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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



	#

	mate



	ch

	championship



	ct

	candidates tournament



	tt

	team tournament



	ol

	olympiad



	m

	match









Foreword by Ben Finegold

Ben Johnson is a master of getting as much information as possible from his guests on the Perpetual Chess Podcast. The journey to chess improvement never ends, and Ben has spoken to so many over the years in his quest to find answers.

When I was teaching private lessons, I actually encouraged my students, if they could afford it, to seek advice from other chess coaches as well. One point of view isn’t going to get you to the holy chess grail, but sometimes even one comment from a coach can stick out in your mind and let loose some epiphany that will allow you to improve at a faster rate.

I never tried to force my students to play openings I liked, but instead to find positions that speak to them and encourage them to try new things. Ben asks all his guests many questions about chess improvement, so, as a whole, if you listen to The Perpetual Chess Podcast, you can see the ideas of a whole bunch of chess aficionados, including GMs, IMs, authors, chess coaches, and chess historians, as well as adult improvers, who share their journey with Ben.

The main ideas I try to endear to my students are the following:

1) No matter the time control, use about 80% of your time;

2) Always figure out what the opponent’s last move does to the position;

3) Look for loose pieces, especially on the fourth and fifth ranks;

4) Never be intimidated – never offer or accept a draw.

Some of my students followed those rules, but most broke them often!

This book should lead the reader to a bevy of new ideas and thoughts about the challenges and rewards of chess improvement. Chess is a lifelong passion, and improvement is always possible. One just needs to work, work, work, and the results will follow.

Ben Finegold
 Atlanta, GA
 July 1, 2023






Preface

The incidental origins of the ‘Adult Improver Series’

‘Three years ago, when my rating dropped dangerously close to below 2100, I decided to do something about it.’ So began a Chess Reddit post that altered the course of the Perpetual Chess Podcast and, in a sense, my life.

Those words were written by CM Andrzej Krzywda, a then 38-year-old husband, dad, chess lover, and computer programmer who lives in Poland with his wife and kids. In that post, Andrzej described reaching a point of extreme frustration at his lack of chess improvement. Andrzej now realized that if he wanted different results, he needed to get serious about chess study. I relate to this feeling, and I suspect that many of you do as well.

Andrzej took drastic action. He ramped up his work with his coach and developed a consistent fitness routine despite disliking exercise. Shortly thereafter, Andrzej achieved a 2579 performance rating in a tournament and gained over a hundred FIDE points in mere months!
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Banasik-Krzywda, Zlota Wieza 2018



After getting serious about his chess study and doing regimented calculation training, Andrzej Krzywda had some great tournament results. In this position (left diagram), he was prepared to sacrifice a knight and two rooks for a classic checkmate, but his opponent resigned after 19... ♘g3+!!. Play could have continued with 20. hxg3 hxg3+ 21. ♔g1 ♖h1+ 22. ♔xh1 ♖h8+ 23. ♔g1 ♖h1+ 24. ♔xh1 ♕h8+ 25. ♔g1 ♕h2# (right diagram).

In 2017, at the time I saw Andrzej’s post, the Perpetual Chess Podcast had been around for about a year and was starting to find an audience of hard-core chess fans. At the time, I primarily interviewed titled players, authors, and content creators, and it had not occurred to me to feature the stories of amateurs. Nonetheless, when I saw what Andrzej had achieved, I felt I had to talk to him. When I emailed Andrzej, it turned out he was a regular listener to the podcast. His first message to me said, ‘It was my dream to be a Perpetual guest one day, but I thought it would happen three years from now at the earliest.’ Because my listeners were primarily adults, and since this interview would be less about ‘chess culture’ and more about tips for chess improvement, I decided to name this nascent series the Adult Improver Series.

To be honest, even though I loved Andrzej’s story, when I reached out to interview him I was unsure how much listeners would enjoy hearing the interview compared to the more typical interviews with Super GMs. But listeners loved Andrzej’s story. The Adult Improver Series was a hit! It is not shocking in hindsight, but it turned out that amateur chess players found other non-professionals more relatable than Super GMs. Chess can be a lonely pursuit at times, and listeners loved to hear the stories of their kindred spirits with helpful advice to share.

