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 Introduction
Have you ever heard someone use the terms ‘blockade’ or ‘prophylaxis’ and nodded wisely while wondering what they really meant? (Don’t worry: the person using these words probably doesn’t understand their true meaning either.) Or have you always associated the ideas of prevention and restraint with defensive play? If so, you are missing out on a whole area of chess strategy.

  The aim of this book is to reveal genuine secrets of strategy; for despite the huge rise in chess knowledge over the last decades, there are areas of technique which are still at best only vaguely understood by the chess public.

  We will have to be patient and start with more familiar concepts such as a rook on the seventh rank. Although, even here, many players who are aware of the excellence of a rook on the seventh rank would fail to make the sacrifices that Capablanca and Petrosian make in Chapter One to get their rook to its dream square.

  
 Introducing the Giants of Strategy
The strategic ideas will be discussed using the games of five superb chess masters: four World Champions and one crown prince.

  In an interview on his website, Vladimir Kramnik states:

  If you want to reach the heights, you should study the entire history of chess. I can’t give any clear logical explanation for it, but I think it is absolutely essential to soak up the whole of chess history.

  Although Kramnik offers no definitive reason why we should study the players of the past, his games provide a compelling answer. Here is just one example which shows how he has borrowed various techniques from the four other strategists considered in this book, and then shaped them according to his own unique creativity.

  
 M.Apicella-V.Kramnik
Moscow Olympiad 1994


  1 e4 c5 2 Nf3 Nc6 3 d4 cxd4 4 Nxd4 Nf6 5 Nc3 d6 6 Be2 e5

  Petrosian was also fond of this variation of the Sicilian. It blocks the centre, after which Black can indulge in manoeuvres on the wings: and there was no greater expert at outflanking an opponent than iron Tigran.

  7 Nf3 h6!
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  Your eye on the wings, your mind on the centre, that is the deepest meaning of positional play. – Nimzowitsch.

  White is prevented from increasing his grip on the d5-square by exchanging bishop for knight with Bg5 and Bxf6.

  8 h3 Be6 9 0-0 Be7 10 Re1 Rc8 11 Bf1 Nb8!

  A Karpovian retreat. No other player has ever been more skilled at using the back rank to increase the energy of his pieces than the 12th World Champion. The knight is well placed on c6, but there is an even better square waiting for it on c5 – and so the knight spends three moves getting there. Karpov is king of the short manoeuvre.

  12 Nd5 Nxd5 13 exd5 Bf5 14 c4 0-0 15 Qa4 a5!

  Black begins a plan to seize control of a complex of dark squares on the queenside. A light square/dark square strategy involving restraint occurred frequently in Nimzowitsch’s games, but it received greatest expression in the games of Petrosian.

  16 a3 Bd7 17 Qd1 a4!

  Depriving the c4-pawn of the chance to be solidified by b2-b3. Philidor was doing this in the 18th century!

  18 b4 axb3 19 Qxb3 Na6! 20 Be3 Qc7 21 a4 Nc5!
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  Blockade! Was this pawn sacrifice borrowed directly from the game Sultan Khan-Nimzowitsch or via Taimanov-Karpov (see Chapter Eight)?

  22 Bxc5 Qxc5 23 Qxb7 Rc7 24 Qb3 Ra8

  The frontal pressure exerted by the black queen and rooks against the a4- and c4-pawns, which culminates in an invasion of the enemy camp, is reminiscent of the classical play of Capablanca.

  25 Nd2 f5!

  An essential advance, or else 26 Ne4 will break the blockade.

  26 Nb1 Bh4

  A probing move that forces a slight loosening of the white pawn structure, followed by a retreat: a hit-and-run technique perfected by Karpov.

  27 g3 Bf6 28 Nc3 e4 29 Ra2 Qa5 30 Rc1 Be5 31 Rcc2 Rc5
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  First restrain, then blockade, and lastly destroy! – Nimzowitsch.

  Black methodically cements his hold on the dark squares.

  32 Nb5 Kh8 33 Qe3 Qb4 34 Nd4 Rcc8 35 Ne6 Rxa4 36 Rxa4 Qxa4 37 Rd2 Qa1!

  Now begins the ‘Capablanca’ phase, with the black queen and rook penetrating via the open files onto the opponent’s back rank. Step by step the white pieces are ousted from the squares they need to defend.

  38 Kg2 Rb8 39 Nf4 Rb1 40 Qe2

  There now follows what Capablanca called une petite combinaison – a little combination of the kind that fills his games. With the help of a zwischenzug (an in-between move) Black wins a pawn.

  40 ... Re1 41 Ra2 Rxe2 42 Rxa1 Rxf2+! 43 Kxf2 Bxa1 44 Ke3 Kg8

  Black now has a winning endgame. It still requires some work, but none of Kramnik’s four ‘advisors’ were lacking a fabulous technique in so-called simple positions.

  45 Ne6 g6

  Black only plays ... Bxe6 when he is assured of creating connected passed pawns, as opposite-coloured bishop endgames are notoriously drawish, even when one player has a substantial advantage in pawns.

