
If you are eat ing or drink ing any -
thing at the mo ment, please fin ish
be fore you read on, be cause I want 
to tell you, for ped a gog i cal rea -
sons, that most peo ple don’t wash
their hands af ter they go to the
toi let.

Some don’t even pre tend to,
and many who use soap fo cus on
the cen tre of their palms, and miss 
most of the out skirts. How ever,
the peo ple that re ally in ter est me
are those who turn on the tap, of -
ten cold, place their hands un der
it for a sec ond or two, turn off the
tap, and then per haps dry their
hands if pos si ble, but more likely
just wipe them dis creetly against
their trou sers and walk out, of ten
a few mo ments be fore shak ing
hands at the start of a chess game.

It’s amaz ing that peo ple think
this splash of wa ter does any
good! Es pe cially when cold, wa ter
does al most noth ing to re move
what ever germs have been col -
lected, yet mil lions of peo ple do
this ev ery day. This high lights an
all-too-hu man ten dency: we fre -
quently go through the mo tions of 
do ing some thing that we think
does us some good, even when
what we are ac tu ally do ing does us 
vir tu ally no good at all!

Which brings me, you’ll be
pleased to hear, to games col lec -

tions. Games Col lec tions tend to
sell very well and there is a rea son
for this; play ing through well-an -
no tated games can pro vide a lot of 
plea sure. Yet we are also led to be -
lieve that play ing through games
will im prove our chess, and this I
am much less sure about. When it
co mes to try ing to im prove, I fear
that play ing through games is a bit 
like wash ing your hands by splash -
ing them with cold wa ter.

In my own ex pe ri ence, I tend to
start play ing through a game ear -
nestly, think ing deeply about what 
I would do with the given po si tion. 
Usu ally I see the main ideas and
try to make a judge ment about
best play for both sides. But I am
afraid this did n’t usu ally last very
long. A few moves later, when I
real ise I am only see ing a frac tion
of the given vari a tions (and when I 
say a frac tion I don’t mean 8/9
but more like 1/3) I lose heart and 
there fore lose con cen tra tion. At
this point, for the sake of com -
plete ness, I tend to fin ish play ing
through the game, think ing to my -
self, ‘ah, that’s quite in struc tive’
but I feel a lit tle flat, and know
that I have n’t made the most of
my self, or the given ma te rial.

I men tion this now be cause I
think this way of us ing games col -
lec tions is quite wide spread, and I

have to say that be ing aware of
this ten dency has not re ally helped 
me to change it. Part of the prob -
lem is that games col lec tions tend
to be quite ‘cud dly’ – there is of -
ten a nice smil ing pho to graph of
the hero on the front of the book,
and the games, be ing care fully se -
lected, are usu ally pleas ing to the
eye. More over, the au thor has usu -
ally done all the un der-la bour nec -
es sary to tell you a good story
about the game. In light of all that, 
why would you want to make any
ef fort?

I am not say ing that games col -
lec tions can not teach you things,
and it is prob a bly true that if you
try to find faults in the au thor’s
anal y sis, or if you stop be fore ev ery
move and gen u inely try to think as
you would in a game – then games
col lec tions can help you to grow as
a player. But how many peo ple who 
buy games col lec tions ac tu ally do
this sort of thing?

It seems to me that the key to
im prove ment is en gage ment. In or -
der to learn any thing sub stan tial
you re ally need to push your self. If 
you take a look for thirty sec onds
and say: ‘I would prob a bly play
this’ and then you see that some -
thing else was played and for a rea -
son you did n’t see, you can com -
fort your self with the thought that 
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you would have seen it with a bit
more ef fort. How ever, un til you ac -
tu ally make that ef fort, I don’t
think the game it self will help you
to im prove, no mat ter how ‘in -
struc tive’ it seems to be.

These days, when I play through 
games I know that I am do ing it
pri mar ily for plea sure. In deed if
your aim is im prove ment, and you
have the choice be tween 9 hours
of play ing through games and 3
hours of chal leng ing anal y sis ex er -
cises, I would now choose the lat -
ter ev ery day of the week, and
twice on Sunday.

