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A pioneer of systematic chess study

Today, a naive and pragmatic approach to chess literature prevails, with books like ‘How to Win in the Opening’ being especially popular. In fact, your playing strength does not increase when you study opening reference books: to achieve real progress, you need to carefully study the works of the world’s best chess players. Everyone studies the games of modern top grandmasters, but the classics have also contributed a lot of valuable things to our game, and there is much to learn from them. One of the recognized authorities is the Patriarch of Soviet chess, the sixth World Champion Mikhail Moiseevich Botvinnik.

Compilers of various symbolic lists of the five or ten ‘greatest chess players of all time’ often forget Botvinnik. But his contribution to chess is colossal; after a deep analysis of Mikhail Moiseevich’s best games, it became clear to me that his role is underestimated. But I don’t really like ranking people according to criteria like ‘who is the coolest’. So who to include in the notorious ‘top ten’ and who not, let everyone decide for themselves.

I will note Botvinnik’s strongest points: the connection between the opening and the middlegame, complex strategic concepts, and the technique of realizing an advantage. What I used to pay less attention to and what amazed me was his constant will to win! Among modern chess players, Magnus Carlsen has this quality in full measure. And Botvinnik had it very well developed: he tried to find even the smallest resources to fight for victory. It seems that there are often almost no chances, but the fight continues anyway. This makes a huge impression! In the book you will find two protracted endgames in which Botvinnik won with Black against Korchnoi and Spassky; in both, the game continued literally ‘to the last pawn’. So if I were to single out one quality against the background of all the others, it is precisely this – the indomitable will to win, which often brought him success.

Botvinnik was the first to understand how important deep and comprehensive preparation for competitions is. First of all, from the point of view of the approach to the opening repertoire as a whole. Without diminishing the merits of previous generations, we must still admit that before Botvinnik, serious homework was not necessary for successful performances. Whereas with Botvinnik, everything was systematic, put ‘on the right foot’.

Possessing colossal match experience, he learned to very subtly adapt to specific opponents and choose the type of positions that would be most unpleasant for them. Without any exaggeration, we can say: Botvinnik paved the way for our times.

Now it is difficult to assess the contribution of the sixth World Champion to this or that specific opening variation, since so much water has flowed under the bridge since then. Commenting on the games, I have tried to show that today the theory often looks completely different, but back then he was an innovator. Botvinnik significantly developed and modernized not only the system that now bears his name, but also other closed openings; in particular, various lines of the English Opening from White’s point of view. I would like to draw special attention to the Caro-Kann Defence. A man of almost 50 years of age, having already achieved everything possible in chess, suddenly includes a completely new opening in his repertoire – because he decided that he could not stand still, he must continue to improve! This was also a distinctive quality of Botvinnik: not to rest on his laurels, but to constantly continue to work. So he made a very large contribution to his favourite schemes, although now, I repeat, the theory looks different. But we must remember that the systematic analytical approach to the study of the opening began with Botvinnik. Not fragmentary, but precisely systematic, ‘across the entire field’. He paved the way, showed the importance of such an approach, and others followed him – Geller, Korchnoi, Polugaevsky...

At the end of his brilliant career, Botvinnik sometimes played the Modern Defence, the King’s Indian Defence with Black – but this was, in my opinion, a bit of indulgence. When he stopped participating in the fight for the World Championship (after 1963), his practical strength was colossal, but sometimes he allowed himself to ‘relax’ a little and play something simply interesting, but not entirely correct. When he fought for the title of World Champion, he chose his openings differently.

Botvinnik wrote about himself that his combinational vision let him down more than once. It cannot be said that this was his weak point, but there were chess players who surpassed him in this component. This was, let’s say, not the strongest side of his creativity, and he took this circumstance into account when choosing his openings. For example, he did not really like opposite-side castling and tried to avoid irrational positions in which everything was decided by calculation, calculation and only calculation. A sober assessment of one’s strengths and weaknesses is also something that Botvinnik fully brought to chess.

The younger generation often underestimates the classics. Young talents say: ‘Why should I study Lasker’s games when he played mainly against weaker players?’ I am sure that Lasker’s games should also be studied – if only because his opponents included Capablanca, Alekhine, Rubinstein, Bogoljubow, Nimzowitsch, Réti... often these games have instructional value, but the level of resistance of opponents, indeed, sometimes leaves much to be desired. But in the post-war period, there were many more strong chess players, and the average level increased significantly. So in Botvinnik’s best games, as a rule, his opponents resisted quite stubbornly. Of course, these people also made mistakes, but these were already serious struggles at a high level. So these duels should not be neglected at all.

Botvinnik played a lot of quality games against strong opponents, but from the start, we decided to select 50 games for this book. I think everything that should be included has been included. All things being equal, I have tried to choose games where I could say something new. After all, many books have already been written about Botvinnik’s work, including separate ones about his World Championship matches. He himself wrote his famous four-volume Analytical and Critical Works.

When reading books, much depends on the goal the reader sets for himself. If he simply wants to enjoy the play of the great masters of the past, then he can just skim the text. I have tried to pay attention to all the critical moments, so reading ‘diagonally’ will also be useful. But if a chess player sets himself the goal of improving in chess, then it is much more useful to study these games in sufficient depth. They deserve it, and I have tried to make studying Botvinnik’s best games with my comments even more interesting.

Alexander Khalifman

St Petersburg, February 2025






A man of iron principles

Mikhail Botvinnik was born on August 17, 1911, in the suburbs of St Petersburg. His parents, Moisei Girshovich (Leibovich) Botvinnik (1878-1931) and Shifra Samoilovna Rabinovich (1879-1952), worked as a dental technician and dentist; these professions always, in any social formation, provide their owners with a reliable loaf of bread. Misha learned to play chess at the age of 12 – nowadays, at this age, young talents already become grandmasters and masters. The game immediately captivated him and it was in fashion at the time: after the revolution of 1917, chess was actively developing throughout Russia, and especially rapidly in St Petersburg. Botvinnik recalled that tournaments were held in almost all the city’s schools, and chess matches between schools were also a common occurrence. He himself stayed behind in class after school two or three times a week to compete with other chess lovers.

‘In everything I want to get to the very essence...’ – we have never heard of Botvinnik having a great love for poetry, but this line by Boris Pasternak could well be considered his life motto. In his first school tournament, Misha scored about 50% of the points, and this result could not satisfy the ambitious teenager. In a second-hand bookstore, he bought a set of Chigorin’s Shakhmatny Listok magazine for 1876-1877 and reread it so often that he literally learned it by heart. He bought opening textbooks and studied all the chess columns in the newspapers. When Emanuel Lasker came to Leningrad (in 1924, St Petersburg already bore the name of the ‘leader of the world proletariat’), Mikhail wrote down and carefully analysed all the games played by the ex-World Champion on his tour of the country. The results were not long in coming: after six months Mikhail became the school champion, and a year later he achieved First Category and entered the ranks of the strongest chess players in Leningrad. ‘Apparently, if you have the ability, 10-12 months are enough to master the basics of positional play,’ Botvinnik modestly stated in his autobiography. In the summer of 1925 (less than two years after his introduction to chess), Botvinnik qualified for the so-called tournament of cities, where he hoped to compete for the title of master and reach the final of the USSR Championship. It is easy to guess with what impatience the 14-year-old boy, whose success was rapidly on the rise, awaited the start of this competition. But his father forced him to refuse to participate, saying: ‘You have a difficult school year ahead of you. You will have many more tournaments in your life.’ History is silent on whether Botvinnik accepted this decision without complaint or tried to protest, but years later he wrote: ‘I remember my father’s decision with gratitude, since in those years when the nervous system is not yet strong enough, difficult tests must be avoided. Very rarely do young chess players follow such advice.’ Another distinctive feature of Botvinnik: he tried to carefully analyse life situations and learn lessons from them.

