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Introduction



Chess players might be divided into strategists and power players. The battle for supremacy between these two styles of play has led to creative struggles such as Capablanca versus Alekhine, Botvinnik versus Bronstein, and Kramnik versus Topalov.



The purpose of this book is to examine and celebrate the ideas of five famous players who have contributed to the development of the power play style. I hope you find the games exciting and enjoyable. With luck, a tiny bit of the genius and magic of these five giants might reappear in your own chess.

But first, here is an example of the strategical style in action:



Game 1

V.Kramnik-M.Carlsen

Dortmund 2007

Catalan Opening



1 Nf3 Nf6 2 c4 e6 3 g3 d5 4 d4 Be7 5 Bg2 0-0 6 0-0 dxc4 7 Qc2 a6 8 Qxc4 b5 9 Qc2 Bb7 10 Bd2 Nc6 11 e3 Nb4 12 Bxb4 Bxb4 13 a3 Be7 14 Nbd2 Rc8 15 b4 a5 16 Ne5 Nd5 17 Nb3!

[image: ]

17 ... axb4 18 Na5 Ba8 19 Nac6 Bxc6 20 Nxc6 Qd7 21 Bxd5 exd5 22 axb4 Rfe8 23 Ra5 Bf8 24 Ne5 Qe6 25 Rxb5 Rb8 26 Rxb8 Rxb8 27 Qxc7 Bd6 28 Qa5 Bxb4 29 Rb1 Qd6 30 Qa4 1-0

Kramnik played a solid opening which reduced to a minimum the risk of any unpleasant surprises. The battle was exclusively on the queenside – king safety was never an issue.

The Russian Grandmaster focused on the weakness on c6 and spent the whole game manoeuvring against it. With the help of a clever temporary pawn sacrifice he finally managed to land a knight on the square, after which Black’s pawn on b5 became defenceless. Kramnik was careful to leave no weaknesses in his own pawn structure, so that Black’s attempt at counterplay towards the end was easily defeated.

I have always loved the apparent effortlessness of such games, which are perfect examples of the phrase ‘art that conceals art’. At their peak of performance, Capablanca, Karpov, Kramnik and all the other great strategists make chess look easy. In reality it is terribly hard to keep control in such games, as a first-class opponent is always looking for ways to slip out of the bind.

The power play style doesn’t make chess look easy, but it is full of profound, unexpected ideas and stresses the human side of the game. We are reminded that chess is a fight between two creative minds rather than the solving of a logical theorem.



Features of the power play style

The power play style can be summed up in three words as a blend of preparation, psychology and dynamism. Here is a list of specific features:

1) Playing aggressively with Black as well as White. This requires the acceptance of risk.

2) A big attempt is made to win the theoretical battle by surprising the opponent with a new move or a new way of handling a sharp opening system.

3) The stakes are set high, with the enemy king often being the target, rather than a weak pawn or square. A pawn sacrifice is often used to accelerate the attacking process.

4) Threats to the king are combined with threats to another piece or pieces in order to overstretch the defence.

5) Rather than a drive towards clarity, there is an active search for tactical blows hidden at the end of variations.

Whereas strategical play is a step by step process, power play might be divided into two distinct parts:

6) The first is a dynamic strategy that, if it outwits the opponent, creates situations where combinations are likely;

7) The second is the use of tactics to exploit the edge that has been gained.

8) Playing the man as well as the board. For example, an opponent who dislikes messy tactics is forced into a double-edged fight, even if objectively they should turn out well for him.

9) Time trouble isn’t regarded as a nuisance but rather as the chance to confront the opponent with problems he will struggle to solve.

10) Above all, the byword of power play is imbalance. A position with mutual weaknesses and a disrupted pawn structure contains room for creativity – and blunders by the opponent.

Of course, a strong player is capable of handling every situation that arises with a high level of competence. Kramnik can play great attacking chess, while Topalov is capable of winning smooth positional games.

Nonetheless, the fact remains that every player has a preference for one or other of these methods of play. For example, when confronted with the chance to introduce favourable-looking complications or go for a tiny advantage with no risk, a player will habitually choose one path or the other. A player’s opening repertoire will also tell you a lot about his aims when he sits down at the board.

It is time for me to introduce you to the heroes of this book. Have fun going through their games and expanding your own chess mind!

Here are brief biographies of our heroes.



Paul Morphy (1837-1884)

The American chess genius was born in New Orleans in 1837. Whilst still a child he showed an astounding natural feel for the game. On graduation from the University of Louisiana he focused for a couple of years on chess. He took part in the first American chess Congress which was being held in New York in 1857 and won the first three of his knockout matches, conceding only one draw, before beating Louis Paulsen in the final with a score of +5=2-1.

Having established himself as the best player in the USA, Morphy set off in 1858 for London and Paris to prove himself the best player in the world. Besides making a big plus score in unofficial games against strong opponents, he won set matches against three leading lights of the game: Löwenthal (+9=2-3), Harrwitz (+5=1-2), and Anderssen (+7=2-2). He was, however, unable to persuade Staunton, regarded by many as his chief rival, to enter the lists.

After his great exploits in 1858 and 1859, Morphy effectively retired from competitive chess. After a troubled life he died in 1884.



Alexander Alekhine (1892-1946)

Alekhine was born the son of a rich landowner in Moscow in 1892. He won the first Soviet Championship in 1920, but during the 1920s moved abroad. Thereafter all ties with his homeland were broken in 1928 when he made a speech denouncing its Communist rulers.

