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Explanation of symbols

The chessboard with its coordinates:

[image: images]



	[image: images]

	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



	#

	mate



	ch

	championship



	zt

	zonal tournament



	izt

	interzonal tournament



	ct

	candidates tournament



	tt

	team tournament



	ol

	olympiad



	m

	match



	cr

	correspondence









Foreword

A professional chess player has played thousands of classical tournament and league games, and tens of thousands of others. He or she has observed further thousands of games, and played through – how many? – SO many! Now imagine they pick out the most exciting game they’ve ever seen. You’d be interested, right, you’d take a look?

Now suppose hundreds of such players make their picks, and a compilation is made. That would be something! It is the volume in your hands...

Some of the very first chess books I read, when I was eleven or twelve, were by Fred Reinfeld. I remember a kind of cartoonish excitement, an action-packed, exclamation-punctuated narrative. Biff! Kapow! Sac! Sac! Mate! Then some words of wisdom would follow, such as: ‘Black’s relentless, forceful energy contrasts to White’s sad neglect of his own development.’

It was superficial stuff, though I didn’t know that then – but lively, and fun. There is nothing of Reinfeld’s superficiality in this volume. Many of the accompanying deep annotations were provided by the players themselves, and all have been edited with admirable professionalism by Steve Giddins. But boy are the games fun! Wow! Oh. My. God! Not possible! You know those moments which you respond to first with disbelief, then wonder, then astonished admiration? You hold a rich source of them in your hands.

A few years ago, I had the privilege of working on chess with Nigel Short for two or three days. Towards the end, he advised me to sometimes take a less structured approach. By all means filter games by masters illustrating how positions in my repertoire can be played, etc., etc., but range more widely. Be inspired. Allow for serendipity. He mentioned his own decision to play through some Fischer games, on the cusp of one of the match victories which represent I suppose his own greatest achievement in chess.

Great idea, but how to go about it? Jacob Aagaard provided some wonderful attacking games; I followed Nigel in playing through all the games of some notable historic matches: Kortchnoi vs Karpov; Short vs Karpov. Then I thought of the games mentioned in the Just Checking interviews in each edition of New in Chess. How about exploring them, I’d kept all the back issues after all?

I mentioned this practice in an interview with Ben Johnson for his highly regarded Perpetual Chess podcast. I was delighted to hear that our conversation provided the initial inspiration for the project which has become this book, and honoured to be invited as a result to provide this brief foreword.

Almost whoever you are, these games will stretch and expand your vision of what is possible on the chess board. I hope you enjoy them. Perhaps they will provide an opportunity to lay aside for a while the burden of self-improvement and instruction, simply to marvel and enjoy. Perhaps some of you do not believe yourself capable of emulating these wonderful creative achievements, but who knows whether some spark from the fire may not be thrown off, and await its moment to blaze forth.

Terry Chapman,
 London, July 2022






Introduction

Back at the end of 2001, New In Chess magazine introduced one of those back page questionnaires one finds in many magazines, in which a chess personality is asked to name their favourite items, in many areas: food, drink, films, art, music, etc. One of the regular questions has always been ‘What is the most exciting game of chess you ever saw?’. After over twenty years of such questionnaires, a large body of great games has been nominated and thus was born the idea of putting together an anthology of the games concerned. To my delight, I was invited to compile it.

The first thing I did was to go back through the last twenty-one years of ‘Just Checking’ questionnaires, listing each of the games nominated. I then retrieved all of them from the database, put them into a separate file and played through them all (or, at least, all the ones I was not already familiar with). This in itself was quite interesting for what it revealed about the choices of different people. One thing that struck me was that a vast majority of the nominated games are actually won by Black! Quite a remarkable observation.