At the end of 1925, an international tournament was held in Moscow on a grand scale – and with a huge influx of spectators – with the participation of Capablanca, Lasker, Rubinstein, Marshall, Bogoljubow and other stars. Chess fever! Botvinnik’s senior comrade Yakov Rokhlin (a famous organizer who managed to attribute to Lenin the authorship of the phrase ‘Chess is the gymnasium of the mind’, thanks to which the green light was lit for chess in our country) persuaded Jose Raul Capablanca to go to Leningrad on the rest day and give a simultaneous exhibition there. There are different versions of how exactly Rokhlin managed to lure the World Champion to Leningrad; one of them says that some kind of love affair took place. It doesn’t matter: on November 20, 1925, Jose Raul Capablanca gave an exhibition at the Leningrad Philharmonic, and one of his 30 opponents was the young Misha Botvinnik. ‘By the way, my mother was against my passion for chess. “What do you want to become,” she said, “Capablanca?” But when I found out that I really had to play Capablanca, I bought me a brand new brown shirt for the solemn occasion of meeting the World Champion.’ (Botvinnik)

Capablanca played the opening unsuccessfully, after the 15th move he was a pawn down, and after the 32nd move he admitted defeat. Rokhlin (in our days he would have become a great master of PR!) immediately came up with a beautiful story about how Jose Raul praised his young opponent: ‘The boy plays with the seriousness of a master!’ And then he ‘developed’ this legend, putting another phrase into Capablanca’s mouth: ‘Give us this boy in Cuba, and he will be World Champion!’

To Botvinnik’s credit, he was never susceptible to flattery and was critical of praise addressed to him, saying: ‘A chess player is not an actor – he does not need praise!’ But, of course, the victory over the brilliant World Champion, who was in his prime (even in a simultaneous game), inspired him and encouraged him to study the secrets of chess with even greater zeal. And Yakov Rokhlin played a big role in Botvinnik’s fate: it was he who, years later, introduced him to his future wife, the ballerina Gayane Ananova.

‘In the winter and spring of 1927, I played only in team competitions (I was finishing school). Then, when it turned out that sixteen-year-olds were not allowed to take exams at the institute, I returned to chess.’ (Botvinnik) And how he returned! He made it to the USSR Championship, which took place in the fall of the same year 1927, shared 5th-6th places there and gained the master title. In 1928, Botvinnik entered the Polytechnic Institute and reduced his chess activity: he took his studies, and then his scientific work, as seriously as he did chess. ‘The question of studying or playing chess did not arise for me. Intuitively, I understood that studying is also useful for playing chess; on the other hand, I considered myself obliged to do other work – I was like everyone else, there was no reason to make an exception...’

In 1931, Mikhail won the USSR Championship, demonstrating his outstanding willpower: he did not start the tournament well, but in the last 10 rounds he scored 9 points, beating his main competitor Nikolai Ryumin in the process. Botvinnik himself believed that this was the first truly grandmaster result in his career. Soviet Champion at 20 years old! Only in 1957 did Mikhail Tal repeated this achievement, and in 1981, Garry Kasparov, Botvinnik’s favourite student, surpassed it. In total, Mikhail Moiseevich won the All-Union Championships six times: in 1931, 1933, 1939, 1944, 1945, and 1952. Additionally, in 1941, he won the so-called ‘Match Tournament for the Title of Absolute Champion of the USSR’.

Botvinnik became the leader of the young generation of Soviet chess players, and the head of domestic chess Nikolai Krylenko (a high-ranking functionary, a great chess lover and a loyal Leninist, who was executed in 1938 by other, more tenacious Leninists) decided to arrange a test for Mikhail at the international level. At the end of 1933, a match was organized between Botvinnik and the hope of the West, Salo Flohr. Flohr was three years older, had already won a number of major tournaments in the West, and rightfully held the title of grandmaster (it was awarded at that time by the so-called ‘public opinion’). The match consisted of 12 games – 6 in Moscow and 6 in Leningrad. Botvinnik prepared meticulously for the first serious official match in his life using the method he had developed, which he then followed throughout his life. First of all, he tried to establish Flohr’s ‘chess image’, to highlight his strengths and weaknesses and to prepare his own opening repertoire and build a match strategy accordingly. Nevertheless, Flohr, thanks to his greater experience and enormous practical strength, won the Moscow half with a score of +2 = 4. ‘However, in the Moscow half of the match I “got used to” my formidable opponent, and the Leningrad games showed that I had prepared well after all. Of course, my opponent’s complacency and his lack of psychological stability helped. In Leningrad, I won back what had been lost in Moscow. Once again I managed to confirm my grandmaster strength. Krylenko celebrated (and from that moment on, Soviet chess players increasingly met with their foreign colleagues).’ (Botvinnik)

The last phrase needs clarification – for young readers, for sure. The Soviet Union was a closed society, sometimes tightly, sometimes slightly less tightly covered by the ‘Iron Curtain’. Only a select few were allowed to travel abroad, and it was largely due to Botvinnik’s success that Soviet chess players became privileged citizens. Botvinnik went even further and obtained permission to travel to important competitions with his wife. From the standpoint of our times, one might think, so what? A grandmaster wanted to go to a tournament with his wife, or girlfriend, or a fellow second – for God’s sake! But for Soviet realities, this was something out of the ordinary, and Botvinnik was probably envied by his less successful colleagues.

Let us recall that the Moscow tournament of 1925 was won by the Russian champion Efim Bogoljubow, but by that time he was living in Germany and in 1929 he changed his citizenship. For criticizing the Soviet chess authorities, he was labeled a renegade and a traitor in his homeland. The first Russian World Champion, Alexander Alekhine, who settled in Paris, also fell into this category. He also publicly spoke out against the Bolsheviks, for which he was nicknamed a ‘White Guard’. Hotheads wanted to ban the publication in the USSR of not only books and articles, but even the games of Alekhine and Bogoljubow, but thanks to the flexible position of Krylenko, this was avoided – he rightly believed that Soviet chess players should learn from the best examples of modern creativity, regardless of the political views of this or that grandmaster. They limited themselves to a ban on the publication of photographs of Alekhine and Bogoljubow. (Let us note in parentheses that Viktor Korchnoi was less fortunate – half a century later his surname was replaced in newspapers by the word ‘challenger’.) By the way, after Krylenko’s execution, they began to tear out the prefaces he had written from his books – and portraits too.

In general, by the end of the 1920s, the chess leaders from before the revolution had left Russia, and Krylenko waited for the young Soviet chess players to grow up. The Second Moscow International was originally planned for 1930, but no state money was allocated for it – everything was spent on industrialization. It was organized only in 1935, largely ‘for Botvinnik’. Mikhail Moiseevich lived up to expectations: he shared 1st-2nd place with Flohr, ahead of Capablanca and Lasker. For this achievement, the People’s Commissar of Heavy Industry, Sergo Ordzhonikidze, awarded Botvinnik a passenger car (an unheard-of luxury for our country in the 1930s). M.M. recalled that before this tournament he had spent a month in a sanatorium: he was recuperating and preparing. A professional approach, no words can describe it; the state paid for these fees, while Western chess players were deprived of such support.

‘The tournament aroused even greater interest than the arrival of grandmasters in Moscow in 1925. On the first day, 5,000 tickets were sold to the Museum of Fine Arts (now named after Pushkin), after which the number of spectators had to be limited. I was awarded (after consultations with Lasker and Capablanca) the title of Grandmaster of the USSR. Let us say, however, frankly: I have never yet managed to truly surpass such chess players as Capablanca, Lasker or Flohr at the chessboard.’ (Botvinnik)

In 1936, Krylenko organized the IIIrd Moscow International Tournament, using the formula proposed by M.M.: the ten strongest chess players played a double-round event. Decades later, Olga Capablanca-Clark published her husband’s story about a meeting with Stalin in the New York Times. Allegedly, the Soviet leader watched the great Cuban’s game from behind a curtain, and then wanted to meet him. When Capablanca was introduced to Stalin after the round, the former World Champion complained that the Soviet players were playing at full strength against him, but not against Botvinnik. And Stalin allegedly declared that this would not happen again, after which the situation changed dramatically. The tournament ended with Capablanca’s triumph; Botvinnik was one point behind and finished second.

In August of the same year, 1936, the British organized a grand tournament in Nottingham, where they invited all the best chess players in the world, including the current champion Max Euwe and former champions Lasker, Capablanca and Alekhine. Botvinnik again shared 1st-2nd places, this time in the company of Capablanca. Thanks to this victory, M.M. finally won international recognition, and Alekhine, on the pages of the respectable newspaper The Manchester Guardian, declared that Botvinnik had every chance of becoming World Champion.

In his homeland, the 25-year-old grandmaster was greeted as a hero: the main Soviet newspaper Pravda dedicated an editorial to Botvinnik’s victory, and he was awarded the Order of the Badge of Honour. Botvinnik stood in line with other young heroes of the Land of Soviets, such as pilot Valery Chkalov, miner Alexey Stakhanov, polar explorer Ivan Papanin, tractor driver Pasha Angelina...

