly then that they should be asking themselves the question from the beginning of this book.

Writing in the time of COVID-19

As I mentioned earlier, little did I know that from the time I had begun working on the book until I finished it, chess life as we have known it for decades would virtually evaporate within a couple of months. Since I had initially approached this project with an assumption that over-the-board chess would be here to stay for the foreseeable future, the developments of 2020 have had an unwelcome impact on my writing ambitions and overall inspiration. If I have to be completely honest, there were moments during this period when my motivation to write about this subject had dwindled to the point where I thought whether it made any sense. I mean, here I am writing a book telling people how to study chess better so that they could ultimately perform better in tournaments, increase their rating, make norms, etc., when all of a sudden, no one knows when and whether at all our normal ways of life, let alone the usual chess tournament activities, would be resumed. Add to these unpleasant life uncertainties another unexpected development – less than expected time to write due to parental duties of raising a curious little toddler, and you will understand why this turned out to be a mentally, emotionally, and logistically exhausting project. By comparison, writing my previous book Beyond Material was a walk in the park. Nevertheless, the very process of writing about such a fundamental and multi-faceted subject has been immensely joyful, and I hope that you will also enjoy the final product.

For the end, I would like to express my gratitude to two people without whom this book would not have been possible in its final form. Firstly, to my publisher Allard Hoogland who generously extended the original deadline for the submission of the book manuscript, which allowed me to complete it at the standard that I had set at the start.

Secondly, my warmest thanks go to my wife Iva for her infinite patience and unconditional support while I was working on this project. I dedicate this book to her.

Davorin Kuljasevic, 
Plovdiv, March 2021






CHAPTER 1 – PREVIEW


[image: images]

Before suggesting the best move, please consider the opponent’s ideas.
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Please suggest the best continuation.




[image: images]

Please evaluate the position and suggest the best move for Black.
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What is the best technical solution in this position?




[image: images]

What is the best way to continue the attack?
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How would you respond to White’s attack?
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How would you recapture on f1 in response to 23…♗xf1 ?
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What is the best way to convert the advantage?



 


CHAPTER 1

Do you study with the right mindset?

Many chess players approach their study with the question: ‘What should I study?’. However, a more important place to start, I believe, is to ask yourself ‘How should I study?’. Just as our beliefs and attitudes about various aspects of life shape our behaviors, so does our study mindset in chess direct our study efforts and results, even when we are not fully aware of it. Therefore, I believe that the right place to start our discussion about chess study is to examine the underlying study mindsets and learning processes. Even if you consider yourself to be a strongly pragmatic player who does not need such advice or you got this book primarily to learn practical study tips, I still strongly believe that the ideas discussed in this chapter will help you lay a better foundation for your chess study.

Quantity and quality of chess study

Mastering a complex game like chess takes

1. time; and

2. intelligent study.

In other words, both the quantity and quality of chess study are essential to learn chess properly, keep improving, and achieve desired results.

Study time (quantity) is a prerequisite for any kind of serious chess study. This might seem like an obvious notion, but it is not uncommon for chess players of all levels to cut corners and look for ways to ‘save time’ in their study. Does any of the following sound familiar?

• ‘I don’t have to study critical variations in the opening because there is a playable sideline’.

• ‘I don’t need to study closed positions because I am a tactical type of player’.

• ‘I don’t feel like solving endgame studies because they are not practically useful’.

• ‘I will skip the analysis session today; let’s beat some patzers on lichess instead.’

It is all too easy to come up with such alibis when you don’t quite feel like going out of your study comfort zone. Therefore, I think that it is necessary to point out one simple truth for anyone who wants to keep improving at chess:

There is no substitute for study time.

You may have noticed that the best player in a club, team, tournament or any other group where you play chess is usually the one that has invested (recently or sometime in the past) the most time into chess study, and not necessarily a person that you may perceive as the most talented one. Yet, for some reason, it is still not uncommon for people to primarily attribute someone’s talent to their success. While it is true that an individual’s talents can, and often do, make a difference, even the most gifted chess players have to devote countless hours to painstaking study in order to succeed. For example, Mikhail Tal has been glorified for his unparalleled attacking genius. There is no doubt that the chances that we will ever again see such a bright chess talent are minimal, but would many of Tal’s famous combinational masterpieces have been possible without his hard work on chess? Here is what his contemporary, grandmaster Alexander Kotov, said about it: ‘I often had the occasion to see how hard Tal does work. You only have to look at his notes to games to see how much effort he puts in. These variations, full of a web of complicated combinations, could only be produced by many hours of study at home.’

Fairly recently, the chess world was hit by the news of a 10-year old International Master Abhimanyu Mishra of the USA, the youngest ever in history. One can only wonder how a boy at such a tender age can achieve what most chess players have never achieved in their lifetime. Abhimanyu’s coach, GM Arun Prasad, explained it this way: ‘Abhimanyu is a hard-working kid. His thirst for knowledge is immense. I am working with him since he was six. Basically, there were no difficult concepts for him. I can teach him anything and everything and he will understand it relatively easily. He has a phenomenal memory, excellent calculation and most importantly he is hard working.’ Abhimanyu’s coach acknowledges his outstanding learning abilities, memory, and calculation skills, which are obviously extremely important in chess, but stresses ‘hard work’ as the most important reason behind his success. As we can see from the comments of people who were close to them, the talent of such exceptional chess players is only a multiplier of the hours they put into study and not a decisive factor on its own. Their natural gifts help them learn faster and overall make better decisions over the board than most people. But without the necessary work, they would have hardly been able to nurture this talent and fulfil their potential.