Naturally, excitement, like beauty, is in the eye of the beholder. For the majority of chess fans, an exciting game tends to mean a tactical slugfest, and you will find many of those in this book. But chess is a competitive activity and results matter. Some of the most exciting experiences one can have watching chess involve the occasion itself – a last-round battle that determines the outcome of an important tournament or match, for example. I vividly remember the final game of the 1985 World Championship Match between Karpov and Kasparov (see Game 29). Karpov trailed by a point and needed to win at all costs to save his title. In those days, there was no internet, but the early television text services had just come in. A local clubmate subscribed to the BBC version, called Ceefax, on which the moves were posted in real time. I and another friend sat in the latter’s flat, receiving regular telephone calls every half an hour or so, with the latest moves, and followed the game as it unfolded. It was one of the most exciting chess afternoons I ever remember. Two years later, the Seville match between the same two players saw Kasparov win to order in the 24th game, to save his title – that game was a long positional and technical battle, with little tactical complexity, but was again certainly exciting to those following it.

So an exciting game does not have to be tactical. But having said that, some of the games chosen by various respondees did cause me to wonder whether ‘exciting’ had sometimes been interpreted as ‘best’. The two, of course, are not synonymous, and indeed, one could argue that mutual errors are almost a sine qua non for what most would regard as an exciting game – ‘without error, there can be no brilliancy’, etc. For that reason, some long technical grinds played in the modern era have been excluded as not really fitting a reasonable definition of ‘exciting’. GM Georg Meier did not nominate a specific game, instead opting for ‘Salov’s endgame play’; much as I share his admiration for the latter, I decided that this was also not something that most would consider ‘exciting’! Some players chose games they had witnessed at the time, whilst others went for old classics, such as Botvinnik-Capablanca (Duda) or Johner-Nimzowitsch (Kasimdzhanov). Others went even further back – Willy Hendriks and Alexander Khalifman both went for games by Adolf Anderssen, whilst Nigel Short’s choice was Morphy-Duke of Brunswick. I decided to include the Anderssen games, partly because the computer has some interesting things to say about them, but rejected the Morphy game as both too well-known and too simplistic for the engine to be able to make a meaningful contribution. In a few cases, having played through the game in question, I was unable to discern either chessboard or competitive excitement and was forced to conclude that ‘maybe you just had to be there’.

And then, of course, there are the pranksters, whose suggested games conceal a subtext that may not always be clear to outsiders, especially after the passage of a few years. I managed to guess that Kramnik was not being entirely serious in nominating the game Ilyumzhinov-Colonel Gaddafi, a snapshot of which had appeared on Libyan TV news footage a few months earlier, but I was initially taken in by Suat Atalik’s nomination of the game Nataf-Bu Xiangzhi, Reykjavik Open 2004. After playing through the game, I was not sure what was so exciting about it, but it was only when I saw Jan Timman’s report on the event in New In Chess that I discovered the controversy surrounding the game. Played in the last round, it had been heading for an inevitable draw, when the Chinese GM suddenly found a way to lose on the spot, thereby bequeathing his fortunate opponent a share of first place, qualification for an elite rapid event and, presumably, a substantial money prize. Three other competitors lodged a written protest, but in the absence of any evidence of wrongdoing, it was naturally dismissed. One of the signatories to the protest turned out to be... Suat Atalik! It is probably also not entirely coincidental that Igor Nataf, when he himself did the ‘Just Checking’ questionnaire a few years later, nominated a game Atalik-Ehlvest, which the Turkish GM had lost and which also failed to evince any particularly unusual quantity of excitement...


So, at the end of the day, I was left with a selection of 45 games. Where these had been annotated in New In Chess by the winner at the time, I have reproduced those notes in full, and added additional comments based on what the latest engine throws up – these comments are in square brackets and marked ‘SWG’. Where the game did not appear in New In Chess magazine, I have annotated it myself, referring to other sources, as appropriate. These references are all indicated in the relevant place in the book, so I have not provided an overall bibliography. For engine analysis, I have used Stockfish 11.

For no particular reason, I have arranged the games in chronological order of the questionnaires in which they were nominated – thus, the very first ‘Just Checking’ respondent(ess) was Sofia Polgar, who chose Shirov-Polgar, which is Game 1, whilst the 2022/1 respondent, John Donaldson, chose Fomenko-Radchenko, which appears last in the book. (Well, actually, it doesn’t quite, as you’ll see when you reach Game 45...)

