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Introduction

His brilliant result at the St Louis super-tournament in 2014, with the remarkable score of 8.5/10 (including, in the first seven rounds, the Fischeresque score of seven victories), propelled 22-year old Fabiano Caruana into the small group of challengers to the World Champion.

In the 2016 Candidates’ tournament in Moscow, Caruana was regarded as one of the favourites. This is how he was described in pre-tournament prognostications by grandmaster Emil Sutovsky:


‘Fabiano Caruana was somewhat surprisingly regarded as favourite by almost half of the survey respondents. Despite the fact that eighteen months have passed since his legendary performance at St Louis, people understand that the Italian-American is capable of achieving something similar again. However, I personally am mystified that a whole series of appearances at the highest level since then has seen him drop sharply, from his cosmic rating of 2844 to a more modest 2794. Why did the qualitative leap in his play, which was noticed in the summer-autumn of 2014, turn out to be so short-lived? I do not know. But honestly, I would very much like to see that Caruana again – his play was the sort of chess that I personally consider ideal. An extraordinary degree of principle in the opening, a “wholeness” in his formulation of the game, deep strategic plans based on tactical subtleties, and, to the delight of the fans, numerous victories in games against the “Berliners” (including Carlsen). It was chess that was a symbiosis of science, game and sport, rather than the Carlsen approach, which can be described as purely chess-as-a-game. Can Caruana again combine these ingredient and shine? Definitely!’



In that Moscow Candidates tournament, Caruana was close to qualifying for the ‘match of his life’, but after losing a dramatic game in the final round against Sergey Karjakin, he was forced to settle for ‘only’ second place. He then followed up with a convincing win in the US Championship and a gold medal with the American team at the Olympiad (Baku 2016), all of which showed that he was ready for a new step forward.


In the January 2017 FIDE rating list, Caruana (2827) occupied second place, only 13 points behind Magnus Carlsen (2840).

Two years after Moscow, Caruana did make the final jump. After a highly convincing win in the Berlin Candidates Tournament in March 2018 (despite losing to Karjakin again!) the American grandmaster is up for his greatest challenge to date. In November he will be playing his World Championship match with Magnus Carlsen. Experts predict that this match will be very close and tense. Will it be the culmination of the amazing story of Fabiano Caruana?

Alexander Kalinin
 Moscow, July 2018

Note: In several games I have cited a few comments by Fabiano Caruana himself or by other (grand-)masters. Most of these comments appeared earlier in New In Chess Magazine or on ChessBase.






PART I

The rise of an American chess star
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Fabiano Caruana, 2003, New England (Photo: Tony Cortizas, Jr)






CHAPTER 1

A running start

Fabiano Caruana was born on 20 July 1992 in Miami. He was the third child in a large Italian family, significantly younger than his brother and sister.

Fabiano showed exceptional chess ability early on, and his father took the five-year-old to the Brooklyn Chess Club (at the time, the family had moved to Brooklyn), the same club where the legendary Bobby Fischer had begun his career! Fabiano loved to read chess books and later said:

‘At first, I studied by myself, from books and magazines, and spent many hours at the board every day. I think this was a very important step, as I acquired the habit of working hard.’

Soon the youngster began working with the popular American children’s trainer, Bruce Pandolfini.

‘I started working with Fabiano when he was only five,’ recalls Pandolfini, ‘and it was obvious that he had a rare intuition, was brave in attack and was one of the five most talented players of his age, whom I had seen.’

Then, between the ages of eight and twelve, Caruana trained with grandmaster Miron Sher.

As expected in this age, the boy plunged into the atmosphere of numerous chess battles with his peers. The habit of playing a lot is one which has remained with Fabiano to this day, and he remains notable for it among his colleagues and to the surprise of experts.

Here are some extracts from an interview which Caruana gave to journalist Evgeny Atarov for the Russian website Chess Pro in 2012:

E.A. ‘You feel a need to play and work constantly?’