An im por tant ca veat to this ad -
vice is that if you have played or
ana lysed with some body, you are
much more likely to learn from
their games than if you have n’t.
This is not sur pris ing if you con -
sider the more con ven tional claim
that we un der stand and re mem ber 
open ing the ory better if we are
learn ing it for an im por tant game,
or af ter a pain ful loss. In both
cases we are en gaged in what we
are read ing – we are not just watch -
ing the moves go by, like we might
watch a soap op era. Each move is
more mean ing ful be cause we have
some sense of the char ac ter it
came from, and why it was cho sen.

I had al ready no ticed this with
re spect to the top Eng lish GMs
and I was par tic u larly fond of Jon
Speelman’s best games for this
rea son. More re cently, I learned it
with re spect to Viktor Kortchnoi,
who has spent his life en gag ing in
chess po si tions.

I have owned Kortchnoi’s My
Best Games Vol umes 1 and 2
(pub lished by Olms) for a while
and even played through a hand ful 
be fore com ing to the Isle of Man,
where I knew he would be play ing. 
I en joyed the games and the notes, 
but at this stage there was noth ing 

par tic u larly in spir ing about them.
How ever, on the Isle of Man I was
paired against him in round five
and his games took on a whole
new level of im por tance.

The first thing that hits you
about Kortchnoi’s games is that
there is a lot of them – over 4000
in my da ta base – and the vast ma -
jor ity of them are against strong
grandmasters, with hun dreds
against world cham pi ons from
that past five de cades. For ob vi ous 
rea sons, I quickly de cided to limit
my search and fo cus on his games
from the last two years. I was im -
me di ately drawn to the con clu sion 
of the fol low ing game.

._._._M_
_._._J_.
._._D_J_
_._.i._J
._.q._.i
_._.k.i.
._._.i._
_._._._.

._._._M_
_._._J_.
._._D_J_
_._.i._J
._.q._.i
_._.k.i.
._._.i._
_._._._.

Kortchnoi-Lukin

Stock holm 2003

po si tion af ter 80...©e6

Noth ing much has hap pened over
the last forty moves apart from
White de cid ing to ex change light
squared bish ops and ad vance his
e-pawn. But now Kortchnoi set a
won der ful trap:
81.©d8 ®g7?
81...®h7 is forced. Black is not
com pletely out of the woods af ter
this, but a draw seems most likely.
82.©f6! ©f6 83.ef6 ®f6
84.®f4
White’s ad van tage now con sists of 
one rank, and the fact that it is
Black’s turn to move. I was sur -
prised to dis cover that this is
enough to win.
84...®e6

84...®e7 85.®g5 ®e6 86.f4 is
equiv a lent. 84...®g7 85.®e5 is
also de ci sive, e.g. 85...f6 86.®e6 f5 
87.f4 ®h6 88.®f6 ®h7 89.®f7
®h6 90.®g8.
85.®g5 ®e5 86.f3! ®e6 87.f4
1–0.

There was some thing about see ing 
that end game be fore the game
that un nerved me. I felt that I
should have known about the po si -
tion af ter 84.®f4 be cause it would 
be so easy to stum ble into it in a
va ri ety of dif fer ent ways. Per haps
it made me won der about all the
other things I did n’t know. In that
case I should have bal anced my self 
with the thought that my op po -
nent, who was born al most half a
cen tury be fore me, still plays as if
try ing to dis cover all the things he 
doesn’t know.

EO 52.12

Viktor Kortchnoi 
Jon a than Rowson 
Port Erin 2004 (5)

1.Àf3
In his notes to Game 28 of the first 
vol ume, Kortchnoi writes: ‘Al -
though I played sev eral dozen
games with Polugaevsky, it was
not too of ten that I ha rassed my
op po nent with this move.’

If I had n’t played Kortchnoi I
would find it hard to re late to this
com ment. Could 1.Àf3 re ally be
tan ta mount to ha rass ment? Hav -
ing played the man, I now un der -
stand. Af ter al most ev ery move he
glances at you as if to say: ‘What
do you think about that then, eh?’
1...Àf6 2.c4 g6 3.Àc3 d5
4.cd5 Àd5 5.©a4 Ãd7 6.©b3
Àb6 7.Àg5!?
In this case, this is where the ha -
rass ment started. I had lost a game
against Pe ter Wells a month pre vi -
ously in which this move (in a
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slightly different po si tion) was the
killer. Kortchnoi was acutely aware
of this fact, and I sus pect it played
no small part in his de ci sion.