What does this mean for someone who doesn’t particularly stand out in terms of chess talent? Well, if your multiplier (talent) is somewhere around average, then the simple arithmetic suggests that the best way to maximize your learning effects is to increase the amount of study time. The ability to work hard is something that anyone with enough available study time and passion for the game can develop. Let us take the example of GM Jonathan Hawkins. His path to the highest chess title was not a typical one. In 2001, at the age of 18, he was only an average club player with around 1800 Elo. Would you consider someone like that to be a realistic candidate for a GM title? Probably not, because most people who become grandmasters display a talent early in their careers that enables them to make quick progress and become at least strong master-level players by that age. Well, Jonathan is a prime example that one can become a grandmaster even with such humble beginnings, because he gradually removed barrier after barrier to become one in 2014, at the age of 31. His success story should be an inspiration to all aspiring chess players, especially those who are not considered ‘talented’ in the traditional sense of the word.

I would like to take a quote from Hawkins’ 2012 book Amateur to IM to illustrate two important aspects of chess study. He writes: ‘At some point though, this all changed and I became addicted to studying the endgame. I filled notebook after notebook with endgame analysis. This is what led to my biggest improvement. It also felt as if my better understanding helped me to assimilate more knowledge.’ If we focus on the first part of this quote, we will notice the key role of passion and immersion1 into the study process. When you approach your study in such a way, no matter if it is chess or anything else, words like discipline and hard work lose meaning as studying becomes joyful and effortless. In such a state, learning effects tend to multiply. The second part of his statement: ‘It also felt as if my better understanding helped me to assimilate more knowledge’ hints at the compounding effect of chess study. This effect allows those who invest more time into their studies to assimilate new and increasingly more complex things more easily and more quickly. This is difficult to achieve with insufficient or irregular study. Please bear in mind that learning chess is not a linear process (e.g., like a subject in school for which you simply have to memorize facts and reproduce them). Rather, increasing amounts of chess study tend to accelerate one’s learning curve.

These days, we have so many great study resources, promising book titles and good coaches at our disposal that it is easy to fall into the trap of thinking that surrounding yourself with all that chess goodness will help you become a better chess player by default. Please don’t get me wrong; to some degree it does (think quality). However, if you have a huge chess library, but most of your books are collecting dust; or you work with a good coach, but don’t do much study on your own besides the lessons that you take – this quality will usually not translate into a tangible improvement. There is no coach, book, course or ‘method’ that can replace the work done on your own. Therefore, if you find yourself not achieving your chess goals or fulfilling your potential, the first question to ask yourself is: ‘Do I study enough?’.

The second part of the equation – the quality of chess study, is just as important. While there are many factors that influence the quality of your work on chess (most of them will be discussed in the subsequent chapters), the underlying foundation of quality work is the right study mindset. It is the understanding of why you are doing what you are doing and how it will translate into you becoming a better chess player.

Study mindsets

‘I consider the following three factors necessary for success: first, the conscience of one’s own strengths and weaknesses; second, an exact understanding of the opponent’s strengths and weaknesses; third, a higher goal than a one-moment satisfaction’ – Alexander Alekhine.

I believe that the third factor of Alekhine’s famous quote captures the essence of a proper chess study mindset. When you are process-oriented and study without the need for immediate gratification from your study efforts in the form of fleeting pleasure, recognition, score, rating, etc., you tend to reap the greatest benefits from your study. However, chess players are sometimes too outcome-oriented when approaching their study. Below, we will examine four typical approaches that reflect this mindset, which may not lead to the optimal chess study:


1. lack of objectivity;

2. shallow study approach;

3. short-run outlook; and

4. playing too much.

Lack of objectivity

Allow me to throw my diplomacy into a dustbin for a moment and be as frank as I can: for many people, studying chess is too much about themselves. In their efforts to get better practical results they focus primarily on their own games; their own great moves and ideas; how they evaluate positions, and what kinds of positions they prefer. This often comes with high usage of ‘I’ and ‘my’ when they talk about chess. In contrast, a more objective player would say: ‘Maybe White should play…’, instead of ‘I will play’, or ‘Black’s position is probably better’ instead of ‘I am clearly better here’. Lack of objectivity is a serious defect in the mindset of a chess player who would like to reach new chess heights.

Of course, everyone should be a little selfish when it comes to improvement in chess. It is only natural that we primarily focus on our own chess needs and wants, and care less about those of others. However, this quest for self-improvement should not interfere with a selfless desire to learn the secrets of chess. I am talking here about a desire to analyze an interesting game or a position that you don’t understand without worrying if it will ‘help you improve’ or ‘be a waste of time’; to study an opening that you do not play, just out of curiosity about its pawn structures; to go to a tournament with a genuine goal to play interesting games and not to gain rating points or win a prize. In the words of the ex-World Champion, Tigran Petrosian: ‘A noticeable tendency in modern chess is the predominance of the sporting element over the creative. The fact that nowadays the result is more important is our misfortune, a misfortune which indiscriminating public applauds. The masters of the older generations too wanted to win, but they didn’t just think about how to win a game, but how to win it worthily.’ When one develops a mindset that the great champion talks about – that places ‘chess’ in the primary role and ‘self’ in the secondary – one can achieve objectivity that is conducive to the deepest and most productive kind of chess learning.

How does one develop this ‘objective’ mindset? We will talk more about it throughout the book, but for starters, I would like to share two simple and effective study practices that have helped me think more objectively. The first practice is analyzing interesting games on your own without time limits or particular goals in mind. I was fortunate enough that my former coach, the late IM Vladimir Bukal sr., taught me a simple technique to do that early on. Here is how it goes.