But – and this is Botvinnik to a T – for a whole year after his triumph, he did not participate in chess competitions, because he was working on his PhD dissertation! And he successfully defended it. During this time, the representative of the ‘old guard’, Grigory Levenfish, whom Botvinnik challenged to a match, became the USSR Champion. The tough duel ended in a draw, Levenfish retained his title and, as the champion of the Union, received an invitation to the famous AVRO tournament of 1938, where, as was believed, the next opponent of the World Champion (by that time, again Alekhine) would be determined. However, Levenfish never played in the Netherlands. Why? Botvinnik turned to his high-ranking patrons and convinced them that only he had a chance in the fight for the crown, and not the 49-year-old Levenfish. By and large, he was right, but Grigory Yakovlevich did not forgive Botvinnik for this ‘combination’ and later always helped or tried to help his opponents in championship matches.

In Amsterdam, 1st-2nd places were shared by Paul Keres (Estonia) and Reuben Fine (USA); thanks to better tiebreak factors, the Estonian grandmaster became the number one contender in the eyes of the public. However, this did not play a special role, since Alekhine did not recognize any ‘qualifying competitions’ and defended his right to choose a challenger. Botvinnik finished third, while winning brilliant games against Capablanca (considered one of the best games of the 20th century) and Alekhine. In addition, he had patrons of the highest rank in the Soviet Union. So he decided to start negotiations with the champion about a match for the World Championship. ‘Alekhine gave his consent in principle to play in Moscow, on the condition that three months before the match he would play here in a training tournament. In January 1939, the Soviet government allowed the organization and financing of this match, and correspondence with Alekhine began, interrupted by the Second World War.’ (Botvinnik)

In 1941, Botvinnik was exempted from mobilization due to poor eyesight and evacuated to Perm, where he worked as an engineer – he was a specialist in high-voltage insulation. ‘We took almost no things with us, but chess notebooks, the latest magazines and a chess set went with me to the East. As soon as we settled in, in the evenings I began to write notes on the games of the 1941 match-tournament for the title of absolute champion of the USSR.’ (Botvinnik) Later, these notes were published as a separate book, which is considered one of the best analytical works of the middle of the last century.

High-level chess competitions resumed in the Soviet Union in 1942, when after the defeat of German troops at Stalingrad, it became clear that the war had reached a turning point. Botvinnik won the national championships of 1944 and 1945, and in the latter he scored an incredible 16 points out of 18! Of course, the 1940s were the heyday of his talent. Botvinnik resumed negotiations with Alekhine about a match for the crown, but in March 1946, the ‘chess genius of Russia and France’ suddenly passed away... for the first time, the chess world was left without a champion. How to determine him? The International Chess Federation decided to organize a match-tournament of the six strongest grandmasters, but FIDE did not yet have much authority at that time (the federation began to somehow restore its work only in the summer of 1946). An alternative idea was also popular. ‘The tournament in Groningen (the Netherlands, August 1946) was supposed to have a weighty say. After the war, this was the first major international tournament. It was no coincidence that the Netherlands was the organizer of this competition. The calculation was simple: if the ex-World Champion Max Euwe wins, he should be proclaimed World Champion.’ (Botvinnik) Indeed, at that time Euwe remained the only living ex-champion, since both Lasker and Capablanca had passed away during the war. However, in Groningen, in an extremely tense and dramatic struggle, the Soviet Champion overtook the Dutch Champion and took first place, after which it was not entirely appropriate to proclaim Euwe the champion.

After lengthy negotiations, the match-tournament took place in 1948. Reuben Fine withdrew from participation at the last moment, and five grandmasters took part: Mikhail Botvinnik, Paul Keres, Vasily Smyslov (all from the USSR), Samuel Reshevsky (USA) and Max Euwe (the Netherlands). The first two cycles took place in The Hague, the remaining three in Moscow, where the chess players travelled by train.

Grandmaster Lev Alburt, who had a lot of contact with older chess players, told the following story from their words: ‘On the way from The Hague to Moscow, Max Euwe’s notebooks with chess notes were confiscated in Brest. The customs officers, you see, imagined that it was a code. At Botvinnik’s request, the notebooks were returned, Euwe was touched and thanked him heartily, but... copies of the notes somehow ended up in the hands of the Soviet grandmasters. The authorities played their game in excellent style.’ Of course, it is hardly possible to confirm or deny this story now.

In the Netherlands, Botvinnik scored 6 points out of 8. He was one and a half points ahead of Reshevsky, who was in second place, and two ahead of Smyslov and Keres. Nevertheless, in Moscow, Mikhail Moiseevich was summoned to a meeting of the Central Committee of the CPSU, where Zhdanov, in the presence of Voroshilov, Suslov and other Kremlin ‘masters of life’, asked the question: does he want Smyslov and Keres to lose to him on purpose, since the crown should in no case go to Reshevsky? Botvinnik, according to him, resolutely refused, and when Zhdanov continued to insist, he proposed a compromise – to return to this issue if something went wrong in the tournament.

As we have already noted, Botvinnik was exceptionally strong in the 1940s and had every reason to expect to win without outside non-sporting assistance. But the Soviet government could well have provided him with such – and insisted that he accept it. After all, it was not out of love for art that the Soviet Union spent huge amounts of money on chess: the country needed its own World Champion as proof of the superiority of communist ideals. Be that as it may, Botvinnik won all his mini-matches: 3-2 against Smyslov, 4-1 against Keres, 3½-1½ against Reshevsky and Euwe. Having surpassed Smyslov, who took second place, by a full 3 points, Mikhail Botvinnik became the sixth World Champion!

‘After the match-tournament, I returned to work on my doctoral dissertation. I thought that there would be time left to prepare for the upcoming 1951 World Championship Match (according to the new FIDE rules, matches were to be held every three years). However, the work dragged on, and all this time I did not participate in competitions. It is not surprising that when in the spring of 1951 I had to sit down at the chess table to defend the World Championship title in a match with D. Bronstein, I found myself in a difficult position.’ (Botvinnik)

Dozens of books and articles have been written about this match (and the subsequent ones as well). ‘Cunning Devik’ Bronstein held the initiative, outplayed the champion in complications, but the latter managed to maintain the balance largely due to a deeper analysis of adjourned positions and a better understanding of the endgame.

 The key (and fatal for Bronstein – he remembered it until the end of his life) was the penultimate, 23rd game. Botvinnik’s bishops masterfully outplayed Bronstein’s knights in the endgame; the World Champion equalized the score, made a draw from a position of strength in the final game and retained the title. Botvinnik was the author of a clear post-war system for playing the World Championship with all its Zonal, Interzonal and Candidate competitions and rematches in the event of the champion’s defeat. It was under Botvinnik (naturally, with the approval of the USSR Chess Federation) that the title of World Champion began to belong to FIDE. And in the pre-war years, the champions themselves had decided who to play, put forward their financial and other conditions and from time to time avoided duels with the strongest opponents. The system of the World Championship developed by Botvinnik existed (of course, with certain changes, and not always for the better) for almost half a century, until the mid-1990s.

Mikhail Moiseevich Botvinnik played seven matches for the World Championship, he held the crown from 1948 to 1963 with two one-year breaks. In 1954, he played a 12-12 draw with Vasily Smyslov, then lost to his formidable opponent in 1957, but a year later took convincing revenge. ‘Undoubtedly, Botvinnik adhered to the classical views on the art of chess. He was a worthy successor to his great predecessors – Lasker, Capablanca and Alekhine. A clear strategic idea could be traced in his play. By nature, he was a researcher, and at the heart of his approach to chess creativity lay the search for truth.’ (Smyslov)

In the late 1950s, the brilliant Mikhail Tal burst onto the chess scene, crushing everyone in his path. In 1960, he also beat Mikhail Botvinnik, becoming the eighth (and youngest at the time) World Champion. Botvinnik said that many advised him to give up the right to a rematch: they said that at 50 years old, how could he fight a young genius? However, Mikhail Moiseevich did deep analytical work, revealed the shortcomings in his opponent’s play, rebuilt his opening repertoire, and took a more than convincing revenge – 13-8! ‘I have probably met with all the strongest chess players in the world and there were different feelings. Playing with Botvinnik, I always felt like a student at best. We are all schoolchildren, students, maybe graduate students, but he is a professor.’ (Tal)

After that, FIDE cancelled the right to a rematch: as Botvinnik wrote, because everyone was tired of the old World Champion. In 1963, Botvinnik lost to Tigran Petrosian and refused to continue fighting for the highest title – he did not enter the new qualifying cycle. ‘This is a terrible test, it takes a year of one’s life! Now it is behind me. A weight has been lifted from my shoulders – the fight for the World Championship is over,’ he wrote. Magnus Carlsen came to the same conclusion years later, only he left the throne undefeated.

