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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



	zt

	zonal tournament



	izt

	interzonal tournament



	ct

	candidates tournament



	tt

	team tournament



	ol

	olympiad



	m

	match



	cr

	correspondence










PREFACE

The Best and Most Artistic Endgames of the World Champion in 2018-2022

Magnus Carlsen became the world’s number one chess player in 2010 and ever since he has been the dominating player in the world. In chess, one has to be very versatile to become a world-class player and especially versatile to earn the unofficial title of world number one.

Computers have fundamentally changed our game forever, and Magnus is the first World Champion who started playing chess when computers already had a reasonable level, and whose career was affected by computers virtually from the start. The programs have affected chess in that they minimized the advantage one can obtain in the opening, and more equal positions in regular games generate longer games and more endgames. Computers have eased chess learning and have helped humans to understand chess better. They did not only improve our understanding in the opening and the middlegame, but raised our level in the endgame as well.

Playing endgames on an artistic level was one of the key elements of Carlsen’s incredible success from early on in his career. It is very hard to compare giant players from different eras, but whichever way we choose, the Norwegian grandmaster is one of the greatest players of all time and certainly the very best of his generation. His exceptional endgame skill brought him not only countless points, but also several vital wins in his battles for the world crown. If he had not beaten Teimour Radjabov at the finish of the Candidates Tournament in London in 2013, possibly he would have had to wait for several more years to obtain the title. Saving the piece-down ending of the sixth game in his World Championship Match against Fabiano Caruana was important for retaining his title. In addition, his superior endgame play enabled him to win the vital first game of the play-off of that match. His first and key win against Ian Nepomniachtchi in his last title defence match took place in an endgame.

In my opinion, only Anatoly Karpov was as fantastic at endgames as Carlsen is. Actually, when it comes to saving difficult endgames, the Norwegian player is possibly the best ever. Bobby Fischer was also great at this, but the American played much fewer games.

New in Chess published my first Endgame Virtuoso Magnus Carlsen book that covered his career until 2018. I believe that in these couple of years since this first book, Magnus produced enough new endgames to make it worthwhile to have a close look at these endgames as well, especially as the Norwegian World Champion has been able to maintain his incredible level in endgame play. In addition, Carlsen has played so many rapid and blitz games in recent years, it is worth looking closely at them too.

Computer engines have surely improved Carlsen’s understanding of the endgame, so looking at his endgames with this modern tool enables us to dive more deeply into his endgame treatment. Sometimes it is inevitable that I go a bit deeper in my analyses, but it is my intention to explain the concepts with words as well.

The success of the first book generated the idea of coming up with a second volume. In many ways, this book is the same as the first one – the way I analysed these masterpieces has not changed. But I have added a few more texts about his tournament performances and the progress he made in them, less so about his rapid and blitz tournaments. I consider myself fortunate to have been able to interview Peter Heine Nielsen, who works for Magnus and was his second at five world championship matches. His words have certainly raised the level of my work.

World champions whom we rightly admire – Tal, Petrosian, Spassky, even Fischer (I intentionally restrict myself to the names of the giants I have been fortunate to write books about) – were clearly the best players in the world for less than five years only. Magnus has been the best for at least a decade and, believe me, he produced many more fantastic endgames than anybody ever did in such a relatively short time span. It is very much worthwhile to devote a new volume to what he has created in the endgame in this very recent period.

You can learn a lot from Magnus Carlsen’s best endgames, but you can also just enjoy them – they often provide artistic pleasure. If you already like endgames, then you will enjoy this book. If not, I still suggest you read it; you may start liking them.

Tibor Karolyi

Soltvadkert, February 2023






CHAPTER 1

2018: domination challenged...

We rejoin Carlsen’s career in January. It is worth summarizing where he stood then.

Magnus became the highest-ranked player at the age of 19, the youngest ever to accomplish this. Carlsen had been the highest-ranked player in the world since July 2011; he became the World Champion in November 2013. By 2018 he was considered the best player of his generation and had surpassed many of the world champions, becoming one of the greatest players of all time. He was not far from catching up with Karpov and Alekhine, and there was a chance he would even catch up with the two greatest players ever, Fischer and Kasparov.