You pick a game that has caught your attention and begin by trying to memorize it from the first to the last move. The preferred way of memorizing is to make the moves on the board because the so-called ‘muscle memory’ helps you connect the logical or forced sequences of the game better. It may take you several times to go through the game like this until a ‘story’ of the game builds up in your mind and you can eventually reproduce the whole game without a scoresheet. Then, when the game has been fully internalized, you can put the scoresheet aside and start analyzing the game with no aids. Since you haven’t played the game yourself, it is easier to take a color-blind approach to the analysis, and try to figure out why both players played their moves and how they solved the problems that they were facing during the game. One such example from my youth that I remember well is the following game:

Game 1

Vladimir Tukmakov 2582

Zdenko Kozul 2611

Solin/Split 2000 (7)

This game captured my attention because of its complexity. When I played over it for the first time in a chess magazine on a sunny afternoon, I didn’t understand the many maneuvers and decisions that grandmasters Tukmakov and Kozul made. Since the game wasn’t annotated, I decided to take a closer look and try to figure things out on my own. As you can imagine, analyzing a complex game played between two strong grandmasters with no aid is a fairly challenging exercise for a 2100-rated player (that I was at the time). I do not recall the details of my analysis (20 years ago!). However, I do remember that I had spent almost 4 hours analyzing it.

1.♘f3 ♘f6 2.c4 g6 3.♘c3 ♗g7 4.e4 d6 5.d4 0-0 6.♗e2 e5

At the time, I used to play the King’s Indian Defense as Black, so this game had some structural, if not strictly theoretical, significance.

7.0-0 c6 8.♖e1 ♘a6 9.♗f1 ♗g4 10.d5 c5

[image: images]

I think that I would not be exaggerating if I said that Zdenko Kozul is one of the world’s leading specialists in this typical KID pawn structure. It does not have a great reputation for Black, but a player with more practical experience in such positions usually prevails, as Kozul has proven many times in his career, including against yours truly.

11.h3 ♗d7 12.♗g5

At the time, this was an unusual move for me – what if Black simply plays 12…h6 and chases the bishop away?

12…♔h8

Kozul refrained from playing …h7-h6 in this game, preferring to unpin the knight in another, less-weakening way instead. Some downsides of 12…h6 can be seen in the following instructive game played by Tukmakov one year before his encounter against Kozul: 13.♗e3 ♗e8 14.♕d2 ♔h7 15.a3 ♘d7 16.g3 f5 17.exf5 gxf5 18.♘h4 e4 19.f4 ♗f6 20.♘g2 ♖g8 21.♔h2 ♕e7 22.♗f2!. From here on, White begins a series of impressive piece maneuvers and slowly but surely outplays his opponent. 22…h5 23.♘e3 ♗g6 24.♘b5 ♗g7 25.♗e2 ♗h6 26.♘g2! ♘f6 27.b4 ♗e8 28.♘h4 ♗d7 29.♖ab1 b6 30.♕d1! ♖g7 31.♗xh5 ♘xh5 32.♕xh5+- ♖f8 33.♕e2 ♗e8 34.♘c3! ♕f6 35.♘d1 ♗d7 36.♘e3 ♘c7 37.♖ec1 ♖gg8 38.♗e1! ♘e8 39.♗c3 ♕e7 40.♕h5 ♘f6 41.♕xh6+ 1-0 Tukmakov-Gallagher, Lugano 1999.

13.a3 ♕c7

A somewhat odd-looking move at first sight, but consistent with Black’s plan to prepare …f7-f5 while ignoring the bishop on g5.

14.♘b5 ♕b8 15.♕d2

This looked natural enough to me at the time; however, with today’s understanding of these structures, I would prefer a different plan for White: 15.g3 ♘g8 16.♗d2!. The bishop has completed its mission on g5 by slowing down the …f7-f5 break, so it clears the g5-square for the knight in anticipation of 16…f5 (other possibilities are 16…♗xb5 17.cxb5 ♘c7 18.b4! cxb4 19.♗xb4[image: images] and 16…♗h6 17.♗c3!?[image: images]) 17.exf5 gxf5 18.♘g5 h6 19.♘e6 ♗xe6 20.dxe6 ♘c7 21.♘xc7 ♕xc7 22.♗g2 e4 23.g4![image: images].

15…♘g8 16.♘h2?!

Again, I believe that 16.g3 should be preferred. In case of 16…f5 17.exf5 gxf5, White is better after 18.♘h4.

16…f5 17.exf5 gxf5 18.f4 ♗xb5?!

I wondered why Kozul played this committal move at the moment when White could open the center. I do remember investigating the more straightforward alternative 18…e4 instead. 19.♘c3 (otherwise, Black can make an exchange on b5 in favorable circumstances: 19.g4 ♗xb5! 20.cxb5 ♘c7 21.gxf5 ♕c8! 22.♖xe4 ♕xf5) 19…♘c7! (this precise move keeps open the option of playing on both flanks; 19…♕e8 allows White to regroup with 20.♔h1 ♕g6 21.♗e2 ♘c7 22.♘f1=) 20.♗e2 b5↑.

19.cxb5 ♘c7 20.fxe5 dxe5

[image: images]

An imbalanced and dynamic middlegame position arose in which it was difficult to assess who stands better. This was one of the main reasons why this game had caught my attention in the first place. Here, I realized that Kozul’s idea was to transfer the knight to d6 via e8. At the time, I thought that this, in connection with the previous exchange on b5, was a very deep idea.

21.♖ad1!

Preventing Black’s plan. The next couple of moves revolve around the control over the d6-square. 21.d6 ♘e6⇆; 21.♗c4? ♘e8[image: images].

21…e4 22.♗c4 a6?

This looks like a clever positional intermezzo, but the engine is quick to point out that it is actually a serious tactical oversight. The critical continuation was 22…♘e8 23.d6 ♗d4+ 24.♗e3 ♕xd6 25.♗xd4+ cxd4 26.♕xd4+ ♕xd4+ 27.♖xd4, with a slight edge for White in the endgame thanks to better centralization. It should be noted that Black achieves nothing with 22…♗d4+, due to 23.♗e3.

23.a4?

The oversight was mutual. Appa­rently, critical moments in complex positions can be difficult even for grandmasters to spot. White wins with non-materialistic powerplay: 23.d6! ♘xb5 24.♗xb5 axb5 25.♕d5! (the key move, stopping …♗d4+) 25…♗xb2 26.d7!+-.

23…axb5 24.axb5 ♘e8 25.♗f4!?

