
This re view deals with a real chess
pub lish ing ‘event’ – the pub li ca -
tion of Garry Kasparov’s My Great 
Pre de ces sors.

This book, the first in a se ries, is 
a jour ney through chess his tory,
based on the rise and fall of the 14 
world cham pi ons (Steinitz to
Kramnik) and their great est ad ver -
sar ies. The first vol ume fo cuses on 
Steinitz, Lasker, Capablanca, and
Alekhine sup ple mented with ex -
ten sive treat ment of the un of fi cial
cham pi ons such as Morphy and
Staunton.

The book is co-authored by
Garry and Dmitry Plisetsky. The
co-au thor is a Rus sian chess mas -
ter and jour nal ist who also
co-authored the ex cel lent book
‘Rus sians vs Fischer’, re viewed in
New In Chess 2002/4. I’m not
quite sure what the di vi sion of la -
bour was – I imag ine that Garry
was alone re spon si ble for the
chess part while Plisetsky was
chiefly re spon si ble for the sub stan -
tial his tor i cal back ground in for ma -
tion. While read ing the book, I
could n’t help get ting the im age in
my head of Garry dic tat ing the
game an no ta tions at 200 mph
while fu ri ously mov ing the pieces
on the board at the same time.
That’s how it reads any way. The
typ i cal an no ta tion in this book is
that a se ries of moves sug gested
by an other an a lyst are given, with
the an a lyst’s eval u a tion of the po -
si tion. Then a full stop and the
deadly words: ‘Ex cuse Me’ fol -
lowed by the cor rect vari a -
tion/eval u a tion! 

Each chap ter fol lows a fairly
stan dard pat tern – the de vel op -
ment of a world cham pion is
traced from early games and suc -
cesses, build ing up to the all-im -
por tant world cham pi on ship
matches which are dealt with in
great de tail. The end of the chap -
ter pres ents a sum mary of com -
ments made by other world cham -
pi ons about their pre de ces sors –
always good stuff!

Just to di gress slightly, it is ex -
cep tion ally un usual now a days for
a strong player to write about any -
thing else but his own games. Of
course, such an no ta tions are al -
ways in ter est ing to read – it is al -
ways fas ci nat ing to gain an in sight 
into how strong play ers think dur -
ing a game, the things that they
saw, the things that they missed,
and also the things that they did
not think were worth wor ry ing
about! How ever, this can lead to
some ‘lazy’ an no ta tions. It is al -
ways eas ier to an no tate your own
games – you were there when it
hap pened af ter all. This makes it
very tempt ing to use emo tion in
place of anal y sis to jus tify de ci -
sions. If you don’t re ally want to
in ves ti gate the com pli ca tions that
oc curred dur ing the game, then
you do tend to use ‘it worked, so I
was right anyway’ logic to explain
your moves. 

It is much more dif fi cult to ana -
lyse the games of oth ers – you
have to ‘start cold’ as the emo tion
of the game is not at your dis posal. 
Cer tainly, I’ve al ways found my an -
no ta tions of other peo ple’s games

to be full of mis takes, de spite the
fact that I usu ally spend much
more time an no tat ing them than
an no tat ing my own games.
Kasparov is one of the few liv ing
play ers you can think of (Timman
would be the other) who would be
in ter ested enough to put in the
enor mous ef fort re quired. I have
to con fess though that I could n’t
help smil ing at the num ber of
strange po si tions that Garry must
have had to ana lyse in or der to
write this first vol ume... yeah, if
you’re go ing to write about play -
ers like La Bourdonnais and
McDonnell, I guess that you will
have to suf fer a lit tle bit! I think
you can de tect some of this suf fer -
ing back in his com ment about the 
open ing of 18th game of the
Chigorin-Tarrasch 1893 match:

T_Ld.tM_
jJjS_JjJ
._S_J_._
_._Ji._.
._._.iQ_
_I_._._.
I_Ii._Ii
rN_.kBnR

T_Ld.tM_
jJjS_JjJ
._S_J_._
_._Ji._.
._._.iQ_
_I_._._.
I_Ii._Ii
rN_.kBnR

Chigorin-Tarrasch

po si tion af ter 8...Àc6

9.Àf3
‘In the fi nal, 22nd game, Mikhail
Ivanovich ‘cor rected’ him self with
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9.c3 but af ter 9...d4! Black also
gained the ad van tage (...). It is
amus ing that a the o ret i cal duel in
the match de vel oped in a po si tion
where for White one al ready
wants... sim ply to resign!’