According to Tigran Petrosian, playing against Botvinnik was even harder for him than playing against Fischer: ‘A very unpleasant feeling of inevitability appeared. Once, in a conversation with Keres, I told him about this and even compared Botvinnik to a bulldozer that sweeps away everything in its path. Keres smiled and said: “Can you imagine what it was like to play him when he was young?”’ David Bronstein compared Botvinnik to the same machine: ‘He played like a bulldozer: he walked down the centre, and his opponents could not withstand his mental strength, his energy. They could not withstand the precision of his play – it was as if he were not moving pieces, but hammering nails into a board!’

After his defeat by Petrosian, Botvinnik decided to focus his efforts on creating a powerful computer chess program that would ‘think’ like a grandmaster. He did not compete often, but was quite successful: for example, at the 1964 Olympiad in Jerusalem, he showed the best result on the second board. In total, Botvinnik won six Olympiads as part of the USSR team. He did not shy away from competing in competitions of a more modest status, such as the Moscow Team Championship for the VNIIE (All-Union Research Institute of Electric Power Engineering) team, where he headed the laboratory. According to Wikipedia, ‘In 1950, Botvinnik published a theory of strong regulation of generator excitation, which became the subject of his doctoral dissertation. Botvinnik’s research became the subject of a number of works in the field of electric power engineering and the electrical industry. This theory is still used to ensure the stability of synchronous generators. Later, Botvinnik developed the foundations of the theory of a new type of electrical machines – with longitudinal-transverse excitation, and called them asynchronized.’

For a chess player, these many clever words are difficult to understand, but one thing is clear: Mikhail Botvinnik was a serious research scientist. It is not for nothing that his scientific works on energy and cybernetics have been translated into English, German, French, Hungarian, Danish, Swedish and other languages.

On the chessboard, Botvinnik had already proven everything to everyone, and in the following years, he played for his own pleasure while maintaining colossal practical strength. He continued to work on the openings, but at the same time ‘misbehaved’ a little: for example, he included in his repertoire the strategically risky Pirc-Ufimtsev Defence, which he played very subtly and originally.

He ended his brilliant career in 1970, when he was 59 years old: in the ‘Match of the Century’ on the 8th board he won against Milan Matulovic (2½-1½), and in a tournament of four in Leiden he scored minus one (1. Spassky – 7 out of 12, 2. Donner – 6, 3/4. Botvinnik, Larsen – 5½ each). Botvinnik summed it up: ‘I will not create beautiful games anymore, and I do not want just to slap pieces on the board.’ Incidentally, it is no coincidence that Botvinnik played his last tournament in the Netherlands: he loved this country very much, was the initiator of the creation of the ‘USSR-Netherlands Friendship Society’ and was its permanent chairman.

Botvinnik considered himself obliged to pass on his experience to young chess players. Even in the pre-war years in Leningrad, he regularly taught schoolchildren, and one of his students was Mark Taimanov. And in the 1960s, with the support of the Trud society and his long-time friend Grigory Goldberg, he organized the first grandmaster school in our country and in the world, which bore his name (later, in its image and likeness, the schools of Smyslov, Petrosian, Polugaevsky and others were created). Three times a year, students met for ten-day face-to-face sessions, and then received homework.

At different times, Anatoly Karpov, Garry Kasparov, Yuri Balashov, Yuri Razuvaev, Gennady Timoshchenko, Nana Ioseliani and many other future grandmasters and masters studied at Botvinnik’s school. In the late 1970s, the school closed, and resumed work in 1986 under the name ‘Botvinnik-Kasparov School’; among the students were Vladimir Kramnik, Peter Svidler, Sergey Rublevsky and others.

Garry Kasparov was Botvinnik’s favorite student. The Patriarch helped him a lot both in purely chess matters and in organizational ones (in particular, using his authority and connections; at first he arranged invitations for the young man to strong competitions). But in the late 1980s, the teacher and student quarrelled over political disagreements. Kasparov called himself a ‘Child of Change’, while Botvinnik condemned Gorbachev’s reforms. M.M. sadly noted: ‘My fate is strange. Under Soviet power, I was considered a revisionist, now – a Stalinist. But I am my own man. I have my own head.’

Indeed, in 1954, a year after Stalin’s death, Botvinnik sent a note to the CPSU Central Committee: ‘Is a socialist revolution possible in the West without a Third World War?’ We will not go into details, we will only note that his ideas were rebuffed by the propaganda and agitation department of the Central Committee of the CPSU, and the secretary of the Central Committee P. Pospelov even threatened him with expulsion from the ranks of the CPSU, which would have automatically turned Botvinnik into an outcast. But, given his merits and national fame, the case was hushed up.

From the 1960s until the end of his life, Botvinnik worked on creating computer programs for playing chess, trying to model human thinking. In the last years of his life, he had his own laboratory on the third floor of the Central Chess Club on Gogolevsky Boulevard, and he meticulously came to work every day. Today, the Central Chess Club has been renamed the Central Chess House named after Botvinnik, and on the facade hangs a bronze plaque with his portrait and the inscription: ‘Five-time World Champion, founder of the national chess school Mikhail Moiseevich Botvinnik worked in this house from 1988 to 1995’. He died on May 5, 1995 in his Moscow apartment on Frunzenskaya Embankment from cancer.

 His nephew and assistant, international arbiter Igor Botvinnik, recalled that Mikhail Moiseevich ‘died in full consciousness, with the greatest courage and dignity; on the eve of his death he gave his relatives exhaustive instructions on the procedure for organizing his funeral.’ There was no memorial service, and of the famous chess players, only Smyslov was at the funeral (Botvinnik forbade some, including Kasparov, from attending). In accordance with Mikhail Moiseevich’s will, his body was cremated, and the urn was buried in the columbarium of the Novodevichy Cemetery, next to the ashes of his wife.

Vladimir Barsky

Moscow, February 2025

 


Students about the teacher, champions about the champion

‘The big things can be seen from a distance...’ Botvinnik was a man of iron principles and had his own point of view on everything, established once and for all. It was useless to argue with him, especially about politics, but at least in our game he consistently and unwaveringly defended the interests of classical chess. In fact, he became synonymous with them. Ironically, computer programs, the development of which the 6th World Champion so advocated, have greatly changed the game. Adjournments disappeared and chess became faster and more dynamic. But rapid and blitz in a World Championship match?! Botvinnik would never have agreed with this. And now, when FIDE’s annoying plans to ‘modernize’ chess threaten to deprive it of its historical status as an intellectual standard of games, the duty of every chess player is to protect the classical legacy of the Patriarch.

 Garry Kasparov, 13th World Champion

I first met Botvinnik at the Botvinnik-Kasparov School in 1987. That trip to Druskininkai is very memorable for me. I got into the school thanks to the postmaster in Tuapse, who on his own initiative called Botvinnik and told him about me. Mikhail Moiseevich did not brush me off and offered to review my games. That is how I ended up in big chess.

Botvinnik helped us as much as he could: for example, he ‘pushed’ me through a couple of important junior tournaments with his authority. Many people talk about his difficult character, but he treated us very warmly, kindly, and had a good sense of humor. In general, Botvinnik is undoubtedly a positive figure, and his main merit is the formation of the Soviet chess school, and its conquest of leading positions in the world.

Vladimir Kramnik, 14th World Champion
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CHAPTER 1

Rise to the top

The creative legacy of the Patriarch of the Soviet Chess School is colossal. Naturally, most of his games have been superbly commented on (by him and not only by him). It is very difficult to say anything new here, although I have tried very hard. However, to my great surprise, I discovered that there are some bright or at least methodically interesting games, the comments to which have not been published yet. And therefore, when choosing games for this collection, in controversial cases, I tried to give preference to those that, so to speak, are not well-known, although there are also classical masterpieces that cannot be neglected.

Let’s start with one of these games. It was played in the semi-final of the 1931 USSR Championship on the way to the first major success in a great career – victory in the final.

Game 1Sicilian Defence

Benjamin Blumenfeld

Mikhail Botvinnik

Moscow 1931

1.e4 c5 2.c4 ♘c6 3.f4?!