Along with José Raúl Capablanca and Emanuel Lasker, Alekhine was one of the ‘big three’ players who dominated the first half of 20th century chess. To the surprise of many he beat Capablanca in a gruelling match in Buenos Aires in 1927 (+6=25-3) to become the fourth World Champion. Thereafter he successfully defended his title against Bogoljubow in 1929 (+11=9-5) and in 1934 (+8=15-3), before a shock defeat in 1935 against Euwe (+8=13-9). Alekhine regained his title from the Dutchman in 1937 (+10=11-4), and held it until his death in 1946.

As World Champion, Alekhine’s two best tournament results were at San Remo 1930 where he scored an astonishing 14/15, with Nimzowitsch in second place on 10; and Bled 1931, where he came five points ahead of the field with 20/26. (Nimzowitsch, who came third this time, complained bitterly ‘he is playing with us as though with children’.)

Alekhine was a fine annotator whose writings include two collections of his own games and a study of the New York 1924 tournament. He was also a profound theoretician who helped to popularize 1 ... Nf6 in reply to 1 e4, an opening that now bears his name.



David Bronstein (1924-2006)

Bronstein was born in Bila Tserkva in the Ukraine in 1924 and learnt his chess in Kiev. He was twice USSR Champion, sharing the title with Kotov in 1948 and with Smyslov in 1949. He finished equal first in the Budapest 1950 Candidates tournament, and won the play-off with Boleslavsky +3=9-2 to earn the right to challenge Botvinnik for the World Championship. Their ‘best of 24 games’ match finished tied at +5=14-5 which meant that Bronstein had come within an ace of winning the title. It was particularly galling as he was leading with two games to go, before losing the fateful 23rd game.

Bronstein remained one of the top players in the world for the rest of the 1950s without ever managing to get another crack at the title. In Candidates tournaments he came equal 2nd-4th at Zurich in 1953 (the winner Smyslov went on to draw with Botvinnik in a World Championship match), and equal third at Amsterdam 1956.

During his peak years Bronstein was a wonderful openings analyst. Notably, his research with his friend and tournament rival Isaac Boleslavsky proved to a sceptical world that the King’s Indian Defence was playable. Bronstein was also a fine writer. His account of the Zurich 1953 Candidates tournament is regarded as one of the best ever books on chess, perhaps the very best.



Efim Geller (1925-1998)

Geller was born in Odessa in the Ukraine in 1925. He won the USSR Championship in 1955 after beating Smyslov in a play-off match, and then won it for a second time 24 years later in 1979. He also shared second or third place seven times.

Geller was among the top players in the world for over 20 years without ever having the two or three year spell of brilliance (and good fortune) that is necessary to earn a World Championship match. The closest he came in Candidates tournaments was equal second with Keres at Curacao 1962 – he was half a point behind Petrosian, who went on to successfully challenge the veteran Botvinnik for the world title. As Geller had a +4=7-1 life-time record against Botvinnik, another point at Curacao would have given him an excellent chance of achieving the highest honour.

In 1965, when the Candidates tournaments had been replaced by matches, Geller beat Smyslov but then lost to Spassky in their semi-final match. In the first round stage of the 1968 and 1971 series his progress was halted by Spassky (again) and Korchnoi, respectively.

Geller was well known for being a scourge of past, future and former World Champions. For example, besides his record against Botvinnik, he had (excluding draws) an 11-9 plus score against Smyslov, 5-3 against both Fischer and Petrosian, and was level at 6-6 with Tal.

Because of his fine qualities as an opening analyst, Geller acted as the trainer of Boris Spassky in 1972 and Anatoly Karpov through the 1975 qualifying cycle.

Geller annotated a fine collection of his own games entitled The Application of Chess Theory.



Veselin Topalov (1975-)

Topalov was born in Rousse, Bulgaria in 1975. He became a Grandmaster in 1992 and broke through to the world elite in 1996. He reached the final of the Candidates matches in 2002 to decide a challenger for Vladimir Kramnik’s ‘Classical World Champion’s’ (that is, non-FIDE) title, but lost to Peter Leko.

It was only in 2005 that Topalov started to show the power that would dominate world-class events. A sign of things to come was his win over Kasparov in the last round of Linares early that year, which allowed him to share first place with the Russian chess genius. This was Kasparov’s final game before his retirement from serious play, and it was as if he had handed the baton of dynamic chess to his opponent.

Later in 2005, Topalov played in the FIDE World Championship tournament in San Luis, Argentina. He stormed through the first half of the double round event with 6½/7 before cruising to first place with draws in the second cycle. This made him FIDE World Champion. The chess world, however, was split with both a FIDE and ‘Classical Chess’ World Champion, so in 2006 Topalov played a reunification match with Kramnik to resolve the matter. The Russian Grandmaster won (in rapid tie-break games) a match marred by off the board incidents.

In 2009 Topalov beat Gata Kamsky in a match to decide a challenger to Viswanathan Anand, who in the mean time had wrested the world title from Kramnik.

At the time of writing, Topalov has achieved the second highest Elo rating ever after those of Kasparov, peaking at 2813. He is greatly respected (and feared!) as an uncompromising fighter with fantastic opening knowledge.




 Neil McDonald,
 Gravesend
 June 2009


















Chapter One

The Dynamic Element



As described in the Introduction, I regard power play as a fusion of dynamism, psychology and forceful opening preparation. To some extent this is an ideal, as by no means all the games in this book contain the second and third of these elements to a marked degree. Almost without exception, however, they witness a dynamic fight.



So what is dynamism?