What was his domination like in 2017? Though his position at the top was never questioned, his domination was not as strong as he would have wished. In 2017, Magnus played six events with a classical time control and won only one of them. His Elo dropped from his highest ever of 2882 (in 2014) to 2834.

In Wijk aan Zee, he came second to Wesley So, in the Grenke Classic he came shared second behind Aronian, in Norway Chess he ended 7-9th and in the Sinquefield Cup he tied second-third behind Vachier-Lagrave.

In the FIDE World Cup he was knocked out by Bu Xiangzhi in the third round. Magnus won the huge Isle of Man International, but in the London Classic he finished 3rd-5th. At the Rapid World Championship he only tied for 3rd-8th places. He did win the Blitz World Championship for the third time.

Altogether, Magnus cannot have been fully content with his play, and all the while he knew that he would have to defend his title against Fabiano Caruana. It was likely that such a brilliant opponent would raise his level, and, importantly, would produce more great games including more endgame masterpieces.

In 2018, Carlsen had to reserve time to prepare for defending his title against Caruana, so he had less time to participate in events, but he still played slightly more classical tournaments than the year before. Magnus won one event outright, one in a tie with Giri, and one in a tie with Aronian and Caruana.

The match with Caruana was special, as in his other matches he had clearly showed superior results compared with his superb opponents in previous events, but Caruana’s accomplishments had been very similar. Carlsen was also unable to show his superiority in the twelve classical games they played. The 6-6 result was fair. Carlsen fully exploited the fact that the tiebreak system favoured him.

Carlsen tied for 1st-4th place in the World Rapid Championship, but this time the tiebreak did not favour him and he finished 4th. Magnus did manage to win the World Blitz Championship.

It was a huge question whether we were going to see him playing on the 2835 Elo level, or restore his earlier domination. There is a chance that, having been a professional for so long, his energy and motivation level will remain only slightly higher than that of his rivals, or he will be able to restore his strong domination. Mikhail Tal raised his level in the late seventies sky-high, Bobby Fischer returned in 1970 like a monster, Anatoly Karpov was able to raise his level after his first matches with Kasparov. Garry Kasparov lost to Vladimir Kramnik, but after that he went on to win virtually all the events he participated in. Therefore, I expected that Magnus, whose talent is in the same league as Kasparov’s, if he really tried, would find his magical best form again and regain his dominant position.

 


Carlsen’s first classical event in 2018 was the traditional Tata Steel Chess Tournament. It was a special challenge: he could break a record by winning it for the sixth time.

The queens were swapped early in four of Carlsen’s first six games, but the only player he beat was Adhiban after a serious mistake by the Indian. In the seventh round, he produced a nice endgame.

Game 1

Magnus Carlsen

Hou Yifan

Wijk aan Zee 2018
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11.♕g3!

Going for a complex position with no queens; the unbalanced pawn formations guarantee a fight.

11...♕xg3 12.hxg3 ♗d6

Black has several reasonable ways of developing; Hou Yifan chooses a very natural set-up.

13.♘f3 b6 14.a4!

Carlsen aims to chew away at Black’s queenside pawns at once.

14...♗b7 15.a5 ♔e7

Black keeps her king in the centre. Castling was playable too: 15...0-0 16.♔e2 (if 16.0-0, both 16...♗e4 and 16...♖fd8 look fine) 16...♖fe8 17.♖hb1 e5 and Black is doing well.

16.♔e2 ♘e4

[image: Img]

17.♗e1!?

Carlsen keeps the bishop pair. After 17.♖hb1 ♘xd2 18.♔xd2 (18.♘xd2 f5) 18...♗c7 the position would have been equal.

17...h6

Hou Yifan looks for pacification on the kingside. She could have aimed for active play there with 17...f5 18.c4 h5 19.♖a2 (19.♖b1 ♗c7 20.♖b2 ♗c6) 19...g5 20.♗xe4 ♗xe4 21.♘xg5 ♗xg2 and the position is equal.

18.c4 ♘f6?!

Hou Yifan wants to exchange the light-squared bishops, but she could have play more actively: 18...f5!? or 18...♖hd8 19.♖h4 ♘f6 20.♗c3 ♖ac8 looked perfectly fine for Black.
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19.♗c3!

Carlsen immediately exploits the chance to improve his bishop.