  46 c5 Be5 47 g4 Bxe6 48 dxe6 d5 49 gxf5 gxf5 50 Bb5 Kf8 51 Bc6 d4+ 52 Kd2 Bf4+ 53 Kc2 d3+ 54 Kc3 Be3 55 Kc4 Ke7 56 Kd5
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  56 ... Bxc5!

  Another little combination: if 57 Kxc5, 57 ... e3 and 58 ... e2 will queen.

  57 Bb5 Bd6 58 Bc4 Bc7 59 Bb5 Kf6 60 h4 Bg3 61 h5 Bc7 0-1

  

  So what is uniquely ‘Kramnikian’ about the above game?
First of all, it should be said that this isn’t a typical Kramnik game. If you want to see an archetypal Kramnik game, give him the white pieces and watch as he dismantles his opponent’s queenside pawn structure with moves like a2-a4, or else arranges a breakthrough in the centre with d4-d5 or e4-e5. He rarely plays a ‘blockade’ game.

  Even so, there are some trademark Kramnik features: above all, the dynamic twist he gave to the theme of blockade. Kramnik is perhaps the greatest exponent of the two bishops who has ever lived; and because the pawn structure in the centre retained flexibility, he was able to put them to good use. Whereas in a Nimzowitsch or Petrosian blockade game, with its locked centre, the emphasis is on the knights.

  At a more specific level, the creation of a passed pawn or passed pawns as the reward for a well thought out strategy is a regular occurrence in Kramnik’s games, far more so than in the games of the other four masters. Anyone who wants to learn about the handling of passed pawns should study his games deeply.

  Like all knowledge, it seems that the necessary information to allow a talent for strategic chess to unfold is handed down from one generation to the next. The first chess book that Karpov read as a young boy was by Capablanca; Petrosian is said to have slept for a time with a book by Nimzowitsch under his pillow; and Kramnik relates that books on Petrosian were among the few available to him. Every creative player eventually finds their own style of play, but the influence of other great minds seems a vital part of the process.

  
 A Hundred Years of Chess Strategy
What is the difference between chess as played in 1907 (the year of the oldest game in this book) and as played in 2007 (the year of the newest game)?

  The old masters prior to 1907 certainly knew how to attack the king. They could make long and wide-ranging combinations, and find the most surprising tactical resources. In fact they knew how to handle the queen, rook, bishop, knight, and king as well as modern players.

  But what about the humble pawn? Yes, here is a big difference!

  

  Capablanca won game after game against the best players in the world because he was far more sensitive to the needs of the pawn structure. He made chess look easy, and it probably was pretty effortless for him most of the time; but it took genius to have an understanding that was so superior to that of his contemporaries.

  

  Nimzowitsch developed and classified the science of restraining a pawn front. He made chess much more colourful by showing that pawn structures besides the ‘classical’ 1 e4 e5 and 1 d4 d5 were fully playable for Black. As with Capablanca, he must have left many opponents bewildered as well as beaten.

  

  Petrosian specialized in blocking the centre and outflanking his opponent with pawn moves on the wings. Fischer has talked about the Petrosian ‘bear hug’ that grips a careless opponent.

  

  Karpov is brilliant in the ‘jockeying’ or manoeuvring phase, neither forcing matters nor blocking things up, but gently probing his opponent’s pawn structure from a safe distance until it suddenly falls to pieces.

  

  Kramnik aims for a subtle positional attack that put his opponent’s pawn structure under unrelenting pressure. Nothing serious seems to be happening, but then the defence unexpectedly buckles under, often allowing the creation of a passed pawn which proves decisive in the endgame. It is quite remarkable the number of wins that Kramnik has squeezed out of ‘equal’-looking positions: such is the refinement of technique these days.

  
 Brief Biographies

  
 Aaron Nimzowitsch
Aaron Nimzowitsch (1886-1935) was born in Riga, Latvia. After the upheaval of the First World War and the Russian Revolution, he went to live first in Sweden and then in Denmark, where he was based in Copenhagen for the rest of his life.

  In 1926 Nimzowitsch won a tournament in Dresden with 8½/9, finishing 1½ points ahead of soon-to-be World Champion Alexander Alekhine. Also in that year Capablanca expressed a willingness to play a match for the world title with the Latvian on the proviso that the challenger raise the stipulated stake money. Alas, there was no international chess federation in those days and finding the necessary financial backing was beyond Nimzowitsch.

  Nimzowitsch’s greatest tournament success was at Carlsbad 1929, where he finished half a point ahead of Capablanca and Spielmann, with players such as Rubinstein, Euwe and Vidmar trailing further in his wake. It must have been galling for Nimzowitsch that Bogoljubow, who came eighth in that tournament, found the means to challenge Alekhine for the World Championship later in the year.

  Nimzowitsch’s own title bid never got further than carrying business cards describing himself as the ‘Crown Prince of Chess’.

  Even though as a practical player Nimzowitsch was never quite the match of the ‘big three’ – Emanuel Lasker, Capablanca and Alekhine – he was an original thinker with an extremely interesting personality. His books include Die Blockade (1925), Mein System (1925) and Die Praxis meines System (1929), with English translations Blockade, My System and Chess Praxis respectively. My System became one of the classics of chess literature and a bestseller in many countries.

