
Tread ing in the foot steps of great 
pre de ces sors such as Su per man 

and Spi der-Ma n, the ad ven tures of
So fia-Ma n are fas ci nat ing in their

pre dict abil ity. The story is es sen -
tially al ways the same, yet the
spec ta tors sit glued to their seats,
me chan i cally feed ing them selves

pop corn and won der ing how
every thing will end well this time.
For those who have never seen one 
of the won drous So fia-Ma n es -
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Veselin Topalov faces the press after the last round.
Once again he has pulled off the trick.

With a rejuvenated and slightly less glamorous cast the big question was if 
Sofia-Man 3 could match the spectacle and sensation of its successful 

prequels. Would Veselin Topalov once again claim the MTel Masters 
and would his bumpy road to victory again fill his fans with 

protracted fears and hopes? For sure, the script was less 
bombastic and the special effects less over-the-top, 

but all in all the spectators in the Bulgarian 
capital were once again treated to 

a captivating adventure 
with a stunning end.
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capes we may briefly sketch the
for mat. The hero, So fia-Ma n, is a
Bul gar ian chess grand mas ter by
the name of Veselin Topalov. Away
from the chess board Topalov is
an af fa ble and po lite young man,
who is al ways will ing to hand out
au to graphs to his fans and gen er -
ously finds time to speak to the
press. How ever, when ever he sits
down to play a game of chess he
turns into a pred a tor who wants to 
tear apart each and ev ery op po -
nent, no mat ter how long it takes.

Topalov is al ways ac com pa nied
by his cun ning man ager Silvio
Danailov, se cretly ad mired by
some, openly re viled by many.
 Together they travel the world,
go ing from chess tour na ment
to chess tour na ment, but once
 every year they come to the cap i tal 
of their na tive Bul garia to play
in the MTel Mas ters. In this
‘super tour nament’ a heavy bur -
den presses on Topalov’s shoul -
ders, as the home-crowd fe ver -
ishly wants him to win. Of course, 
he also wants to win badly, but no
mat ter how hard he tries, he al -
ways ends up in a seem ingly hope -
less po si tion in the short est pos si -
ble time from which he can only
ex tri cate him self by turn ing into
So fia-Ma n again.

In So fia-Ma n 1 (2005) Topalov
lan guished in last place af ter the
first half of the tour na ment, but
he fought back (a stag ger ing 4½
points out of the last 5 games) to
fin ish on top. The dra matic cli -
max was his last-round game
against Vladi mir Kramnik from
Rus sia (who in a later ep i sode
would be come his foe af ter grip -
ping ad ven tures in far away
Kalmykia). So fia-Ma n fans can
end lessly play back the scene in
which Topalov was sud denly lost
four moves from the end but still
won thanks to an as tound ing
blun der by his opponent.

In So fia-Ma n 2 (2006) Topa -
lov’s come back was no less mi rac -

u lous. With four rounds to go he
was one and a half points be hind
Amer i can grand mas ter Gata Kam -
s ky, who was mak ing a re mark able
come back in his own right and

had dom i nated the field. But even
this hand i cap did n’t stop Topalov
from win ning the tour na ment. As
if pow ered by magic, So fia-Ma n
de feated his last four op po nents
(Ponomariov, Anand, Kamsky(!)
and Bacrot) and tri umphed again.

What would So fia-Ma n 3 bring
us? Much more of the same or a
dif fer ent story? The an swer is: a
bit of both. Don’t worry, Sofia-
 Man again man aged to pull off the 
trick in a mind-bog gling last
round, but on the whole the story
was less bom bas tic.

To be gin with, the list of par tic i -
pants dif fered from pre vi ous edi -
tions. Ever since he or ga nized his
first MTel Mas ters, it’s been
Danailov’s wish to in vite the top
six play ers in the world to So fia.
Only when a player is not avail able 
will he look lower on the list. In
2005 this wish re sulted in the fol -
low ing field: Anand (ef fec tively
num ber 1 in the world rank ings as
Garry Kasparov was no lon ger ac -
tive) Topalov (2), Kramnik (4),
Ad ams (6), Polgar (7), and Pono -
mariov (19).

Last year the sec ond MTel Mas -
ters was no less im pres sive with
Topalov (1), Anand (2), Svidler
(4), Ponomariov (6), Bacrot (15)
and Kamsky (33).