Finally, I should add that, in annotating these games, or suggesting corrections of others’ annotations, I mean absolutely no disrespect to the players or commentators. Computers get stronger every day and continually show us how little we really understand about chess. Even the very greatest players and analysts occasionally have their conclusions overturned by surprise computer discoveries, but this does nothing at all to diminish these individuals’ greatness. I have certainly not made such comments in any spirit of schadenfreude – as Jon Speelman commented in the Introduction to his old classic book Analysing the Endgame, ‘there is a proverb which links people, glass houses and stones most appropriately’.

I have greatly enjoyed putting this book together and hope that every reader will find games here which bring a smile to their face and a lift to their heart.

Steve Giddins
 Rochester, Kent
 June 2022
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1. NOMINATED BY SOFIA POLGAR (NEW IN CHESS 2001/8)

Shirov – Polgar 1994

[image: IMages]

The Polgar sisters are one of the great phenomena of chess, their home-schooling experiment still a subject of interest to educationalists and psychologists. Of the three sisters, Judit was unquestionably the strongest and remains the only female player to rise to the top ten in the world. In this game, she comes up against one of the world’s leading tacticians of the period, who himself features on the winning side of a remarkable game elsewhere in this book (see Game 5). With two such Caissic pyromaniacs facing each other, fireworks are inevitable.

Game 1Sicilian Defence

Alexei Shirov 2740

Judit Polgar 2630

Buenos Aires 1994 (8)

1.e4 c5 2.♘f3 e6 3.d4 cxd4 4.♘xd4 ♘c6 5.♘c3 d6

[image: IMages]

6.g4

The object of Black’s move- order was originally to reach a Scheveningen without allowing the Keres Attack after 4...♘f6 5.♘c3 d6 and now 6.g4. Keeping the black knight away from f6 ought to render the thrust g2-g4 ineffective, but in fact this is not so after all. I first saw the text in Game 14 of the Karpov-Kasparov match in 1985. The idea has caught on, with early g2-g4 thrusts now being de rigeur in numerous openings these days. Indeed, against the pure Taimanov move-order 5...a6 (instead of Polgar’s 5...d6), the move 6.g4 is currently the hottest theoretical line.

6...a6

6...h6 was Kasparov’s choice in the aforementioned game, which continued 7.h4 a6 8.♗g2 ♗e7 9.♗e3 (the computer’s suggestion of 9.♘xc6 bxc6 10.♕e2 may offer more chances of an edge) 9...♘xd4 10.♕xd4 e5 11.♕d1 ♗e6 and Black equalised.

6...♗e7 7.♗e3 a6 8.♕e2 ♘xd4 9.♗xd4 e5 10.♗e3 ♘f6 11.♖g1 ♗e6 12.g5 ♘d7 13.0-0-0 ♕a5= ½-½ (59) Luther-Stoica, Eforie-Nord 1989.

7.♗e3 ♘ge7 8.♘b3

8.f4 is another promising move, but the text is a standard reaction to ...♘ge7 in such positions. With Black preparing an exchange on d4, followed by ...♘c6, White moves his knight away, hoping the two black knights will end up tripping up over each other. But in this game, a glorious future awaits the equine pair!

8...b5 9.f4

Shirov had actually had this position several times before. A year earlier, he had preferred 9.♕e2. This had not worked out well after 9...♘a5 10.0-0-0 ♘c4 11.f4 ♕c7 12.♖d4? (the computer claims an edge for White after 12.♗f2) 12...♗b7 13.♖xc4!? ♕xc4 14.♕xc4 bxc4 15.♗xc4 ♘c6 16.f5 ♘e5 17.♘a5? (17.♗e2 was the only move, although Black is still slightly better) 17...♘xc4 18.♘xc4 ♖c8 19.♘a5 ♖xc3 20.bxc3 ♗xe4[image: Img] and Black went on to win in Shirov-Salov, Linares 1993.

9.f4 was presumably his intended improvement.

9...♗b7 10.♕f3

[image: IMages]

10...g5!

The first actual novelty. Shirov-Kasparov, at Novgorod earlier that year, had seen 10...♘a5 11.0-0-0 ♘xb3+ 12.axb3 (12.cxb3!? is also better for White, according to the computer) 12...♖c8 and now 13.f5 is very strong.

