ROWSON’S REVIEWS

by JONATHAN ROWSON

I know a club player, rated around
1700, who has a massive chess li-
brary and loves buying chess
books. Yet he reads very few of his
books properly and even wonders
whether they might be harming
his chess, in the sense of ‘educat-
ing him beyond his intelligence’.
In a recent conversation he went
further and suggested that he now
believed that the only thing that
might improve his results would
be for his house to burn down, and
for his beloved chess books to go
up in smoke!

Such a motive for arson would
elude even the most cunning de-
tective, but I'm glad that the
house still stands. Yet this individ-
ual’s predicament leads to the
question: why buy the books in
the first place? Apparently he gets
a buzz for about a week after his
purchase, thinking of all the great
things inside the book that will
transform him as a chess player.
For several days the new chess
book is the golden child of the
house, shining on the coffee table.
But inevitably it will lose its magic,
and return to the anonymity of the
shelves. Perhaps later it will be rel-
egated again, to a box in the store-
room of a charity shop.

The sad fact is that many books
that are bought, chess related or
otherwise, are not read; and most
of those that are read are not read
in their entirety. The idea of writ-
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ing a book about this phenomena
appeals to my sense of irony, but
instead | offer a simple contention:
good content might make some-
body read a book, but a good title
is often enough to make them
buy it.

My favourite non-chess title is
On Having No Head, followed
closely by If You're An Egalitar-
ian, How Come You're So Rich?
Chess titles tend to be more lim-
ited because they usually have to
include ‘chess’ to give the book a
nest in the marketing jungle. It
seems that it also helps if ‘strat-
egy’ is used, because the word has
a certain amount of gravitas that
appeals to the genius complex
within every chess player.

Foundations of Chess Strategy
by Lars Bo Hansen (Gambit) meets
both of these criteria and is pre-
sented with Gambit’s usual pol-
ished production quality, so | sus-
pect it will sell very well, but the
question is: will it be read?

I hope so, because it has that
all-too-rare quality among chess
books: originality. It is built
around a central idea that has at
least some intuitive plausibility;
namely that our understanding of
chess strategy might benefit from
a little understanding of business
strategy.

While beginning to read this
book, | was reminded of a lecture
by Mark Dvoretsky on the subject

of which chess books to read, and
which to avoid. One of his points
was that if a book is written by a
strong player who also seems to be
‘a smart guy’, then the odds that
the book will be good are quite
high. He mentioned John Nunn as
an example, but | think it applies
to Lars Bo Hansen too. | have
never met the author, but he has a
background as a lecturer in busi-
ness studies in addition to being a
seasoned grandmaster.

What | like about this book is
that there is no hard sell. Hansen
is a credible proponent of the con-
nections he is making, but he
seems to be aware that they are a
little tenuous at times. | see this as
a good thing, because rather than
trying too hard to convince you
that there is link between chess
strategy and business strategy, he
just uses this as the central idea to
organise a lot of instructive mate-
rial. He constantly emphasises
that his models are just that —
models, and should not be con-
fused with the chaotic human real-
ity of a chess game.

For instance, he borrows a model
from business to characterise play-
ers as ‘reflectors’, ‘theorists’,
‘pragmatics’ and ‘activists’ but he
is fully aware that personal idio-
syncrasies mean that nobody will
perfectly conform to any one of
these types.



I particularly like his use of the dis-
tinction between ‘outside in’ strat-
egy and ‘inside out’ strategy.
The former dominates chess writ-
ing in that we tend to emphasise
the objective elements of a position
with some sort of symbol or num-
ber, and place less emphasis on our
personal reaction to it. This is espe-
cially true now that we find it hard
to think or feel anything about a
position (‘inside’) without having
an analysis engine (‘outside’) there
to endorse our thoughts, and
worse still, the engine often directs
our thoughts to the extent that we
are no longer ‘thinking’, but
‘watching’. In any case, Hansen
makes a compelling argument that
we need a shift of emphasis to-
wards ‘inside-out’ strategy by
which he means (crudely simpli-
fied) that we should start from our
ability to handle a position before
we ask who is better and by how
much.

My only reservation about the
book builds on this distinction in
the following sense: a careful read-
ing of the text (‘outside’) shows
that the author has a healthy
sense of perspective and very little
dogmatism, but | fear some read-
ers might process it in their own
way (‘inside’) and try to apply
these models too directly. This is
not a criticism of the author, who
has done his best to avoid this, but
rather a cautionary note to pro-
spective readers: Buy this book,
and read it (!) but remember the
old adage: the map is not the terri-
tory.