This year Danailov’s mis sion
was con sid er ably more com pli -
cated. Af ter a lot of wheeling and
deal ing he pre sented the fol low ing 
field: Topalov (2), Mamedyarov
(6), Ad ams (10), Kamsky (19),
Nisipeanu (23) and Sasikiran (25).

What hap pened? A num ber of
things, but they all seemed to be
con nected to the tur bu lent match
be tween Topalov and Kramnik in
Kalmykia that we al ready briefly
re ferred to. Was it pure co in ci -
dence that FIDE staged the Can -
di dates’ matches for the world
cham pi on ship in Elista with the
first round be gin ning only four
days af ter So fia? Danailov does n’t
be lieve so and he may well be right. 
In any case, two of the play ers he
in vited, Aronian and Polgar, de -
clined be cause of the matches in
Elista. In fact, Da nailov was lucky
that Ad ams and Kamsky had
played lit tle re cently and saw So fia
as a wel come op por tu nity to warm
up be fore they trav elled on to
Kalmykia. Apart from this un for -
tu nate de ci sion by FIDE, there
was also the Rus sian Chess Fed er -
a tion, which had no qualms to let
their team cham pi on ship clash
with So fia, which pre vented
Ivanchuk from go ing there.

S O  F I A s 11

VOROGIRG NAVI

The special prize for the winner was a
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But what about the other top play -
ers who were not in volved in the
Can di dates’ matches? Did he in -
vite them? Some yes, some no.
Un for tu nately, the world’s num -
ber one, Vishy Anand, in formed
him that he had a com mit ment in
In dia in the same pe riod. How -
ever, Danailov did n’t ap proach
Kramnik (‘Come on, he re fused a
cool one mil lion for a re match in
So fia, so why should I bother?’) or 
Morozevich (‘He be haved badly
to wards Veselin in Linares by not
shak ing hands be fore the game,
and apart from that he is very un -
pre dict able. On more than one oc -
ca sion he signed a con tract, only
to with draw at the last mo ment.’)

Hav ing no choice, Danailov pre -
ferred to see the ab sence of sev eral
top play ers as a bless ing in dis guise
that of fered a num ber of great tal -
ents who rarely or never get in vited
to super tour na ments a chance to
show their met tle. Shakhriyar
Mamedyarov only made one dis ap -
point ing Wijk aan Zee ap pear ance,
but with his sixth place in the world 
rank ings and his ag gres sive style he
was ob vi ously a per fect par tic i pant.
Krish nan Sasikiran has only played
a num ber of closed tour na ments in
his life, but with his 2700 rat ing, the 
sec ond In dian player cer tainly de -
served a chance at this level. And
Liviu-Di eter Nisipeanu did not be -
come Eu ro pean cham pion in 2005
by ac ci dent, did he? These were the 
ar gu ments that Danailov of fered,
and in deed he had a point.

In fact, the field proved to be so
bal anced that it will be hard to
find a tour na ment in the his tory
of chess in which the race was so
close. With out ex ag ger a tion it can 
be said that all par tic i pants could
have won. In fact, five out of six
still had a chance to do so at the
start of the last round. Typ i cal of
the small dif fer ences was a re mark 
by Mamedyarov at one of the fi nal 
press con fer ences. To his mind,

Ad ams, who fin ished in bot tom
place, had shown the best chess.

Mamedyarov, the other ‘other boy 
from Baku’, topped the ta ble af ter
the first half of the tour na ment
thanks to an easy win against a
seem ingly rusty Kamsky in
Round 1 and a shock ing de feat of
lo cal hero Topalov two days later.
The for mer ju nior World Cham -
pion sud denly be came the hot fa -
vour ite, but he ‘lost’ the tour na -
ment in Rounds 6 and 7, when he
was first out played by Kamsky
and then suf fered a highly dra -
matic de feat against Sasikiran
from a win ning po si tion. (Dur ing
the press con fer ence af ter Round
6 Topalov, look ing for an ex pla na -
tion of Mamedyarov’s loss against 
Kamsky re ferred to the foot ball
match on the free day be tween a
se lec tion of Bul garia’s cham pion
Levski and a team of chess play -
ers, ‘Chess United’. To wards the
end of the match, which the foot -
ball pro’s won 6-4, Mamedyarov
and Topalov’s sec ond Cheparinov 
both went for a header only to hit
each other’s heads. ‘That was our
prep a ra tion on the free day’,
Topalov quipped.)