Arturo Pomar was a famous chess prodigy (and future Champion of Spain) who had achieved a winning position against Alekhine in their encounter at Gijon 1944. That game had ended in a draw, which was a fabulous result for a 12-year-old boy against a reigning World Champion. In the following game, played a year later, Alekhine had felt obliged to take some risks to create winning chances as Black in the French Exchange.




Game 2

A.Pomar Salamanca-A.Alekhine

Madrid 1945

French Defence



1 e4 e6 2 d4 d5 3 exd5 exd5 4 Bd3 Nc6 5 c3 Bd6 6 Nf3 Nge7 7 0-0 Bg4 8 Re1 Qd7 9 Bg5 f6 10 Bh4 0-0-0 11 Nbd2 h5 12 Bg3 h4 13 Bxd6 Qxd6 14 h3 Bh5 15 Qe2 Bf7 16 Nb3 Rde8 17 Nc5 Nd8 18 Qc2 b6

[image: ]

Here Pomar retreated his knight with ...

19 Nb3

... which led Alekhine in his annotations to give him a wonderful piece of advice:

“There are positions in which a combination is obligatory. In order to evade the necessary mental effort the player lets slip his chances and little by little finds himself reduced to the defensive and ends up by suffering a defeat which, logically, is well merited.” (107 Great Chess Battles, Edward Winter 1980)

The World Champion recommended 19 b4!, when 19 ... bxc5 20 bxc5 Qc6 21 Rab1 intending 22 Bb5 etc would give White a very dangerous attack. Alekhine says he was going to decline the knight offer with 19 ... Kb8, when after 20 Reb1 Ka8 21 Na6 c6 Black can defend okay but won’t find it so easy to carry out his attack on the kingside.

We might say that 19 b4 is the only way to preserve the energy of the white position. Once the opportunity is lost, Pomar can carry on making moves, some of them quite good, but there is no dynamism, no spark of life in his set-up. It is all dull, plodding defence.

The game actually continued as follows:

19 ... g5 20 Nh2 Ne6 21 c4

Pomar becomes worried about Black’s kingside advance and so seeks activity in the centre, but now he is saddled with a permanently weak d-pawn.

21 ... dxc4 22 Bxc4 Kb8 23 Rac1 Nd8 24 Bxf7 Nxf7 25 Qc4 Nd5

[image: ]

And now the World Champion gradually outplayed his young adversary:

26 Qb5 Rxe1+ 27 Rxe1 c6 28 Qe2 Nh6 29 Nd2 Nf4 30 Qe4 Qd5 31 Nhf3 Nf5 32 Kh1 Rd8 33 Rc1 Kb7 34 b3 Qxe4 35 Nxe4 Nd5 36 Re1 Kc7 37 Ned2 Nb4 38 Re6 Rd6 39 Re8 Nxa2 40 Ne4 Rd8 41 Rxd8 Kxd8 42 Nxf6 Nc1 43 b4 Nd3 44 d5 Ke7 45 Nh7 cxd5 46 b5 g4 47 hxg4 Nxf2+ 48 Kg1 Nxg4 0-1

Knowing how to play in a dynamic style isn’t a luxury. It is essential, as situations like that after 18 ... b6 occur all the time during chess games. If you think you understand strategy and see tactics pretty well, but still there seems to be something missing from your chess, maybe it is this dynamic element.





Genuine dynamism versus one-move threats



Game 3

P.Morphy-A.Anderssen

7th matchgame, Paris 1858

Centre-Counter Defence



1 e4 d5 2 exd5 Qxd5 3 Nc3 Qa5 4 d4 e5 5 dxe5 Qxe5+ 6 Be2 Bb4 7 Nf3 Bxc3+ 8 bxc3 Qxc3+ 9 Bd2 Qc5 10 Rb1 Nc6 11 0-0 Nf6 12 Bf4 0-0 13 Bxc7 Nd4 14 Qxd4 Qxc7 15 Bd3

[image: ]

Here 15 ... b6 followed by 16 ... Bb7 would put the bishop on its optimal diagonal and, at the same time, solve the problem of the loose pawn on b7. In that case, Black would have the better game in view of the disfigurement of the white pawn structure on the queenside.

Instead, there followed:

15 ... Bg4

Adolf Anderssen couldn’t escape from the mentality that said developing with gain of time must be a good thing. The celebrated German master could perform magical tricks with the pieces, calculate 15 moves deep, create an Evergreen Game and an Immortal Game, but he couldn’t play 15 ... b6 and 16 ... Bb7, something that any average master can do these days.

16 Ng5!

Rather than being ensconced on b7, controlling the long diagonal from a safe distance, the bishop finds itself poorly placed on g4 and already the subject of a tactical threat, namely 17 Nxh7! Nxh7 18 Qxg4.

16 ... Rfd8?

Here we have another useless attacking move. The rook is brought into play with gain of time by hitting the white queen. But so what? The queen runs away to a better square than d4 and then what does the rook do on d8? There’s nothing to attack. And meanwhile it has given up its defence of f7, the most vulnerable square in the black camp.

An interesting alternative was 16 ... Bd7 which aims to put the bishop on the long diagonal after all with 17 ... Bc6. This would secure both the bishop itself and the b7-pawn from attack.

17 Qb4!

Here the white queen attacks b7, supports the threat of 18 Nxh7! Nxh7 19 Qxg4, and controls a possible invasion square for a rook on e7.

17 ... Bc8

When we think of the fine combinations that Anderssen has made, this is a rather sad retreat.