Furthermore, raising your rating as a working adult can be challenging, so listeners enjoyed hearing from people who showed that chess improvement as a working adult was possible. And as the Adult Improver Series continued, I eventually found out that while an 1800-rated dad who gained two hundred rating points in a year may not be able to beat a 2700 Super GM at chess, more people may listen to his interview!

Bringing it forward

These days, the Adult Improver episodes have become among the most popular episodes of Perpetual Chess, and for better or worse, the term ‘adult improver’ has become a part of the chess lexicon. While I was initially somewhat reluctant to discuss chess improvement in almost every weekly episode, I have come to appreciate the wide variety of approaches people take to improve their chess skills. As I type this, in May 2023, I have conducted forty-one Adult Improver interviews with people with a wide range of chess backgrounds. My guests included a fast-improving young woman who recently discovered chess via the hit show The Queen’s Gambit, as well as a grandmaster who spent more than a decade chasing chess’s highest title while working full time.

Speaking of grandmasters, in addition to the Adult Improver Series, I have also picked the brains of some of the chess world’s best players and most accomplished trainers about improving at this often fascinating and confounding game. If we take Malcolm Gladwell and K. Anders Ericsson’s famed ‘10,000-hour rule’ and multiply it over the a hundred plus people I have interviewed (some of them multiple times), we are potentially drawing on more than one million hours of collective chess experience! So much great advice has been shared on Perpetual Chess, that the sheer volume can be overwhelming.

And let’s be real; my guests don’t always agree on best practice methods. NM Vinesh Ravuri reached 2200 while barely studying openings. On the other hand, acclaimed author and IM Willy Hendriks argues convincingly that studying openings is actually underrated for club players! Where does that leave you, the reader? Should you study openings or not? Debates such as this permeate the chess discourse, and we will share multiple views on them throughout the book while also endeavoring to land on some shared truths. In addition to insights shared by dedicated amateurs, throughout the book, you will find advice shared by YouTube presenters like IM Levy Rozman, elite players like GM Judit Polgar, and world-class trainers like GM Jacob Aagaard.

My own chess story

I want to be clear before we take the journey through this book together: I am not a super-improver. In fact, when I launched Perpetual Chess, I had nearly given up on my own chess improvement. I loved (and continue to love) chess, but my original goal for the podcast was to hear some fun stories and learn more about the personalities behind the famous chess moves. Podcasts are an excellent medium for connecting people, and I felt that they would be a good format to share some of chess’s vast folklore.

And I am proud to say that the podcast has succeeded in this regard. For example, it has been a privilege to hear first-hand reports from those who attended the ‘Match of the Century’ between Bobby Fischer and Boris Spassky in 1972. Future grandmaster and World Championship Candidate GM Johann Hjartarson described what it was like to attend the match as a nine-year-old boy who was starting to gain interest in chess. He grew up in Reykjavik, Iceland, which saw an explosion in the popularity of chess after the city hosted the match. Dr. Frank Brady, the renowned Fischer biographer, attended the match as a reporter and excitedly told me (Episode 202):


The place was incredible. There were hundreds of journalists and reporters. There were so many [press] conferences and interviews; it was like being in Lisbon during World War II.




Some of my favorite stories on the podcast have been tales of emigration. With its global popularity, chess can be a vehicle to start a new life, especially for those who fled Communist regimes. GM Vlastimil Hort, a world-class player at his peak, memorably recounted escaping Czechoslovakia and gaining entry into Germany in 1985 (en route back from the 1985 Tunis Interzonal tournament) by inserting a $200 bribe into his passport before he handed it to a border agent. GM Alex Yermolinsky and GM Gregory Kaidanov also each told memorable tales of moving to the U.S. and relying on chess players to make connections, get acclimatized, and eventually form permanent homes here. I wanted to share these types of stories when I started Perpetual Chess, and they are still among my favorites. But it is also fun to get chess improvement tips from so many legends, and it fascinates me how many different perspectives on chess improvement one can hear from pros and amateurs alike.

Bringing it back to my own game, the Perpetual Chess community has inspired me to resume working on my own chess. I do a little bit of chess every day, work with a coach, and in total I spend five to seven hours per week working to improve my own game. For a working dad with many interests outside of chess, this feels like a big commitment, so I am constantly amazed at the many chess enthusiasts putting in significantly more hours than I do. I think it’s important to have reasonable goals, and mine remain fairly modest, but I enjoy keeping chess improvement as a part of my daily routine.