F.C.: ‘Most of all, to play! I can greatly enjoy the feeling of battle. Nowadays study means hours and hours of working with the computer, in which you have to be the creator. The computer is excellent at refuting stuff, but you have to come up with the ideas yourself. I prefer the process of play, because here we are in equal conditions with the opponent: he invents something, then I invent something…’

EA.: ‘What aim do you set yourself when you sit at the board: do you want to get pleasure from the game, or just to win and score a point in the tournament table?’


FC.: ‘For me, chess is a battle. Most of all, I want to win. Of course, I enjoy it when I manage to create something special on the board, a beautiful idea or something that I can recall with pleasure afterwards…’

EA.: ‘Many children fall madly in love with chess when they first start to play, but gradually, when they have to work at it, this love dissipates and gives way to necessity. Haven’t you lost your love of chess over the years of work?’

FC.: ‘Undoubtedly, it is hard to retain all your life that initial feeling of wonder. I have the same story, but I have never come to hate chess… over the years, I have come to like some aspects of chess more and some less, but every time, I find something special. Chess opens before one a mass of tempting possibilities, such as the chance to see the world.’

EA.: ‘So the love remains, all the same?’

FC.: ‘Hmm. Probably, yes… I have never thought about this, but now you ask, I have to say probably yes. I get enormous pleasure every time I sit at the board. Every time!’

EA.: ‘What does a professional chess player need, so as constantly to improve?’

FC.: ‘First and foremost, never relax your demands on yourself. One must constantly work, not give oneself pauses and indulgences. It is also very important, in my opinion, to constantly maintain one’s form, i.e. all the time to be involved in the game. You have to be constantly engaged in chess, and if you are not sitting directly at the board, you should be engaged, looking at what is happening around you… you must constantly improve, find and identify for yourself what is new. If you are talented and do all this, you will constantly grow. I don’t think there is any other method of self-perfection.’

EA.: ‘Looking at yourself, do you sometimes ask yourself where you get the energy to work and play so much? Do you have problems with energy?’

FC.: ‘Yes, chess requires a lot of energy. After a seven-hour game, one often finds it hard to stand up, one is so tired. But it’s not a problem for me. I don’t get so tired during a game as others do. I don’t know the explanation – maybe it is just my physiology. I recover my strength quickly.’

EA.: ‘Do you do sport or anything? Gymnastics or maybe jogging?’

FC: ‘None of these things at all. I walk a lot…’

EA.: ‘We understand that you can play 20 or more games in a month. But do you enjoy it, when you play so much?’

FC.: ‘Not always. You can’t play every game with the same degree of pleasure. Sometimes you just feel tired. But I try to get pleasure from the process of playing, from every game, and do not think about the fact that I played yesterday, and the day before, and will play again tomorrow. After all, this is my job and I should try to do it properly.’

In 2002 and 2003, Caruana won the Pan-American Championship (under 10) and achieved the FIDE Master title. At this same period, he scored his first victory against a GM in a one-to-one game. In the first round of September’s Manhattan Chess Club tournament, his victim was the experienced Alexander Wojtkiewicz.

Game 1 Sicilian Defence B27

Fabiano Caruana

Alexander Wojtkiewicz

New York 2002

1.e4 c5 2.♘f3 g6 3.d4 ♗g7 4.♗e3 ♘f6 5.♘c3 cxd4 6.♗xd4 ♘c6 7.♗b5 ♘xd4 8.♕xd4 0-0 9.e5 ♘e8 10.0-0-0 d6 11.♕d2?!

He could keep the initiative with 11.♕h4!. Now the advantage passes to Black.