In gen eral, the an no ta tions in
the book do not try to over whelm
you with long com pli cated vari a -
tions. How ever, a large num ber of
faulty anal y sis/eval u a tions made
by other com men ta tors are cor -
rected, partly by Garry and partly
by his sil i con friend.

It’s a sign of the times I guess,
but I re ally had to get used to the
fact that Garry so of ten writes
‘ana lys ing this with my com puter’
or ‘the com puter finds...’ I mean...
this is the stron gest player who
has ever lived writ ing this! Felt a
bit like the end of chess.

How ever, the es sen tial point
about the book is that it is an ab so -
lutely crack ing good read! I’m cur -
rently in the mid dle of a rather hec -
tic pe riod study ing for ex ams, and
just picked up the book in the
morn ing while wait ing for my com -
puter to start up... I did n’t study
that day! The en thu si asm that
Garry has for chess jumps from the 
pages – the whole book reads like a 
fast-mov ing thriller! More over,
read ing about chess his tory
through the eyes of a world cham -
pion gives this book a spe cial feel.
When Kasparov writes about the ti -
tanic strug gle in the mid dle phase
of the Capablanca-Alekhine match,
you know that he is writ ing with
the ex pe ri ence of some one who has 
lived through this sort of pres sure
and over come it. I’d never been
able to mus ter much in ter est in the 
old world cham pi on ship matches,
but af ter this book, I sud denly re al -
ize how much I’ve been miss ing...

Well, I think it’s time to give
you an ex tended taste of the book. 

First the fol low ing ex tract, taken
from the chap ter ‘Jose Raul the
Third’. It is a typ i cal ex am ple of
the way that Garry’s per sonal ex -
pe ri ence adds unique in sight to
the de scrip tion of the course of a
world cham pi on ship match.

The sit u a tion is as fol lows:
Capablanca has just won the 7th
game bril liantly and stands 2-1
ahead in the match.

‘The cham pion had clearly
warmed up! Af ter this ex cel lent
win, Capablanca took the lead and
he pos si bly thought that later too
ev ery thing would go smoothly:
draws with black, wins with white...

How ever, in the ninth game a
slight dis ap point ment awaited him:
from the open ing he would have
seized the ini tia tive but with a se -
ries of pre cise moves, Alekhine bril -
liantly solved some rather dif fi cult
prob lems. This was the first symp -
tom of the im mi nent turn ing-point.
Alekhine’s wins in the 11th and
12th games took him into the
lead – 3-2, and un der mined
Capablanca’s con fi dence in his ul ti -
mate suc cess. “I am not do ing as
well as I ex pected”, he wrote at that 
time to a friend in New York. “I be -
lieve how ever that should an other
match be ar ranged in New York,
for, say, the be gin ning of 1929, I
could do much better ... Should the 
match here end in a draw, I sug gest 
that the next match be lim ited to
twenty games...”

These im pres sive wins in flu -
enced the eval u a tion of the fur ther 
course of the match: in chess lit er a -
ture the opin ion was ex pressed that 
Alekhine, de spite iso lated fail ures,
con fi dently sailed to the cham -
pion’s ti tle – es pe cially since he
won the 21st game in splen did
style, in creas ing his lead to 4-2.

But to me, the pic ture seems
some what dif fer ent. Af ter his de -

feats in the 11th and 12th games,
Capablanca came down to earth,
gath ered his strength and be gan
mak ing draws, in or der to grad u -
ally come to, get back to his best
and be gin a new of fen sive (this re -
sem bles Lasker’s strat egy in the
1921 match: the main thing be ing
to hold on!).

