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Explanation of symbols

The chessboard with its coordinates:
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PREFACE

Thoughts on chess play and analysis in the Computer Age

Chess players are like canaries in a coal mine, when it comes to feeling the effects of computerization on the human psyche. Our venerable game is the first important creative pursuit in which computers have established absolute dominance. While metaphorically licking their boots, we carve out an accommodation and collaboration with our new masters. Rather than consigning the beloved chessmen to the dustbin of history, we soldier on in a world of parallel but overlapping universes: the Valhalla of computer chess hovering above, and the flesh-and-blood struggle of human ingenuity down at the tournament table. In our studies we draw inspiration from the computer ‘God’, but for now we still make the actual decisions at the board, using the engine as a 3500-rated trainer-on-steroids. Incidentally, this democratizes chess achievement, since being able to afford the best seconds is far less important than in the past.

Our particular cohabitation with the mega-brains we created is unique to chess players. In my tragically divided country we fret about losing jobs overseas, responding with fear and contraction. We rarely talk about the overriding reason for job loss automation. My home state Massachusetts recently ripped out the toll booths on its main highway, replacing them with computer sensors. Four hundred well-paying jobs vanished overnight. Those poor folks certainly felt the impact of computerization, but they didn’t stand out on the highway and work as subordinates to the machines, which is pretty much what we chess players do now.

Judit Polgar cut her teeth in the pre-computer era, solving thousands of problems which her father Laszlo lovingly gathered, spending countless hours analyzing positions with her gifted older sisters Zsuzsa and Zsofia, and with trainers. Engines were just coming into play in the early nineties, and by the time they were firmly established as essential training tools, she was already competing at the highest levels. The advantage of being an analytical genius was much more marked in those days, especially when it came to opening preparation. If you made some brilliant discovery by dint of hard work, the odds were very slim that your opponent had also found it.

The advent of databases made it much easier for the opponent to anticipate your pet lines. My first exposure to this came at Vienna 1996, where my roommate Bill Paschall brought his newfangled Fritz engine. Before my game with GM Zoltan Almasi’s brother Istvan, we punched him into the database, and out popped several games featuring a sharp sideline against the Caro-Kann:


Game 1

Istvan Almasi

Charles Hertan

Vienna 1996



1.e4 c6 2.d4 d5 3.e5 ♗f5 4.h4 h5 5.c4 e6 6.♘c3 ♘d7 7.cxd5 cxd5 8.♗g5

[image: images]

The young IM scored extremely well with this debut, one idea being that if the dark-squared bishops get exchanged, White’s ♘c3 may hop to b5-d6. Facing this sharp idea unprepared would be daunting, if not hopeless. But Mr. Fritz, the personal ‘spy’, spoiled the surprise. Just before the round, IM Joe Fang suggested the bold and attractive idea of 8…f6, with the plan of hiding the king on f7 and attacking on the g-file, which he thought he recalled from a Karpov game. It looked like fun, so:

8…f6!? 9.exf6 gxf6 10.♗e3 ♕b6 11.♕d2 ♗b4 12.♗d3 ♘e7 13.♘ge2 ♔f7 14.0-0 ♖ag8

[image: images]

The database transformed the tenor of the game – instead of being surprised and disoriented I had apparently unleashed a viable novelty (according to my opponent in the next Informant!), and it was he who sank into perilous time trouble and lost.

Computers are great equalizers in the realm of analyzing chess games. Modern GM’s must accept the reality, that sublime variations they unearth may be replicated by some 1400-rated bloke sitting in his pajamas at the kitchen table, with a PC and a $100 software disc. The antidote to this unprecedented access to world-class analysis may lie in the genius of Magnus Carlsen. 20th century chess thought was dominated by the Soviet School, reaching its pinnacle with Garry Kasparov. Chess was regarded as a science, whose secrets could only be unlocked by dint of deep, collaborative preparation and correct dynamic and technical play. Kasparov forged a razor-sharp, deeply refined opening repertoire for Black, secure that his knowledge of these complex positions could withstand any human test.