19...♗e4

Exchanging off Black’s most active piece gives White a free hand to build up his play.

20.♖hb1 ♗xd3+

20...♖hc8 21.♗xe4 (winning the pawn gives no advantage: 21.axb6 axb6 22.♖xa8 ♗xa8 23.♖xb6 ♘d5 24.♖b3 ♖b8!) 21...♘xe4 22.♗e1 ♖ab8 and White has a slight edge.

21.♔xd3 ♘d7
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22.♘d2!?

Black’s position is passive but solid. Carlsen starts improving his knight.

22...♖hd8

22...f5 would not have equalized either here. Against it, 23.♖e1, 23.f4 and 23.♗b4 all look reasonable. It would be interesting to know how Carlsen had planned to continue.

23.♘e4 ♗c7

23...♖ac8 24.♘xd6 (on 24.♖b5, either 24...♗c5 or 24...♗b8 could have been played, with equality) 24...♔xd6 25.axb6 axb6 26.♖a7 ♖c7 and Black should be able to defend this position.

24.♗b4+ ♔e8 25.f4

White’s position looks very attractive; however, it is not easy to improve it.

White could also have tried to press with 25.♔c3!?. If 25...f5 (after 25...♘f8 26.f4 ♘g6, Black is worse as well, but possibly not that much) 26.♗d6! ♗xd6 27.♘xd6+ ♔e7 28.♘b5 ♖dc8, it is not clear what White can do with his advantage.

25...♖ac8!

Now Black threatens to ease her position with ...♘b8.

26.axb6 axb6
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27.♖a7

Carlsen forces matters. He could have kept slightly better chances with 27.♘c3!?. However, it seems that Black has several passive plans here that offer her chances to save herself:

A) If 27...♗b8 28.♖a8 and Black can defend with 28...♖c6 or 28...g6;

B) 27...♘b8 28.♘b5 ♘c6 29.♖a6 g5 30.♔e3 ♘e7. It is a close call, but probably Black is not lost here;

C) 27...♘c5+ 28.♔e3 ♘d7 29.♖e1! ♘b8 and Black’s position seems to hold.

27...♘b8! 28.♖xc7!


This is a good practical exchange sacrifice; it allows White to play for a win with no risk of losing.

28...♖xc7 29.♘d6+ ♔d7 30.♘xf7 ♖dc8
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31.♘e5+

White has a pawn for the exchange and his pieces stand better than Black’s.

He could also have tried 31.♗d6!? and if 31...♖xc4 (31...♖b7? loses to 32.♗e5!; or 31...♖a7 32.♖xb6 ♔e8 33.♘e5 ♘d7 34.♘xd7 ♔xd7 and Black may survive) 32.♘e5+ ♔xd6 33.♘xc4+ ♔c7 34.♘xb6 (34.♖xb6?! ♘c6) 34...♖d8 35.♔e4 (on 35.♔c4, either 35...♖d6 or 35...♘c6 could be played) 35...♘c6 36.d5 exd5+ 37.♘xd5+ ♔d6 and Black could hold.

31...♔e8 32.♗d6 ♖b7!

Black is looking to exchange the rooks.

33.c5 ♘c6!

Black has to play this move; otherwise White would increase his advantage with f5 ...exf5 d5.

34.♖xb6

If 34.cxb6 ♘xe5+ 35.fxe5 ♔d7 36.g4 ♖a8 37.♔c4 ♔c6 and Black saves the draw.

34...♖xb6
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35.cxb6

This pawn poses great danger to Black, but it can be dealt with.

35...♘d8

Transferring the knight with 35...♘a5!? would have cut down White’s options for a bit; for example, 36.♗c7 ♖a8 37.♔e4 (37.♘c4 ♔d7) 37...♘b7 38.f5 exf5+ 39.♔xf5 ♖a2 and Black holds.

36.♗c7 ♖a8 37.♔c4 ♘b7

37...♖a2!? saves the draw: 38.♔b5!? (38.g4!? ♖xg2; 38.♔c5 ♖a5+) 38...♖b2+ 39.♔c5 ♘b7+ 40.♔c6 ♘a5+ 41.♔d6 ♖xg2=.

38.♔b5 ♖a2!

Black has to improve the rook.