Deeply af fected, Mamedyarov

de scribed his sec ond loss as the
‘un hap pi est day in my life’. He
fought back the next day with a
fan tas tic fight ing game against
Topalov, but af ter his in spired at -
tack with the black pieces had
ended in a draw he could no lon -
ger mus ter suf fi cient strength in
the re main ing rounds.

Half way through, Mi chael Ad -
ams was half a point be hind Ma -
me dyarov and the sit u a tion might
eas ily have been re versed if the
Eng lish man had con verted a win -
ning ad van tage in their game in
Round 5. Ad ams’ train ing for
Elis ta seemed to be work ing very
well, as wit ness the way he
crushed Nisipeanu in Round 3.

T_._Ml.t
_J_L_JjJ
J_._Js._
_.d._.b.
._Bn._._
_._._._.
IiI_.iIi
r._Qr.k.

T_._Ml.t
_J_L_JjJ
J_._Js._
_.d._.b.
._Bn._._
_._._._.
IiI_.iIi
r._Qr.k.

Ad ams-Nisipeanu
po si tion af ter 12...©c5

Af ter 12 moves in a Tarrasch
French, Ad ams could not re sist the
temp ta tion to sac ri fice a piece for a
sti fling grip on the black po si tion.
13_Ãxe6 fxe6 14_Ãxf6 gxf6 15_
Àxe6 Ãxe6 16_Õxe6+ Ãe7 17_b4
©c3 18_Õe3 ©c7 19_©h5+ ®f8
20_Õae1 Õe8 With his awk wardly
placed king it proves im pos si ble for
Black to free him self. 21_©h6+
®f7 22_©h5+ ®f8 23_©h6+ ®f7 
24_c3 Õhg8 25_©xh7+ Õg7 26_
©h5+ ®f8 27_g3 ©d7 28_Õe6
Õg5 29_©h8+ ®f7 30_©h7+ Õg7 
31_©h5+ Õg6 32_c4 ®g7 33_©d5
©c7 34_©e4 ®f7 35_c5 ©d7 36_
©f5 ®g7 37_©e4 ®f7 38_©f5
®g7 39_©h5 Black re signed. He’s
suf fered long enough. There is no
rem edy against White’s plan of
®g2, fol lowed by f4-f5.
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Michael Adams ran out of luck in the
second half of the tournament.

SSEHC NI 
WEN



Ad ams ran out of steam in the sec -
ond half. Or rather, he ran out of
luck. He lost two games and did
not make the most of the chances
he got in other ones. It all started
with a highly un usual blun der in
Round 6.

.t.d.tM_
j._.lJjJ
L_J_Js._
_.n._._.
._Ji._._
_Ib._.i.
I_._Qi.i
r._.rBk.

.t.d.tM_
j._.lJjJ
L_J_Js._
_.n._._.
._Ji._._
_Ib._.i.
I_._Qi.i
r._.rBk.

Sasikiran-Ad ams
po si tion af ter 18.Àc5

This po si tion arose from a Queen’s
In dian. A nor mal con tin u a tion now 
would be 18^©b6, but Ad ams
spot ted an other pos si bil ity, which
is based on an over sight. 18^Àd5? 
19_Àxa6 Àxc3 20_©xc4 And here, 
re al iz ing that af ter 20^Õb6 21_
©xc3 the knight on a6 can not be
taken be cause of the bishop on f1,
Ad ams de cided to give up an ex -
change: 20^Àb5 21_Àxb8 ©xb8
But af ter 22_a4 Àd6 23_©xc6 Àf5
24_Õad1 Ãf6 25_©e4 ©xb3 26_d5 
Àd6 27_©e3 ©xe3 28_Õxe3 e5
there was no com pen sa tion and he
soon lost.