  

  Nimzowitsch’s style
Nimzowitsch in general played different types of position to Capablanca, as he eschewed the classical 1 d4 d5 or 1 e4 e5 in favour of hypermodern openings, including the Nimzo-Indian to which he gave (half!) his name.

  The accent in his games was on restraint of the enemy pawn structure, which made him a particularly dangerous player as Black. Nimzowitsch had a fertile imagination, and knew how to utilize all the squares on the board for his pieces. We see moves – like Nh1! (as White) or ... Qh8! (as Black) – which most players wouldn’t even notice are possible.

  Nimzowitsch also invented an entire vocabulary to describe chess technique (see the section on Nimzo-witsch’s writings below).

  

  José Raúl Capablanca
José Raúl Capablanca (1888-1942) was born in Havana, Cuba. With his victory at San Sebastian in 1911, where he triumphed over most of the best players in the world (only Emanuel Lasker was absent), he became one of the very few players in the history of chess to win the first international tournament in which they participated.

  Capablanca became World Champion in 1921 through beating Lasker in a match with the score of four wins, ten draws and no losses.

  Between 1916, when he lost to Chajes at the Rice Memorial event in New York, and 1924, when he was downed by Réti at the great New York International tournament, Capablanca was undefeated in serious play, scoring 40 wins and 23 draws.

  His greatest tournament success was at New York 1927, where he finished with eight wins and twelve draws; this was no less than three and a half points ahead of Alekhine and four and a half points ahead of Nimzowitsch, who came second and third respectively.

  However, to the astonishment of many in the chess world, later in 1927 Capablanca lost his World Championship match against Alekhine by six wins to three with 25 draws. He was never to be allowed another shot at the title, though he remained a potent force, as demonstrated at Nottingham 1936, where he came equal first with Mikhail Botvinnik. Besides the two winners, Euwe, Alekhine and Lasker were also in the field, making a total of five present, future or past world champions.

  Capablanca wrote several books, including My Chess Career (1920) and Chess Fundamentals (1921). Botvinnik thought that the latter was the greatest chess book ever written.

  

  Capablanca’s style
Capablanca was able to win game after game against top notch opponents because his intuition was a more valuable weapon than the imperfect level of technical understanding prevalent in his heyday.

  In so-called clear ‘classical’ positions he could see at a glance where he needed to undermine the enemy pawn structure. Capablanca also knew instinctively which pieces he had to exchange and which pieces he needed to keep; likewise he could grasp instantly which squares he needed to relinquish control of and which squares he had to fight for at all costs. His games are therefore fantastic models of how to handle different pawn set-ups.

  

  Tigran Petrosian
Tigran Petrosian (1929-1984) was born in Tbilisi, Georgia (which was then one of the Republics of the Soviet Union). His parents were Armenian, and he in fact won the Armenian Championship early in his career in 1946.

  By 1959 he had progressed enough to win the USSR Championship, a feat he quickly repeated in 1961 (in the years 1958 and 1960 he had to be content with ‘only’ coming second in the World’s hardest national championship). Then in 1963 came the biggest prize of all: he became World Champion by beating Botvinnik with five wins, two losses and 15 draws.

  Petrosian successfully defended his title against Spassky in 1966, scoring four wins, three losses and seventeen draws. But in 1969, Spassky challenged him again and this time was victorious by six wins to four with 13 draws.

  Despite this setback, Petrosian won the USSR Championship again in 1969 as well as 1975. He reached the Candidates final in 1971, having beaten Korchnoi in the semi-final, but lost to a rampant Fischer. He did, however, have a brief moment of glory when he brought to an end Fischer’s record of winning twenty games on the trot by demolishing the American’s Grünfeld in the second game of the match. Thereafter Petrosian was thrice frustrated by Korchnoi in his bid to regain his title, losing to him in the semi-final of the 1974 Candidates and the quarter-finals in both 1977 and 1980.

  Petrosian had a truly fantastic record playing for the Soviet Union at Olympiads. In ten Olympiads from 1958 to 1978, he only lost one game (to Hübner at Skopje in 1972), compared with 79 wins and 50 draws!

  It is also noteworthy that Petrosian beat Kasparov in their first two games and had an overall record of 2-2 against him (no draws!).

  

  Petrosian’s Style
Petrosian took the ideas of restraint and prophylaxis (prevention) from Nimzowitsch and greatly refined them. He improved our understanding of how to play in blocked centres. He is probably the greatest exponent of all time in the art of outflanking the opponent. Again and again as White we see him lock the centre pawn structure and then play moves like b2-b4! or g2-g4! to eat away at the edges of his opponent’s central pawn edifice.

  He was an expert at sucking the energy from the opponent’s position with a series of apparently innocuous moves. Fischer wrote in My Sixty Memorable Games that ‘Petrosian likes to play cat and mouse, hoping that his opponents will go wrong in the absence of a direct threat. The amazing thing is – they usually do!’

  

  Anatoly Karpov
Anatoly Karpov was born in Zlatoust in Russia in 1951. He was declared World Champion in 1975 when Fischer declined to defend his title. Karpov had become the challenger through beating Korchnoi in their Candidates Final match by a score of three wins, nineteen draws and two losses. Prior to this he had comfortably disposed of Spassky in their semi-final match.