Tukmakov goes for a strategically more complicated continuation instead of the simpler 25.d6 ♗d4+ 26.♗e3 ♕xd6 27.♗xd4+ cxd4 28.♕xd4+ ♕xd4+ 29.♖xd4. This is the same endgame as after 22…♘e8, only without the a-pawns. This small change is slightly in Black’s favor, which explains why Kozul inserted 22…a6.

25…♘d6

Black has achieved his goal by planting the knight on d6. Both sides block each other’s pawns with pieces, so the game enters a maneuvering phase. The next few maneuvers are quite straightforward, although Black might have also considered activating his other knight earlier.

26.♕f2 ♕c7 27.♘f1 ♕b6 28.♘e3

[image: images]

Those who have studied Gelfand’s Positional Decision Making in Chess carefully will immediately recognize the blockade against the e4/f5-pawn chain from Gelfand’s game against Alexander Grischuk.

28…♘e7

This is another interesting moment. Black decided to keep maneuvering behind the pawn chains instead of winning a pawn with 28…♘xc4 29.♘xc4 ♕xb5. This was a serious alternative that could have led to tactical complications after 30.♘d6 ♕b4 (30…♕xb2 31.♕xc5[image: images]) 31.♖f1[image: images].

29.♗f1 ♘ec8

Once again, Kozul chooses the most solid option, although this feels a bit static. When you analyze this position, you have to ask yourself what happens in case of 29…♘g6!? 30.♗xd6 ♕xd6 31.♘c4∞ ? Black gives up the blockade on d6 in return for the dark square control. Both sides would have their trumps in this double-edged position worth exploring in more depth.

30.♔h1

[image: images]

30…♖a4?

Up to this point, both players have been keeping the tension well and made some interesting maneuvers. However, the plan that Kozul embarked upon with this move is positionally bad. He should have improved the queen with 30…♕d8 and if 31.♘c4 ♘xc4 32.♗xc4, then a positional pawn sacrifice 32…♘d6! 33.♕xc5 ♖f6[image: images] would provide him with enough compensation for the pawn, due to excellent control over the dark-square complex. Magnus Carlsen once successfully sacrificed two pawns (!) for that purpose in a similar way against Levon Aronian.

31.b3 ♖d4

The rook looks mighty on d4, but this is only a mirage. It will be sorely missed on the a-file soon.

32.♕g3!

White introduces the unpleasant ♗f4-e5 idea while putting pressure on the blocking knight.

32…♕d8

32…♘xb5 33.♗e5+-.

33.♖c1!

I really liked this subtle intermezzo by Tukmakov. I recall that it took me a while to appreciate why it is important to provoke …b7-b6 as opposed to playing 33.♖a1 straight away.

33…b6 34.♖a1

The point is that now the b-pawn will be weaker on b6 than on b7. White can attack it with ♖a6 or ♖a1-a8-b8, followed by ♘c4. In some cases, the opening of the seventh rank may also come in handy for White.

34…♕d7

Quite passive. Black will not be in a position to win the b5-pawn. 34…♕f6 was a more natural alternative.

35.♖a8

[image: images]

Within only a couple of moves, the situation has turned into White’s favor. He controls the a-file, while the black rook on d4 is useless. A simple plan of strengthening his position would be ♖ea1, ♖b8, ♖aa8, and Black’s position would fall apart.

35…♘f7

It is clear that Black is already in a difficult situation. There was hardly a satisfactory alternative: 35…♘xb5 36.♗xb5 ♕xb5 37.♘xf5+-; 35…♕f7 36.♘c4 ♖xd5 37.♖b8!+-.

36.♘c4 ♖g8

36…♖xd5 37.♖xc8 ♕xc8 38.♘xb6+- is always a problem.

37.♖b8 ♕xd5?

The second big tactical mistake in the game is decisive. 37…♕a7 was a far more stubborn defense.

38.♖xc8 ♖xc8 39.♘xb6+-

And the rest was a matter of simple technique for Tukmakov.

39…♕d8 40.♘xc8 ♕xc8 41.♗c4 ♕d7 42.b6 ♘d6 43.♖a1 ♕e8 44.♖a7 ♖d1+ 45.♔h2 ♗f6 46.b7 ♗d4 47.♕g5 1-0

Another objectivity-developing practice that is particularly convenient these days is to play over and analyze live tournament games in online transmission. For example, there is a strong tournament like the Aeroflot Open going on right now. You go to a website with live transmission of the games. Firstly, you turn off the live commentary, live engine, and the chat – these are very distracting when you want to think on your own. Then, you go from game to game and analyze them, not necessarily with any predetermined structure – in some games, you want to find the best move, in others you might check only the opening; perhaps there was also some interesting endgame from the previous round that you missed, or a complicated position worth calculating more closely… and before you know it, an hour or two might have passed as you get immersed in this leisurely yet rather focused analysis.

It doesn’t matter if you are ‘good’ or ‘bad’ at these practices (you tend to get better over time, by the way). The point is that they put ‘you’ as a chess player in the observer’s position because there is no particular goal that you are trying to achieve for yourself, except for simply looking at chess. Once you develop such habits, you will have made a big step toward a more objective study mindset.

Shallow study approach

There are many ways to study chess. One way that I like to classify them is on the scale from low- to high-intensity (more on that in upcoming chapters). At the left end of the scale, the lowest-intensity study method that I can think of is playing over a game by quickly clicking the ‘forward’ button on your computer. On the high-intensity end, it might happen that we have to solve a challenging puzzle with a time constraint, for example. The difference in mental involvement between these two practices is huge, obviously. Now, this does not mean that we should never do low-intensity practices and only do the high-intensity ones. Every practice can have its purpose and place in a study plan, as we will discuss in Chapter 9. The problem, however, arises when most of one’s study practices are in the low-intensity zone.