As said, all play ers could have won
the tour na ment, in clud ing Nisi -
peanu and Kamsky, who would
have earned a tiebreak, had they
won their game in the last round
(true, Nisipeanu seemed to have
some chances against Mame dyarov, 
but Kamsky had to work mir a cles
to save the draw against Ad ams).
Nisipeanu felt very much at home
at the So fia Grand Ho tel, where
once again the or ga niz ers had cre -
ated top-notch con di tions for the
play ers, the spec ta tors and the
press. Ob vi ously, the Ro ma nian
num ber one was quite pleased with

his win over Topalov, and his re -
venge on Ad ams in Round 8 was
equally im pres sive, but on the
whole he felt that his ope ning prep -
a ra tion had not been pro found

enough. Sim i lar thoughts must
have crossed Kamsky’s mind. The
Amer i can grand mas ter was the un -
dis puted tail-end er af ter five
rounds, but then he beat Mame -
dyarov in a good game and fought
with great te nac ity in his other
games. Kamsky may no lon ger ex -
cel in the ope ning, as he did when
he was at his peak, but his fight ing
spirit re mains un wa ver ing.

But the player who had by far the
best chances to win the tour na -
ment was Krishnan Sasikiran. In

a way, Sasikiran could be seen as
the re place ment of Anand, who
had played in the first two So fia
tour na ments. He is, af ter all, In -
dia’s num ber two player at the
mo ment and he also hails from
Chennai, just like his great ex am -
ple. Some peo ple, it is said, even
call him the Ju nior Ti ger of Ma -
dras (the old name of Chennai).
‘Sasi’, as his friends call him, def -
i nitely added ex otic fla vour to the 
event. For most of the games he
ap peared in suit and tie (ad her ing 
to the So fia dress code), but a
cou ple of times, much to the de -
light of the au di ence and the pho -
tog ra phers, he turned up dressed 
in a long, white, em broi dered
shirwany which, to gether with
the tra di tional tilak rubbed on his 
fore head, made for great pic -
tures.

Sasikiran con cluded the first
half at 50 per cent. He won a
hard-fought game against Kam -
sky and went un der in a wild
King’s In dian tus sle against To -
pa lov. Then, in Rounds 6 and 7,
ev ery thing changed. First he ex -
ploited the afore men tioned lapse
of Ad ams and then he was on the
win ning side of one of the most
sen sa tional games of the tour na -
ment. Play ing Black against Ma -
me dyarov he found him self com -
pletely out played and a pawn
down af ter the ope ning, but with
great re source ful ness he cre ated
coun ter-threats in a wildly com -
pli cated po si tion. As a re sult,
Mamedyarov first threw away the
win and then made one of the
grav est mis takes in his ca reer. In -
stead of tak ing his time to dis cover 
that he could and should force a
draw on move 41(!), he pushed his 
pawn to d7 with out much thought.
It looked like a strong move, but a
closer look con vinced both play ers 
that White was sud denly lost.
While Sasikiran came to this con -
clu sion while get ting up from the
board to fetch him self a drink and
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get over the time-trou ble emo -
tions, Mamedyarov sat at the ta ble 
in shock, pre par ing him self for an
ex tro verted Kasparovian show of
self-hate.

Sud denly Sasikiran was lead ing
the field by a full point. There
were still three rounds to go, but
what could go wrong? A lot, as it
turned out. In Round 8 he got a
prom is ing po si tion against Kam -
sky, which he man aged to lose. In
Round 9 he reached a po si tion
that might safely be called win -
ning against Nisipeanu, but grad -
u ally his ad van tage pe tered out to
a draw. Al though Sasikiran said
that he had not been ner vous be -
fore ei ther game, his coach Lev
Psakhis did blame his er rors on
his nerves. Be fore the game he
had ex plained to him that he was
pay ing back the luck he had had in 
the pre vi ous rounds. That was
how Lady Luck op er ated, Psakhis 
said. To which the Is raeli grand -
mas ter added, throw ing up his
arms, ‘But why should his coach
suffer for that?’

Mi rac u lously, af ter these dis -
ap point ing games Sasikiran still
had a half-point lead. If he man -
aged to keep Topalov to a draw
with the black pieces in the last
round, he might still win. But it
was not to be.