11…♗g4 12.♗xe8 ♖xe8 13.exd6 exd6 14.♕xd6 ♗xc3 15.♕xd8 ♗xb2+ 16.♔xb2 ♖axd8 17.♖xd8 ♖xd8 18.♘e5 ♗f5 19.g4 ♗e6 20.♖e1

[image: image]

The endgame favours Black, thanks to his strong bishop and superior pawn structure. Now 20…♖d6 is tempting, planning to attack with the queenside pawns, or 20…g5, fixing the g4-pawn on a light square.

20…♖d2?

The rook will be attacked on the d2-square. It is hard to say exactly what the grandmaster overlooked, but almost every one of his next few moves looks doubtful.

21.♘d3 ♗xg4 22.h3

[image: image]

22…♗f3

As soon becomes apparent, Black is ready to sacrifice the exchange. But why not do so whilst picking up the h3-pawn: 22…♗xh3 23.♔c3 ♖xd3+ 24.cxd3 ?

23.♖e3 ♗c6?

The other bishop retreat, 23…♗h5 leads to a draw by repetition after 24.♖e7 ♗f3 25.♖e3, Perhaps the GM was working on the principle that it was better to lose than to draw!

24.♔c1 ♖xd3 25.♖xd3

Stronger was 25.cxd3, creating a passed pawn.

25…♔g7 26.♔d2 ♔f6 27.♔e3 ♔g5 28.♔d4 ♔h4 29.♖g3 f5 30.♔e5 ♗e4 31.c4 g5 32.♖b3 ♗g2 33.♔xf5 h6 34.♔g6 h5 35.♔h6 g4 36.hxg4 hxg4 37.♔g6 ♗f3 38.♔f5 ♔h3 39.♔f4 ♔g2 40.♖b2 a6 41.c5 ♔h2 42.a4 ♔g2 43.a5 ♔h2 44.♖b3 ♔g2 45.♖xf3

Black resigned.

Of course, the game is far from being a masterpiece, but the sensationalist Americans claimed that, by winning this game at the age of 10 years and 61 days (!), Caruana had become the youngest player ever to defeat a grandmaster in an official game. This is probably true, although one should remember that in 1922, the wunderkind Sammy Reshevsky, also aged 10, defeated the great David Janowski at the New York tournament of American masters.

In 2002 and 2003, Fabiano took part in the World Junior Championships (at U-10 and U-12 respectively), but without any special success. On neither occasion did he even get in the top three medallists. Luckily, in chess, as well as sporting success, there are also creative criteria, by which one can judge the potential of a young player.

Once again, we turn to the 2012 interview with Atarov:

EA.: ‘How would you describe your chess style? Are you a tactician or a strategist?’

FC.: ‘I would not measure in such categories. It seems to me that I’m a good fighter. It gives me pleasure to play different positions, both tactical and strategic. I cannot say that I avoid anything. I can attack with a full board of pieces or manoeuvre about in a roughly equal position, I have nothing against the endgame.’

EA: ‘Do you now understand how you played as a child?’

FC.: ‘Oh, then I preferred to attack all the time. I loved to sacrifice pieces and break through to the enemy king. I was like that for a long time, but eventually, as I got stronger, I understood that winning by a direct attack is not always possible… I had to become more universal, learn to manoeuvre, defend, etc.’

Maybe the young Fabiano really did sacrifice pieces right and left, but those games that have come down to the database present a quite different picture! Sacrifices are extremely rare and instead, one is astonished at the ten year-old’s ability to harmonise his pieces and find possibilities for continually strengthening his position. One sees combinations in his games, but modest ones, which arise out of the logical demands of the position.

The following two games are very characteristic.

Game 2 Dzindzi-Indian A40

Levan Bregadze

Fabiano Caruana 2103

Heraklion Wch U-10 2002 (5)

1.d4 g6 2.c4 ♗g7 3.♘c3 c5 4.d5 ♗xc3+ 5.bxc3 f5 6.h4 ♘f6 7.♘h3 ♘e4 8.♕c2 ♕a5 9.♗d2 d6 10.♘g5 ♘xd2 11.♕xd2 h6 12.♘f3

More flexible is 12.♘h3 followed by ♘f4.