And for every Andrzej Krzywda, there are ten folks like me. We are chess amateurs who work hard but struggle to improve. In fact, Andrzej himself has periodically struggled to maintain the regimen he showcased around the time of our interview, and at times family and work have taken priority for him again. This book aims to instruct and inspire, but the fact of the matter is that reading it won’t automatically boost your rating. Hard work does not guarantee rating gains in today’s competitive chess climate. ‘The truth hurts,’ as GM Ben Finegold likes to say.

Since I do not consider myself a chess improvement exemplar, I look at my role in this book as a conduit to convey the best advice shared on the podcast. Consider me a tour guide who can take you to the star attractions, such as sharing what former World Champion GM Viswanathan Anand said about getting nervous during tournament games. But I also want to take you to the dark alleys of chess improvement discourse and give an unfiltered perspective on the challenges of making progress. Trees do not grow to the sky, and sooner or later all of our ratings will peak. Sometimes they will do so despite our studying chess for hours a day. And, of course, we are all busy. We’ve got jobs, kids, bills, relationships, and many things to prioritize over chess.

But luckily, there is so much to love about chess besides chess improvement. The game’s 1600+ year history bridges generations, continents, and conflicts. The feeling of seeing a beautiful, unexpected move or tactical motif cannot be measured by rating. My wife, kids, and dog don’t care what my rating is, but it helps my mental health to have a hobby that I love and that I know I will enjoy playing into my fast-approaching golden years.

Over the six-plus years of doing Perpetual Chess, I have been privileged to speak to legendary players, trainers, and chess authors alike. It’s about time someone compiled all of the great advice from the podcast! Of course, the improvement tips alone won’t make you a better player, but if you can put into practice all of the advice in this book about competing, reviewing games, studying tactics, openings, and much more, then, to paraphrase Jim Carrey in Dumb and Dumber, I am saying you’ve got a chance!

This book consists mainly of four sections. Part I covers what I call the ‘four pillars of chess improvement’. They are: 1) playing serious games, 2) reviewing them, 3) doing tactics, and 4) finding a community. In Part II, I wade into murkier waters and discuss the many other ways you can spend your chess study time. Topics include working on visualization, different philosophies about studying openings, the pros and cons of playing speed chess, and more. Part III is devoted to how to approach the game away from the board. In that section, we discuss goal-setting, principles of deliberate practice, tournament routines, and some of those pesky healthy habits that are hard to maintain. Part IV gives you a quick tour of the major tools for chess improvement. You might be familiar with some of them, but I hope there are some fun stories and helpful recommendations in that section. Feel free to skip around the book and read what grabs you.

Thanks for checking out Perpetual Chess Improvement, and I hope you will find it helpful.

Ben Johnson
 Lawrence Township, NJ,
 September 2023






How to read this book

How to read the words

Before we get to the main event, I thought it might be helpful to share a few words about how Perpetual Chess Improvement is structured, with special attention to how the chess diagrams are presented.

This book is written both for avid listeners of Perpetual Chess and for those who have never heard a Perpetual word. For longtime listeners, the book is intended to help distill a lot of the advice you have heard and to help you recall a few insights that you may have forgotten.

For those who are not regular listeners of the podcast, I forgive you. In fact, this book may save you a lot of listening because it is intended as a TLDL (‘too long didn’t listen’) summary of some of the best chess improvement advice that has been given on the podcast. Many insights are quoted verbatim from the podcast interviews, but I also relied on independent research and reading at times. And, of course, the many quotes are cleaned up of filler words, and I occasionally altered a word or two in a quote to more clearly express what I believed to be the intent of the speaker.

The book is written as if you will read it cover to cover, although I have heard a rumor that not everyone finishes reading every chess book that they purchase. That’s okay. In fact, I encourage you to buy as many unread copies of this book as you like. Failing that, feel free to jump around to the sections of the book that interest you most. Chess, and even chess improvement, is a dazzlingly rich subject. In the course of trying to improve at this silly game, one often learns about topics such as neuroscience, health and mindfulness, and other topics that are even farther afield.

Despite the wide array of subjects that chess improvement touches, you may occasionally find some overlap of topics within chapters. I try not to outright repeat myself, but you will find mentions of game analysis in the tournament section (in addition to the game analysis section) and mentions of Chessable in the ‘openings’ section, and, of course, in the Chessable section. Apologies for any repetitions, but do know that I aim for brevity in this book. After all, I know you also have other chess books to read!