For instance, if you get into such habits as:

• solving mostly ‘check or take’ kind of tactical puzzles;

• analyzing mostly with a chess engine and rarely on your own; and

• studying games only by going through the annotator’s variations without further reflection,

your learning process will be far from optimal. Taking the path of least resistance is one of the biggest enemies of learning. People can fall into the trap of thinking that all the busywork that they do will help their progress, but reality usually slaps them right back in the face. Let me give you a few real-world examples.

Several years ago, I worked with a young student rated around 2300 for about a year and a half. After the first few meetings, it became obvious that most of his home study was focused on openings. His analytical skills were surprisingly modest for what you would expect from someone with that rating. In mutual analysis, he would often have problems spotting critical variations and evaluating positions accurately. There was also rarely much depth in his understanding of strategic ideas, even straight from the opening that he had memorized well. Despite several appeals to change his study ways and embrace a deeper study approach, such as carefully analyzing his own games and going into depth rather than width in his opening work, sadly nothing had changed. Neither did, essentially, his rating after almost three years of temporary ups and downs.

I can give my own example as well. In the spring of 2003, when I became an International Master, I got my first laptop that I could bring to tournaments with me. Before that, the majority of my tournament luggage, as every pre-computer era player remembers, consisted of an Opening Encyclopedia or two, a bunch of notebooks with hand-written opening variations, several worn-out stapled model game printouts, and, if there was any room left, a couple of inspirational chess books. Well, in 2003 all of this had changed. Instead of the careful opening preparation that I used to do on the chess set, I began relying on the ‘space-bar’ approach more and more. Instead of chess books with sound general advice, my best allies in pre-game preparation became the Fritz and Deep Junior engines. Young and ambitious as I was, I had no doubt that going digital would help me reach the grandmaster title in the near future.

Result? In October 2005, my rating and self-confidence were at a two-year low (2381 and zero, respectively). Exactly two years before that, right around the time when I began carrying a laptop to tournaments regularly, I was rated 2429 and ready to take on any chess challenge. Instead of progressing, I regressed. At some point, I came to realize that it was not the technology that was to blame, but rather my study approach. Over time, it had become superficial to the point where I would largely rely on the engine’s way of ‘thinking’ and neglect my own logical reasoning and experience. Time trouble became a frequent issue because I could not think straight in unfamiliar positions. I even started losing against much weaker players on occasion, and somehow gradually lost much of the joy to just sit and study chess that I had in the years before that. This was a good lesson on a personal level, and I believe that it can also serve as a cautionary tale about the hidden dangers of a shallow study approach for chess players of any level.

Thus, one of the primary goals of this book, apart from those mentioned in the preface, is to make a case for deeper study methods and suggest ways of incorporating them into your chess study. A study approach that minimizes superficial practices and focuses on systematic and patient efforts to understand chess better brings much more benefit in the long run. Which brings me to the third misleading study mindset…

Short-run outlook

Alexander Grischuk is well-known as one of the wittiest players on the super-GM circuit. In the 2018 Candidates tournament he was on a roll, making all sorts of funny comments in the post-game press conferences (there is even a compilation of these called ‘Grischuk Thug Life’ that you can check out on YouTube). One of these comments actually struck me as quite a deep, even wise, observation. When asked by the host how long he had prepared for his game against Mamedyarov, Grischuk replied: ‘For my whole life.’ This unexpected answer made everyone in the room laugh, but you could also see by Mamedyarov’s smirk that he understood exactly what Grischuk meant by this. He hinted at the fact that all the chess education and practice that you have accumulated over the years is a much more important preparation for a particular game than some variations that you have reviewed from your opening file right before the game. An ex top-10 player, Evgeny Bareev, once said something similar: ‘It’s clear that now talent alone, even the most brilliant talent, isn’t enough for victory, but what’s demanded is professional, intelligent work that’s done over many years…’

And yet, we can see chess players of all levels trying to get quick results and neglecting some parts of their chess education in the process. Here are some examples:

• Creating your opening repertoire around forced or strategically suspicious opening variations to get ‘more winning chances’. Instead, choosing opening systems that focus on proficiency in the middlegame or even the endgame would serve a player better in the long run;

• Employing a strategy of choosing your openings according to the opponent’s ‘weak spot’ in the repertoire, to ‘surprise him’. This approach often ends up in you surprising yourself as soon as the opponent deviates or your opening preparation ends. Been there, done that, strongly advise against it. Instead, having a reliable opening repertoire that you understand deeply and in which you can make small adjustments depending on your opponent and tournament situation is a wiser long-term approach. You can always change your opening after a couple of years if you would like to play something completely new; and

• Not devoting enough time to study classical model games of strong players. This is not a popular study method for people with a short-run outlook, because it does not seem to yield immediate results. However, omitting this fundamental element of chess education gets to haunt them sooner or later.

Of course, short-term goals, such as patching up a hole in your opening repertoire, scoring well in the next tournament, or gaining rating points are important to keep us motivated to study diligently, but pursuing short-term results at the expense of long-term benefits is rarely a successful approach. Some things in chess simply cannot be learned quickly, and desired results cannot always be achieved immediately, so we need to be patient if we want to gradually master different aspects of this game. The accumulation of skills and knowledge, as well as their manifestation in the form of tournament results and coveted rating increase, are quite unpredictable and very rarely follow a straight line. Most chess players rather face periods of stagnation before making observable leaps in playing strength. It is, therefore, best to keep a long-term perspective on things, as Grischuk had implicitly, and Bareev explicitly, suggested.

Playing too much

I hope that I had made it clear in the preface that playing is at least as important than studying. There are skills in chess that can only be developed through practice and that no amount of study can help develop. More importantly, playing and studying go together hand in hand, forming a positive feedback loop. It works like this: when you study and prepare for your games, you learn new variations, ideas, improve your skills, etc. The best way to test and apply these learnings is to then put them into practice in competitive games. After you have played a game, you come back to your study – you analyze it, identify typical mistakes and possible weak areas, you study new material to fix gaps in knowledge, hone your skills, etc. This way, you get better prepared for the upcoming games and the new study-play cycle begins… As this looping process perpetuates, you gradually become a stronger, or at least more knowledgeable, chess player because you constantly learn new things and improve the existing ones, both from a practical and a theoretical perspective. In the section ‘Basic and deep learning processes’ below, I provide a story of my chess improvement in the year 2002, which can also serve as a good example of the positive feedback loop between playing and studying.