Af ter four suc ces sive draws he
had com pletely calmed down, but
the 17th game again up set him.
Af ter let ting slip an enor mous po -
si tional ad van tage, he an grily said: 
“If I can’t win such a game, I will
also not win the match...” With
two re spite draws he re gained his
calm, but then came the 20th
game, in which he seized the ini -
tia tive, won the ex change and...
barely es caped with a draw.
Alekhine was play ing very very
strongly! I think that Capablanca
was shocked, at any event he
played very badly in the 21st
game, whereas Alekhine’s play was 
again very strong.

“By in er tia” Capa also nearly
lost the 22nd game. Alekhine con -
ducted it with great verve, but in a 
dif fi cult end game, he missed a win 
(at the end the Cu ban de fended
bril liantly). And here it seems to
me, a new phase of the match be -
gan: the chal lenger faded, whereas 
the cham pion, real is ing that the
loss of his ti tle was now a re al ity,
re vived and be gan play ing with in -
creas ing power. Af ter four rel a -
tively quiet draws the most in ter -
est ing events be gan. In the next 5
games Capablanca held the ini tia -
tive. The fact that Alekhine ca pit u -
lated only once appears simply
miraculous!’

Be fore I read this chap ter, I al -
ways had the idea that the
Capablanca-Alekhine match was
just an er ror-filled dull match full
of QGD’s...
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Now some thing from the Alekhine 
chap ter. It’s a nice ex am ple of the
ap proach Garry takes through out
the whole book – he quotes widely 
but al ways crit i cally.

._._.tM_
jJ_._.jJ
._._L_._
_._.dJ_.
.iI_J_._
i._._._.
._._.iIi
_._QrBk.

._._.tM_
jJ_._.jJ
._._L_._
_._.dJ_.
.iI_J_._
i._._._.
._._.iIi
_._QrBk.

Yates-Alekhine, The Hague 1921

po si tion af ter 23.©d1

23...©c3
‘Alekhine at ta ches an ex cla ma tion 
mark to this move (al though I
would have played 23...f4! im me di -
ately) and makes an in ter est ing,
some what ma li cious comment:
“Against this move White has
noth ing better than to of fer an ex -
change of queens, be cause af ter
24.Õe3 Black would gain the nec -
es sary time by 24...©f6 to oc cupy
the d-file, which would be de ci sive.

The en su ing end game ad mits of a 
ma jor ity of pawns on the queenside
for White, but this ad van tage is here 
some what il lu sory. On this sub ject I
am anx ious to state that one of the
most no to ri ous prej u dices of mod -
ern the ory lies in the fact that this
ma jor ity is in it self con sid ered an
ad van tage, with out any ref er ence to
what ever pawns or, more es pe cially,
pieces are con cerned.

In the pres ent game Black has
very ev i dent com pen sa tions: (1)
the greater mo bil ity of the black
king, the ad verse king be ing ham -
pered by his own pawns; (2) the
dom i nat ing po si tion of the black
rook on the only open file. With
cor rect play, these points should
ensure a win.”

Alekhine would ap pear to be con -
duct ing a cor re spon dence dis pute
with Capablanca, who clas si cally
con verted a queenside pawn ma -
jor ity in the 23rd game of his
match with Mar shall. And al -
though he clearly over rates
Black’s chances (the white pawns
are also mo bile!) these com ments
re flect his style: the ad vance of the 
e and f pawns cre ates tac ti cal
threats to the king. The most in ter -
est ing thing here is the clash of
con cep tions: whereas Capa ‘sim ply’ 
queened a pawn, Alekhine ‘sim ply’ 
gave mate! But the suc cess ful
strat egy of both the one, and the
other, de pended mainly on the fact 
that their op po nents did not un -
der stand their plans at all...
24.©c1
It is likely that 24.Õe3 ©f6 25.c5
Õd8 26.©c1 was nev er the less pos -
si ble, but White, re mem ber ing
Capablanca’s suc cess ful ex pe ri -
ence, heads for the endgame.
24...©c1
Black does not ob ject, al ready an -
tic i pat ing the ma noeuvre of his
king to e5 and the de vel op ment of
an in struc tive at tack with a small
army. Fischer’s re mark in vol un -
tarily co mes to mind: “He dis liked
clear-cut po si tions. If an op po nent
wanted to clar ify his sit u a tion with 
Alekhine, he had to pay the
Russian’s price”.
25.Õc1 Õd8

._.t._M_
jJ_._.jJ
._._L_._
_._._J_.
.iI_J_._
i._._._.
._._.iIi
_.r._Bk.