The book is also written primarily to be consumed as that rare chess book that can be read in bed or even listened to in the car if you have purchased the audiobook. Think of the diagrams as a bonus feature that augment the book. They also can be skimmed through if desired. The primary value of the book is envisioned to come from the stories and lessons shared rather than the chess demonstrated. But I was pleased with the quality of the positions I discovered, as well as those that were shared by players whose stories I discuss.

How the diagrams are presented

The chess positions that are presented throughout the book are largely either related to the material presented or from the games of the guests I am quoting. Sometimes they clearly illustrate a concept that was discussed, but in other cases, they are mainly used to help you associate a story being told with the chess game it references. Rather than presenting the positions as puzzles, I have revealed the many excellent moves on display right away. I considered sharing the puzzles, or the solutions, as separate sections but ultimately decided I did not want to distract the reader too much from the chess improvement advice shared in the book, which I hope provide the primary value. Although the positions in the book are presented as excerpts, one can find the complete games on page 220.

A word on rating guidelines

The two largest chess sites, Chess.com and Lichess.org, use fairly different rating scales, both for playing and within the ‘puzzle ratings’ which are on their own generous scales. In chess discourse, this has led to a fair amount of confusion about which rating system someone is referring to when giving a rating-based recommendation. When I give a rating guideline in the book, such as ‘Those rated below 1500 should not spend more than 20% of their study time on openings,’ I am referring to the 1500 rating for Chess.com Rapid/US Chess/FIDE before 2024. I realize that these rating systems are not identical, but they are reasonably close, and no rating guideline that I give in the book is exact in any case.

A few words on the recommendations given in this book

The attentive reader may note that Chessable is a longtime sponsor of The Perpetual Chess Podcast and that I recommend some Chessable courses in the course of this book. I also recommend some books produced by my publisher, New in Chess (as well as many books by other publishers). Both of these companies are now owned by Chess.com, a site whose features I also discuss at some points in the book. I am aware that some may see a potential conflict of interest in my giving recommendations, but ultimately I should only be judged on the quality of the recommendations themselves. If I recommend bad books, courses, and website features based on financial interest, I do not expect to have an audience for long. But I acknowledge that conflicts of interest are difficult to avoid entirely in the small chess world, and I leave it to the reader to judge whether I am ‘captured’.

With this preamble nearing its conclusion, I think you are ready to turn this page and read this actual book. As a staunch chess bibliophile myself, I am quite honored that New in Chess considered this worthy of publication and that you (presumably) thought this book might be worthwhile. I hope you will find the insights, the stories, and, of course, the chess valuable. Here it comes!

Ben Johnson
 Lawrence Township, NJ,
 September 2023







PART I

The four pillars of chess improvement
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Introduction to Part I

The only thing that enthusiastic amateurs like to do more than work on their chess games is to talk about improving their chess games. As a primary enabler of this talk, I have observed that there is very little chess improvement advice on which nearly everyone agrees.

It can be frustrating for a dedicated amateur to receive conflicting advice, but the reality is that there is still a bit of ‘dark art’ to chess improvement. Luckily, a few study methods have fairly wide approval amongst the chess cognoscenti. Of course, there can be differences of opinion about specific study methods or the degree of importance of each technique, but I have never interviewed anyone who says that solving tactical puzzles is detrimental to your chess.

In a similar vein, there are a few other shared truths when it comes to chess improvement. If you focus on these four factors in your approach to chess study, you will have a solid foundation. Here they are:

Chapter 1 – Playing tournament games or, failing that, ‘online games with real stakes’, as author and blogger FM Nate Solon has written. Games that matter to you help you learn in a way that casual games simply don’t.

Chapter 2 – After the serious games, the real work begins. Figure out what you could have done better by analyzing your games.

Chapter 3 – The rumors are true! Tactics are good for chess improvement. But it is significantly more complicated than that. When we are working on chess, it is helpful to differentiate between calculation and pattern recognition and to adjust which aspect of tactics we prioritize based on our rating level.

Chapter 4 – It is vital to have a community to sustain an interest in chess. It can consist of some combinations of coaches, sparring partners, and study buddies. But you simply can’t do it alone, even in the online age.