  Karpov then successfully defended his title against Korchnoi in 1978 (a tense 6 wins, 5 losses and 21 draws) and 1981 (a far more comfortable 6 wins, 2 losses and 10 draws).

  Karpov won or shared first in nine consecutive tournaments beginning with Tilburg 1977 and culminating in Tilburg 1980 (for comparison, Fischer won eight in a row up until his retirement from chess, while Kasparov holds the record with 15 in a row).

  In 1984-85 Karpov faced Kasparov in a long and gruelling match that was aborted after 48 games, with the score at five wins to three in favour of an exhausted Karpov and no less than 40 draws. Karpov then lost his title in his second match with Kasparov in 1985 (he needed to win the last game of this match to remain Champion, but lost in dramatic style).

  Overall Karpov played world championship matches with Kasparov in 1984, 1985, 1986, 1987 and 1990: a grand total of 144 games, with the overall score of 19 wins to Karpov, 21 wins to Kasparov and 104 draws. Karpov came closest to resuming his World Championship tenure in 1987, when he only needed a draw in the final game to regain his title, but Kasparov rose to the occasion with a fine victory.

  After Kasparov and Short broke away to play a world championship match outside of the auspices of the World Chess Federation (FIDE), Karpov regained the FIDE version of the world title in 1993 by beating Timman; he then defended it successfully against Kamsky in 1996 and Anand in 1998. Karpov then resigned his title in 1999 due to his unhappiness at the regulations for the 1999 event.

  Karpov’s result at Linares in 1994 is considered by many to be the greatest tournament result in the history of chess. He scored nine wins and four draws (85%) against a field that included Kasparov (who came a distant second), Kramnik, Topalov, Anand, Kamsky, Polgar, Gelfand and Shirov.

  For almost 25 years Karpov could claim to be either the best or second best player in the world.

  

  Karpov’s style
In Karpov’s games we see what might be described as a ‘baseline style’– an attempt to dominate his opponent from a distance, with a series of short manoeuvres, often on the back rank. Whereas Petrosian preferred to block the centre, Karpov likes to keep the situation there open but fixed. Not that he tries to force matters in the centre: on the contrary, he makes little moves in his own half of the board and suddenly his opponent’s position falls apart!

  

  Vladimir Kramnik
Vladimir Kramnik was born in 1975 in Tuapse, Russia. He progressed at a steady rate and already at seventeen years old Kasparov regarded him as the player most likely to be his successor as World Champion.

  This prediction came to pass in the year 2000, when Kramnik beat Kasparov in London by a score of two wins, thirteen draws and no losses. This was the first time since Capablanca’s match with Lasker that a world champion had lost his crown without winning a single game. The result could have been even more convincing, as Kramnik missed a couple of wins in other games whilst never looking in serious danger of losing any of them.

  However, the match wasn’t part of the FIDE World Championship structure, due to Kasparov’s earlier breakaway with Short mentioned above. Meanwhile, FIDE had been creating world champions of its own, in the most part by hosting annual knockout tournaments that consisted of mini-matches.

  Despite this, the chess public generally accepted Kramnik as the real World Champion because he had beaten the legendary Kasparov in a match at a classical time control. Subsequently some poor tournament results, combined with the lack of a re-unification match with the FIDE World Champion, lessened to some extent Kramnik’s claim to be the true World Champion.

  Nonetheless, in 2004 in Switzerland, Kramnik retained his title by drawing with Peter Leko: it finished level at two wins each with ten draws, though Kramnik needed to win the final game of the match to achieve this (see Chapter Five).

  In 2006, Kramnik played Topalov in his second defence of his title. Topalov was the holder of the FIDE version of the world title, which he had won in a double-round tournament against most of the World’s elite in 2005. Therefore this was the long-awaited re-unification match. The games at slow play finished with three wins each and six draws, though one of the games Kramnik lost was by default as a result of an off-the-board dispute. In the quickplay tiebreak games that followed, Kramnik triumphed 2½-1½. At last he was the undisputed World Champion.

  Kramnik’s career is also remarkable for a run of 82 games undefeated, between losing to Shirov in Belgrade (January 1999) and to Adams in Dortmund (2000).

  

  Kramnik’s style
In Kramnik’s games we witness what might be described as a ‘breakthrough style’: he aims for a space advantage and then tries to smash the pawn barriers in his path. Typically this leads to the creation of a passed pawn. His build-up is direct but patient, until the moment arrives for aggressive action.

  Kramnik is the World’s leading expert at extracting wins from ‘equal but not quite equal’ positions. Perhaps it is because he is so attuned to the value of tiny advantages that he is such a brilliant defender of worse positions – he sees danger very clearly and so knows exactly how to neutralize it.

  
 Nimzowitsch’s Writings
GM Raymond Keene, who has studied Nimzowitsch’s life and writings in great depth, has concluded:

  ‘Nimzowitsch’s major contribution to chess literature [was] his elaboration of a new chess vocabulary which made intelligible the hitherto but vaguely articulated strategy of master-players. Nimzowitsch possessed an unrivalled facility for capturing the essence of an already known operation or structure with a memorable and meaningful word or phrase, which thereby increased speed of comprehension and assisted clarity of thought. Nimzowitsch introduced into chess terminology such phrases as “the passed pawn’s lust to expand”, “mysterious rook move”, “prophylaxis”, “7th rank absolute” and “hanging pawns”.’ [Actually, Steinitz used ‘hanging pawns’.]