I have no ticed that Kortchnoi
of ten plays strangely in the open -
ing. He does n’t seem to care so
much about the ob jec tive eval u a -
tion of the po si tion but he does
en joy pos ing his op po nent prob -
lems. In deed, in the first vol ume
(Game 25) he makes ref er ence to
the fact that ‘The re sult ing new
and non-stan dard po si tions of ten
re quire the play ers to find
non-stan dard so lu tions, and this,
when there is re stricted time for
thought, is not so easy.’

In an other game (43), he writes:
‘Would it not be te dious, es pe cially
con sid er ing the num ber of games
that I have played, to re peat the
same thing sev eral times? ... I make 
changes with par tic u lar plea sure,
im prov ing on my own play. There -
fore, with only rare ex cep tions, I
play the open ing of ev ery game as
if for the first time in my life.’
7...e6 8.d4 Ãc6! 9.Ãe3 Ãg7
10.Õd1 À8d7
‘What is the point of this move?’
asked Kortchnoi af ter the game.

‘One idea is to play Àf6-d5’, I re -
plied.

He nod ded in ap proval and said: 
‘I un der stand’.
11.Àf3!

T_.dM_.t
jJjS_JlJ
.sL_J_J_
_._._._.
._.i._._
_Qn.bN_.
Ii._IiIi
_._RkB_R

T_.dM_.t
jJjS_JlJ
.sL_J_J_
_._._._.
._.i._._
_Qn.bN_.
Ii._IiIi
_._RkB_R

A good move. The knight was no
lon ger do ing any thing on g5, but
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some how the re treat en cour aged
me. By this stage I was re ally en -
joy ing my self – glad to be play ing
the great player, glad to have sur -
vived the open ing, and in trigued
by this com plex position.

How ever, now I had to deal with 
the an noy ing threat of Ãg5 fol -
lowed by e4. I con sid ered lots of
moves here (mainly 11...Ãf3,
11...Àd5 and 11...h6) but in the
end I was at tracted to the bi -
zarre-look ing
11...©f6?
Which is very clever... and there -
fore very sus pect. I stum bled on
this move as a rad i cal so lu tion to
the prob lem of White mov ing his
bishop from e3 and then mov ing
his e-pawn. Af ter 12.Ãg5 ©f5 or
12.Ãc1 ©f5 my idea would work
splen didly and the place ment of all 
my pieces would make sense, but
the prob lem is that the bishop on
e3 has a hid den destination.
12.d5!
This move is not par tic u larly deep
or dif fi cult, but I was still sur -
prised by the fact that Kortchnoi
played it within a min ute. When I
played 11...©f6, he looked at the
board as if to say ‘A strange move.
It might be good, but I doubt it’
and then he looked again for a few 
sec onds, dur ing which time I re al -
ized with hor ror what was about
to hit me, and be fore I could gauge 
whether it was ter mi nal or just
bad, he played his move.

As soon as he saw 12.d5 there
was not a trace of hes i ta tion. Al -
though it is quite easy to weed out 
the vari a tions that fol low from this 
move, I don’t think Kortchnoi saw
them all. Based on his com ments
in the post mor tem, it seemed
more like he was think ing: ‘There
should be a way to take ad van tage
of ©f6 – where is it? 12.Àe5!?
Àe5 13.de5 ©e7! – no not there –

12.d5! – ah! there it is’.
12...Àd5 13.Àd5 Ãd5
14.Õd5! ed5 15.Ãd4 ©f5
16.Ãg7 Õg8 17.Ãc3 ©b1
18.©d1 ©a2
Al though I more or less have ma -
te rial par ity, my po si tion is close
to lost. My king has no safe abode,
my queen is off side and I have no
dark square con trol. I fought back
quite well, but just when it seemed 
like I might be be gin ning to solve
my prob lems, he had a deep think
and un leashed some dev as tat ing
tac tics. I re signed on move 49.