18 Rfe1

[image: ]

Despite Black’s loss of time with the bishop, if nothing happens fast he will develop his pieces and emerge with the better game after all, as White has broken queenside pawns. Therefore Morphy has to ensure that he overwhelms the black defence and wins at least a pawn before his opponent is able to mobilize. This means it is vital for White to attack immediately without wasting any time.

I’m sure you can see why the force of Morphy’s looming initiative is of a magnitude several times greater than Anderssen’s one-move threats 15 ... Bg4 and 16 ... Rfd8. The American has every piece developed and beautifully coordinated, whereas his opponent has indulged in isolated attacks.

18 ... a5

Insufficient, but he can’t just allow 19 Re7. If instead 18 ... Rd7 it is mate in three, with either 19 Re8+! Nxe8 20 Bxh7+ Kh8 21 Qf8 mate, or 19 Bxh7+ Nxh7 20 Re8+ etc.

19 Qe7!

Morphy, despite being an acclaimed master of the mating attack, doesn’t hesitate to exchange queens, as he sees that the f7-pawn will become indefensible.

19 ... Qxe7

Of course if 19 ... Rd7 20 Qe8+ will mate.

20 Rxe7 Nd5

A clever attempt to create counterplay, as you would expect from Anderssen. Hopeless is 20 ... Rf8 21 Bc4, when the f7-pawn is attacked three times and must drop.

21 Bxh7+ Kh8 22 Rxf7 Nc3 23 Re1 Nxa2

[image: ]

This is Anderssen’s idea. He has created a queenside passed pawn which, if nothing happens on the kingside, could well win the game.

Therefore Morphy must quickly conclude the attack. And the omens are good, as he has two rooks, a bishop and a knight assailing the black king, whereas there are only two black pieces that are even faintly concerned with defence – the bishop on c8, which is covering some light squares, and the rook on d8, which is dissuading 24 Ree7?? or 24 Re4?? in view of 24 ... Rd1+ mating. This isn’t going to be enough to save Black despite the exchange of queens.

24 Rf4!

The rook is well placed on the seventh rank, but is even better if it can go to the h-file. Thus if 24 ... a4 25 Bg6 contains the winning threat of 26 Rh4+ Kg8 27 Bf7+ Kf8 28 Rh8 mate.

If you have a piece that is well placed, nevertheless ask yourself: would it be better coordinated with the rest of the pieces if transferred elsewhere? In chess there is no cult of the individual – the important thing is how all the pieces work best together.

[image: ]

24 ... Ra6

Once again we can see that Anderssen is a player who knows how to get the maximum out of every piece. He brings the rook into the fight in an unconventional way and hopes to tempt his opponent into 25 Nf7+ Kxh7 26 Nxd8, when he can fight on, though White would surely have won even in that case. But Morphy knew by instinct one of the golden rules of chess: if you see a good move, look for an even better one!

25 Bd3! 1-0

[image: ]

Now Black’s most lethal problem is that the rook on d8 has to remain defending the back rank, but has no safe squares. With the white bishop removed from h7, 26 Nf7+ and 27 Nxd8 threatens to win a whole rook. If 25 ... Rxd3, which deals with the threat of 26 Nf7+ (or 26 Bxa6) in the most economical way, White can mate with 26 Re8 or 26 Rf8. So the only safe square is g8, but 25 ... Rg8 26 Nf7 is also mate.

Tip: When your best moves allow mate in one, it’s time to resign.

Was Anderssen out-calculated here? Did Morphy pulverize him with a brilliant sacrifice? No. The American’s superiority was in coordinating his pieces and choosing the right moment to switch to an all-out attack. Anderssen could perform feats of calculation just as well or better, and find imaginative things to do with any individual piece. Morphy’s greatness was that he knew how to combine all his pieces into a mighty juggernaut and then set it rolling at just the right moment. His understanding of the ideas of force and the tempo of the struggle were way ahead of his era.





What is a combination?

The clue is in the word itself – it involves combining the action of our pieces to change in a violent manner the energy balance between the two armies. Alternatively, we might talk about a combination as exposing in dramatic fashion the lack of coordination among the opponent’s pieces.

Both definitions will help us in our task of discovering combinations. We need to notice when there is a lack of harmony in the enemy camp, and where the energy level of our own pieces is particularly concentrated, and then ask: are there any ‘crazy’ moves or ideas that can exaggerate both of these factors, our own energy and the opponent’s lack of it?

Combinations are an essential part of power play – an explosive way of exploiting dynamism, as it were.



Game 4

D.Bronstein-V.Korchnoi

Moscow vs Leningrad match 1962

Ruy Lopez



1 e4 e5 2 Nf3 Nc6 3 Bb5 a6 4 Ba4 Nf6 5 0-0 Nxe4 6 d4 b5 7 Bb3 d5 8 dxe5 Be6 9 c3 Be7 10 Bc2 0-0 11 Qe2 f5 12 exf6 Bxf6 13 Nbd2 Bf5 14 Nxe4 Bxe4 15 Bxe4 dxe4 16 Qxe4 Qd7 17 Bf4 Rae8 18 Qc2 Bh4 19 Bg3 Bxg3 20 hxg3 Ne5 21 Nxe5 Rxe5 22 Rfe1 Rd5 23 Rad1 c5 24 a4 Rd8 25 Rxd5 Qxd5 26 axb5 axb5 27 Qe2 b4 28 cxb4 cxb4 29 Qg4 b3 30 Kh2 Qf7 31 Qg5 Rd7 32 f3 h6 33 Qe3 Rd8 34 g4 Kh8

[image: ]

Korchnoi had been under pressure a long time, not just a pawn down but with a weakness on b3 to defend. But in time pressure he thought he saw his salvation when Bronstein played:

35 Qb6

The reply came in a flash:

35 ... Rd2

Suddenly there is a double threat of 36 ... Rxb2 and 36 ... Qxf3. Has our hero blundered?