Polgar’s move, which is also Stockfish’s first choice, is a great positional idea, very thematic in such positions. Black wrenches away the f4-pawn, albeit at the cost of a pawn, in order to secure what Polgar describes as ‘the best seat in the house’ on e5, for the ♘c6. The opening of the f-file does not disturb Black, because the knight on e5 will defend f7 against any mating threats.

11.fxg5?!

11.0-0-0 looks a better try, when 11...gxf4 12.♗xf4?! (12.♕xf4 ♘g6 is equal) 12...♘g6 favours Black after the sharp follow-up 13.♘c5 ♘ce5 14.♘xb7 ♘xf3 15.♘xd8 ♘xf4 16.♘c6 ♔d7 17.♘b4 ♗h6.

11...♘e5

11...b4 12.♘e2 ♘e5 was also possible, forcing the knight to e2. The text gives White an extra option, although it is not clear that this is any improvement on the game.

[image: IMages]

12.♕g2


12.♕f6 is bad after 12...♘xg4 13.♕xh8 ♘xe3 14.♗d3 ♘g6 15.♕xh7 (15.♕f6 ♗e7 16.♕f3 (16.♕g7 b4 with a powerful initiative for the exchange) 16...♗xg5) 15...♕xg5.

Ftacnik suggested 12.♕e2, assessing the position after 12...b4 13.♘a4 ♗c6 14.♘b6 ♗xe4 as ‘with counterplay’. However, the modern engines think Black is just clearly better, e.g. 15.♘xa8 ♗xh1 16.♘b6 ♗g7 17.♕xa6 0-0 18.0-0-0 ♗f3.

12...b4

[image: IMages]

13.♘e2

13.♘a4 could be met by the striking move 13...♘d5! 14.♗d2 ♖c8 with strong counterplay. Note how, in almost every variation, the black knights jump around the board, often side-by-side. As Judit Polgar pointed out in a New In Chess column years later, knights on adjacent squares control an awful lot of squares between them!

13...h5!!

Another tremendous blow and a nice counterpart to 10...g5. The aim is to secure the f5-square for the ♘e7 (alongside the e5-knight!).

14.gxh5?

This proves fatal. If 14.gxh6, 14...f5! was very strong, but despite all Black’s energetic ingenuity, the position remains balanced after 14.0-0-0 hxg4 15.♘g3. But not Ftacnik’s 15.♘f4 which runs into 15...♘f5 16.♗d2 ♘h4 17.♕e2 ♘hf3 with advantage.

14...♘f5! 15.♗f2 ♕xg5! 16.♘a5?

Polgar records that ‘After this move, Shirov left the board with a happy smile’. He had obviously missed the reply, and it is ironic that the move ♘a5 should once again be a key mistake for him in this opening variation, just as in his earlier game against Salov quoted above.

If 16.♘ed4 ♘xd4 (simplest, although 16...♕f4 is at least as strong) 17.♘xd4 ♕xh5. Polgar herself says that, had Shirov foreseen Black’s next, he might as well have settled for 16.♕xg5 ♘f3+ 17.♔d1 ♘xg5 ‘with excellent chances for Black’. The engine thinks it is simply winning, e.g. 18.♘g3 ♘xg3 19.♗xg3 ♘xe4 20.♖g1 ♖xh5 and Black just has a healthy extra pawn and a raging initiative in the ending.

[image: IMages]

16...♘e3!


This was actually the first move Polgar had to find over the board, since up to now she had been following pre-game analysis – done ‘by hand’, as she says, since there were no strong engines available at that time!

17.♕g3

17.♗xe3 ♕xe3 18.♘xb7 ♘f3+ 19.♔d1 ♕d2# is another way to resign, whilst 17.♕xg5 ♘f3# is the main point, a lovely mate which again features ‘adjacent knights’.

[image: IMages]

17...♕xg3

The computer assesses 17...♘xc2+ 18.♔d1 ♕xh5 as rather stronger, but it is entirely natural that a human player should simply take the material and avoid further complications.