._.t._M_
jJ_._.jJ
._._L_._
_._._J_.
.iI_J_._
i._._._.
._._.iIi
_.r._Bk.

26.g3

“Try ing to ex change the bish ops
which would in crease White’s
chances of a draw” (Kotov) 26.c5
®f7 27.b5 ®e7 is good for Black.
26...®f7 27.c5 ®f6
An im por tant mo ment which has
es caped the at ten tion of the com -
men ta tors.
28.Ãc4?!
The sim ple 28.c6! bc6 29.Õc6 Õd1
30.®g2 ®e5 31.Ãc4 Ãc4 32.Õc4
would have en sured a draw:
32...Õd2 33.®f1 etc... Of course
had Capa or Lasker been play ing
White, some thing like this would
have hap pened...But Yates wants
to ad vance his a and b pawns as
Capablanca “be queathed”!
28...Ãc8!
This un ex pected re treat was be -
yond the un der stand ing of most of 
the mas ters at that time.
29.a4?!
Ev i dently White should have
moved his bishop from c4 and
played c5-c6 as soon as pos si ble. It 
soon tran spires that the white
pawns are “go ing no where”
whereas Black’s are weav ing a
mat ing net.
29...g5 30.b5 f4 31.®f1 Õd2
32.®e1 Õb2 33.gf4
Af ter 33.c6 bc6 34.Ãe2, there is a
choice be tween 34...®e5 and
34...c5 35.Õc5 Ãe6.
33...gf4 34.Ãe2
Or 34.Õd1 Ãg4 35.Õd6 ®e7
36.Õd4 Ãf3 and 37...e3 (Alekhine) 
And here af ter 34.c6 bc6 35.Ãe2,
apart from 35...®e5, there is
35...c5 36.Õc5 Ãe6.
34...®e5 35.c6 bc6 36.Õc6?!
“Bad is 36.bc6 f3 37.Ãd1 e3 and
wins” (Kotov). But af ter 38.Õc2!
Õc2 (38...Õb1 39.fe3) 39.Ãc2
there is no ques tion of Black win -
ning! There fore af ter 36.bc6 he
would have had to con tinue seek -
ing how to ex ploit his po si tional
ad van tage.
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36...Ãe6 37.Ãd1
The awk ward po si tion of the
bishop also tells in the vari a tion
37.Õc7 (37.Ãc4 Ãg4!) 37...Õb1
38.®d2 ®d4 39.®c2 Õa1! 40.Ãd1 
(40.Õa7? Õa2) 40...Õa4. Un ex pect -
edly, White’s po si tion has be come
lost: while rig or ously car ry ing out
the plan of a queenside of fen sive,
he finds him self facing mate.
37...Õb1 38.Õc5 ®d4 39.Õc2
e3
Or 39...Ãb3!? 40.Õd2 ®c4 win ning.
40.fe3 fe3 41.Õc6 Ãg4
42.Õd6 ®e5 43.h3 Ãh5 0-1’

I re ally like this type of an no ta -
tions – a wide range of sources are 
ref er enced but al ways with the
crit i cal judg ment of a world
champion. You feel that you are
learn ing in two ways at the same
time: from Alekhine’s play and
from Kasparov’s com ments – and
what su perb teachers!

I do have to say – in slightly
mean-spir ited fash ion – that this
game also re minded me why my
eyes some times glaze over when
play ing through old games. You
can’t help feel ing for most of it (es -
pe cially if you play through the
open ing phase as well) that the
whole thing is all a bit ir rel e vant.
Af ter all, ob jec tively speak ing,
23...©c3 was prob a bly not the best
move – it just al lows White to draw
with out too much dif fi culty just by
push ing his c pawn. So aren’t we
just wit ness ing a game from a
White player who just could n’t play 
endgames par tic u larly well? 