39.g4 ♔e7!? 40.g3!? ♘d6+! 41.♗xd6+ ♔xd6 42.♘c4+ ♔d7

[image: Img]

43.♔c5! ♖c2! 44.f5 exf5 45.gxf5 ♖f2


45...h5 46.d5 ♖c3 47.d6 ♖b3 48.♘e5+ ♔d8 would have been a draw.

46.♘d6!

After 46.g4, Black would have played 46...h5!.

46...♖g2

46...h5!? would have separated the g- and f-pawns, leading to an easy draw.

[image: Img]

47.♘e4

This looks like a defending move, but it creates the nasty threat of ♔d5.

47...♖b2! 48.g4! ♖b1 49.♘d2!

The knight aims to get to e5.

49...♖h1!?

49...♖b2 50.♘c4 ♖b1 51.♘e5+ ♔c8 52.♔d6 ♖xb6+ 53.♔e7 ♖b7+ 54.♔f8 would have been a bit frightening, but it is all right for Black.

50.d5

On 50.♘c4, 50...h5 could have been played.

50...h5?

Hou Yifan misses the lethal threat. 50...♖c1+ 51.♘c4 ♖b1!? (Black can’t afford to wait, as if 51...♖c2?, 52.d6 ♔c8 53.♔d5 wins) 52.♘e5+ (52.d6 ♖b3 53.♘e5+ ♔d8 54.♔c6 ♖c3+ 55.♔d5 ♖b3 56.♘c4 ♔d7 and Black holds) 52...♔e7 (but not 52...♔d8? 53.♔c6! and if 53...♖c1+, White wins with 54.♔d6) 53.d6+ ♔d8 54.♔c6 ♖c1+ and if 55.♔d5 ♖b1!, White can try 56.♔c5 when Black has to be careful, as on 56...♖b2? or 56...♖c1+?, 57.♘c4 would win, but 56...♖b3 or 56...♔e8 defends.
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51.d6!

Now White’s pawns are too powerful.

51...♔c8

51...hxg4 52.b7 ♖h8 53.♘c4! ♖b8 54.♘e5+! ♔e8


[image: Img]

analysis diagram



55.♔c6. White wins the race: 55...g3 56.♔c7 ♖xb7+ 57.♔xb7 g2 58.♔c7 g1♕ 59.d7+ ♔e7 60.d8♕ and checkmates.

52.gxh5 ♖xh5 53.♔c6

White’s king grows irresistibly strong.

53...♔b8 54.♘e4 ♖xf5
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55.♘c5 1-0

After round 7, Carlsen, So, Giri and Kramnik had 4½ points, trailing Mamedyarov by one point. In the next round, Giri beat Mamedyarov while Carlsen famously blundered a piece against Gawain Jones, but took over from a dead lost position and won the game.

After a fair draw as Black against Anand, we look at Carlsen’s game from the tenth round, which was played in Groningen in front of 3,000 spectators.

Game 2

Magnus Carlsen

Wesley So

Wijk aan Zee 2018
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28.♕e6+!

This exchange puts Black in an unpleasant position. With an extra pawn, it is unlikely that he will soon achieve full equality. After 28.♖xd5 ♕c6 29.♕e6+ ♔h8 30.♗f7 ♕c7 the position would have been equal, as 31.♗g6?? loses to 31...♖f6.

28...♕xe6 29.♖xe6 ♗c5

Allowing White to regain material while keeping a big positional advantage. After 29...♗b8 30.h4 d4 Black is passive, but it is hard to make progress with White.

30.♖e5

30.h4 ♖d7 31.h5 ♗e7 32.♖d3 and White is somewhat better.

30...♖f6

So wants to get rid of the bishop on g6. After 30...♗d6! 31.♖xf5 (31.♖exd5 ♖f6!) 31...♗c7 (31...♖xf5 32.♗xf5 g5 33.fxg5 hxg5 34.♖xd5 ♗c7 and Black should hold) 32.♖xf8+ ♔xf8, Black has eased his task. But White could still return to a previous position with 31.♖e6!.

31.♗xf5 ♗d6

After 31...g6 32.♗e6+ ♔g7 33.♗xd5 (if 33.♖dxd5 ♖xd5 34.♗xd5 g5, Black holds) 33...♗d6 (33...a5) 34.♖e4 ♗f8 it would have been hard to make progress with White.
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32.♖dxd5! ♔f7 33.♖e4

White has won a pawn, but it is still very hard to do something with his position.