  Penguin Encyclopaedia of Chess (1981)

  In fact it could be said that Nimzowitsch goes too far – there are too many technical expressions and too much unnecessary systematizing in his books. (I challenge you to find one player who knows the five special cases of the seventh rank.)

  It’s interesting to compare Nimzowitsch’s approach to chess theorizing with that of Capablanca. The Cuban believed in commonsense, and didn’t want to use a host of technical expressions – not even ‘fianchetto’.

  On the other hand, Keene is spot on about Nimzowitsch’s contribution to our understanding of chess. It reminds me of the time that International Master Bob Wade went on tour to South Africa. He visited small villages, and his lessons were translated into the local indigenous languages. But there was no word in one of these languages for ‘diagonal’. So it became hard to teach the move of the bishop (let alone talk about abstract concepts such as ‘diagonal pressure’). Capablanca possessed technique at least as good as Nimzowitsch’s – I would say much superior – but it was Nimzowitsch who gave us the vocabulary to discuss games.

  

  An example of Nimzowitsch at his worst and best
In Chess Praxis there is a section entitled ‘Asymmetric handling of symmetrical positions’. A very worthy heading with a lot of big words that implies we are going to learn some general principles about handling non-symmetrical positions.

  But, basically, all this means is: in the Exchange Variation of the French Defence, if your opponent plays Nf3 as White, reply ... Nge7; while if he goes Nge2, reply ... Nf6. That way you create a livelier, more imbalanced position than the one you would get if you just copied White’s moves. Nimzowitsch gives four games, all in the French Exchange.

  The introduction to the section takes a swipe at Tarrasch and his generation for preferring the symmetrical 1 d4 d5 to the non-symmetrical 1 ... Nf6; he also castigates 3 ... c5 in the Queen’s Gambit Declined (after 1 d4 d5 2 c4 e6 3 Nc3).

  There is a lot of propaganda, but ultimately no system here; there is nothing of value for the student that he can apply as a general principle. In fact, the attempt to systematize has been positively harmful, as it has lead him to condemn 3 ... c5, an opening used by Spassky, Korchnoi, Kasparov and Grischuk. Tarrasch espoused 3 ... c5, believing that the mobility of the black pieces outweighed the defect of the isolated queen’s pawn (IQP). Tarrasch was of course Nimzowitsch’s enemy, so it is no wonder 3 ... c5 gets short shrift.

  All that remains of value is the specific advice of how to make things lively as Black against the French Exchange.

  Which is, of course, excellent advice! And Nimzowitsch played these types of positions with great skill. Nowadays, many players baulk at playing the French as Black because of the ‘boring’ French Exchange. A study of Nimzowitsch’s technique in these games – and, just as importantly, his enthusiasm for the positions – can only be a great tonic for the modern French Defence player.

  That is why it is possible to be both delighted and annoyed by Nimzowitsch at the same time. His books consist of brilliant gems of chess advice mixed with a wearisome over-systematizing. Nimzowitsch’s writing has humour and colour, and his boastfulness is touching, rather than irritating; but at times it is heavy going.

  

  
    Having introduced these five giants of strategy, it is time to let their games speak for themselves. I hope you enjoy this excursion through a hundred years of positional chess. There will be some steep paths to climb and you will occasionally feel lost, but you couldn’t have better guides to call upon than Capablanca, Nimzowitsch, Petrosian, Karpov and Kramnik.

    

    All the best,

    Neil McDonald

    Gravesend, Kent

    July 2007

  


  

  

  

  Chapter One
The Seventh Rank

  
 In order to understand the ideas of our five chess heroes we need to proceed from the simple to the complex, from the concrete to the abstract. A good place to begin is by examining the power of a rook on the seventh rank.

  [image: ]

  After 1 Rc7! the black rook is tied down to the defence of b7, and the black king to f7. White has excellent winning chances. He might for example put his king on d3 and play in the centre with f2-f3 and e3-e4. Thereafter if Black responds ... d5xe4+, he can recapture f3xe4 followed by the creation of a passed pawn with d4-d5. If Black ignores the attack on d5, then after the exchange e4xd5 and ... e6xd5, the d5-pawn can be won with Rd7 and Rxd5. Nor would it help Black if after f2-f3 he played ... f7-f5, as e3-e4 follows in any case, when a double exchange on e4 would clear the way for the white king to cause havoc with Ke5 and Kxe6. The black king would remain tied down all the same, in this case to the defence of g7 rather than f7.

  This apparently straightforward analysis reveals no less than four important aspects of chess strategy.

  1) Having the better rook makes White’s king a better piece as well.

  It can roam the board at will, whereas the black king remains stuck on the back rank defending the f7-pawn. In effect, from the point of view of attack, White has an extra piece. It will be noticed again and again throughout this book that a well-placed piece is not only strong in itself, but also increases the flexibility and power of its team-mates.