36 Qb8+ Kh7 37 Re8!

Letting Black carry out his threat.

37 ... Qxf3

We shall return to consider 37 ... Rxb2 later in the chapter.

38 Rh8+ Kg6

With mate on g2 and the b2-pawn hanging, it seems that Bronstein is going to have to find a queen check to hold the draw. Instead, there came:

[image: ]

39 Rxh6+!! 1-0

Black loses his queen after 39 ... gxh6 40 Qg8+ Kf6 41 Qf8+ Kg6 42 Qxf3, or 39 ... Kxh6 40 Qh8+ Kg5 (or 40 ... Kg6 41 Qh5+ Kf6 42 g5+ followed by 43 Qxf3) 41 Qh5+ Kf4 (or 41 ... Kf6 42 g5+) 42 Qf5+ Ke3 43 Qxf3+.

White’s combination had to be planned before playing 35 Qb6 or else he would have thrown away his advantage and also jeopardized the draw. The question is, how can we teach ourselves to see ideas such as 39 Rxh6+. Here’s a general rule that might be useful: if you are attacking the enemy king with a queen and rook, and there are no defenders in sight, just a bit of pawn cover, don’t trust the pawn cover to save the king. Look for ‘crazy’ moves to break through it!

We might elaborate the rule by adding that a king hates being checked ‘close up’ by the enemy queen. So if you are attacking the opponent’s king with a queen and rook, try to find a way to give a close-up check with your queen, no matter how crazy it looks. And once you have found a way to give the check, look for a second check that might follow it. So 39 Rxh6+ is a crazy move, but it gives us 40 Qg8+ and 41 Qf8+, two close-up checks following each other, or 40 Qh8+ and 41 Qh5+ another two close-up checks. Once we have seen that the first two close-up checks win the opponent’s queen, we get excited and notice the power of 42 g5+ after the second close-up check, which also wins the opponent’s queen. Bingo! Here the key to the position is the pawn on g4. White wins because he is able to coordinate the action of his queen with this pawn – it is a vital pivot for her.

As we said above, Bronstein had to see 39 Rxh6+ before 35 Qb6. That might seem a long way ahead, but don’t forget that the position is pretty empty of pieces. White only had to examine forcing moves with the queen and rook, nothing else. The real difficulty is in seeing that 39 Rxh6+ exists as an option.





Promising-looking moves deserve to be calculated



Game 5

V.Topalov-V.Kramnik

Linares 1994

Sicilian Defence



1 e4 c5 2 Nf3 Nc6 3 d4 cxd4 4 Nxd4 Nf6 5 Nc3 d6 6 f3 e5 7 Nb3 Be7 8 Be3 Be6 9 Nd5 Bxd5 10 exd5 Nb4 11 c4 a5 12 Nd2 Nd7 13 Ne4 f5 14 Nc3 0-0 15 Be2 Bg5 16 Bf2 Qf6 17 0-0 Na6 18 Bd3 Qh6 19 Qe2 Rae8 20 Bc2 Nac5 21 g3 e4 22 f4 Bd8 23 a3 Nf6 24 Kg2 Bb6 25 Bg1 Ncd7 26 Nb5 Bxg1 27 Rxg1 Qg6

[image: ]

In the diagram position White would like very much to take on d6, but 28 Nxd6? meets with the riposte 28 ... Nxd5!, threatening 29 ... Nxf4+ winning the queen, when after 29 cxd5 Qxd6 Black has a good position thanks to the weakness of the d5-pawn and the strength of his own protected passed pawn on e4.

So Topalov had to settle for gaining some space on the queenside.

28 b4 Rc8

Once again offering the pawn on d6. Now a tactical theme appears, because after 29 Nxd6, not only would the rook on c8 be hanging, but beyond that a fork of the black queen and king on e7 would be on the cards: namely Nxd6, Nxc8 and Ne7+ and Nxg6. That’s a lot of material White would be grabbing!

On the other hand Black can still retaliate with 29 ... Nxd5 and if White persists with Nxc8 he has ... Nxf4+ and ... Nxe2, grabbing the white queen.

So far it is: for White, Nxd6, Nxc8, Ne7+ and Nxg6; versus for Black, ... Nxd5, ... Nxf4+ and ... Nxe2.

Surely a good deal for White? He picks up in sequence a pawn, rook, and queen, while Black only gains two pawns and the queen. If we look even further ahead, we’ll see that the white knight which ends up on g6 after Nxg6 will be attacking the black rook on f8, while the black knight on e2 will be attacking the white rook on g1. That more or less cancels itself out – both sides will have a knight hanging, and both knights will be attacking a rook. We should add that ... Nxf4+ should be met by Kf1, so that the black knight does indeed hang on e2 to Kxe2.

Therefore, after the series of retaliatory blows, White will emerge with about an extra rook for a couple of pawns. Let’s imagine this sequence: 29 Nxd6 Nxd5 30 Nxc8 Nxf4+ 31 Kf1 Nxe2 32 Ne7+ Kf7 33 Nxg6

[image: ]

and you can easily verify that after 33 ... Kxg6 34 Kxe2 or 33 ... Nxg1 34 Nxf8 Nxf8 35 Kxg1 White has an extra rook. Therefore Black has to come up with a nuance in this sequence, or else he will lose.