33...g6 34.♗g4!

This move suggests that at this moment Carlsen already had the ending of three pawns versus bishop in mind.

34...h5

Wesley could have played 34...♗c7, but he didn’t want to defend the position with the pawn deficit. Possibly, he too anticipated the bishop sacrifice. Perhaps he chose the more difficult defence here.

35.♗h3 ♖e8

Black tries to exchange a pair of rooks, but this is not the best way to do it.

Against 35...♗c7! it would have been harder to avoid the rook trade: 36.♖c5 (36.♖b5 ♖b6) 36...♗b6 37.♖c2 ♖d3+ and White has kept the rooks, but Black has become active enough.

36.♖ed4! ♗e5 37.♖b4 g5

[image: Img]

38.g3

38.♖xb7+ ♔f8 39.g3 (after 39.♗d7 ♖xf4+ 40.♔e2 ♖e7 41.♔d3 ♖f2 Black should be able to hold) 39...gxf4 40.g4 was not clear due to 40...hxg4+ 41.♗xg4 and Black should be able to defend after offering the exchange of a pair of rooks with 41...♖d6! or 41...♖b6.

38...b6

38...♖e7! would have been slightly more tenacious.

39.♖d7+

With 39.♗f1 gxf4 40.gxf4 ♖e7 41.♗b5, White’s chances would have been better than in the game.

39...♔f8 40.♖h7

Taking the pawn would not have yielded White two extra pawns: 40.♖xa7 ♗d6 41.♖c4 gxf4 42.gxf4 b5 43.♖e4 (43.♖d4 ♗c5) 43...♖xe4 44.♔xe4 ♗xf4 45.♗d7 b4 and Black should hold.

40...g4+

40...♗d6!? 41.♖c4 b5 (having the pawn on b5 would have been better for Black compared with the game) 42.♖d4 g4+ 43.♗xg4 hxg4+ 44.♔xg4 ♖e7 and Black should be able to draw here.

41.♗xg4 hxg4+
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42.♔xg4

Objectively, Black’s position may be defendable; it isn’t easy, however.

42...♗d6 43.♖c4 a5

On 43...b5, White now has the annoying 44.♖c6.

Black could have tried exchanging White’s active rook with 43...♖g6+ 44.♔f5 ♖g7. After 45.♖h8+ ♔f7 46.♖xe8 ♔xe8 47.♔f6, Black has traded off the rook, but now White’s king has become more active. White’s advantage looks similar to the one in the game.

44.♖c6 ♔g8

So sacrifices a pawn to activate his play.

If 44...♗e7, White can swap all the rooks: 45.♖h8+ ♔f7 46.♖xf6+ ♗xf6 47.♖xe8 ♔xe8 48.b3 b5 49.♔f5 ♗e7 50.a4 bxa4 51.bxa4 ♔f7, but the chess endgame tablebase generator FinalGen proves that Black holds. However White can keep an edge with 45.♖c7!? ♖d6 46.♖b7 ♖d2.

45.♖b7 ♗e5 46.♖cxb6 ♖xb6

Black has to exchange a pair of rooks.

47.♖xb6 ♗d4 48.♖b5 ♖e2 49.b3
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49...♖xh2?

After this capture, Black will be lost as he will have no target. After 49...♗c3 50.♖c5 ♖e3 51.♔f5 ♗b2 52.b4 a4 53.♖a5 ♗xa3 Black is likely to hold.

Also, giving up the pawn with 49...a4!! would have made sure that White’s a-pawn would be a target:

A) 50.♖b4 ♗g1;

B) 50.bxa4 ♖xh2 51.a5 ♖h6;

C) 50.b4 ♗g1 (Black also gets away with 50...♖xh2 51.♖a5 ♖b2 52.♖xa4 ♖b3) 51.♖a5 ♗xh2 52.♔h3 ♗g1 53.♖xa4 ♖b2 54.♔g4 ♖b3 and White has almost no winning chances;

D) 50.h4 ♖e3 51.bxa4 ♖xa3 52.♔h5 ♗f2 (52...♖xg3?? 53.♖g5+) 53.g4 ♖xa4. The position without rooks is a draw, so with the rooks it should be drawn as well.