The way of think ing that led to him 
play ing 12 d5 so quickly was ev i -
dent in the post mor tem too. When -
ever there was a tense po si tion
with lots of pos si bil i ties his eyes
would scan the board look ing for
the chess con tent to match the
form of his thoughts; a form which
seemed to be some thing like: ‘In
this kind of po si tion, in re sponse to 
this kind of move, the so lu tion will
take this kind of form’. I should
stress that he was n’t fol low ing any
rules or try ing to ap ply any kind of
sys tem, and yet there def i nitely was 
a sense that he was think ing ‘I have 
seen this kind of thing be fore’. He
was not try ing to re mem ber as
much as re-cre ate. I guess what
keeps him in ter ested in the game is 
that ‘this kind of thing’ can be so
in cred i bly com plex and con tain so
many dif fer ent nu ances.

An other cu ri ous fea ture of his
ap proach to a new po si tion was the 
way he would say: ‘OK, first ques -
tion, what hap pens if...?’ and then
we would grad u ally nar row down
the search un til we re ally had
some thing in ter est ing to look at.

How ever, there were times
when he felt that there was no par -
tic u lar need to look fur ther. For
in stance, in stead of 18.©d1 I sug -

gested that 18.®d2 might be even
stron ger. He looked at the king on
d2, looked at me, and then started
to laugh while search ing for the
right words: ‘How can I put it?’ he
said, ‘I would not rec om mend this
po si tion to my friends!’ Then he
laughed some more, en joy ing his
own joke, per haps more than was
strictly called for. His laugh is
whole-hearted and dis tinc tive in
that it tends to be come a kind of
hiss af ter a few sec onds, per haps
be cause he runs out of air.

At such mo ments Kortchnoi
likes to look up at those as sem -
bled (he is no doubt used to hav -
ing a crowd watch ing his post-mor -
tem) as if to en cour age them to
share in his im mense love of the
whole pro cess – the moves, the
jokes, the ideas, the thrill of it all. I 
watched his post-mor tem with
Gelfand at the re cent Olym piad
and it was ex actly the same – an
in ex haust ible and con ta gious love
of chess.

When his laugh had sub sided,
he did add, on a more se ri ous
note, that he judged the po si tion
we reached in the game to be close 
to win ning for White and with out
risk, and there fore saw no need to
change the po si tion – an em i -
nently prac ti cal ap proach. The dif -
fer ence be tween some body like me 
and some body like Kortchnoi is
not so much in the abil ity to as sess 
po si tions, but rather the depth of
con vic tion with which that as sess -
ment is made. I would prob a bly
have thought about 18.®d2 for at
least ten min utes (I no ticed that
af ter  18...0-0-0 19.g3! is strong)
and might even have played it, be -
cause al though I know I would be
better af ter 18.©d1, I don’t have
the ex pe ri ence to be com pletely
sure that such a position should
lead to victory.

104 w www.newinchess.com

R O W S O N ’ S   R E V I E W S



In any case, those hours with
Kortchnoi re ally were ‘in struc tive’
and a few rounds later, not so
much what I learned, but what I
ex pe ri enced be came tan gi ble:

.sM_._.t
_LsD_._.
._J_.j._
_JiJ_Ij.
.n.iJ_._
_In.i.qI
._._B_K_
r._._._.

.sM_._.t
_LsD_._.
._J_.j._
_JiJ_Ij.
.n.iJ_._
_In.i.qI
._._B_K_
r._._._.

Rowson-Sarakauskas,

Port Erin 2004 (8)

po si tion af ter 37...©d7

At this mo ment, with about four
min utes to reach the time con trol
on move 40, I wanted to play
38.Õa7. The move is cry ing out to
be played, but I was wor ried that I
might get my rook trapped af ter
some com bi na tion of ...Àba6 and
...®b8. Look ing at it again now, I
don’t un der stand my hes i ta tion,
but it was def i nitely there at the
time. I was in shaky form on the
Isle of Man and the cow ard in side
said that I would still be a bit
better if I did n’t play Õa7, and that 
in any case a draw would n’t be a
com plete di sas ter, but he was n’t
very convincing.