Returning to the subject of ti-
tles, one of Batsford’s recent at-
tempts to energise their book ti-
tles was ‘“The Controversial King’s
Indian Samisch’ by Chris Ward.
The book itself is a solid effort
written in Chris Ward’s usual ‘I'm

a nice bloke, and | even teach salsa
dancing’ sort of way, but I'm not
sure what to make of the title. My
first reaction was to smile, and en-
joy the fresh approach, but the
idea of any chess opening being
‘controversial’ is a bit hollow, and
beyond that, if it's really ‘contro-
versial’, surely the title is a bit re-
dundant? It reminds me of those
public signs that grab your atten-
tion with: ‘Polite notice’ in big let-
ters, but underneath there is an in-
struction in bureaucratic jargon
that basically means: ‘Go Away!” It
would be no less absurd to have a
‘controversial notice’ or a ‘fasci-
nating notice’.

When | see such things | am in-
clined to think: I'll read your no-
tice, or your book, but please
don’t impose an adjective on me
before I've read it.

Which brings me to The Fasci-
nating King’s Gambit: A Reper-
toire for the 21st Century by
Thomas  Johansson  (Trafford
Press). The less said about the ti-
tle, the better, but two things on
the back cover are worthy of com-
ment. | have the impression that
the author did ‘labour with analyt-
ical work for nearly two years’ and
| was intrigued by Bronstein’s re-
mark: ‘You want to play the king’s
gambit? Well, Black can draw after
3.Af3. Play 3.Ac4 if you want to
win!’

Dense theory (even with verbal
explanations) in sharp variations
is not really my cup of tea, so |
haven’t spent a long time with this
book, but some of the variations
are sufficiently striking that | was
briefly tempted to return to play-
ing 1.e4 just to have the chance to
give this line a try. | felt moved to
mention this book here for two
main reasons: it’s clearly a labour
of love, and that usually makes for

pleasant reading and careful analy-
sis; and it's self-published, which
means that there are probably lots
of ‘21st century kingsgambiteers’
who will be fascinated by the
book, but may not otherwise have
heard of it.

Last, but by no means least, Re-
thinking The Chess Pieces by An-
drew Soltis (Batsford) is a good ti-
tle for an important book. The ba-
sic thrust is that the simple point
scale for material values is in need
of a radical rethink. | totally agree
with this, and already made my
own version of this argument in
The Seven Deadly Chess Sins.
Soltis takes a wider look at the is-
sue, and devotes a whole book to
different ways of thinking about
how the pieces should be valued.

For instance, he quotes Gerald
Abrahams as saying that a strong
player understands the many roles
of their pieces but a weaker one is
‘only aware of their values’, and
goes on to illustrate the many
roles of the pieces. While reading
through this | was struck by some
fairly obvious things that had
never occurred to me before, for
instance that stronger pieces at-
tack weaker pieces more easily
than vice-versa.

The book is also full of little
gems of insight that Soltis must
have collected over the years. For
instance Nimzowitsch’s observa-
tion: ‘Who checks an ambitious
pawn best? A pawn. Who protects
one of his own pieces best? A
pawn. And which of the chessmen
works for the least wages? Again
the pawn.” But my favourite was
the Russian aphorism concerning
the relative value of the minor
pieces: ‘The bishop is stronger,
but the knight is more cunning.’

| found the following example
particularly noteworthy:
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Brussels 1991 (Game 6)
position after 54.h4

54...Ac4?

‘Anand called this “a real mistake”
and explained: In endings with a
bishop and knight each, exchang-
ing dissimilar pieces has the effect
of improving the defender side’s
drawing chances.’

55.Ac4 Oc4 56.0d4 Oc5
57.a4! e558.0b4

‘White should now continue 58.fe5
Oe5 59.®f2 and ab5. Black would
have to try to win by creating a
passed pawn without losing the
b-pawn or swapping too many
pawns altogether. But that is a
much more difficult task than he
faced in the diagram. Anand didn’t
elaborate on his comment. But his
reasoning behind it goes this way:
since Black was a pawn ahead in
the diagram he would benefit from
trading similar pieces, A for A or
A for A. But once dissimilar pieces
are swapped (55.Ac4), trading the
remaining pair of minors is more
difficult. Black’s bishop cannot at-
tack a white knight on ¢3 or the
rook on d4. The extra pawn is
harder to promote and White's
drawing chances have increased.
The situation would be different if
material were equal — if say, you
add a white e-pawn to the diagram.
Then 54..Ac4 55.Ac4 would be a
valid way of keeping Black’s win-
ning hopes alive. He would have a
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much smaller — and purely posi-
tional — edge. But White would be
the one trying to swap the last pair
of pieces and this would be difficult
because they are dissimilar.’