50.♖xa5 ♖e2

After 50...♔f7 51.♖d5 ♗f6 52.♔f5, White is likely to win.

51.♖d5 ♗b2 52.a4

It takes time to push White’s pawn to force resignation, but it can’t be stopped.

52...♗c3

Black has no time to go after the g3-pawn as after 52...♖e3 53.♖b5 ♗c3 54.a5 ♗e1 55.a6 White wins.
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53.♔f5

The king could have gone to to the queenside via f3 as well.

53...♖e8 54.g4 ♖f8+ 55.♔e4 ♖b8 56.♖b5 ♖e8+
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57.♔d3

The king starts walking to the queenside to support the queenside pawns.

57...♗e1 58.a5 ♗f2 59.b4 ♖e3+ 60.♔c4 ♖e4+ 61.♔b3 ♔f7

On 61...♖xf4, 62.♖f5 would have won.

62.♖e5 ♖d4 63.b5 ♖d3+ 64.♔c2

Not 64.♔c4 ♖d4+ 65.♔c5? ♖a4+ and Black defends.

64...♖g3 65.g5 ♗d4 66.♖d5 ♗e3
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67.♖d3!

Pinning the bishop is strong because Black can’t afford to exchange rooks.

67...♖g2+ 68.♔b3 ♗c1 69.b6 ♔e6 70.♖d4 ♖b2+ 71.♔a4 ♔f5 72.♖b4 ♖a2+ 73.♔b5 ♗xf4 74.♖xf4+

A pretty finish.

74...♔xf4 75.b7 1-0

A lovely squeeze.

A fair endgame draw with Mamedyarov followed. Regarding Carlsen’s next game, Giri wrote: ‘Carlsen once again proved what an incredible endgame player he is...’

Game 3

Magnus Carlsen

Maxim Matlakov

Wijk aan Zee 2018

[image: Img]

16...♘xc5

According to the database, Matlakov’s exchange was an opening novelty.

17.♗xc5 ♗d7

After 17...b6 18.♗xc4 (18.♗d4 f6) 18...dxc4 19.♗xb6 f6, Black would have a pawn less compared to the game, but his king would be free. The position looks tenable; it is hard to imagine how White can do something with his extra pawn, but we all know that if anybody could squeeze something out of it, it would be Magnus.

18.0-0-0 0-0-0 19.♗xc4 dxc4

Now Magnus paralyses Black’s queenside with one bishop move:
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20.♗b6! ♖de8 21.♖d4 ♖e6!?

Black gives up a pawn to ease his position. It would be interesting to know whether the two players had reached this position during their home preparation. Daniel Fernandez mentioned an idea to get rid of the b6-bishop: 21...♗b5!? 22.♖hd1 ♔b8 23.f5 ♖c8 24.♖e4 ♖he8 (if Black insists on the original plan with 24...♖c6, then White keeps an edge with 25.♗d4!) 25.♖h4 ♖c6 26.♗d4 ♖h6 27.♖xh6 gxh6 28.♗b6 and Black should be able to hold.

22.♖xc4+ ♖c6

Black gets rid of the active white rook. If 22...♔b8 23.♖d1!? (23.♗c7+ ♔c8) 23...♗b5 24.♖b4 ♖xb6 25.c4 ♖e8, Black holds.

23.♖xc6+ ♗xc6 24.♖d1

[image: Img]

24...♗xg2

This reduces the number of pawns, but allows White to activate his rook. 24...♖e8 25.g3 ♗d7 26.c4 ♖e6 (26...♖e2) 27.c5 ♖e2 28.h4 h5 might have defended for Black.

25.♖g1 ♗e4 26.♖xg7 ♗g6

Black could have considered giving up a pawn to improve his pieces with 26...♔d7 27.♖xf7+ (27.f5 ♔c6 28.♗d4 ♖f8) 27...♔e6 28.♖g7 ♖f8 29.♗e3 (29.♗c7 ♖f7) 29...♖f7, which should hold.

27.a4

On 27.f5, 27...♗xf5 28.♖xf7 ♗g6 could have been played.

27...♖f8

27...♔d7 28.♗d4 ♖f8 29.f5 ♗xf5 30.♗c5 ♖c8 31.♖xf7+ ♔e6 32.♖e7+ ♔f6 should be defendable for Black.