However, some chess players play much more than they study, especially when it comes to speed chess. While this approach helps them develop practical strength, the relative lack of study feedback limits their potential, as they may be prone to repeating the same kinds of mistakes in their games. They also tend to show a lack of deep understanding at certain points in their games. Isaac Boleslavsky, a famous Soviet grandmaster and one of the pioneers of the King’s Indian Defense, said the following about one young and strong player of his time: ‘… he was ready to play chess at any time and under any conditions but considered that sitting at the board by oneself is a boring business. This is a serious mistake as private study covers not only the mechanical memorization of opening variations, but also the consideration of middlegame problems which helps one to find new approaches in actual play.’

Another related phenomenon is what I like to call a ‘chess nomad’. It was well-described by the famous chess author Alexander Kotov: ‘Nowadays in the West there are some talented grandmasters who wander from country to country en route from one tournament to another. There is no time left for analysis of their games since it is already time to be off to the next event.’ Kotov referred to grandmasters, but if you follow the results of international open tournaments, which these days virtually take place on a weekly basis, you can notice even many non-GMs who follow this path, usually those hunting for rating, norms, and money prizes2. However, this overly practical approach is a double-edged sword because there is little time left to study chess seriously in between the tournaments. This could lead to a vicious cycle of playing incessantly and leaving too little time for proper study that could make a difference. Consequently, the enviable amount of practical experience that chess nomads collect does not always translate into a significant improvement in the long run. Tournament practice is extremely important in chess, of course, but balance is the key, as in everything. If you notice yourself slipping into this category of players, then I suggest two things:

1. Periodically, make at least a 1-month break between the tourneys, even the blitz/rapid ones; and

2. Avoid playing three back-to-back tournaments.

This way, you make sure that you have time to recuperate physically, conduct a serious training session or two in between the tournaments, and be mentally fresh for the next stop on your busy calendar.

So far, we have discussed different study mindsets and only hinted at the ways we learn chess. In the next section of this chapter, we will examine learning processes in more detail to understand how our chess study can be optimized.

Learning chess

‘Chess cannot be taught. Chess can only be learned’ – Mikhail Botvinnik.

This succinct statement of the sixth World Champion indicates that learning chess is a highly individual process. You can have the best chess coach in the world teach the same things to different people of a similar level, but their learning experiences and outcomes will be different depending on things like their learning abilities, passion, character, etc. I think that the famous Botvinnik School is a good case in point – everyone knows Botvinnik’s most famous pupils like Kasparov and Kramnik, but how many people have heard of Boris Taborov, Vadim Ostrovsky, or Nadezhda Nikulshina? These ‘lost’ talents were at some point also summoned to the prestigious chess school as some of the most promising young players in the Soviet Union and received training from the man who shaped careers of the future world champions. Yet, they haven’t achieved much in chess. In his autobiographical work, For Friends and Colleagues, the renowned coach Mark Dvoretsky, who also worked in the Botvinnik School for some time, explained it this way: ‘This suggests that daily study, guided by a coach if possible, is the main influence on the development of a young chess player. Studies at grandmaster schools, as useful as they may be, are merely an additional contribution factor.’

This is why I was quite shocked recently to see a coaching advertisement of a well-known grandmaster (who I will not name here out of respect) that read: ‘I have produced numerous top-level players…’ Excuse me, but chess players are not ‘produced’! Every chess player’s learning process is their unique experience that cannot be replicated on someone else. To continue on Dvoretsky’s thought; coaches can help, books, videos, and chess software can help, but ultimately it is your personal qualities, the quality of your own home study, and the quality of decisions that you make over the board that will determine how far in chess you will go. On the other hand, some chess players would like to ‘depersonalize’ their chess learning process by searching for universal winning formulas, methods, and improvement shortcuts, but this is also a wrong approach. There are no such learning tools that would work in the same way for everyone. To be successful in chess, players should aim to develop their own ways of learning, thinking, and solving problems.

Despite a distinct individual element in learning chess, certain learning processes apply to virtually everyone. I would like to list them here (with typical examples in brackets):

1. Memorization of exact positions and variations (opening variations, theoretical endgames, model games, etc.);

2. Gathering knowledge and skills (tactical and positional themes, strategic methods, endgame techniques, etc.);

3. Basic pattern recognition (typical combinations, typical maneuvers, typical plans, etc.);

4. Complex pattern recognition (less typical patterns, recognizing when a typical device or pattern does not work, ability to apply or combine typical devices and patterns in atypical situations, etc.); and

5. Developing intuition (‘feeling’ for the initiative, sense for piece coordination, feeling for which position might be dangerous, which endgame could be held, etc.).

Basic and deep learning processes

The first three learning processes from the list above (let’s call them basic) are familiar to every chess player – they take place while we memorize an opening variation, read a book on chess strategy, or solve a tactical puzzle with a well-known pattern. Of course, these are the foundational blocks and every chess player needs to devote a fair amount of study time to them, to create a large storage of useful ideas, patterns and basic skills that can later be applied in games. Usually, when we learn something this way, we use primarily our conscious mind – we consciously study something and we can see a cause and effect between the learning effort (e.g., memo­rizing an opening variation, drilling a tactical pattern, learning a specific positional rule, etc.) and its result (acquiring a concrete knowledge or skill).

As essential as they are, basic learning processes are relatively ineffec­tive when it comes to building your own advanced mental library that consists of complex patterns and intuition, the products of deep learning. Unlike the basic ones, the deep learning processes take place in the subconscious mind to a large degree and shape you as a unique chess player. Moreover, experience shows that study methods which stimulate deep subconscious learning help build chess strength more than any amount of the basic ones.