12…♘d7 13.e3 ♘f6 14.♖c1 ♗d7 15.♗d3 0-0-0 16.♕b2 e5 17.dxe6 ♗xe6 18.0-0

[image: image]

18…♗d7!

As a result of the bishop’s transfer to c6 and the appearance of the king’s rook on e8, the black pieces occupy ideal positions.

19.♘d2 ♗c6 20.♖fe1 ♖he8 21.f3 ♕c7 22.♘f1 h5 23.♕c2 ♘d7!

The black knight was splendidly placed, but an even better square awaits it.

24.♕f2 ♘e5 25.♗e2 ♕a5 26.♖ed1 ♕a3 27.♕e1 ♔b8 28.♔h1 f4!

A small tactic. On 29.exf4 there follows 29…♘xc4.

29.e4

[image: image]

All the black pieces are ideally placed. Is there anything further one can perfect in this composition?

29…♕a5!

The queen heads on a journey around the whole board, so as to support the kingside attack!

30.♘h2 ♕c7 31.♕f2 ♕e7 32.♖g1 g5 33.hxg5 ♕xg5 34.g3 fxg3 35.♕xg3 ♕e3 36.♕e1 ♘g4!

Again a tactical trick!

37.♘f1 ♕f4

Admittedly, here it was possible to win quite simply – 37…♘f2+ 38.♔h2 ♕f4+ 39.♖g3 h4.

38.♖g2 ♘e5 39.♕d2 ♕f7 40.♖f2 ♗xe4 41.♘g3 ♗c6

White resigned.

Game 3 Scandinavian Defence A00

Fabiano Caruana 2137

Vaclac Svoboda 2048

Halkidiki 2003 Wch U-12 (4)

1.e4 d5 2.♘c3 d4 3.♘ce2 c5 4.c3 ♘c6 5.d3 e5 6.f4 ♗d6


[image: image]

7.f5 ♘f6

The game immediately assumes a closed character. Fabiano goes on to show that he is fully acquainted with the language of such blocked positions.

8.♘g3 0-0 9.♘f3 ♕c7 10.♗g5 ♗e7 11.♗e2 h6 12.♗d2 ♖d8 13.c4 a6 14.0-0 b5 15.b3 ♖b8 16.h3 bxc4 17.bxc4 a5 18.♘h2 ♗a6 19.♘h5 ♔h7 20.♘xf6+ ♗xf6 21.♘g4 ♕e7

[image: image]

22.♕c1!

It is a rare quality to be able to see the whole board. It may appear that the text move is made solely with the aim of a blow on h6.

22…♖d6 23.♕a3!

It turns out that Black has problems with the defence of the c5-pawn.

23…♖d7 24.h4!

And again White switches back to the kingside!

24…♖db7

After 24…♗xh4 White develops his initiative by means of 25.f6 ♗xf6 26.♘xf6+ gxf6 27.♖f5 ♖db7 28.♖af1 ♖b1 29.♗c1 ♔g7 30.♖h5 with advantage.

25.♕c1 ♖b2

[image: image]

So which white piece would you think about here, dear reader?

26.♗d1! ♖2b6 27.a3 ♔g8 28.g3 ♕d8 29.♗a4 ♖8b7 30.♔g2 ♖a7 31.♖h1 ♗b7 32.♕c2 ♕d6 33.♖af1 ♘e7 34.♘xf6+ ♕xf6 35.g4 ♕d6 36.♕d1 ♗c6 37.g5 ♗xa4 38.♕xa4 ♕c6 39.♕d1 ♔h7 40.gxh6 gxh6 41.♕h5 ♘g8 42.f6 ♕e8 43.♖h3 ♖aa6 44.♗g5 ♕f8 45.♖hf3 ♖e6 46.♔h1!

A subtle move, freeing the g-file for the attack.