18.♘xg3 ♘xc2+ 19.♔d1

19.♔d2 ♘xa1 20.♘xb7 ♗h6+, winning.

19...♘xa1 20.♘xb7 b3

20...♖c8 21.♗xa6 ♖c2 was equally good.

21.axb3

21.a3 ♖c8 22.♗xa6 ♖c2 was again decisive.

21...♘xb3 22.♔c2 ♘c5 23.♘xc5 dxc5

[image: IMages]

The smoke clears to leave an ending with a clear extra exchange for Black. There is little difficulty mopping up.

24.♗e1 ♘f3 25.♗c3 ♘d4+ 26.♔d3 ♗d6 27.♗g2

27.b4 ♔e7 28.bxc5 ♗xc5 29.♗xd4 ♖hd8 30.♘e2 ♗xd4 31.♘xd4 e5 does the trick.

27...♗e5 28.♔c4 ♔e7 29.♖a1 ♘c6

White resigned.






2. NOMINATED BY BARTLOMIEJ MACIEJA (NEW IN CHESS 2002/7)

Karpov – Yusupov 1983

[image: IMages]

This game is one of those which is perhaps not what most players would regard as ‘exciting’ in the conventional sense. It is not a violent tactical slugfest or a thrilling sacrificial attack, nor was it of particular sporting interest (although it did help Karpov to first place in the USSR Championship). Instead, it is a positional game, which shows Karpov at his super-subtle best. It is a particularly fine example of ‘prophylactic thinking’, a theme which the late Mark Dvoretsky wrote extensively about and the game was commented in detail by Artur Yusupov in Secrets of Chess Training.

Game 2Ruy Lopez

Anatoly Karpov 2710

Artur Yusupov 2565

Moscow ch-URS 1983 (3)

1.e4 e5 2.♘f3 ♘c6 3.♗b5 a6 4.♗a4 ♘f6 5.0-0 ♘xe4

[image: IMages]

The Tarrasch Defence, nowadays referred to almost exclusively as the Open Spanish, was a regular part of Yusupov’s repertoire, but was also something against which Karpov had huge experience, from his World Championship matches against Kortchnoi in 1978 and 1981. The stage is thus set for a battle between two real experts on the opening.

6.d4 b5 7.♗b3 d5 8.dxe5 ♗e6 9.c3

This and 9.♘bd2 are almost the only moves seen here nowadays, with the move 9.♕e2 which was introduced so successfully at the 1948 World Championship Tournament, having been shorn of most of its terrors.

9...♗c5

And here, 9...♘c5 is a major alternative and was Kortchnoi’s most regular choice against Karpov.

10.♘bd2 0-0 11.♗c2 ♗f5

Here Black has a major option in the so-called Dilworth Variation 11...♘xf2 12.♖xf2 f6, named after an English amateur who developed and played it with great success over almost half a century. Botvinnik even adopted it (albeit unsuccessfully) in the 1940s and Yusupov himself revived it in the 1980s. But on this occasion, he settles for a more respectable alternative.

12.♘b3 ♗g6 13.♘fd4 ♗xd4 14.cxd4

For the next few moves, the battle revolves around the knight at e4. White threatens to drive it away with f2-f3, so Black must fiught to secure it a better retreat square than g5.

14...a5 15.♗e3

Black intended 15.f3 a4.

[image: IMages]

15...a4

Ironically, as Yusupov explained in his commentary, it was precisely because of a previous Karpov game in this variation that Yusupov himself first took up the Open Variation. The game Karpov-Savon, Moscow 1971, had continued 15...♘b4 16.♗b1 a4 17.♘d2 a3 18.♕c1! and White obtained the advantage and went on to win convincingly. The move 15...a4, played by Yusupov, was mentioned by Karpov in his notes to the Savon game.

16.♘d2 a3

Black fights to secure c3 for his knight.

17.♘xe4 axb2 18.♖b1 ♗xe4!

As Yusupov explains, in his notes to the Savon game, Karpov had only considered 18...dxe4 19.♖xb2 ♘e7 when White gets the advantage with 20.♖xb5 ♖xa2 21.♕b1 ♕a8 22.♖c1. A significant element in Black’s problems in this position is the passive bishop on g6, which is blocked by the e4-pawn. The text was Yusupov’s improvement, which aims to avoid this.