Having seen this much, Topalov knows that 29 Nxd6 has the capacity to be a very good move. It is therefore worth him devoting considerable energy to working out whether it really is a good move. After all, the reward is evident – if Black loses the vital d6-pawn without sufficient compensation, his game is ruined. The Bulgarian will get to beat one of the most promising young players in the world.

So let’s see what happened in the game. For a few moves it followed the above analysis:

[image: ]

29 Nxd6! Nxd5! 30 Nxc8 Nxf4+ 31 Kf1 Qf6

Seeing that he loses as discussed after 31 ... Nxe2 32 Ne7+ Kf7 33 Nxg6, Kramnik sidesteps this sequence by counterattacking against a1.

32 Ne7+!

The knight saves itself from capture with vital gain of time. If now 32 ... Qxe7 33 gxf4 leaves White with an extra rook.

32 ... Kh8 33 Qd1!

[image: ]

The queen moves to safety and guards a1, leaving both black knights hanging.

33 ... Nh3

Nonetheless, the position remains tense as e7 and g1 are both en prise.

34 Nd5!

The white knight completes its escape from enemy territory. Now Black has no time to capture on g1 as his queen is hanging.

34 ... Qb2 35 Rg2 f4

Being a rook down, Kramnik’s last throw of the dice is a direct attack on the rather exposed white king.

36 gxf4 Qe5!? 37 Ra2!

As we shall see, this prepares a highly resourceful defensive idea.

37 ... Nb6

Black would get the attack he wants after 38 Nxb6? Qxf4+, but White’s reply kills his initiative.

38 Qa1!

The possibility of Qxg7 mate means that Black has no good way to avoid the exchange of queens, after which all hope is at an end.

[image: ]

38 ... Rxf4+ 39 Ke1! 1-0





There are positions in which a combination is obligatory

Here is an example of Alekhine following his own advice in a game played near the end of his career. Incidentally, it shows that the fourth World Champion was still playing with flair and imagination just a couple of years before his death. If Alekhine had managed to survive beyond 1946 in reasonable health, he might have given Botvinnik a hard time in their projected match for the World Championship.



Game 6

A.Alekhine-J.Podgorny

Prague 1943

Sicilian Defence



1 e4 c5 2 c3 d5 3 exd5 Qxd5 4 d4 Nc6 5 Nf3 Bg4 6 Be2 cxd4 7 cxd4 e6 8 Nc3 Bb4 9 0-0 Qa5

[image: ]

If White now satisfies himself in defending c3 with the quiet 10 Bd2, then Black would catch up in development with 10 ... Nf6 and 11 ... 0-0, whereupon White would not only have failed to gain any opening advantage, he would even have the worst of it due to the isolated pawn on d4.

And so Alekhine made the ‘necessary mental effort’ and, after a thorough analysis of the position, produced one of the best combinations of his life.

10 a3!!

At first it seems bizarre to attack the bishop, as the a3-pawn is pinned. But Alekhine’s keen tactical eye has seen a chance to trap the black queen.

10 ... Nf6

After 10 ... Bxc3 11 bxc3 Qxc3 12 Rb1 0-0-0 either 13 Qa4 or 13 Be3 gives White a very dangerous attack on the black king. Alternatively, if instead of castling Black gives back the pawn with 12 ... Nge7, then 13 Rxb7 0-0 14 Qa4! still leaves him in deep trouble. One threat of many is 15 Bb2 Qa5 (there are no other safe squares for the queen) 16 Qxa5 Nxa5 17 Rxe7 and White has won a piece.

11 d5!

[image: ]

The military genius Alexander the Great often chose to attack a hostile army at its strongest, rather than weakest, point on the battlefield. He reasoned that the enemy general and his close advisers were likely to have stationed themselves behind their soundest defences. Therefore a rapid breakthrough in that sector, even at huge cost, might quickly decide matters by cutting off the head of the enemy army – both literally and figuratively.

We chess players are less bloodthirsty than Macedonian warrior kings, but we can still learn from their techniques. Here Alexander the Chess Player has chosen to strike his opponent on the most well-defended square in his centre. Black has three units – the queen, knight on f6 and pawn on e6 – all directly opposing this breakthrough, along with the latent possibilities of ... Rd8 (or ... 0-0-0), and ... Bxc3, removing the pawn’s defender, to deter it further. And yet such is the explosive power of Alekhine’s combination that the pawn nevertheless charges forward. He plans to cause maximum trouble for the enemy monarch, who is sitting uneasily on e8, and also for his ‘close adviser’ the queen, who is going to be obliged to make a hazardous journey to a1.

Let’s look at some of the variations the World Champion must have examined. If 11 ... Rd8 or 11 ... 0-0-0, 12 Qb3! is very strong, as 12 ... Bxc3 13 dxc6! leaves both c3 and b7 hanging. Nothing too difficult to see so far.

Harder to calculate is 11 ... Nxd5 when we discover one of the main points of Alekhine’s combination, namely the trapping of the black queen on a1: 12 Nxd5 exd5
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13 axb4! Qxa1 14 Qb3! (getting his own queen out of the way so that a bishop move, say 15 Bd2, would pocket her opposite number) 14 ... Bxf3 15 Bg5! Qxf1+ 16 Bxf1 Be4 17 f3, and the black king will be caught under attack in the centre, with his pieces unable to provide an adequate defence.

In the game Podgorny managed to avoid losing his queen and also got to castle, but he lost too much material in the process.

11 ... exd5 12 axb4! Qxa1 13 Nd2!

[image: ]

Threatening both 14 Bxg4 and 14 Nb3! when the black queen has no safe squares.