46…♖ac6 47.♖f5 ♖b6

[image: image]

48.♖g1!

By sacrificing the f6-pawn, White achieves a combinational breakthrough.

48…♘xf6

If 48…a4 White decides with 49.♗xh6! ♘xh6 50.♖g7+.

49.♗xh6! ♕xh6 50.♕xf7+ ♔h8 51.♖h5! 1-0

With every day, chess captivated the youngster more and more and Fabiano gradually formed the firm intention to become a professional player.

FC.: ‘At first, I played just for pleasure, but then things started going better and better for me and I started thinking: why not?’

Sher advised his pupil to go to Europe, believing that the opportunity to play in numerous tournaments would quickly develop the youngster’s talent. This idea was fully supported by his family and in November 2004, the 12-year old Fabiano, together with his parents (the older children remained behind in the USA), moved to Spain.

FC.: ‘My parents always supported me, in whatever I did. For them, the main thing was that their children should be happy, and what they ended up doing was not so important. They accepted it quite normally when I said I wanted to be a professional chess player.’

In Madrid, on Sher’s recommendation, Caruana began studying with international master Boris Zlotnik, a well-known trainer and brilliant methodologist, who did a great deal for junior chess training in Moscow.

Boris Zlotnik: ‘I had never come across such vision of the board and a veritable avalanche of variations before. He was a kid, 12 years old and rated 2180, but it was clear that a great player was in the making…

When I learned that Fabiano wanted to become a professional player, I spoke to his father and the following scheme was adopted. Firstly, practical play, with at least one tournament per month. When he wasn’t playing, we worked together twice a week. But of course, at home he worked a great deal by himself. He did all homework exercises with great interest. As well as great talent, he has a tremendous capacity to work, and so results came quite quickly and within two and a half years, his rating was 2530.

In principle, I think this was the right course: every month, a tournament. There was always fresh material for analysis, and of course we used books, which he always analysed scrupulously at home, finding many mistakes even in books by the most well-known authors.’

The resulting creative union brought quick results. In April 2006, the 13-year-old Fabiano became an international master. The following two games were played on the way to this achievement.

Game 4 Sicilian Defence B33

Sandor Farago 2262

Fabiano Caruana 2255

Budapest 2005 (2)

1.e4 c5 2.♘f3 ♘c6 3.d4 cxd4 4.♘xd4 ♘f6 5.♘c3 e5 6.♘db5 d6 7.a4 ♗e7 8.♗e2 0-0 9.g4 a6 10.♘a3 ♘d4 11.g5 ♘e8 12.h4

[image: image]

White has played too adventurously. With three pawn breaks (…b7-b5, …d6-d5 and …f7-f5) Fabiano opens the position and gets into the rear of the enemy camp!

12…b5! 13.axb5 axb5 14.♗xb5 ♘xb5 15.♘cxb5 ♗b7 16.♘c3 f5! 17.gxf6 ♘xf6 18.♖g1 d5! 19.exd5 ♗c5 20.♗e3 ♗xe3 21.fxe3 ♘xd5 22.♕g4 ♕e7 23.♘xd5 ♗xd5 24.♕g5 ♕c7 25.0-0-0

The white king is finally evacuated from the centre, but goes from the frying-pan into the fire.

25…♗e4 26.♖d2 g6 27.♕g4

[image: image]

27…♕c4!

An elegant development of the attack! The black queen gets into a2.

28.h5 ♖xa3! 29.bxa3 ♕a2 30.♖h2 ♖d8! 0-1

Fabiano conducted the attack very energetically!

Game 5 Grünfeld Indian Defence D04

Dimo Werner 2376

Fabiano Caruana 2373

Budapest 2005 (1)

1.d4 ♘f6 2.♘f3 g6 3.e3 ♗g7 4.♘bd2 d5 5.♗d3 0-0 6.0-0 b6 7.e4 dxe4 8.♘xe4 ♗b7 9.♕e2 ♘c6 10.c3 ♖e8 11.♖e1 ♕d7 12.♗f4

[image: image]

Having placed his forces harmoniously, Caruana goes over to active operations in the centre.