28.♔b2 ♔d7

Understandably, Black wants to free his king. Fernandez suggests 28...h5!? 29.f5 ♗xf5 30.♗c5 ♖e8 31.♖xf7 ♗g6 32.♖g7 ♖e6 and Black should not lose this ending.

29.f5 ♗xf5 30.♗c5 ♖c8 31.♖xf7+ ♔e6 32.♖e7+ ♔f6
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33.♗b4

White has consolidated his extra pawn; however, Black should still be able to save the game. I guess if Magnus had a choice of having to defend this as Black or to win it as White, he would opt for the former.

33...a5

33...b5 34.axb5 (34.a5 ♖c6) 34...axb5 35.♖b7 ♖e8 36.♖xb5 ♖e2 would have been slightly better for Black than the game.

34.♗a3 ♖c4 35.♖xb7 ♖xa4

36.♖a7 ♖e4?!

This does not spoil the position, but why not improve Black’s position a little before exchanging the a-pawn for the one on c2? Also, why not make White work to take the a-pawn? 36...♔e6 37.♗b4 (37.♔b3? ♗xc2+) 37...h5 38.♗xa5 (38.♔b3 ♖a1) 38...♖g4 and Black’s position is slightly preferable to the one in the game; or 36...h5 37.♗d6 ♗e6 38.♗c7 ♖a2+ 39.♔b1 ♖a3 40.♗xa5 ♔f5 and Black seems to hold.

37.♖xa5 ♖e2 38.♗d6 ♗xc2
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39.c4 ♔e6

39...♗f5+ 40.♔c3 ♖e4 41.c5 ♔e6 42.♖a6 ♔d5 43.♗f8 ♖c4+ 44.♔b3 ♗c2+ 45.♔b2 ♗e4 – it seems to me that Black can defend here.

40.♖a6 ♗f5+ 41.♔c3 ♗e4 42.♔d4 ♔f5

43.♖a5+ ♔g4?

This may not be losing, but it clearly worsens Black’s position. The black king should stand close to the c-pawn: 43...♔e6 44.♖a6 ♔d7 45.♗g3 ♗g6.

44.c5 ♗f3?

This is an unfortunate square for the black bishop. In the event of 44...♗g2! 45.♖a7 (after 45.♔d3 ♗f1 46.♔c3 ♗g2 47.♖a6 ♗e4 Black would be worse, but possibly not lost) 45...h5! 46.♖g7+ ♔f5! 47.♖c7 ♖e4+ it is very hard to see how White could make progress.

[image: Img]

45.♖a7!

Carlsen spots the drawback of So’s unfortunate bishop move.

45...h6

On 45...h5?, White would win with 46.♖g7+ ♔h4 (46...♔f5 47.♖f7+) 47.♗e7+.

46.♖h7

Letting Black off the hook by allowing his king to return. The subtle intermediate check 46.♖g7+!! would have been decisive: 46...♔h5 (46...♔h4 47.♖g6 ♔h5 (47...h5 48.c6 ♗xc6 49.♗g3+ and White wins) 48.♖f6 ♗h1 49.♗f4 and Black loses the second pawn) 47.♔d3 ♖e8 48.♖g3 ♗h1 49.♔c4 ♖e2 50.♖b3 and White wins with ♔b5.

46...♖e4+?

This check helps the white king to support the c-pawn. Better was 46...♔g5! 47.♖g7+ ♔f6! 48.♖g8 (after 48.♖c7 ♖e4+ 49.♔d3 ♔e6, Black seems to hold) 48...♗c6 49.♖c8 ♖e4+ 50.♔d3 ♗d5 and it is hard to see how White can make progress.

47.♔d3 ♖e6

On 47...♔g5?, 48.♖f7 wins.
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48.♔c4! ♗c6

48...♔g5 49.♔b5. The king’s power helps the c-pawn immensely, and probably it is enough to win: 49...♖e2 50.♖h8 ♗g2 51.♔b6 ♖b2+ 52.♔c7 ♖a2 53.♖c8 and it looks like White will win this.

49.♖c7?

49.♔b4! h5 50.♔a5 was winning for White.

49...♗h1?