Computer dominance makes this approach seem absurd and antiquated. The search for ‘truth’ in chess became pure hubris overnight, as our ‘scientific’ aspirations as chess players were revealed to be pathetically flawed. Even aspects of grandmaster wisdom honed over centuries of practice had to be modified. For instance, Judit notes in her memoir the challenges of attacking, in an era when players now know that positions which were routinely considered indefensible, often contain miraculous ‘computer move’ refutations. The master sense of danger may still warn ‘too dangerous’; but the engine’s advice now whispers in the other ear: ‘look deeper – there may be a win!’

Into this zeitgeist steps Magnus, the first true champion of the Computer Era. Sidestepping the democratization of prepared analysis, he strives for amorphous positions where humans are stripped of preparation and thrown back on their own devices. Lasker famously opined that chess was neither art nor science, but above all ‘What human nature mostly delights in – a fight.’ Carlsen’s approach sources a new truth revealed by the ascendence of computers – even ‘harmless’ positions, thought unwinnable for decades, hold enough analytical juice to outplay world-class GM’s. All it takes is a stunning blend of computer-like analysis and intuitive/positional genius.

Nearly a century ago, Capablanca fretted that chess was becoming ‘played out’ by advances in defensive technique. But any 2600 combatting the strongest computer from a theoretically equal, ‘innocuous’ middlegame, would beg to differ. What remains to be seen is whether any other human can duplicate the prodigious, engine-like feat of Magnus and ascend the highest peak, without the benefit of Kasparovian theoretical opening dominance.

While some purists and old-timers take a dystopian view of these developments, it’s plausible to argue that the ‘Brave New World’ of chess practice and analysis is a fine and fertile planet, with its own special merits. Human play at the highest level still garners tremendous interest and respect. Our love of the aesthetics of a well-played game or combination is undiminished. We discover that chess beauty still thrills diehard fans, whether the source is a machine, a human, or some combination of both. The new era is placed in its best possible light when you compare chess players to astronomers, peering into the astonishing depths of the cosmos with our marvelous 21st century instruments. Like gazing into the heart of some exquisite new galaxy, computer analysis reveals depths of beauty and wonder lurking unseen at the core of chess positions.

While our inferiority to our own creation sometimes makes the wonders of grandmaster calculation seem too mundane, top players can take solace in the fact that computer democratization of analysis has definite limits. Only the best scientist can properly utilize the finest instrument, and the best rocket ship on earth will never take you to Mars, if you point it at Jupiter.


Game 2

Judit Polgar

2718

Viswanathan Anand

2774

Mainz m rapid 2003 (5)
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I had analyzed this position extensively with Rybka, but cross-checking my notes with Judit’s, I was in for the kind of shock her opponents so often felt over the board!

After 17.♘d5! Anand answered 17…♕c5. Judit’s analysis of 17…♘xd5 inspires joy and humility: 18.exd5 hxg5 19.dxe6 gxf4 20.♕xf4 ♘e5 21.exf7+ ♕xf7 22.♖xe5+ dxe5 23.♕xe5+ ♗e7 24.♖f1 ♕d5 25.♗g6+ ♔d8

[image: images]

White would be almost forced to resign if not for JP’s find 26.♖d1!!, winning! – if 26…♕xe5, 27.♘e6#.

Judit doesn’t claim to have seen this over the board, but when you pair a tactical genius with a mechanical megalith, look what happens. The moral is this: even the strongest engine doesn’t serve you the best, most relevant variations on a platter. You need a ‘captain of the ship’, an expert guide, to take the miasma of raw data and mold it into some usable form. The best players now use their talent to hone in on the important variations and ask the computer the right questions, with quick, coherent results. The rest of us schlumpfs have to work a lot harder, and plow ahead a bit slower.


Game 3

Judit Polgar

2575

Oscar Panno

2485

Aruba tt 1992 (7)
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analysis diagram



When I load this ending into my engine, out spews a cascade of raw data like the following: 44.♖d2 ♖c1 45.♘xc5 ♖xc5 46.♗g2 ♔g7, etc., etc., with a slight black advantage. That’s dandy, and 44.♖d2 is a cute move which hadn’t crossed my mind, but that still misses the point. The human master jumps straight to a critical question: what happens on 44.c7 with 45.♖d8+ coming? If you don’t ask this question, you’re merely computer-gazing, not making sense of the position. Find the right question and manually force 44.c7, and the engine answers in a heartbeat – the only
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