12…♘h5! 13.♗e3 e5!

Fully in the style of the Grünfeld. It turns out that Black’s fianchettoed bishops are better prepared for a battle in the centre than the opponent’s ‘centralised’ army!

14.dxe5 ♘xe5 15.♘xe5 ♖xe5 16.♕c2 c5 17.♘g3 ♘xg3 18.hxg3 ♖ae8 19.♗f1

[image: image]

19…h5!

All in accordance with the classical canons of chess strategy – having seized the initiative in the centre, Black shifts the offensive to the kingside.

20.♖ad1 ♕g4 21.♗e2?

In trying to drive the black queen from its dominating position, White commits the decisive mistake.

[image: image]

21…♖xe3!

A beautiful blow!

22.♗xg4

The main line of the combination is 22.fxe3 ♕xg3 23.♗b5 ♗e5! 24.♕f2 (24.♗xe8 ♕h2+ 25.♔f1 ♕h1+ 26.♔e2 ♕xg2+ 27.♔d3 ♗e4+) 24…♕h2+ 25.♔f1 ♗g3 (also good is 25…♖e6) 26.♕g1 ♕h4 27.♗xe8 ♗a6+ 28.♖e2 ♕f6+ with mate.

22…♖xe1+ 23.♔h2 hxg4 24.♖xe1 ♖xe1

And Black soon realised his large material advantage.

Caruana’s purposeful play in this example makes a strong impression – the young player did not make a single superfluous move!

A great role in Fabiano’s sporting career has been played by his father Luigi. He took his son to all tournaments, located trainers and dealt with financial issues. As a result of the youngster’s great successes, a sponsor was found (still anonymous to this day) and in February 2006, Fabiano transferred to the Italian Chess Federation. At the same time, he continued living in Madrid, working with Zlotnik.

In May, Fabiano took part in the Vani Somov Memorial in Kirishi. The main organiser Gennady Nesis listened to the advice of his old friend Boris Zlotnik and invited the talented young master to the tournament called ‘Young Stars of the World’. In the company of his talented contemporaries (future GMs Popov, Nepomniachtchi, Linchevsky, Safarli and Sjugirov), Caruana made a solid impression and shared 3rd-5th places with 7/11.

Game 6 Italian Game C54

Fabiano Caruana 2421

Srinath Narayanan 2170

Kirishi 2006 (9)

1.e4 e5 2.♗c4 ♘f6 3.d3 ♗c5 4.♘f3 ♘c6 5.c3 a6 6.0-0 ♗a7 7.♖e1 d6 8.♘bd2

Of course, he should have preserved the Italian bishop from exchange by means of 8.♗b3.

8…0-0 9.♘f1 ♘a5 10.♘g3 ♘xc4 11.dxc4

White tries to make capital out of the exchange, exploiting his doubled pawns in the fight for the centre.

11…♔h8

More energetic was 11…b5!.

12.♗e3 ♘g4?! 13.♗xa7 ♖xa7 14.h3 ♘h6

[image: image]

15.c5!

His opponent’s inaccurate play has allowed White to obtain the advantage. Black will have a backward pawn on d6.

15…f6 16.cxd6 cxd6 17.♕d3 b5?!

[image: image]

This pawn push only leads to the creation of weaknesses on the queenside.

18.a4! bxa4 19.♖xa4 ♘f7 20.♘f1!

The knight hurries to the weak square d5.

20…♖d7 21.♘e3 ♗b7 22.♘d5 ♗xd5 23.♕xd5 ♕b6 24.♖b4 ♕c5 25.♖d1 ♖c7 26.♕a2! ♕a7 27.♖d5 ♖b7 28.♖a4 ♕b6 29.b4 
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