Despite these being the least and possibly the only areas of chess improvement consensus, there is much more to be said about how to approach each improvement method. So let’s turn the page and dig in!






CHAPTER 1

You’ve got to play! Tournament games and their substitutes

One can see more over the board than in the quiet of one’s study... I am convinced that one cannot become a strong player just by studying books.

– GM Nikolai Krogius, Psychology in Chess

Get in the arena

In the past six years, I have likely asked more than a hundred chess professionals some variant of the question, ‘What is the best way to improve at chess?’ Of all the answers I heard, I found that of IM John Donaldson to be among the most incisive. This is no surprise because John has seen chess from every angle as an accomplished player, acclaimed author/chess historian, and frequent captain of the U.S. Olympiad team. John began by simply saying, ‘You’ve got to play.’ John is an old-school chess lifer, so by ‘play’ he did not mean fire up a bullet game on Lichess on your phone. He meant that you must compete in over-the-board tournaments (often referred to as ‘OTB’) regularly. Here is precisely what Donaldson said:


You’ve got to play. If your goal is to be a stronger tournament player, at some point in there, you have to play. And I would say a minimum of about five games a month is about right. That’s still about sixty games a year. And that could be one weekend tournament per month, or it could be playing a tournament at your local chess club with one game per week. And that should allow even someone with a busy schedule to get that game in, which I would say should be at least a three- to four-hour playing session.
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Donaldson-Benjamin, Seattle 1986



John Donaldson tells me he played 110 rated games in 1986, and the regular practice appears to have paid tactical dividends. His game against GM Joel Benjamin had a pretty finish with 36.♖xg6+!!. Black resigned in view of the following variations: 36...♔xg6 37.♕g8+ ♔f6 38.♕g7+ ♔e6 39.♕e7#, or 36...hxg6 37.♕h8+ ♔g5 38.♖d5+ (winning the queen).

There is immense wisdom in John’s advice, and while others are not always as specific about the target number of games, many other top trainers and authors have voiced similar sentiments. There is something ineffable about the effect that tournament chess has on one’s brain. Actually, it’s effable – the act of traveling, often for hours, to play someone assigned to you in a slow game invites a level of seriousness that is difficult to mimic at home. Hard lessons learned are rarely forgotten. As Peter Brown, Henry Roediger and Mark McDaniel write in Make it Stick: The Science of Successful Learning, ‘Learning is stronger when it matters, when the abstract is made concrete and personal.’ As anyone who has endured a devastating loss can attest, tournaments can feel extremely personal.

If you drove three hours and spent hundreds of dollars to compete in a tournament, you are not likely to forget an opening trap that snared you. And, while you may or may not enjoy working on tactics at home, if you’ve made a personal sacrifice and spent significant money to play in a tournament, you’d better work hard at the board and calculate! Tournaments also offer the opportunity to practice skills which can be challenging to develop away from the board. The skills include learning to manage your time allotment under stressful conditions and sensing and trying to capitalize on your opponent’s shifting mood or energy level. Studying chess at home can feel like an academic exercise, but tournament games unquestionably feel like a competition.

While few trainers would argue against Donaldson’s fundamental point about the value of competitive chess, the problem, of course, is that competing in tournaments has many challenges, especially for adults. They are expensive and time-consuming, and you will often find yourself competing against fast-improving kids. Furthermore, for those who have only played online, playing on a three-dimensional chess set can be an adjustment. Alex Crompton, a dedicated adult learner and blogger who I interviewed (Episode 256) had such an experience. He wrote, ‘In my first OTB tournament, I found that having learned chess entirely on a two-dimensional plane with two-dimensional pieces meant that my tactical fluency was dramatically worse in real life.’

There is also an opportunity cost to playing over the board. When I travel to tournaments, it can mean missing my son’s Little League games or my daughter’s ballet classes, and it is an added responsibility for my wife to manage the kids and their activities on her own.

But despite any excuses, the fact remains that most of the most successful improvers that I interviewed found a way to compete in tournaments regularly, and nearly all of the titled players I have interviewed have dedicated ample time to tournament chess. Given his famously fast mouse, you might not expect it, but even online bullet wizard and popular Twitch streamer GM Andrew Tang told me (Episode 244), ‘Playing over the board is the best form of practice, by far.’