The following instance from my own career is a good example of the importance of deep learning in developing over-the-board strength. Back in early 2002 when I was barely an FM-level player, I had carefully studied two books for several months: Typical Middlegame Positions by Boris Zlotnik and Endgame Strategy by Mikhail Shereshevsky. When I say: ‘studied carefully’, I want to clarify that it means that I analyzed on my own every single example from the book on the board and reread certain chapters several times. Before studying these books, my understanding of the middlegame and endgame has been based mostly on simple positional and strategic rules, calculation of direct variations, and looking for tactical opportunities – you know, the basic stuff. I could often hold my own against an IM, especially in tactical battles, but I would almost regularly get quietly outplayed by GMs like in the following game.

Game 2

Ivan Farago 2500

Davorin Kuljasevic 2286

Bizovac 2002 (7)

1.d4 ♘f6 2.c4 g6 3.♘c3 ♗g7 4.e4 d6 5.♗e2 0-0 6.♘f3 ♘a6 7.0-0 e5 8.♖e1 ♕e8 9.♗f1 ♗g4 10.d5 ♘b4 11.♗e2 a5 12.♗e3 b6?!

An unnecessary long-term structural weakness, but such details were not high on my list of priorities at that time. 12…♘a6 was the right way to prevent 13.c5.

13.b3 ♘a6 14.♘d2 ♗d7 15.♖b1

[image: images]

15…♔h8

Using Kozul’s maneuver from the game against Tukmakov.

16.♘f1?!

Interestingly, Farago decided to meet the …f7-f5 break the same way as Tukmakov. Similar to that game, it is not the best strategy for White. Better was 16.a3 ♘g8 17.b4 f5 18.f3 ♗h6 19.♗xh6 ♘xh6 20.♗d3! ♕e7 21.♕e2, and the knight on a6 has problems.

16…♘g8 17.♕d2 f5 18.exf5 gxf5 19.f4 ♕g6 20.♘g3 ♘f6 21.♖f1

[image: images]

Black can be happy with the outcome of the opening, but now he needs a good plan for the middlegame. I chose

21…exf4?!,

opening the e-file and preparing to transfer my a6-knight to e4. However, this apparently active plan is positionally dubious because it leaves Black with an isolated f-pawn. Instead, a much better version of this idea was 21…h5! 22.♖be1 (the prophylactic 22.♘h1 is strongly met by 22…♖g8! 23.♘f2 ♗h6 24.g3 h4-+) 22…♘c5↑, and with …h5-h4 hanging over his head, White has some serious problems to solve.

22.♗xf4 ♘c5 23.♗d3 ♘ce4?!

Continuing on the wrong path. It was better to keep the tension with 23…♖ae8 24.♗c2 h5∞.

24.♗xe4 ♘xe4 25.♘cxe4 fxe4

I was happy that I got rid of the f5 weakness and opened my light-squared bishop at the same time, naively thinking that Black must be better in this position with …h7-h5-h4 to follow. However, this turned out to be a superficial positional evaluation, as I had completely missed my opponent’s next move.

[image: images]

26.♗e3!

White transfers the bishop to the long diagonal. Suddenly, 27.♗d4 is an annoyance for Black. However, I had failed to appreciate the strategic importance of keeping the dark-squared bishop and played

26…♖ae8?,

which is pretty much a decisive mistake. There was no time for the planned 26…h5 27.♗d4 h4, because of 28.♘xe4!+-, but I could have avoided the bishops trade with 26…♔g8!, and if 27.♗d4 ♗h6, this is a playable position for Black.

27.♗d4[image: images]

It was already too late when I realized that after the trade of dark-squared bishops I will be left with a useless ♗d7, exposed king and weak e-pawn. I could probably make White’s conversion task more difficult, but, disillusioned by the turn of events, I went down pretty quickly.

27…♗f5?! 28.♗xg7+ ♔xg7 29.♕d4+ ♖e5 30.♖be1 ♖f7 31.♖f4 ♔g8 32.♘xf5 ♖fxf5 33.♖fxe4+-

White won the weak pawn and soon the game as well.

33…♖g5 34.♖xe5 ♖xe5 35.♖f1 ♖e2 36.g3 ♕h5 37.♖f2 ♖xf2 38.♕xf2 ♕d1+ 39.♔g2 ♕b1 40.♕e2 ♕a1 41.a4 ♕c3 42.♕g4+ ♔h8 43.♕c8+ ♔g7 44.♕xc7+ ♔g8 45.♕c8+ ♔g7 46.♕d7+ ♔g8 47.♕g4+ ♔h8 48.♕f3 ♕g7 49.♕e3 ♕c7 50.h4 ♔g7 51.♕g5+ ♔f7 52.h5 ♕c5 53.♕f5+ ♔g7 54.♕e6 1-0

My lack of sophistication in positional and strategic matters in that period should be obvious from this game. However, consistent study of the two aforementioned books in the coming months, coupled with other chess studies3, has somehow helped me develop a deeper, more strategic approach to both phases of the game without me even noticing it. It turned out that these were the right study resources at the right time, because soon after I had a breakout tournament. In May of the same year, I played a strong international tournament, the Pula Open, in which I was once again supposed to be cannon fodder for GMs but ended up fighting for the GM norm in the last round, missing it by one move. I remember particularly two instances during the game below in which I could literally feel that something had changed in my way of thinking.

Game 3

Antoaneta Stefanova 2473

Davorin Kuljasevic 2297

Pula 2002 (4)

1.d4 d5 2.♘f3 ♘f6 3.♗g5 e6 4.♘bd2 c5 5.e3 ♗e7 6.c3 ♘bd7 7.♗d3 ♕c7 8.0-0 h6 9.♗h4 0-0 10.e4 dxe4 11.♘xe4

[image: images]

In response to Stefanova’s opening of the center, I played a ‘quiet’ move:

11…♖e8!?