In a way yes, but I guess that
this is prob a bly just miss ing the
point. The main rea son for the dif -
fer ence in the play of the two play -
ers was that Alekhine be lieved
(rightly) in the fact that he did not
stand worse – and could eas ily
stand better – de spite White’s

queenside ma jor ity. He acted pow -
er fully and con sis tently ac cord ing
to this cor rect eval u a tion. Yates
played as though he felt he should
be better but did n’t have a clue
how that should be ac com plished.
I have an im age of him in my mind, 
look ing at his po si tion and con -
stantly think ing ‘But if I play this,
I stand worse...how can this be?
Ev ery one knows I should stand
better!’ That Alekhine’s eval u a tion 
was over-op ti mis tic does not
change the the o ret i cal value of the 
game. It also dem on strates the
strength that you gain in prac ti cal
chess by un der stand ing some thing 
cor rectly. It might be shown later
that the op po nent could have
saved him self with better play, but
that is not the point in a prac ti cal
sit u a tion. The only thing that was
im por tant was that you could play
with force, con vic tion and power
be cause you be lieved in the gen -
eral cor rect ness of your stand -
point; the op po nent, who be lieved
noth ing but just ac cepted what he
had been told, seemed to be pow -
er less. And yes, I am speaking
from experience – I’ve been on the 
bad side a few times!

I should also be care ful not to
be too dis miss ive about Yates. Just 
by co in ci dence, I read an ex cel lent
ar ti cle about him to day in Brit ish
Chess Mag a zine. He was a very
dan ger ous at tack ing player and
even de feated Alekhine twice with
black, both times in great style.
Just play through this game
quickly to see what I mean:

KI 73.2

Al ex an der Alekhine
Fred er ick Yates
Karlsbad 1923 (7)

1.d4 Àf6 2.c4 g6 3.g3 Ãg7
4.Ãg2  0-0 5.Àc3 d6 6.Àf3
Àc6 7.d5 Àb8

Orig i nal play! The King’s In dian
was a fa vour ite of the most suc -
cess ful Eng lish play ers of the
1920s – Yates and Atkins.
 8.0-0 Àbd7 9.e4 a5 10.Ãe3
Àg4 11.Ãd4 Àge5 12.Àe5
Àe5 13.c5 dc5 14.Ãc5 b6
15.Ãd4 Ãa6 16.Õe1 ©d6
17.Ãf1 Ãf1 18.Õf1 c5!
19.Ãe5 ©e5

T_._.tM_
_._.jJlJ
.j._._J_
j.jId._.
._._I_._
_.n._.i.
Ii._.i.i
r._Q_Rk.

T_._.tM_
_._.jJlJ
.j._._J_
j.jId._.
._._I_._
_.n._.i.
Ii._.i.i
r._Q_Rk.

Black square dom i na tion! And it
gets even better!
20.©b3 Õab8 21.©b5 f5
22.Õae1 f4 23.©d7 Õbd8
24.gf4 ©f4 25.©e6 ®h8
26.f3 ©g5 27.®h1 Õd6
28.©h3 Ãe5 29.Õe2 Õdf6
30.Àd1 Õf4 31.Àe3 Õh4
32.©e6 ©h5 33.Àg4 Õg4!
34.fg4 Õf1 35.®g2 ©h2
36.®f1 ©h1 37.®f2 Ãd4
38.®g3 ©g1 39.®h3 ©f1
40.Õg2 ©h1 41.®g3 ©e1
42.®h3 g5 43.Õc2 ©f1
44.®h2 ©g1 45.®h3 ©h1
46.®g3 ©d1 47.Õc3 ©g1
48.®h3 ©f1 49.®g3 Ãf2
50.®f3 Ãg1
White re signed.

Quite an im pres sive thing to do
to a fu ture world cham pion!

Di gress ing a bit there I’m afraid. 
If you have n’t got the mes sage al -
ready – this is a fan tas tic book.
The sort of book that I will have to 
lock away for fear of spend ing too
much time read ing and re-read ing
it! I can’t wait un til the next in -
stall ment! n
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