With my time tick ing away I
sud denly saw a par al lel be tween
this mo ment and the mo ment be -
fore 12.d5! from my game against
Kortchnoi. It oc curred to me that
he would play 38.Õa7 with out a
sec ond thought, even with out see -
ing a clear fol low-up, be cause it
looks so much like the move you
play in this type of po si tion. So I
played it, and waited for the fol -
low-up to reveal itself.
38.Õa7! Àba6 39.Àcd5!
Ah! There it is.

It turns out that 39.Àb5 is also
pos si ble and that 39.Àa4 is even
stron ger, though some how less
the matic. In any case there is no
doubt that 38.Õa7 was the right
move. For what ever rea son this
was n’t so clear to me be fore I
played Õa7, but in the ab sence my
own re solve, I am glad that I man -
aged to use some of Kortchnoi’s!
39...cd5 40.c6 Ãc6 41.Àa6
Àa6 42.Õd7 ®d7
And I man aged to break through
and win on move 63.

Af ter play ing Kortchnoi and en joy -
ing the post-mor tem, I re turned to
his games col lec tions with re -
newed in ter est. I now have a fuller
pic ture of the per son and the
player, so the games mean much
more to me. I al ready knew they
were good books, but now they are 
par tic u larly pre cious, and I await
the third vol ume of the Kortchnoi
trio, to be called ‘Chess is my Life’
with ea ger anticipation.

The most re mark able thing
about his life is that well into his
sev en ties he still com petes with all
but the very best play ers in the
world, and re mains deeply in ter -
ested in the game. We think of him
as old, but there is noth ing re tir ing 
about him. As Sosonko puts it in
his sen si tive pref ace to the first vol -
ume: ‘He does not even feel him self 
to be old, since it is known that age 
is not so much the body be com ing
de crepit, as the in dif fer ence of the
soul.’ That strikes at the heart of
Kortchnoi’s suc cess – that he has
never been in dif fer ent. He re mains
vi tal by stay ing in ter ested in life,
and life, for him, is chess.

That would be a nice place to
end this piece, if it was n’t for the
fact that many who ad mire
Kortchnoi don’t par tic u larly like
him. To give a more com plete pic -

ture, it has to be said that he is no -
to ri ous for be ing rude and bad-tem -
pered. My own ex pe ri ence with him 
was noth ing but en joy able and
help ful, but such is his rep u ta tion
that I was sur prised not to be in -
sulted at some point. I guess it’s
some thing to look for ward to.

Edmund Burke said that ‘a
spirit of in no va tion is gen er ally
the re sult of a self ish tem per’ and
this cap tures Kortchnoi quite well. 
It is not dif fi cult to find ex am ples
of this ‘self ish tem per’. For in -
stance, he is pur ported to have
leaned over to one op po nent, who
was deep in thought:

‘Do you speak any Eng lish?’
‘Yes’, came the re ply.
‘Why don’t you re sign?’
This is a rel a tively sweet in ci -

dent, and merely hints at his un sa -
voury side. Nigel Short was more
di rect in his Sunday Tele graph col -
umn, call ing him ‘a can tan ker ous
old git’.

Some find it re gret ta ble that
Kortchnoi, such a great player and
for mi da ble sur vi vor, should let him -
self down by tram pling on the feel -
ings of oth ers. Some times his ver -
bal venom does seem gra tu itous,
but per haps it is an in dis pens able
part of his strength. The whole of a 
per son’s char ac ter is more than the 
sum of its parts, and the good is of -
ten fu elled by the bad.

We know that he is a pug na -
cious char ac ter. He loves to com -
pete, and seems to want ev ery one
to raise their game so that they
can be wor thy op po nents. In his
sec ond vol ume he speaks of the
im por tance of gaug ing the ‘psy -
cho log i cal mood’ of the strug gle.
Kortchnoi is cer tainly more at -
tuned to this mood than most, and 
I be lieve his be hav iour re flects
that. In any case, I won der, would
we want him any other way? n
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