This kind of move would have hardly even appeared on my radar in previous tournaments. I was used to ‘trying to do something’ in virtually every position and rarely thought in terms of quietly improving my position. Before, I would have probably gone for some direct line like 11…cxd4 or kept developing with 11…b6. However, I remember that 11…♖e8 somehow came naturally and I had played it with confidence. Just to be clear, this is not the strongest move in the position and objectively it might be even slightly worse than the alternatives that I had mentioned. The point that I want to make is about the important mindset shift: instead of constantly reacting to my opponent’s moves and trying to force the issue, I was ready to let the game ‘come to me’. Also, the fact that my strong opponent did not find a way to obtain the advantage after 11…♖e8 testifies that it was a reasonable decision.

12.♗g3

The point behind 11…♖e8 (having the e7-bishop defended) can also be seen in the variations 12.dxc5 ♘xe4 13.♗xe7?! ♘xc3! and 12.♕e2 ♘h5! 13.♗xe7 ♘f4.

12…♕b6 13.♕e2 ♘xe4 14.♕xe4 ♘f6 15.♕e2 ♗d7 16.♘e5 cxd4 17.cxd4

[image: images]

17…♗c6

Another move that I played with confidence, since I read in Zlotnik’s book that the structure with isolated c6-pawn against the one on d4 is usually fine for Black. The classical precedent is Lasker-Capablanca, Wch 1921 (10), 0-1.

By the way, 17…♕xd4? loses by force after 18.♖ad1 ♕b6 19.♘xd7 ♘xd7 20.♗b5.

18.♘xc6 bxc6 19.♗e5 ♘d7 20.♖ac1 ♘xe5 21.dxe5

The position is roughly equal, but here I missed Stefanova’s strong attacking idea.

21…c5?

A careless move. Instead, Black should have gone for kingside prophylaxis with 21…g6, and if 22.♖c4 ♔g7! 23.h4 h5=, White is not in time to launch the attack with 24.g4?! because of 24…hxg4 25.♖xg4 ♖h8[image: images].

22.♖c4!

This rook lift serves to support a pawn expansion on the kingside, as can be seen in case of 22…g6.

22…♖ad8

22…g6 is too slow now, as after 23.h4 h5 24.g4!→, Black falls under a decisive attack.

23.h4↑ f5

Quite clearly, Black is in damage control mode if he needs to play this move.

24.exf6 ♗xf6 25.♕e4 ♖d4 26.♖xd4

Fortunately, Black’s king is safe from the queen’s invasion: 26.♕h7+ ♔f8 27.♗g6 ♖ed8=.

26…♗xd4 27.b3 ♕d6 28.♗c4[image: images]

[image: images]

White’s superior pawn structure, full control over the light squares, and the exposed black king are a basis for long-term torture in the best-case scenario for Black. All White needs to do is include her rook into the game and the situation could soon become very difficult. This was the second moment in the game in which I realized that my thinking was somehow different from before. Usually, my level of play would drop in such inferior positions against strong titled players (as in the game against Farago) and I would lose the game. However, here I quickly decided to play

28…♖f8!.

This pawn sacrifice was inspired by something that I have seen in Shereshevsky’s Endgame Strategy. I cannot put my finger on a specific game or technique from the book, but it just felt like the transition into an endgame without a pawn but with active pieces should provide me with enough drawing resources.

29.♕xe6+ ♕xe6 30.♗xe6+ ♔h7 31.h5 g6 32.hxg6+ ♔xg6 33.g3 ♖f3 34.♔g2 ♖d3 35.a4 ♔f6?!

A waste of time. A draw could have been achieved immediately with 35…♖d2 36.g4 ♔g5 37.♔f3 a5.

36.♗c4 ♖d2 37.g4 ♖c2?!

Another pointless move, giving White enough time to untangle her pieces. 37…♗e5 38.♔f3 (38.♖h1 ♗d4! 39.♖xh6+ ♔g5=) 38…♔g5 would have still been a difficult defense for White to break.

38.♔g3 ♖c3+ 39.♔f4 ♔g6?!

Obviously, my endgame technique, while generally improved compared to before, was still rough around the edges. I had quite a bit of luck saving this game.

40.a5 ♗f6 41.a6?

A strange tactical oversight. 41.♖d1 would have been winning easily, as White brings her rook into the game.

41…♖c1! 42.♖xc1 ♗g5+ 43.♔e5 ♗xc1 44.f4 ♗b2+ 45.♔d6 ♗c3!

[image: images]

White can do nothing now to break Black’s blockade on the dark squares, so a draw is inevitable.

46.♔e7 ♔g7 47.f5 ♗f6+ 48.♔d6 ♗c3 49.♔c6 ♗a5 50.♔xc5 ♔f6 51.♗d3 ♔e7 52.b4 ♗b6+ 53.♔d5 ♗c7 54.♗e4 ♗b6 55.b5 ♗c7 56.♗c2 ♗b6 57.♔e4 


















































































































































































































































































































































	Typical study/play scenario
	Low tolerance to frustration
	High tolerance to frustration





	Repeatedly failing at a challenging practice/exercise
	Gives up quickly
	Keeps attempting until achieving a decent success



	Getting bored by a study activity
	Finds something else that is ‘more fun’ to study
	Finds a way to make the original activity more fun



	Losing the first couple of games in a new opening
	Changes openings frequently
	Takes lessons from losses and makes opening improvements



	Having trouble following a study plan
	Abandons the plan when a couple of objectives have not been accomplished
	Revisits and readjusts the plan to make the objectives more easily achievable



	Losing a game/missing an opportunity
	Gets discouraged or despairs
	Gets extra motivated to play the next game better



	Getting beaten luckily in an online blitz game
	Goes on a revenge mission
	Calms down, plays a couple more blitz games and uses the rest of the study time constructively
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