  2) Having the better rook energizes the white pawns.

  The pawn structure on the kingside and in the centre is completely symmetrical. Why then are the white pawns so much more alive? It is because they draw energy from the rook being on the seventh rank. They are full of spirit and imbued with an eagerness to advance. In contrast the black pawns are dead wood, mere targets that need to be defended. More will be said about ‘living’ and ‘dead’ pawn structures in Chapter Four.

  3) The pawn on b6 fixes the b7-pawn as a target.

  If White’s pawn were back on b2, Black could ease his game somewhat by playing ... b7-b5, when at least the b-pawn would be out of the range of White’s rook. Instead, the pawn is obliged to remain on a square where it ties down its own rook to a cumbersome defence. In essence, the complex theories of blockade and restraint discussed later in this book all boil down to the idea of not letting a pawn move away from a vulnerable square.

  4) A strategic plan consists of ideas, not a series of individual moves.

  Thus we said that the white king could go to d3: we didn’t need to mention that it would be via e2.

  

  Pawns Sacrifices to Seize the Seventh Rank
In My System, Nimzowitsch discusses the power of a rook on the seventh rank in some detail. He coined the expression ‘the seventh rank absolute’, meaning that the rook cuts off the enemy king on the back rank (as occurs in the example above after 1 Rc7). Nimzowitsch states that it is worth the attacker making a serious material investment to achieve this. His opinion has been vindicated by countless games, in particular those featuring pure rook and pawn endgames. Despite being a pawn or more up, the defender has often been entirely lost due to his king being shut out of the game by an enemy rook on the seventh rank.

  What follows is perhaps the most famous example of a rook on the seventh rank triumphing over material odds.

  
 J.Capablanca-S.Tartakower
New York 1924
[image: ]

  27 h5!

  A typical pawn thrust in this type of endgame.

  27 ... Rf6

  Generally speaking, 27 ... gxh5 would be wrong as it grants White a protected passed pawn on f4. Furthermore, after the reply 28 Rh1 intending 29 Rxh5 it is difficult to see how Black can avoid the loss of a pawn on d5 or h7.

  28 hxg6 hxg6
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  29 Rh1

  The black rook is tied down to the defence of the g6-pawn, which means that the white rook can seize the seventh rank unopposed.

  29 ... Kf8

  Definitely not 29 ... Rc6? 30 Bb5.

  30 Rh7 Rc6 31 g4!
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  After 31 ... Rxc3 32 Bxg6 the advance of White’s kingside passed pawns, beginning with 33 f5 and 34 f6 if permitted, would soon oblige Black to resign.

  31 ... Nc4 32 g5!

  It would be a mistake to play 32 f5? as it allows Black to get rid of his weak pawn: after 32 ... gxf5 33 gxf5 Nd6! (now the c3-pawn really is in danger) 34 f6?! Nf7! White’s passed pawn drops off.

  The correct strategy is to fix the black pawn on g6, where it can’t escape from the attentions of the white bishop. Already Black has to deal with the threat of 33 Rh6 Kg7 34 f5.

  32 ... Ne3+ 33 Kf3 Nf5

  It looks as if Tartakower has found the answer to all his problems: the f5-square is ‘plugged’ by the black knight, blocking the attack on g6, which means that 34 ... Rxc3 is menaced.

  34 Bxf5!

  Capablanca trusts in the power of the seventh rank absolute to triumph over material. He will give up several pawns in order to get his king to f6, where it will introduce both mating and queening threats.

  34 ... gxf5
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  35 Kg3!

  A nonchalant move that lets Black capture a pawn with check.

  35 ... Rxc3+ 36 Kh4 Rf3 37 g6!

  Letting another pawn go with check in order to continue his king’s journey.

  37 ... Rxf4+ 38 Kg5
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  38 ... Re4

  Tartakower finds that a third pawn would give him indigestion: if 38 ... Rxd4 39 Kf6, running away with 39 ... Ke8 lets the passed pawn get through after 40 g7, while 39 ... Kg8 40 Rd7 leads to mate on the back rank.

  39 Kf6 Kg8 40 Rg7+ Kh8 41 Rxc7

  In revenge for the earlier slaughter on c3 and f4, the white king and rook now massacre a goodly number of black pawns.

  41 ... Re8 42 Kxf5 Re4 43 Kf6!

  The decisive move. By threatening mate, Capablanca obliges the black rook to let his king cross over the e-file.

  43 ... Rf4+ 44 Ke5

  Now the d5-pawn is doomed and the rest is easy for White.

  44 ... Rg4 45 g7+ Kg8

  Or 45 ... Rxg7 46 Rxg7 Kxg7 47 Kxd5 Kf6, when one way to win is 48 Kc6 and 49 Kb7, capturing both black pawns and then queening the a-pawn.

  46 Rxa7 Rg1 47 Kxd5

  White has garnered four pawns in return for the two he sacrificed to get his king to f6 – a very good investment.

  47 ... Rc1 48 Kd6 Rc2 49 d5 Rc1 50 Rc7 Ra1 51 Kc6 Rxa4 52 d6 1-0

  The passed d-pawn is unstoppable.