In isolation, c2-c4 and f2-f4 are perfectly reasonable (although not the most promising ways to fight for the advantage, of course), but combining them is already a little bit much. Space is not a bad thing, but one must also not forget about development. Nothing criminal has happened yet, but from this moment, Black has grounds to fight for an opening advantage.

3.♘c3 g6 4.g3 ♗g7 5.♗g2 d6 6.♘ge2 leads to an opening scheme which in later years would be associated with Botvinnik’s name. In particular, this concrete position (via another move-order) was seen in the game Botvinnik-Szabo, Oberhausen 1961.

3...g6 4.♘f3 ♗g7

This is the point. Black has stable control over the important square d4 and a clear plan of active play in the centre (...e7-e6, ...♘ge7, ...d7-d5).

5.♘c3 e6

[image: IMg]

This position, via one move-order or another, has come down to the 21st century in master (not grandmaster) practice, but White’s next move has not found any followers.


6.b3?!

White is preparing to oppose bishops on the long diagonal, but in this instance, it does not quite work.

He should have attended to the development of his kingside: 6.d3 ♘ge7 7.g3, and after 7...d5 8.e5 0-0 9.♗g2 b6 10.0-0 ♕d7!? (in order to determine the best square for the light-squared bishop a little later) Black has a comfortable position, but hardly any more than that.

6...♘ge7 7.♗b2
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7...d5! 8.e5

Necessity. Because of the lack of development of his kingside, White cannot open the centre nor maintain the tension:

A) 8.♗d3 d4 (8...♘b4 9.♗b1 0-0 also leads to a Black advantage, but smaller than the text) 9.♘e2 e5;

B) 8.cxd5 exd5 9.e5 0-0;

C) 8.d3 0-0 9.g3?! ♕a5! 10.♕d2 dxe4! 11.dxe4 ♖d8.

In all three of these lines, Black already has a significant advantage.

8...b6

A micro-inaccuracy. Premature activity in the centre leads to unnecessary complications after 8...f6 9.♘xd5!? ♘xd5 10.cxd5 exd5 11.♗b5, but the natural developing move 8...0-0!? would have faced White with a difficult choice.

Activity in the centre is strongly met: 9.d4 f6! (the immediate knight attack on e3 promises less: 9...♘f5 10.dxc5) 10.exf6 ♗xf6 11.dxc5 ♘f5 (this is why the move f2-f4 does not go with the fianchetto of the bishop to b2 – the e3-square!) 12.♕d2 ♗xc3! (not obvious, but a very strong decision) 13.♕xc3 d4 14.♕d2 ♘e3, and White is on the edge of a catastrophe, if not already over the edge.

9.g3 is relatively best: 9...b6 10.♕e2 (10.♗g2 dxc4 11.bxc4 ♕d3!?) 10...♕d7 11.♗g2 dxc4 12.bxc4 ♗a6. White has avoided immediate collapse, but that is the limit of his achievements.

9.d4

Now the first wave of unpleasantness is behind White. But this is not for long.

9...cxd4

9...♘f5 10.dxc5; 9...0-0!?.
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10.♘b5?!

The most important moment of this short game. The experienced maestro is carried away by the idea of putting the knight on the beautiful square d6. There is no doubt that both opponents knew the aphorism of Dr. Tarrasch: ‘If one piece stands badly, the whole game stands badly.’ This still applies today, although, of course, there are exceptions. But what is important to know is that the reverse form of the rule – ‘If one piece stands well, the whole game stands well’ – almost never works, and here we see a good example of this. White is too behind in development to allow himself such manoeuvres.

The simple 10.♘xd4 was better and after 10...♘xd4 11.♕xd4 0-0 (11...♘f5 12.♕f2) 12.cxd5 exd5 we would have reached a non-standard position with mutual chances.

10...0-0 11.♘fxd4

It was worth considering the cunning 11.♖c1!? (11.♘d6? f6 is unequivocally bad), but this is no clear improvement, since after the simple 11...♘f5 12.♘bxd4 ♘cxd4 13.♘xd4 Black has a whole range of interesting tactical possibilities, although they should all be ignored:
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analysis diagram



A) 13...♘e3 14.♕f3 ♘xf1 15.♘c6 with unclear complications;

B) 13...♕h4+ 14.g3 ♘xg3 15.♘f3 ♕xf4 (15...♕h6? loses after 16.hxg3 ♕xh1 17.♖c2! ♕h5 18.♖h2 ♕g4 19.♔f2) 16.hxg3 ♕xg3+ 17.♔e2 dxc4 18.♖h3 ♕g4 19.♖h4 ♕g3 ends in a draw;

C) 13...♗xe5 14.fxe5 ♕h4+ 15.♔d2 ♘xd4 16.♕e1! ♕f4+ 17.♕e3 ♕xe3+ 18.♔xe3 ♘f5+ 19.♔f2 ♗b7 20.cxd5 ♗xd5 21.♗a6! with compensation for the pawn;

D) 13...♘xd4 14.♗xd4 (14.♕xd4 f6!) 14...dxc4 15.♗xc4 ♕h4+ 16.g3 ♕e7 and Black has a small but stable advantage.

11...♘xd4

11...a6 12.♘xc6 (12.♘d6 ♘xd4 13.♕xd4 f6) 12...♘xc6 13.♘d6 favours White slightly.

12.♗xd4?

Again with the same idea of bringing the knight to d6, but in this way, White crosses the point of no return.

A) Better was 12.♘xd4 ♗b7 13.♕d2, although after 13...g5!? 14.fxg5 ♘g6 White, in order to avoid worse, has to defend an unpleasant endgame following 15.♘f3 dxc4 16.♕xd8 ♖fxd8 17.♗xc4 ♗xf3 18.gxf3 ♗xe5;

B) Taking with the queen, 12.♕xd4, was also stronger than the text, although after the strongest reply 12...f6! (12...♘f5 13.♕f2 is not at all as clear) 13.♕d2 fxe5 14.♗xe5 ♗xe5 15.fxe5 ♗a6 16.♘d4 ♘f5 17.0-0-0 ♕c8 White’s position is also not easy.

12...♘f5! 13.♗f2

Now he can no longer complete the development of his kingside. 13.♗e2 is overall equally hopeless, although it probably requires slightly greater accuracy from Black: 13...a6! 14.♘c3 f6! 15.exf6 ♗xf6 16.♗xf6 ♕xf6 17.♕d3 dxc4 18.bxc4 ♗b7 19.0-0 ♖ad8 20.♕h3 ♖d2 and wins.

13...♗b7 14.g4?!

White finally achieves his ultimate goal of putting his knight on d6. But this has still to be demonstrated. However, by now the alternatives were not at all attractive:

A) 14.cxd5 ♗xd5 15.♘c3 ♗b7 16.♕xd8 ♖fxd8 – even in the absence of queens, such a lead in development must decide things automatically;

B) 14.♗e2 f6! 15.g4 a6 16.gxf5 axb5 and Black wins.
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14...♘h4!

The knight on the edge of the board could get into a dangerous position, but Botvinnik has correctly calculated that Black can generate decisive threats before that happens.

15.♘d6 ♗c6 16.g5

I do not even know if this should be regarded as a sacrifice of the exchange. The attempts to escape with less material loss do not help: 16.♖g1 dxc4 17.♖g3 (17.♗e2 ♘g2+) 17...g5! and Black wins.

16...dxc4

The computer suggests the even more decisive 16...♗xe5!? 17.fxe5 ♕xg5 18.♗e2 ♘g2+ 19.♔f1 ♘e3+ 20.♗xe3 ♕xe3. But in truth, this is a case where a bird in the hand suffices.

17.♗xh4 ♗xh1 18.♗xc4 ♕e7 19.♕g4

Black has more than enough ways to realize his decisive advantage, the main one being to prepare a counter-sacrifice on d6.

19...♗d5! 20.♖d1?!

White could have posed slightly more problems by taking the pawn: 20.♗xd5 exd5 21.0-0-0 ♖fd8 22.♖xd5 ♗f8, but in this case too, one can hardly speak of any real resistance.

20...♖ad8 21.♗xd5

21.♔f1 loses to 21...♖xd6.

21...exd5
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White resigned. One can hardly consider this a premature decision: 22.♖xd5 ♗xe5! 23.fxe5 ♖xd6; or 22.♔f1 ♖xd6!.

The experienced maestro, who has gone down in history primarily as a theoretician (who hasn’t heard of the Blumenfeld Gambit?), fell victim to excessive opening experiments in this game.