58...Ac6 59.ab5 ab5 60.Ae2
6! 61.0b3 ®e6 62.0a3 Oc2
63.fe5 fe5 64.0a6 ®d6 65.b4
Oc4 66.0a7 Ad7 67.0a6 ®e7
68.0g6 ®f7 69.0d6 Ag4
70.0d5 Oc2 0-1

Anand’s point was a real eye
opener for me, but | am not cer-
tain that his ‘reasoning’ is quite
what Soltis suggests. In fact | sus-
pect it's not primarily based on
‘reasoning’ at all, but rather on
chess strength and experience,
which, as we know, is often diffi-
cult to communicate. Soltis’s ex-
planation might even be confusing
for some readers, and | think it
raises as many questions as it
answers.

For instance, if the problem
with exchanging dissimilar pieces
is that it’s hard to exchange the re-
maining minor pieces, one might
infer that the aim from the initial
position is to exchange the minor
pieces. But if, for example, | ex-
change knights, then bishops, I'll
be left with a rook ending. Aren’t
they supposed to be drawish?

I think what Soltis wants to say
is that once the knight is ex-
changed for the bishop, you are li-
able to be stuck with two ‘teams’:
rook and knight against rook and
bishop. These teams are playing
the same game but often control-
ling different colour complexes
and critical squares. The harder it
is to contest control of critical
squares the more difficult it is to
demonstrate the salience of the ex-
tra pawn.

But why is that? ‘It just is’ is not
a very satisfying answer, but it's

probably closer to the truth than
any kind of inductive argument. In
this case, White should have taken
control of important dark squares
on d4, f4, b4 and as long as he
managed to control these squares
he would have been better coordi-
nated to defend what needs defend-
ing (b2 and g3) and prevent what
needs preventing (f5-f4). This is not
crystal clear, but nor should we ex-
pect it to be. It takes a fair amount
of top-level chess experience to ap-
preciate where Anand was coming
from, and although his point can
be developed, it cannot and should
not be formalized.

| also feel very uncomfortable
with the author’s use of the data-
base surveys of IM Larry Kaufman
and GM Gennady Timoschenko
who hoth sought, by a method that
isn’'t made fully transparent in this
book, to reach more precise valua-
tions of the pieces and examine
how these values changed when
pieces are exchanged. These stud-
ies interest me, but only in an aca-
demic sense, and any application of
the findings to practice should
carry a health warning so big that
it obscures the findings themselves.

For instance, Timoschenko found,
via his database survey of 150,000
games, that taking a knight with a
bishop makes most sense in the
opening, because a knight is gen-
erally at its peak near the start of a
game but gets weaker as the game
goes on. This is an interesting but
gross generalization, and nobody
(I hope) is explicitly pretending
otherwise. However, the danger is
that so many aspiring chess play-
ers are seeking precisely this kind
of general advice in the hope that
it will improve their ability to
make decisions.

If somebody followed such a
guideline without a suitably arrest-



ing health warning, they could eas-
ily jump to conclusions like: ‘The
Ruy Lopez Exchange is good be-
cause knights are better in open-
ings, but bishops are better in end-
ings’. Confusion would swiftly fol-
low when they see that many lines
of the Exchange Lopez involve
White trying to exchange pieces,
thereby, it would seem, diminishing
the relative value of the knights.
Soltis doesn’t seem to want such a
crude appraisal, and he doesn’t di-
rectly endorse the findings of these
surveys. However, he doesn’t seri-
ously critique them either, which
makes me think that he hasn't
given enough consideration to the
hungry reader who has to eat these
findings almost raw, and digest
them without supervision.

Yet despite some reservations, |
would still highly recommend the
book in its totality because it con-
tains a lot of rich and enjoyable
material. | leave the following as a
glittering example:
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Karjakin-Ko_steniuk
Brissago 2003 (Game 4)
position after 29...Ad5

30.©a6! Oc1?

30...0cb8! 31.©d3 Ab3 32.00b3 e4
33.fe4 fed 34.©e3 ©e6 35.0bb1 is
unclear.

31.0c1 Oa6?

31..0f8 gave some hope of sur-
vival.

32.0c8 ©e8 33.0e8 ®f7
34.0a8!! 10 n
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