In deed, what about Topalov?
How did So fia-Ma n fare? Alas (or
pre dict ably), in the early rounds
there were very few signs of So fia-
Man. His play was er ratic and
even his staunchest fans must
have feared that the magic was
gone. He started with a first-
 round loss as White against
Nisipeanu, and fol low ing a draw
with white against Ad ams, he was
ripped apart by Mamedyarov in
Round 3. Half a point from his
first three games – was n’t he over -
do ing things a bit? He fought back 
with a good win over Sasikiran

with the black pieces, but half way
through he was in sec ond-last
place, trail ing Mamedyarov by
one and a half points. How ever,
the first cries of ‘Look! It’s Sofia-
 Man!’ be gan to be heard af ter he
won a fine game against Nisi -
peanu in Round 6. ‘He’s com ing
back, he has n’t given up’, the Bul -
gar i ans whis pered, barely dar ing
to voice their hopes.

But con trary to its prequels,  Sofia-
 Man 3 does n’t take the viewer to a
dra matic end with an av a lanche of 
spec tac u lar vic to ries. In stead the
pace even slack ened, cre at ing a
won der ful at mo sphere of mount -
ing ten sion that is no less ef fec tive
than the fire works we had ex -
pected. In Round 7, Topa lov has
to work hard to se cure a draw
against Ad ams. In Round 8 he
seems to be do ing fine against
Mamedyarov, when sud denly he
is al most run over in a fan tas tic
show piece and only saves the
draw by the skin of his teeth. In
Round 9 he is again with his back
against the wall, this time against
Kamsky. He stays afloat and even
gets some chances when his op po -

nent does n’t pay at ten tion, but in
the end Topalov has no rea son to
com plain about yet an other draw.
With one round to go he is half a
point be hind the lead ing Sasi -
kiran, shar ing sec ond place with
Kamsky, Mamedyarov and Nisi -
peanu. Of course there’s hope
again, but how much?

As al ready men tioned, Kamsky
needed all the luck in the world to
sur vive in his last game against
Ad ams. Nisipeanu and Mamedya -
rov played a sharp game that ended 
in a draw by per pet ual check.
Which leaves the cru cial game be -
tween Topalov and Sasikiran. Af -
ter the ope ning White has a clear
ad van tage and for Black only two
re sults are possible. It looks like
de vel op ing into a long fight in
which White will pa tiently sit on
his po si tional plus. Or is there an -
other way he may win? There is,
as sud denly be comes clear when
on move 35 So fia-Ma n ma te ri al -
izes and baf fles each and ev ery one 
with a dar ing piece sac ri fice! It’s a
beau ti ful sac ri fice, cou ra geous
and bril liant, but it con tains one
tiny flaw. On move 38 Sasikiran
can force a draw if he finds the
cor rect move. Will he find it? No,
he does n’t. Pressed by time-trou -
ble the In dian misses a sub tle king
ma noeu vre and with draws his
queen to help his defences. The
rest is plain sail ing for So fia-Ma n, 
and as the press and the pub lic
look on in ad mi ra tion, he hauls
in the vic tory that once again
makes him the win ner of the
MTel Mas ters.

His com pa tri ots walk around
beam ing and slap ping each other’s 
shoul ders, but Topalov is mod est
in vic tory. ‘Some how it seemed as
if no body wanted to win the tour -
na ment. Gen er ally speak ing it was 
Sasikiran who played the most
con sis tent and also Nisipeanu, but 
some how it was me in the end.
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The fact that I won this tour na -
ment does n’t mean that I played
better than the oth ers. We were
more or less the same, all of us.
But it goes with out say ing that I
am re lieved to have won here.’

He ad mits that he had no spe -
cial ope ning prep a ra tion to show
as White. ‘In the last cou ple of
years I have used up nearly all my
nov el ties. Now it is time to start
work ing again.’ But work ing hard
is not easy when you have no clear
goals. Topalov is ex cluded from
the world cham pi on ship and has
no wish to play in the World Cup
in Khanty-Mansiysk at the end of
the year. For the mo ment he is
pin ning his hopes on the Grand
Slam next year. In So fia, Mex ico
City was an nounced as the venue
for the fourth Grand Slam tour -
na ment. The four win ners will
play a dou ble-rounded tour na -
ment in Bilbao with a prize-fund
of 400,000 euro. ‘Yes,’ Topalov
agrees, ‘that might be a goal to
work to wards.’