Both then and later, and even today, experienced players often transform the principle of ‘when playing youngsters, head for the endgame’ into ‘when playing youngsters, play without any opening theory’. This is a possible approach, and indeed, it is possible to deviate from the beaten path in the opening in less exotic ways, especially when playing White. And the 20-year-old Botvinnik managed to show all the qualities of a mature master in this short game.

Game 2Sicilian Defence

Vsevolod Rauzer

Mikhail Botvinnik

Leningrad 1933

1.e4 c5 2.♘f3 ♘c6 3.d4 cxd4 4.♘xd4 ♘f6 5.♘c3 d6
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6.♗e2

At that time it was still unknown, but from the height of the 21st century we can judge that the biggest problems for Black in this variation are posed by the move 6.♗g5, developed... yes, by Vsevolod Rauzer, but later on. More precisely, the active move of the queen’s bishop was known back then, but it was Rauzer who pointed out that after 6...e6 the most unpleasant plan for Black is 7.♕d2 followed by long castling. This assessment is still relevant today.

6...g6

Going into the Dragon Variation, in which White no longer has available the most dangerous plan (also recommended by Rauzer, incidentally), which is a perfectly sensible decision. In our day, a more popular move is 6...e5, known since the days of Louis Paulsen.

7.♗e3 ♗g7
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8.♘b3

A) At a later stage of the same championship, Botvinnik encountered opening difficulties in a game against Bohatirchuk (which, however, did not prevent him from winning his second championship title) after 8.♕d2 ♘g4 (the sharper 8...0-0 9.0-0-0 d5 is also worth considering) 9.♗xg4 ♗xg4 10.♘d5, and now only 10...♗e6!, which has never been seen before, offers good chances for Black to equalize (in the game Bohatirchuk-Botvinnik, after 10...0-0 11.c4 ♗d7 12.0-0, Black’s difficulties began to increase);

B) As part of the third Smyslov-Botvinnik match in 1958, a thematic mini-match on the theme of 8.h4 took place. At the third attempt, Botvinnik showed the strongest retort 8...h5!, and the inclusion of the moves with rooks’ pawns is rather advantageous for Black (less clear is 8...0-0 9.h5, the line seen in the first two games). After 9.f3 0-0 10.♕d2 d5 11.♘xc6 bxc6 12.e5 ♘e8 13.f4 f6 a very sharp position arose, where White is rather at risk.

8...♗e6

Botvinnik invariably chose this order of moves (and in his practice, this position occurred five times). Nowadays, Black more often starts with castling. I have tried hard to figure out what the difference was, but haven’t found anything special. Perhaps Black avoids a couple of sharp variations possible with 8...0-0; for example, 9.f4 (9.0-0 ♗e6 10.f4 – see the game; 9...a6!?) 9...e5!? or 9.g4 d5!? 10.exd5 ♘b4 11.♗f3 ♗xg4! 12.♗xg4 ♘xg4 13.♕xg4 ♘xc2+ 14.♔e2 ♘xa1 15.♖xa1 ♗xc3 16.bxc3 ♕xd5. But it is not clear whether they need to be avoided.

9.f4

At this point, it is hardly worth considering returning to the sharp plan with long castling, because the position of the knight on b3 favours Black; for example, 9.♕d2 0-0 10.0-0-0 ♕c7 11.♗h6?! ♗xh6 12.♕xh6 ♘b4! with an initiative.

9...0-0 10.0-0

We will discuss the sharp 10.g4 in Game 9 against Alekhine.
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10...♘a5

A logical manoeuvre. The knight is heading to c4. This is the move that started the history of the variation – Maroczy played it for the first time in 1905. However, Black has quite worthy alternatives.

Thirty years later, Botvinnik preferred 10...♕c8, controlling the g4 and f5 points, and also preparing ...♖d8 and ...d6-d5 if necessary. This is also a quite reliable continuation, which subsequently became the most popular.

However, from today’s point of view, the most promising in terms of the fight to seize the initiative seems to me to be 10...♖c8 or even Miles’s rare gambit idea 10...b5!?, after which the following interesting variations are possible:

A) 11.♗xb5 ♘g4 12.♕d2 ♘xe3 13.♕xe3 ♘b4 with compensation;


B) 11.f5 ♗c4;

C) 11.♗f3 ♖c8 12.♘d5 ♘a5 13.♘xe7+ ♕xe7 14.♘xa5 ♗f5, and Black wins back the pawn with good play.

11.♘xa5

A solid but modest continuation. As usually happens, the exchange of pieces suits the side with less space, which in this case is Black.

A) 11.♘d4 does not solve the main task of preventing the black knight raid: 11...♘c4 (11...♗c4 12.♗d3) 12.♘xe6 (12.♗f2 ♖c8) 12...♘xe3, and in order to avoid serious difficulties after 13.♕d3 ♕b6! 14.♘xf8 ♘xf1+ 15.♔xf1 ♔xf8 White has to go into a slightly inferior ending with 13.♘xd8;

B) Spielmann’s idea 11.f5 ♗c4 12.♗d3! (12.e5?! loses due to 12...♗xe2 13.♕xe2 dxe5 14.♖ad1 ♕c7 15.♘b5 ♕c4!; now, White intends to meet the exchange on d3 by taking with the pawn and taking control of the square c4) requires accurate play from Black:
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analysis diagram



12...♗xd3 13.cxd3 ♘xb3 (it is important to flick in this exchange, as after the immediate 13...d5 Black’s problems are only beginning: 14.♘xa5 ♕xa5 15.fxg6! fxg6 16.e5 ♘d7 17.d4 with an edge for White in Galkin-Klimov, St Petersburg 1998) 14.axb3 (14.♕xb3 ♘g4 15.♗g5 h6 16.♗h4 g5 17.♗g3 ♕b6+ equal, Ragozin-Botvinnik, Moscow 1945) 14...d5 15.♗d4 dxe4 16.dxe4 a6 was equal in Spielmann-Landau, Amsterdam 1938;

C) 11.♗f2 a6 12.e5 ♘e8 13.♘d4 ♘c7 is equal;

D) The trappy 11.e5?! promises slightly better chances to Black after the accurate reply 11...♘e8! (other moves lose a piece) 12.♘d4 ♗d7 13.♘f3 ♘c6, because the white centre has become vulnerable.

11...♕xa5
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Now Black has clear ideas of counterplay in the centre and on the queenside; thus White needs to play accurately to maintain equality.

12.♗f3

12.♕d2 (Botvinnik) 12...♖ac8.

12...♗c4

12...♖ac8!? with the idea of ...♘d7.

13.♖e1 ♖fd8

13...♖ac8!? 14.♕d2 ♗e6 15.♘d5 ♕xd2 16.♘xe7+ ♔h8 17.♗xd2 ♖xc2 18.♗b4 ♘g8 leads to equal play.


14.♕d2

14.♗d4?! is bad: 14...e5! 15.♗e3 d5.

14...♕c7

Superfluous prophylaxis. There was not yet any threat of ♘c3-d5 and so the immediate 14...e5!? deserved consideration.

15.♖ac1

A somewhat artificial move. White had a couple of ways to maintain the balance: 15.♕f2 ♘d7 16.a4 (16.♗xa7? b6) or 15.a4 e5!? 16.♖ad1 exf4 17.♗xf4 ♘e8.
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15...e5!

A necessary introduction to the subsequent combinative fireworks. Now White must reckon with the breaks ...d6-d5 and ...b7-b5.

16.b3

Strictly speaking, this move doesn’t deserve the severe criticism given it by Botvinnik and subsequent commentators. The objective assessment of the position remains in the region of approximate equality, But there is a nuance.

Also, White did not have any completely safe alternatives.

A) For example, it is tempting to remove the queen from the eye of the enemy rook, but after 16.♕f2 Black has quite an interesting choice, although it is not yet right to speak of his having an advantage:

A1) 16...d5 17.exd5 (17.fxe5 ♘xe4) 17...e4 (17...exf4? 18.♗d4) 18.♘xe4 ♘xe4 19.♗xe4 ♗xb2 20.♖cd1 ♗c3 21.f5!?;

A2) 16...b5 17.b3 b4 18.♘d1 ♗a6;

A3) 16...exf4!? 17.♗xf4 (17.♗xa7 ♘d7 18.♗d4 ♗xd4 19.♕xd4 ♘e5 with mutual chances) 17...♘d7.