  
 T.Petrosian-L.Portisch
Palma de Mallorca 1974
[image: ]

  Petrosian has a minimal advantage due to his control of the open c-file. If it were his move he could continue 22 Ne5, putting the knight on an excellent central square from which it could be dislodged only by ... f7-f6 – a move that is both difficult to arrange and weakening.

  Portisch found a surprising way to prevent the knight’s intrusion with 21 ... Qf4, putting the queen en prise. Now 22 Ne5? would leave the white rook hanging, and meanwhile Black is ready to ease his game with 22 ... Qe4, pinning the white knight and offering the exchange of queens.

  Very clever reasoning by Black, which shows why Lajos Portisch was playing in a World Championship Candidates match. Nevertheless, Petrosian found a way to set him problems with a brilliant positional pawn sacrifice:

  22 gxf4! Nxf4+ 23 Kg3 Nxd3 24 Rc3!
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  The golden rule in such situations is: don’t hurry!

  The rook is itching to seize the seventh rank, but if immediately 24 Rc7? then 24 ... Rd6! 25 Rxa7?! Rg6+ 26 Kh2 Nf4! coordinates the action of the black pieces and threatens 27 ... Rg2+.

  The point of the pawn sacrifice was not only to empower the white rook, but also to force the black knight to an inferior square where it cannot co-operate with its rook. It may sound mean spirited, but chess strategy is about frustrating the opponent’s dreams as much as furthering your own.

  24 ... Nb4

  It is understandable that the knight heads backwards, as after 24 ... Nb2!? it looks in danger of being trapped. However, there doesn’t seem to be a way for White to surround the knight, and so this active method of defence should have been preferred. White could then press on with 25 Rc7, or else force a draw with 25 Rc2 Nd3 26 Rc3 Nb2 etc.

  25 a3!

  The black knight becomes a target of White’s space-gaining pawn moves on the queenside.

  25 ... Na6 26 b4
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  26 ... Nb8

  Portisch concedes the seventh rank in order to reactivate his knight. After the game, Petrosian suggested the gritty defence 26 ... Kh7 27 b5 Nb8 28 Rc7 Rd7 29 Rc8 Rb7, though 30 Ne5 keeps up the pressure.

  Both in this variation and in the game you will notice that, despite his pawn deficit, White is never in danger of losing. It is only ever a question of whether he wins or Black holds on for the draw. Such is the difference in power between the white and black pieces: the white knight has a central post, whereas the black knight is crawling about on the edges of the board; the white rook dominates the c-file, whereas the black rook can only defend its pawns and knight.

  27 Rc7

  The rook touches down on its dream square and cannot be challenged, because if 27 ... Rd7 then 28 Rc8+ wins the knight.

  27 ... a5

  In such situations, every pawn exchange tends to help the defender. Hence White’s reply, which also keeps the black knight out of a6.

  28 b5 Nd7

  [image: ]

  It looks as if Portisch has succeeded in organizing a solid defence: the black knight is keeping its white counterpart out of e5 as well as guarding the b6-pawn ...

  29 Kf4!

  It would have been very easy to forget about the white king. But it is precisely his contribution that will overturn Black’s defence.

  It is worth recalling Reuben Fine’s maxim that in the endgame: ‘the king is a strong piece: use it!’

  29 ... h5

  If 29 ... f6, securing e5 once and for all, White replies 30 h5! with ideas such as: Kf5 and Ke6; or the knight raid Nh4, Ng6, Ne7+ and Nxd5; or finally Nh4 and Nf5, pinning the knight on d7 against g7 and, with ideas of Ne7+ or Ne3, going after the d5-pawn.

  30 Ne5!
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  Here we see the point of White’s previous king move: after 30 ... Nxe5 31 Kxe5! the dominant position of the white king and rook leads to a decisive advantage for White. He would then threaten 32 Rb7, picking up the b6-pawn, while 31 ... Rb8 32 Kxd5 is abject for Black – the white king can help shepherd home the passed pawn without any disturbance.

  In contrast, 31 dxe5? ruins White’s build-up, as after 31 ... d4 he has to think about how to hold back the passed d-pawn. That is why it was vital to put the king on f4.

  30 ... Nf8 31 Rb7 f6 32 Nc6 Ng6+ 33 Kg3

  The king can happily retreat as he has done his duty: a breach has been forced in the black defence leading to the win of the b6-pawn.

  [image: ]

  33 ... Rd6 34 Rxb6 Re6 35 Rb8+ Nf8 36 Ra8 Re1 37 Nd8 Kh7 38 b6 Rb1 39 b7 Nd7 40 Rxa5 1-0

  

  Don’t be in a Hurry to grab those Pawns!
When it comes to gaining control of the seventh rank, just as important as the willingness to offer your own pawns is the strength of mind to resist the temptation to snatch your opponent’s pawns. You saw above how Capablanca offered two pawns and ended up capturing four once he got his rook to the seventh rank. Good things come to those who wait, as shown by a game played in the final year of Nimzowitsch’s career:

  
 A.Nimzowitsch-G.Stahlberg
Gothenburg 1934


  White has an extra pawn and there is another one hanging on b5, but after 25 Rxb5 Rxa2 26 b4 (Black has great chances to draw after 26 Rxb7 Rxb2) 26 ... Bh4!, Black’s rook on the seventh rank gives him a lot of counterplay. So Nimzowitsch wants to stop his opponent getting his rook to the seventh rank whilst getting his own rook to its ideal location. He achieved this as follows:

  [image: ]

  25 Rc5!

  So that if Black tries 25 ... Rxa2, 26 Rc8+ will mate (the back rank mate is only possible on the c-file, as the black bishop guards d8 – that’s why the white rook shifted one square sideways). Meanwhile after 25 ... Bxb2 26 Rxb5 Bf6 (taking on a2 with the rook always leads to a back rank mate) 27 Rxb7 White has his rook on the seventh rank whilst keeping a passed pawn on a2.

  25 ... Kf8 26 Bd5!

  Denying the black rook entrance to a2 in a more direct manner. At the same time the white bishop aims at f7 – a key factor once the white rook gets to the seventh rank.
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  26 ... b4 27 Rc7

  At last the white rook reaches the seventh rank.

  27 ... Bxb2 28 Rxf7+ Ke8 29 Rxb7 Bc3
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  He can’t let the b4-pawn be taken, but ...

  30 Rxg7! Bxg7 31 Bxa8 1-0

  Despite the drawing propensities of opposite-coloured bishops, the massive clump of white passed pawns is decisive.

  Yes, Nimzowitsch was right to point out that the seventh rank absolute is worth a serious material investment. He didn’t give up pawns, but he avoided grabbing them impulsively. He was rewarded for his patience in not snatching pawns, as the b7-, f7- and even g7-pawn quickly fell into his hands, once the rook was on the seventh rank.

  Next up is an example from Petrosian, which shows that all the years he spent sleeping with Nimzowitsch’s Chess Praxis under his pillow were of great value.

  
 T.Petrosian-G.Uusi
Vilnius 1958
[image: ]

  White could capture the pawn on c5 and be a pawn up, but Petrosian preferred the probing try 34 Rg5!? and was quickly well rewarded for his patience:

  34 ... g6?

  Even though it’s passive, 34 ... Rg8 is a tougher defence, when White would capture on c5 after all.

  35 Re5!

  Suddenly White is after bigger game than the pawn on c5.

  35 ... Rc3 36 Ree7 Rxa3
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  Black is temporarily a pawn up – indeed he has two passed pawns – but now comes a massacre typical of two rooks on the seventh rank:

  37 Rxh7+ Kg8 38 Rcg7+ Kf8 39 Rxg6

  [image: ]

  39 ... Re8

  The black c-pawn is doomed because 39 ... Rc8 is answered by 40 Rh8+ Kf7 41 Rxc8 Kxg6 42 Rxc5, when White wins easily by putting his rook behind Black’s a-pawn and advancing his kingside pawns.

  40 Rc6 Kg8 41 Rhc7 1-0

  White captures on c5 and then his passed pawns are irresistible.

  

  Capablanca’s Best Piece of Advice
With more pieces on the board, the power of a rook on the seventh rank can generate an abrupt mating finish. One of Capablanca’s best pieces of advice is that every move should be checked, no matter how obvious.

  
 V.Alatortsev-J.Capablanca
Moscow 1935
[image: ]

  White hit on the plan of attacking Black’s queenside pawns, but he totally underestimated the dynamic power of a rook on the seventh rank. The game continued ...

  22 Qd6?? Rxf2!

  ... and White is suddenly lost: 23 Kxf2 Rc2+ 24 Ke1 Qxg2 leads to a quick mate; while if 24 Kg3, 24 ... Rxg2+ 25 Kf4 Rf2+ and the white king is doomed, for example 26 Kg5 (26 Ke5 Rf5 mate) 26 ... Qg2+ 27 Kh4 g5+ 28 Kh5 Qxh3+ 29 Kxg5 f6 mate.

  [image: ]

  I doubt if Capablanca calculated to a mate before playing 22 ... Rxf2; he would have known that with a rook and queen attacking a defenceless white king, there could only be one outcome. In the game, White declined the rook offer with 23 Qg3, but then resigned after 23 ... Re2.

  

  Control of the Seventh Rank as part of a Complex Strategy

  
 J.Capablanca–K.Treybal
Carlsbad 1929
[image: ]

  Capablanca has a suffocating space advantage on both sides of the board. Two pawn moves for White spring to mind at first glance: b4-b5 on the queenside, and h5xg6 on the kingside.

  Still, Treybal’s pieces are all developed, and his rooks are working together – a good sign for the defender, as a lack of space often forces a cluttering of the back rank, with a resulting loss of contact between the rooks. There is also no serious weakness in Black’s pawn structure.

  However, there’s no denying that all the black pieces are entombed in a sepulchre made of pawns rather than stones. The bishop might be the most obvious ‘victim’, but the black knight has little scope either, being denied any squares on the third or fourth rank (with the white pawn back on c4 the knight would spring out with ... Nd6, answering c4-c5 with ... Ne4+). The black queen

  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
    Apart from his game with Johner (see Chapter Eight) this is probably Nimzowitsch’s most famous effort.
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