In the realm of the accomplished amateurs I have interviewed for ‘The Adult Improver Series’, many of the interviewees competed in tournaments regularly. Take JJ Lang, for example. JJ was a Stanford grad student with a paid gig in the chess mecca, New York City, and some free time. So after some years away from competitive chess, he decided it was time to get back into tournaments. In Episode 151, JJ told me, ‘Since I was in New York, I was playing two, sometimes three tournaments a week at the Marshall Chess Club.’ JJ gained hundreds of points in less than two years to achieve a rating over USCF 2100. He went on to say: ‘The opportunity to compete regularly in New York showed me that it’s not that adult minds are bad at improving or learning, but just that the reality of being an adult is that you often don’t have the mental and financial resources to dedicate to chess that you do that some people do when they’re kids.’
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Chernin-Lang, New York 2018



Only a few months into a comeback and a relentless tournament schedule had helped JJ Lang go from a USCF rating of 1798 to 2005. In this game, he smoothly beat a National Master to gain even more points. In the left diagram, JJ had an edge in the endgame due to better piece coordination and the weakness of the white b-pawn and capitalized with 40...♖d6!, activating the rook. 41.♔e2? (right diagram) appears to be a natural way to prevent 41...♖d3+, but it allows the cunning 41...f6! and after the forced 42.♖e4, 42...f5 wins a piece. JJ’s opponent resigned a handful of moves later.

Andrew Zinn, another accomplished adult improver I interviewed, told a similar story to JJ. He quit chess in his early teens, and resumed when he was at law school in, wait for it... New York City. Andrew had participated in many extracurriculars as a kid and didn’t feel like he always ‘had agency’ in his activities. But now he was ready to pursue chess seriously. And his game blossomed! Andrew brought his USCF rating from the 1500s to nearly 2000 USCF while attending N.Y.U. law school. Andrew said: ‘I was playing a lot. I was playing... probably an average of a game per week.’ Both Andrew and JJ played the number of games prescribed by Donaldson, a feat that is much more challenging and expensive if you do not live in a chess mecca like New York City. (Of course, while playing OTB chess in New York is not prohibitivelty expensive, paying the rent is another matter!)

While living in a chess hub like New York can help one compete regularly, others are able to do so in smaller chess communities. For example, Philemon Thomas (Episode 173) highlighted a fourteen-year journey to becoming a USCF master in Albany, NY, not known as a chess hotbed. In addition to his perseverance, Philemon gave a lot of credit to the frequent regular tournaments of one local organizer, Dave Finn. In smaller towns, it often takes a dedicated amateur to facilitate tournaments, and the possibility to compete regularly can make or break your ability to improve.

The counterpoint to the experience of players like these is that we all know adults who find time to play tournaments regularly and do not improve. Age may be a factor, as we will explore later, but there could also be other issues, such as a lax approach to game review, inability to play with full focus due to life/work circumstances, or, in some cases, a lack of talent.

Another important factor to consider in playing tournaments is that playing against stronger competition is vital. In my first interview with popular commentator and Twitch streamer, GM Ben Finegold (Episode 9), he summarized the issue succinctly: ‘To me, the two main prescriptions for getting good at chess are: 1) Play people who are better than you, and 2) Analyze your games, either with your opponent, with a chess coach, with your engine, or all three, and see what you need to improve on and play better the next time. Many people are playing in tournaments where they’re not getting enough competition.’ Depending on what types of tournaments you can play in, you won’t always be able to control the level of competition you face. Still, if possible, it’s ideal to ignore tournament prizes and to look to consistently face opponents who are 200-400 points higher rated than you.

Frequent tournament chess is often an accelerant to chess improvement, and, for my money, is the single best way to improve at chess. But the inescapable fact is that sometimes it won’t be feasible to compete over the board.

What about the online arena?

I am from a generation that is biased toward in-person tournament chess. Chess improvement aside, some of my fondest chess memories come from tournaments. But in the 2020s, there is infinite opportunity to play online. Online chess offers immense learning opportunities without having to leave the house or spend money. The challenge becomes to make sure that the games feel important and, of course, to review the games with rigor. In his indispensable chess improvement blog, Zwischenzug, Data Scientist and FIDE Master Nate Solon made a similar concession to allow for serious online games to supplement tournament games. Nate wrote:


What really counts is not being there in person or slower time controls in and of themselves, but intensity and focus. The key thing about OTB [over-the-board] tournaments is they allow you to access a level of focus and intensity you can’t otherwise.