The MTel Mas ters ended with a
cock tail party and the prize-giv -
ing. How ever, the only prizes to
be pre sented were the spe cial
prizes for the best game and a
Bul gar ian icon for the win ner. As
Danailov ex plained there were no
money prizes. ‘All the money is in
the start ing fees, as in box ing. I
think this is better. We look for
ways to get the best en ter tain -
ment. That’s why we have the So -
fia rules that pre vent play ers from
mak ing short draws. And that’s
why there is no prize-money. Be -
cause then they can just play and
don’t have to make all kinds of cal -
cu la tions whether they should
take risks or not.’ And would he
mind re veal ing how much money
he spends on the start ing fees?
‘No, the ne go ti a tions are pri vate
and I pre fer not to speak about
them. That could only harm my
ne go ti at ing position for next year.’

N O T E S  BY

Veselin Topalov

NI 6.1 – E52
Veselin Topalov
Krishnan Sasikiran
So fia 2007 (10)

The only way for me to have a
chance of fin ish ing first was to
win this game in the last round.
1_d4 Àf6 2_c4 e6 3_Àc3
While I was pre par ing with Ivan
(Cheparinov) for the game, we ex -
pected Sasikiran to go for the
Queen’s In dian. We also no ticed
that my op po nent did n’t have
much ex pe ri ence in the Nimzo-
 Indian with 4_e3, the clas si cal
Rubinstein Vari a tion. We found
some blitz games in which he was
not too con vinc ing. So this was
my surprise.
3^Ãb4 4_e3
Apparently it was a good choice,
be cause he thought for some 15
min utes af ter this move. As I
played rather quickly and he kept
spend ing a lot of time in the open -
ing, we reached a the o ret i cal po si -
tion in which I al ready had a huge
time advantage.
4^b6
A sur prise on his part, as by now
he must have re al ized that I knew
that he mostly played 4^c5 here.
5_Ãd3
A bit more pre cise than 5_Àf3 at
once. Other moves are 5_Àe2 or 5_
f3, which is quite pop u lar as well.
5^Ãb7 6_Àf3  0-0  7_0-0 d5
The clas si cal main line, which is
con sid ered to be better than 7^
Ãxc3 8_bxc3 Àe4, be cause in that
case White is not forced to play 9_
©c2 f5 but in stead he can play 9_
Àd2, as it’s not nec es sary to pro -
tect the pawn on c3.
8_a3 Ãd6 9_cxd5 exd5 10_b4
A well-known po si tion that is play -
able for both sides. I had a look at it
some time ago and re mem bered
that I liked a game of Ivanchuk in
which he beat Piket. It was played

in the 1999 Am ber tour na ment,
where I also took part.

Ts.d.tM_
jLj._JjJ
.j.l.s._
_._J_._.
.i.i._._
i.nBiN_.
._._.iIi
r.bQ_Rk.

Ts.d.tM_
jLj._JjJ
.j.l.s._
_._J_._.
.i.i._._
i.nBiN_.
._._.iIi
r.bQ_Rk.

10^Àbd7 11_b5
This is the most di rect ap proach,
which has not been played very
of ten.
11^Àe4
This shows my op po nent’s in ex -
pe ri ence in this vari a tion. White
wants to play b5, a4, Ãa3, and to
pre pare this plan he usu ally plays
the pre pa ra tory ©b3 or Ãb2 so as 
to be able to meet ^a6 with a4.
The text-move, 11^Àe4, was also 
played in Knaak- Beliavsky in
1979.
The cor rect an swer was to play
11^a6 in or der to elim i nate the
white pawn on b5. In that case I
wanted to play 12_©c2, when af -
ter 12^©e7 Black should be OK.
Af ter the po si tional mis take 11^
Àe4 he al lows me to fix the
pawn- structure on the queenside.
12_Ãb2 Õe8 13_a4

T_.dT_M_
jLjS_JjJ
.j.l._._
_I_J_._.
I_.iS_._
_.nBiN_.
.b._.iIi
r._Q_Rk.

T_.dT_M_
jLjS_JjJ
.j.l._._
_I_J_._.
I_.iS_._
_.nBiN_.
.b._.iIi
r._Q_Rk.

13^Õe6
At first I thought he wanted to
play his knight on d7 to g6 via f8,
but this is a bit slow. The rook
move looks log i cal. He wants to
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