B) Botvinnik strongly recommended 16.fxe5 dxe5 17.♕f2, but here too, after 17...♗f8!? Black has the initiative.

[image: IMg]

16...d5!

The computer assessment does not give any unequivocal reason to prefer the text to the capture on f4, but from a psychological point of view, the text works one hundred percent. The character of the battle changes sharply, as the positional-manoeuvring stage gives way to a purely calculational battle, and it turns out that Rauzer is not prepared for such a turn of events.

16...exf4 17.♗d4 (17.♗xf4!?) 17...♗e6 18.♕xf4 ♖ac8 19.♘b5 ♕a5! 20.c4 a6 21.♗c3 ♕b6+ 22.♗d4 ♕a5 would have led to equality.


17.exd5

A) 17.bxc4 does not lose, but nor is it any improvement over the game: 17...dxe4 18.♘d5 ♘xd5 19.cxd5 exf3 20.c4 with mutual chances;

B) 17.fxe5? does lose, only Black must take on e4 not with the knight (which Botvinnik and more recent commentators recommended), but with the pawn: 17...dxe4! (17...♘xe4 18.♗xe4 dxe4 19.♗d4! ♗xe5 20.♗xe5 ♕xe5 21.♖xe4 is equal) 18.♕f2 ♕xe5 and Black wins.

17...e4 18.bxc4

There are a great many variations to be considered here:

A) Perfectly possible is 18.♘xe4 ♘xd5, and Black either regains the pawn or obtains sufficient compensation:
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A1) 19.bxc4? ♘xe3 20.♕xe3? ♗d4;

A2) 19.♗c5 ♘c3 (19...f5 20.♗d6 ♕b6+ 21.♗c5 ♕c7 draws) 20.♕e3 ♘xe4 21.♗xe4 ♗d5 22.♗d3 ♕c6 with good compensation;

A3) 19.♗f2 ♘c3 (the queen sacrifice after 19...♘xf4 20.♕e3 ♗d4 21.♕xd4 ♖xd4 22.♗xd4 ♖d8! 23.♘f6+ probably leads to a draw) 20.♕e3 ♗d5 21.♘xc3 ♗xc3 22.♖e2 ♗xf3 23.♕xf3 ♗d2, regaining the pawn with equality;

A4) 19.♔h1 ♘xe3 20.♕xe3 ♗d4 21.♕d2 (21.♘f6+ ♗xf6 22.bxc4 is equal) 21...♗b2!? 22.♕b4 and now:

A41) The greedy 22...♗xc1 23.♘f6+ ♔h8 24.♕c3 ♗d2 can be punished:
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A411) All previous commentators gave only 25.♕b2 ♗e6 26.♘d5+ ♗c3 27.♘xc3 ♔g8 28.♘e4 ♕xf4 29.♘f6+ ♔f8 30.♗xb7 (30.♘d5 ♖xd5 31.♕h8+ ♔e7 32.♕xa8 ♕b4 is unclear) 30...♕b4. The white rook is attacked in this line and so we must force a draw with 31.♘xh7+ ♔g8 32.♘f6+;

A412) 25.♕a1! (a beautiful decision!) 25...♗e6 26.♘d5+ ♗c3 27.♘xc3 ♔g8 28.♘e4! ♕xf4 (28...♕xc2 29.f5! gxf5 30.♘f6+ ♔f8 31.♘xh7+ ♔g8 32.♘f6+ ♔f8 33.♘h5! favours White) 29.♘f6+ ♔f8 30.♗xb7 ♖ab8 31.♘d5 ♖xd5 32.♗xd5 and White wins since Black cannot take back on d5;

A42) But 22...♗d5 23.♖cd1 ♕xf4 24.♘f6+ ♕xf6 25.♗xd5 is equal.

B) Taking with the bishop leads to unpleasant consequences: 18.♗xe4? ♘xe4 19.♘xe4 ♗xd5.
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B1) 20.♘g3 ♗c3 loses an exchange;

B2) 20.♕d3 ♗c6! 21.♕c4 b5 22.♕b4 a5 23.♕c5 ♕b7 is awkward for White;

B3) 20.♘c5 b6! 21.♘a4 b5 22.♘c5 ♗xb3 23.♘a6 ♕b7 24.♕a5 ♗c4 and Black has a winning advantage;

B4) 20.♕b4 is relatively best, but here too, best play gives Black a clear advantage: 20...♖ac8! 21.♗xa7 ♖e8 22.♗f2 ♕c6 23.♘c5 ♗f8.

18...exf3 19.c5 ♕a5

[image: IMg]

Continuing inventively to create threats (in the first instance, ...♘g4).

20.♖ed1

This move also attracted criticism from all of the commentators, probably unjustly.

A) Of course, Black’s main threat cannot be ignored: 20.d6? ♘g4! 21.♘e4 (21.♗d4? f2+!) 21...♕xd2 22.♗xd2 f2+ 23.♘xf2 ♗d4 with decisive material gains;

B) The simplest way to preserve equality was 20.gxf3 ♘xd5 21.♘xd5 ♕xd2 22.♗xd2 ♖xd5 23.♗e3 ♗d4 24.♗xd4 ♖xd4 25.f5. This rook ending is easily held, despite the pawn weaknesses;

C) 20.♕d3 has been regarded as the critical continuation, but here too, Black has several ways to maintain the balance:

C1) Botvinnik’s interesting suggestion was 20...b6!? 21.cxb6 axb6;

C2) In all sources, the variation 20...♘g4 21.♘e4 f5 22.♘g5 f2+ 23.♗xf2 ♘xf2 24.♔xf2 ♕xc5+ 25.♔g3 ♖xd5 26.♕b3 is considered to favour White, but we only need to continue one more move: 26...♕c3+! with equality;

C3) 20...♖ac8 is probably the most fighting line, but here too, 21.gxf3 ♘d7 22.♘e4 f5 23.♘g5 ♘xc5 24.♗xc5 ♕xc5+ 25.♔g2 ♖xd5 26.♕b3 ♕b5! results in equality.

20...♘g4

[image: IMg]

21.♗d4?

Rauzer’s only serious mistake in this game, the refutation of which, of course, is extremely beautiful and far from obvious.

It was essential to play 21.♘e4! ♕xd2 (or 21...♕xa2 22.c4 ♕xd2 23.♗xd2 ♗d4+ 24.♔h1 f5 25.gxf3 fxe4 26.fxg4 ♗xc5 27.♖e1) 22.♗xd2 ♗d4+ 23.♔h1 fxg2+ 24.♔xg2 ♖xd5.
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According to Botvinnik, ‘White is in a bad way.’ In reality, after 25.h3 (not even the only move, but the simplest) 25...♘f6 (the attempt to retain more pieces by means of 25...♘h6 26.♗b4 ♘f5 leads after 27.♔f3 to a position where, in order to avoid difficulties, Black should repeat moves with 27...♘h4+ 28.♔g3 ♘f5+) 26.♘xf6+ ♗xf6 27.♗e3 ♖ad8 28.♖xd5 ♖xd5, White has many weaknesses, but his pieces are more active. The game should end in a draw; for example, 29.♖b1 ♖d7 30.♔f3.

21...f2+ 22.♔f1

The attempt to hide the king with 22.♔h1 runs into the lovely tactical refutation 22...♖xd5! 23.♘xd5 f1♕+! 24.♖xf1 ♕xd2 and Black wins.

22...♕a6+!

The start of the decisive queen manoeuvre.

[image: IMg]

23.♕e2

A) After 23.♕d3 ♗xd4 24.♕xa6 ♘xh2+ 25.♔e2 f1♕+! 26.♖xf1 bxa6 Black obtains a decisive material advantage;

B) Nor is White’s resistance prolonged greatly after 23.♘e2 ♖xd5 24.c3 (24.c4 ♗xd4! 25.♘xd4 ♖e8 also loses) 24...♗xd4 25.cxd4 ♖e8 (the threat is not so much 26...♘e3+ as 26...♖хd4) 26.♕b2 (26.♕d3 loses to 26...♖xd4 27.♕xa6 ♖xd1+ 28.♖xd1 ♘e3+) 26...♘xh2+ 27.♔xf2 ♘g4+ 28.♔e1 ♖h5 with a winning attack.

23...♗xd4 24.♖xd4

24.♕xa6 ♘xh2+ 25.♔e2 f1♕+ 26.♖xf1 bxa6 we have already seen in the variation with 23.♕d3.

24...♕f6!