It’s similar to the idea of the testing effect in learning research. Studies have shown that tests aren’t just good for evaluation; if done properly, they enhance learning as well. It seems that being forced to consolidate and use knowledge can be very good for learning.

Some people might be able to get this out of online rapid games, but honestly, for most, OTB is on a different level. If you’ve never played an OTB tournament, I suggest you try it at least once if only to see what it feels like. You might be surprised at the level of focus you’re capable of.



I strongly agree with Nate’s sentiments and echo his recommendation that anyone who has not done so should try tournament chess. Admittedly, some might find the intensity, frenetic schedule, and financial or logistical cost of tournament chess too much to bear, but others will find it exhilarating. There is only one way to draw your own opinion.

If you do decide to eschew OTB chess or to supplement it with serious online play, you can be secure in the knowledge that others have shown significant progress while practicing on their computers. For example, Braden Laughlin (Episode 231) found himself in a unique situation in which some health challenges left him with a lot of time for chess but little ability to compete in tournaments. So Braden learned a ton by watching videos from his favorite content creators and playing online, sometimes spending twelve hours a day on chess. Stories like Braden’s show that with enough dedication, one can improve online even without OTB chess’s ‘test-like’ conditions.

Another accomplished improver I interviewed, Michael Franco, also made massive strides primarily by playing online, but Michael found another way to play games that were not tournament games but felt differentiated from a relatively meaningless online game. As he discussed in Episode 247, while a grad student at the University of California –Berkeley, Michael attended weekly chess club gatherings and got to play against stronger players regularly. The social element of playing and then analyzing with the stronger players gave him more incentive to learn from his games than a casual online game might.

Another way to bridge the gap between the seriousness of tournament chess and casual online games is to play in online leagues or arrange slower training games. Lichess offers free online leagues like the ‘45/45’ team league and the individually-based ‘Lone Wolf league’. We will discuss these leagues in detail in a separate chapter devoted to the chess websites. In addition, ChessDojo, an online training community, does a great job enabling players to find training partners for slower time control games. The mere act of scheduling a game with a peer can make an online game feel slightly more consequential than a game with a random opponent.

Nate Solon has gone so far as to hire an elite coach and player, GM Le Quang Liem, to play online training games with him. Hiring someone to play a training game can be pretty affordable for lower-rated players, but of course all the better if you find a (free) friendly rival or sparring partner.

Whatever mix of OTB tournament and ‘serious online game’ play you settle on, playing the games is only half of the battle. From there, your job is to extract maximum instructive value from your games by reviewing them. We will discuss how to do that in the next chapter.

In summation

• Playing (and later reviewing) serious games is the single best way to get better at chess.

• As IM John Donaldson says, ideally, these would be tournament games that last three hours or more, and take place an average of four to five times per month.

• It is tough to replicate the heightened tension of tournament chess, but one can try to substitute online games, particularly if these games feel differentiated and important. Online league games have been decent substitutes for many.

• Once the game is done, the real work of game analysis begins!






CHAPTER 2

Game analysis: post-mortems then and now

Anyone who wishes to become an outstanding chess player must aim at perfection in the realm of analysis. – GM Mikhail Botvinnik, One Hundred Selected Games

A requiem for post-mortem game analysis

The always amusing Ben Finegold told many memorable stories in his five appearances on Perpetual Chess, but my favorite one involves two legends of the game and the tradition of so-called ‘post-mortem’ game analysis. In 1991, Finegold attended a high-level tournament in Tilburg, a mid-sized city in the Netherlands. Garry Kasparov and Anatoly Karpov, the two most prominent legends of the era, were facing off, and as the conclusion of Kasparov’s win appeared on the horizon, Ben devised a plan in order to witness these legendary analytical minds discuss their game once it concluded. Here is what happened next, according to Finegold:


I decided to go to the ‘skittles room’ [a room at a tournament for game analysis and casual play] where they would likely go to analyze, and to sit next to them. It turned out there were two skittles rooms, so I went to one of them, and I destroyed it. I threw all the pieces on the ground, and I closed the door. Then I went to the other skittles room, where there were only two chess sets set up... and I hid one of the chess sets on the ground and sat next to the other set. Five minutes later, Karpov and Kasparov walked in. They looked around
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