Black misses a chance to cut off the white king again with 49...♖e4+! 50.♔d3 ♗d5.

50.♔b5

Now White is winning again.

50...h5

50...♖e1 51.♖c8 ♖b1+ 52.♔a5 and now:

A) 52...h5 53.c6 ♖a1+ 54.♔b6 ♖b1+ 55.♔c7 ♖c1 56.♔d7 and White draws the long end of the stick;

B) 52...♔h5!? is a tricky move to avoid a rook check: 53.♗g3 (53.c6? doesn’t win after 53...♖a1+ 54.♔b6 ♖b1+ 55.♔c7 ♖c1 56.♔d7 ♗g2) 53...♗g2 54.c6 ♖a1+ 55.♔b6 ♖b1+ 56.♔c5 and White wins.
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51.♖g7+ ♔h4

If 51...♔f5, White hauls in the point with 52.♖f7+ ♔g6 53.♖f1 ♗a8 54.♔b6 ♖e2 55.♖c1.

52.♖g1 ♗a8 53.♔b6 ♖e2 54.♔c7 ♗d5 55.♖g3 ♗h1

55...♖xh2 loses to 56.♖d3.

56.♖c3 ♔g4

[image: Img]

57.c6 1-0

Matlakov had to resign, as soon he will have to give up his bishop for the c-pawn.


In the last round, Carlsen was Black against Karjakin. In another ending, neither side had a chance to win. Carlsen won the prestigious event together with Giri. They had both scored 9 points out of 13 games and were both undefeated. Magnus won quite a few endgames in this event – four.

According to the controversial rules, the tournament was decided in a playoff of two five-minute games. Dutch fans hoped that after Timman’s 1985 victory, there would be a Dutch winner again.

Game 4

Magnus Carlsen

Anish Giri

Wijk aan Zee blitz playoff 2018 (1)
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11...♘c6

Accepting hanging pawns with 11...b6 instead looks preferable, but Giri’s choice is also fine.

12.dxc5

Creating an isolated pawn. Nothing serious, but it is a little something.

12...♗xc5 13.♗b5 ♗b4+ 14.♔e2

If 14.♗c3, 14...♗a3 would have been played.

14...♗e6 15.♖ac1 ♖ac8

15...♖fc8 with ...h6 and ...♔f8 to follow looks preferable.

16.♖hd1 ♗e7
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17.h3!

This is a subtle move; White may want to gain space with g4.

17...a6 18.♗d3

18.♗xc6 ♖xc6 19.♖xc6 bxc6 20.♘e5 c5 21.♘c6 ♗d6 22.e4 ♖e8! and the position would have been equal after 23.♔f1 d4 or 23.♗a3 ♗f8.

18...♘b4

Giri looks to exchange pieces. On 18...f6, 19.g4 would have been unpleasant.

19.♗b1 ♖xc1

Black could have considered 19...g6 20.♘d4 ♗d7.

20.♖xc1 ♖c8
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21.♖d1


With a rook on the board, Black has slight more difficulty bringing his king to the centre.

21...♘c6

21...h5 22.♘d4 ♗d7 23.♖d2 ♖d8 and Black could live with this slightly worse position.

22.g4!

White gains space on the kingside.

22...h6 23.♘d4 ♘xd4+

It is natural that Giri doesn’t want to play against the bishop pair. For example, on 23...♗d7, 24.♘f5 would have been unpleasant.

24.♗xd4 ♗a3

Bringing over the king starting with 24...f6 was worth considering.

[image: Img]

25.f4

Carlsen tries to push Giri back on the kingside.

25...f6 26.♗g6 ♔f8

26...♗f7 27.♗f5 ♖c7 28.h4 h5 29.g5 g6 and Black equalizes with the ...f5 thrust.

27.♔f3 ♔e7 28.h4!

Carlsen gains more space on the kingside.

28...♗b4 29.♗d3 ♗d7

This is somewhat mysterious. Perhaps Giri already anticipated that Carlsen was going to push his e-pawn. One might think that Giri placed his bishop on b4 planning 29...♗c3, and this idea is good enough to hold. He could also have played 29...b5 30.g5 hxg5 31.hxg5 ♗c3.

[image: Img]

30.e4

Carlsen opens the centre.

30...♗c3

Black could have kept the rooks
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