Continuing his route to the kingside, with tempo.

25.♖cd1

Slightly better chances were offered by 25.♕d3 ♖e8! 26.♘e4 (other moves lose immediately) 26...♘xh2+ 27.♔xf2 ♕xf4+ 28.♔g1 ♕xc1+ 29.♔xh2 ♖e5!, and the mate threats force White to go into a hopeless endgame with 30.♕d2. Technique is still required, but Black’s material advantage should tell.

[image: IMg]

25...♕h4!

‘Achieving the aim’ (to coin a phrase...). The mate threat brings Black a decisive material advantage.

26.♕d3 ♖e8 27.♖e4 f5 28.♖e6 ♘xh2+

Doctor Tarrasch regretted that Botvinnik preferred the ‘prosaic’ text over the ‘beautiful’ 28...♖ad8, but after 29.♕g3 (29.♕h3 ♘xh2+!) 29...♕xg3 30.♖xe8+! ♖xe8 31.hxg3 ♘e3+ 32.♔xf2 ♘xd1+ 33.♘xd1 ♖c8 he would still have had to devote considerable time to the realization of the advantage, whereas the text move wins much more quickly.

29.♔e2 ♕xf4

White resigned, since he cannot avoid new material losses; for example, 30.♖f1 ♘xf1 31.♔xf1 ♖xe6 32.dxe6 ♕e5 33.♔xf2 ♕xe6.

In addition to the fact that the decisive combination makes a bright aesthetic impression, the game is also interesting methodologically. The strategic method of abruptly changing the nature of the fight was used by Botvinnik many times, and in this case it worked one hundred percent. Very often, even a strong opponent is not ready for such a turn of events and begins to make mistakes. But at the same time, of course, it is very important to be at your best yourself.

Game 3Queen’s Gambit Declined

Mikhail Botvinnik

Vladimir Alatortsev

Leningrad 1934

1.d4 e6 2.c4 d5 3.♘f3 ♗e7 4.♘c3 ♘f6 5.♗g5 0-0 6.e3
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6...a6

Botvinnik, in his usual harsh manner, called this move ‘inappropriate’. This is too much, in my opinion, because certain ideas are present in the rook’s pawn move – this includes preparing an extended fianchetto (...d5xc4 & ...b7-b5), and countering a possible attack by the pawn minority. In the game, it was not at all useful, but this is more due to Black’s unconvincing play later than to the merits of the move itself. However, it is still worth noting that more popular alternatives promise fewer difficulties in achieving equality. This means in the first instance 6...♘bd7 and 6...h6; I should also mention the less hackneyed but interesting 6...c5, providing that after 7.dxc5 Black does not forget to play 7...dxc4.

7.cxd5

In contemporary practice, this position does not often occur, but it should be said that when it does, a more common move is 7.♕c2, although this should be regarded less as an improvement and more as a matter of taste. The classics were more attracted to fixed pawn structures.

7...exd5

Botvinnik recommended as an improvement 7...♘xd5 which has its logic, since the exchange of pieces usually helps in cramped positions. However, after 8.♗xe7 ♕xe7 9.♖c1 it is far from simple to understand the point of the move ...a7-a6.

8.♗d3 c6

The move-order 8...♘bd7 9.♕c2 ♖e8 has the merit that the plan seen in the game is already too risky, but against more standard play Black cannot really do without ...c7-c6 in this structure: 10.0-0 (10.g4 c5!?) 10...♘f8 11.h3 c6 (if 11...♘g6, 12.♘e5 gives White the initiative).

9.♕c2 ♘bd7


[image: IMg]

10.g4!?

Creating the unpleasant threat 11.♗xf6 ♘xf6 12.g5. Now, instead of calmly completing his development, Black has to immediately solve specific problems. g2-g4 at an early stage was one of Botvinnik’s signature moves (and this, by the way, is not the first time it was used). At the turn of the millennium, this idea became relevant in a variety of opening systems, but at that time, of course, all this was very new and clearly contrary to generally accepted norms. I dared to put ‘!?’ to the move instead of the generally accepted ‘!’ only because, strictly speaking, castling on either side poses more opening problems for Black. This is known now, but back then, maestro Alatortsev did not think so...

10.0-0 (10.0-0-0!?) 10...♖e8 11.h3 ♘f8 12.♗f4 is how the Carlsbad structure is handled most often in our day. Before revealing his plan (the minority attack or ♘e5 followed by a kingside attack), White defends against possible exchanging operations, particularly with ...♘e4.

10...♘xg4?

Botvinnik also called this decision ‘risky’, although it is precisely this which, in my opinion, is wrong. Black gets no material compensation for opening the g-file and the white attack goes like clockwork.

A) Hardly better is 10...h6? 11.♗f4 with similar consequences: 11...♘e4 is practically the only defence against g4-g5 (here Black is able to remain with an extra pawn, but 11...♘xg4? 12.♖g1 h5 13.h3 ♘gf6 14.0-0-0 is best avoided – the attack along the g-file quickly decides; and if 11...g5, then 12.♗xg5! hxg5 13.h4! wins already) 12.h4 ♗b4 13.g5 h5 14.0-0! ♗xc3 15.bxc3 ♖e8 16.♘e1!. Black has managed to survive the opening, but now White’s centre will start moving, and...;

B) All commentators pointed to 10...g6 as the only defence for Black, but most often they did not bother to analyse the consequences. Here, everything is very interesting:
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B1) After the natural 11.♖g1, Black immediately obtains active counterplay with 11...c5!; for example, 12.♗h6 (12.0-0-0 b5) and now:

B11) Kryavkin recommended 12...c4, but it is a shame to give up the rook: 13.♗xf8 ♘xf8 14.♗f5!? (14.♗e2 ♗xg4 gives Black compensation) 14...gxf5 15.gxf5+ ♔h8 16.0-0-0 with the initiative;

B12) 12...♖e8, and after 13.g5 ♘h5 14.♘xd5 cxd4 great complications arise, although Black’s chances look fine in all variations; for example, 15.0-0-0 dxe3 16.♘c7 exf2 17.♖gf1 ♘c5! 18.♘xa8 ♘xd3+ 19.♕xd3 ♕a5 with good counterchances.

B2) 11.h4 ♘xg4 12.0-0-0 ♘df6 and the pace of White’s attack slackens;

B3) 11.0-0-0 is the most promising:

B31) In the event of 11...♘xg4 12.♗f4 White obtains excellent compensation for the pawn;

B32) Great complications with a completely unclear assessment also result from 11...b5!? 12.♗h6 ♖e8 13.h4 b4 14.♘a4 c5! 15.h5! (15.dxc5? loses to 15...♘xc5! 16.♘xc5 ♗xg4) 15...c4 16.♗xg6 b3!;

B33) But 11...c5 is too late this time – a paradoxical and important role is played by the weakness of the d5-pawn: 12.h4! c4 13.♗e2 b5 14.♘e5 ♗b7 15.h5 and White clearly has the upper hand;

B34) One of the ideas behind the move 11...♖e8 is to put the knight on f8, strengthening the kingside and threatening to take on g4 with the bishop:
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B341) 12.♖hg1 ♘f8 (12...b5 13.h4 b4 14.♘a4 ♘e4 15.♗xe4 dxe4 16.♘d2 c5 17.dxc5 clearly favours White) 13.h3 ♘e6 14.♗h6 c5 with counterplay;

B342) 12.h4 ♘f8. Now, 13.♗xf6 is necessary, as if Black gets to take on g4 with the bishop, the white attack is slowed down. But now Black’s unopposed dark-squared bishop is very useful both for defending the kingside and for counterattacking: 13...♗xf6 14.♖hg1 (14.♖dg1 c5!) 14...♗e6 with counterchances;

B343) 12.♖dg1 b5! 13.h4 b4 14.♘a4 (14.♘e2 ♘e4! complicates things) 14...♘e4 15.♗xe4 dxe4 16.♘d2 c5! 17.dxc5 ♗xg5 18.hxg5 ♗b7 and the chances outweigh each other. Conclusion: 10...g6 could lead to very complicated play with mutual chances. Maybe White’s game is slightly easier to play, but not more.

C) But this is not all... a further look at the position (done long before the computers, of course – in fact just one year after the game was played and commented on) reveals that the threat of 11.♗хf6 ♘xf6 12.g5 is not so deadly and Black can simply play 10...♖e8.
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analysis diagram



C1) Now, if 11.0-0-0, Black manages to defend
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