19.♖xb2 ♕d7 20.♗d3 ♗xd3 21.♕xd3 ♖fb8

[image: IMages]

Yusupov now gives a long and very interesting discussion of this position. The most direct plan is 22.f4, setting White’s kingside majority in motion. It is not clear how Black should play. Yusupov recommends 22...b4 23.f5 ♖a3 24.♕e2 b3 25.axb3 ♖axb3 26.♖xb3 ♖xb3 27.f6 ♘d8 although Black’s position looks very bad here and the engine is singularly unimpressed. Instead, the computer prefers 22...f5 23.exf6 gxf6 24.f5 ♖e8 25.♗h6 ♔h8, which Yusupov thought very dangerous for Black, but which Stockfish assesses as only slightly in White’s favour.

22.♖fb1

Karpov, characteristically, adopts a completely different approach, by asking himself what his opponent wants to do in this position. The answer, fairly obviously, is ...♘c6-a5-c4, which puts the knight on a powerful outpost and shelters the backward pawn on c7. Karpov therefore adopts prophylactic measures aimed at preventing this, and this strategic battle becomes the focus of the next phase of the game.

22...b4 23.h3

Making luft and preventing ...♕g4 counterplay.

23...h6?!

Due to Karpov’s subsequent subtle play, Black proves unable to achieve ...♘c6-a5-c4. This tempo loss is crucial and Yusupov subsequently pointed out that the immediate 23...♖b6! would have ensured the knight can reach c4.

24.♖c1! ♖b6

Now 25...♘a5 is again threatened. The subtlety of Karpov’s last move is that it prevents 24...♘a5 because of the variation 25.♕b1! ♘c4 26.♖xb4 ♖xb4 27.♕xb4 ♖xa2 28.♕b8+ ♔h7 29.♕b1+.

25.♕b1

[image: IMages]

25...♖ab8?!

Another improvement subsequently pointed out by Yusupov is 25...♖a4, which defends the b4-pawn without giving up control of a5. Once again, his knight would be able to reach c4, with a satisfactory game for Black.

26.♖c5

Directly preventing .26..♘a5.

26...♘d8

Intending 27...♘b7, gaining a tempo on the rook, and then ...♘b7-a5-c4. But Karpov yet again adopts prophylactic measures.

27.♖cc2 ♘c6

27...♘b7? no longer hits the white rook and so would just drop the b4-pawn.

28.♕c1 ♖8b7

[image: IMages]

29.♖c5

No ...♘a5 !

29...♘e7 30.♔h2 ♘f5?

Yusupov confessed to being rattled by his inability to achieve ...♘a5-c4 and now he blunders. He suggested instead 30...c6 although his position is still unpleasant after 31.g4.

31.♖bc2

Suddenly, the c7-pawn is lost. Yusupov goes for a desperation counterattack, which is insufficient.


31...♖g6 32.♖xc7 ♖xc7 33.♖xc7 ♕b5 34.g4 ♘h4 35.♖c8+ ♔h7 36.♕d1!?

Yusupov’s recommendation 36.♕c5 was the simplest way to win, since if 36...♕f1, 37.♕xd5 meets all the threats.

36...♕a6

The immediate 36...f5 is perhaps a better chance, although after 37.gxf5 ♘xf5 38.♖f8 ♘xe3 39.fxe3 ♕c4 40.♖f2 White should win, even though he still has some technical problems to solve, in view of his exposed king and the active black pieces.

37.♖c2 f5

[image: IMages]

38.♔g3!

A very nice, concrete approach, which the computer confirms is strongest. Karpov refuses to be afraid of ghosts and calculates accurately that his king can simply annex the sidelined knight, without being seriously inconvenienced.

38...fxg4

38...f4+ saves the knight, but after 39.♗xf4 ♘f5+ 40.♔h2 White just has two extra pawns.

39.♔xh4 gxh3 40.f4!

40.♔xh3 allows the black queen to join the attack after 40...
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