13 ... Bxe2 14 Qxe2+ Ne7

If instead 14 ... Kf8 White continues 15 Nb3 Qa6 16 b5 and wins the knight, leading to a material balance similar to the game, but with the black king stuck in the centre.

15 Re1! 0-0

It turns out Black had no good way to defend e7, but if now 16 Qxe7?? Rfe8 and Black is suddenly winning. So has White’s combination failed? No, Alekhine had seen a bit further:

16 Nb3! Qa6

The only move, but now White can safely grab the knight.

17 Qxa6 bxa6 18 Rxe7

The dust has settled. Alekhine has two pieces for a rook and pawn, which doesn’t sound like an overwhelming advantage. However, his minor pieces are safe and compact and have some nice central squares, especially d4, whereas the black rooks don’t have any attractive open files, nor any strong passed pawns to support.

[image: ]

18 ... Rab8 19 b5!

Not letting the knight on b3 be molested by the black rook.

19 ... axb5 20 Rxa7 b4 21 Ne2 Rfc8 22 f3 Ra8 23 Rxa8 Rxa8 24 Kf2 Nd7 25 Nf4 Nb6 26 Ke3 Rc8 27 Kd3 g5 28 Nh5 1-0

[image: ]

Black despairs of defending his collection of weak pawns.

A fantastic display of dynamic chess from Alekhine.





Even without queens, you can’t rely on natural moves

The following game appears, at first glance, to be of a positional rather than a dynamic nature. But a little analysis soon reveals that Geller would have got nowhere if he had relied on ‘natural’, ‘strategical’ moves. On the contrary, he had to be ready to calculate and discover important tactical nuances, or else his highly resourceful opponent would have escaped his grasp.



Game 7

E.Geller-P.Keres

USSR Championship, Moscow 1952

Nimzo-Indian Defence



1 d4 Nf6 2 c4 e6 3 Nc3 Bb4 4 e3 b6 5 Bd3 0-0 6 Nf3 d5 7 0-0 Bb7 8 Bd2 dxc4 9 Bxc4 c5 10 a3 cxd4 11 axb4 dxc3 12 Bxc3 Ne4 13 Qxd8 Rxd8 14 Rfd1 Rc8

[image: ]

White has three small advantages in the diagram position:

1) The bishop pair.

2) Pressure on the a7-pawn.

3) Control of the d-file, which deters ... Nc6 in view of Rd7.

All these advantages seem on the point of vanishing over the next couple of moves, but let’s see how Geller preserved them.

15 Be1!

Well, you might think that’s a strange way to begin an attack! In fact Geller is storing energy in his position by preventing the exchange 15 ... Nxc3, which would also clear the way for a second exchange with 16 ... Bxf3. It’s good for White to keep the black knight on e4 and bishop on b7 on the board, as he can gain time by harassing them. Similarly, Geller needs to preserve his own pieces for the forthcoming attack.

15 ... Kf8

Of course if Black plays 15 ... Rxc4?? he is mated. So Keres rushes his king to the centre and makes the threat to the white bishop real.

16 Rd4

The Ukrainian Grandmaster defends his bishop, attacks the knight on e4 and prepares to double rooks on the d-file.

16 ... Ke7

In principle it is handy for Black to have the king bolster his defences along the d-file, but he always has to watch out for a sudden b4-b5 and Bb4+. At the moment this isn’t dangerous as Black can reply ... Nc5, blocking out the bishop; but if the knight leaves e4 or is eliminated, the check might be very painful.

17 Rad1

The entrance of the black king hasn’t solved the problem of his queenside development, as 17 ... Nc6 would allow either 18 Rxe4 or 18 Rd7+.

17 ... Rc7

[image: ]

Now, however, Black is on the point of playing 18 ... Nd7 with equality. It looks as if White can’t prevent this with 18 Ne5?? because 18 ... f6 19 Nf3 e5 wins material (moving the white rook away from d4 drops the bishop on c4). But Geller made a habit of playing ‘impossible’ moves throughout his career.

18 Ne5!

The only way to keep his advantage. If White had been a lazy fellow and looked no further than 18 ... f6 before rejecting this move as a howler, Keres would have escaped. Instead, he is stopped from playing 18 ... Nd7 and remains bunged up. But the question remains – what does happen if Black plays to win material? The answer came in the game:

18 ... f6 19 Bd3!

If 19 ... fxe5 Geller intended to exploit Black’s lack of development with a couple of pins, diagonal and frontal: 20 Rxe4 Bxe4 (not forced, but otherwise he is just left with ugly e-pawns) 21 Bxe4 Nc6 22 b5 Rd8 23 Rc1! and White will end up with two pieces for a rook.

19 ... Nd6

[image: ]

Keres is ready to answer 20 Bxh7? fxe5 21 Rxd6 with 21 ... Bd5! trapping the white rook on d6 and winning the exchange. So Geller has to back off with 20 Nc4 Nxc4 21 Bxc4, when Black can equalize with 21 ... Nc6. A pity that, but it was a precise defence by the Estonian Grandmaster. A draw was agreed at this point.

But no, that’s not how the game ended. Geller once again played an ‘impossible’ move:

20 Bxh7! fxe5 21 Rxd6 Bd5

The rook is indeed trapped on d6, but Geller has foreseen that it can be sacrificed to reach an endgame in which White has excellent chances.

22 R6xd5! exd5 23 Rxd5 Rc1 24 Kf1 Nc6 25 Ke2 Rd8 26 Rxd8 Nxd8 27 Bc3 Ke6

[image: ]

So Black has completed his development and, despite everything, the players are equal on points: White has two pawns for the exchange. However, there isn’t much that the black rook can attack, as b2 and b4 are securely defended. Meanwhile, White’s bishop pair can exert enormous pressure on the fragile black kingside pawns. In only a couple of moves the g7-pawn drops off the board, whereupon White has three connected passed pawns.

With the position in front of us it isn’t too difficult to see that White has excellent chances. But don’t forget that Geller had to persuade himself a long way in advance that this simplified endgame would be good for him. He had to use both his powers of calculation and his judgment.

Here is the conclusion of the game:

28 Bg8+ Kd6 29 f4 exf4 30 exf4 Ne6 31 Be5+ Kd5 32 Bxg7 Rc8 33 Bxe6+ Kxe6 34 Kf3 Rc4 35 Bc3 Kd5 36 h4 a5 37 bxa5 Rxc3+ 38 bxc3 bxa5 39 h5 Ke6 40 Ke3 1-0

After his analytical feats earlier in the game, it’s no surprise that Geller has been able to work out that his king is in time to stop Black’s passed pawn. A splendid effort.





Dynamism and psychology

In the following game, Alekhine manages to introduce a dynamic element that is highly disagreeable to his opponent.

Richard Réti was at least the equal of Alekhine in the field of strategy when he was playing White and had the chance to adopt one of his beloved flank openings. It needs only be recalled that he used the opening that now bears his name to beat Capablanca at New York in 1924 – the Cuban’s first loss in eight years. If the Hungarian born Grandmaster had a weakness, it was in the field of tactics. He seemed to underestimate the importance of dynamism and calculation. He did so well with the Réti and English Openings because they not only gave scope for him to demonstrate his strategic mastery, they also helped to mask his tactical deficiencies.

It has often been asserted that Alekhine indulged in ‘post-game rationalization’. That is to say, after winning a game with a complex attack that involved judgment and intuition as well as calculation, he would work out all the variations in the quiet of his study and then claim to have seen everything to a clear conclusion during the game itself. Playing through his game against Réti, you might like to ask yourself: what did Black actually need to see at various points in his attack?



Game 8

R.Réti-A.Alekhine

Baden-Baden 1925

Réti Opening



1 g3 e5 2 Nf3 e4 3 Nd4 d5 4 d3 exd3 5 Qxd3 Nf6 6 Bg2 Bb4+ 7 Bd2 Bxd2+ 8 Nxd2 0-0 9 c4 Na6 10 cxd5 Nb4 11 Qc4 Nbxd5 12 N2b3 c6 13 0-0 Re8 14 Rfd1 Bg4 15 Rd2 Qc8 16 Nc5 Bh3 17 Bf3 Bg4 18 Bg2 Bh3 19 Bf3 Bg4

[image: ]

Here Alekhine wrongly claimed a draw by three-fold repetition. It has been suggested that this was a psychological ruse to persuade his opponent to put his bishop on an inferior square. After all, having protested his right to continue the game, it was somehow embarrassing for Réti to agree to a draw with 20 Bg2.

20 Bh1 h5!

Alekhine pre-empts White’s queenside push with a pawn advance of his own on the kingside. As we shall see, the retreat of White’s bishop to h1 and the softening up of the g3-pawn increase the latent energy of the black pieces.

21 b4 a6 22 Rc1 h4 23 a4 hxg3 24 hxg3 Qc7 25 b5

Réti begins an immediate attack on the queenside. Instead, the preliminary 25 e4 would drive the black knight from the centre and avoid all the unwelcome tactics that follow. On the other hand, Réti loved to hold back his centre pawns, and doesn’t want to obstruct his bishop’s view of the c6-square.

25 ... axb5 26 axb5 Re3!

[image: ]

Psychology and dynamism! Alekhine doesn’t give his opponent a second chance to dislodge the knight from d5 with 27 e4. Therefore Réti is denied a quiet, ‘neat’ game where he can demonstrate his talent for strategy.

How did Alekhine find this idea? Well, remember what we said in the Bronstein extract above:

If you are attacking the opponent’s king with a queen and rook, try to find a way to give a close-up check with your queen, no matter how crazy it looks.

Here the black queen is staring at the g3-square which has been undermined by both 20 Bh1 and 23 ... hxg3. A crazy rook move to attack it is 26 ... Re3, which opens the way for a close-up check after 27 fxe3 Qxg3+. Once we start looking at this, we don’t have to see beyond 28 Bg2 Nxe3 to realize that White is being mated on g2. The fact that the white queen is hanging after 28 ... Nxe3 is of no objective relevance, but it is a great confidence booster: ‘If I’m dreaming and it isn’t forced mate on g2, no matter as White won’t have time to save his queen!’

27 Nf3?

Réti loses his composure and immediately makes a serious blunder. It is often the case that rushing defenders towards an endangered king causes more trouble than the original threat. The knight was performing an important role on d4, guarding both the b5- and e2-pawns. Even worse, retreating it to f3 shuts in the bishop on h1, which loses influence over the centre. This reduction in the energy of the white pieces allows Alekhine to begin a series of tactical operations.

The logical move was 27 Bf3!, challenging the black bishop and strengthening, rather than weakening, White’s hold over the e2-square.

27 ... cxb5

White has lost control and is hit by wave after wave of attacks, with never a moment to catch his breath.

28 Qxb5

If Réti had kept his knight on d4 he could have replied 28 Nxb5, and so avoided all the grief that follows.

28 ... Nc3!

[image: ]

Alekhine aims first of all to conquer the pawn on e2. It is a perfect target for the following reasons:

1) It is on a tactically sensitive square
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