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Chess Mirrors Life


I am firmly convinced that life teaches us many rules that are applicable to chess. In life, people have lots of professions and spheres of activity. Ideally, every person chooses a sphere of activity for himself using two basic criteria – what appeals to him, and how much his work will earn him there. Other criteria also apply, but these are more individual and secondary in nature. A person may abandon an occupation he likes, if it doesn’t profit him; in so doing, he will acquire the energy and time to pursue a different line of work. In the same way, he may abandon a high-paying line of work or business, if it is in clear conflict with his inner peace. Each of us tries to find this balance between internal satisfaction and prosperity, and the faster we find it, the better. They say that the ideal occupation is the high-paying hobby.


It’s the same with chess. Every chessplayer tries to play not only what he likes, but also what puts points on the crosstable. There are two extremes: one brings us into a world of dry pragmatism, where winning is the main or even the only thing; while the other leads us into a world of illusion, where you play whatever you like. Both of these extremes are dangerous to chess in the long run.


In his short, though fiery, chess career, your humble servant has played every variation from A00 to E99, trying to find his own balance. And I can proudly state that I have found it – something that I wish for everyone who sits at the board…


There is one little “but” – which also comes from life! When I was young, many parents tried to give their children over to football, or tennis, or swimming, or chess, or sewing, etc., as possibilities to develop the youngster. Each parent tries to develop his or her own child as much as possible, even if it won’t help the child very much later on, since he should grow up to be a multi-faceted, well-rounded person. Trainers ought to do the same thing with their pupils. I’m glad that I had such a trainer, who instilled in me the desire to play the King’s Gambit, Evans Gambit, Two Knights’ Defense, Chigorin’s Defense, etc. Later, we moved on to the “half-open” games. And in 2004, my sizzling romance with the Scandinavian Defense began! But every opening helped to develop my chess consciousness only to a certain level, and then it would be forgotten – still, however, leaving its impression on my play. Don’t be afraid to study something new, even if it’s “not your style,” as it’s long been shown that intuition is better developed in players who have studied a wider variety of patterns. This is the way of champions!


Vladimir Grabinsky, one of the best trainers around today, taught his pupils 1.e4 c5 2.b4!? to develop their imagination, and it bore fruit. The so-called chess “byways” don’t need to become the main openings in your repertoire, but they certainly will make you more versatile as a chessplayer.


As fate would have it, I made the acquaintance of this book’s author, Igor Nemtsev, at the 2015 Aeroflot Open. In Moscow, he is an experienced trainer with both the formal (the required specialized diplomas and titles) and the practical (strong students) achievements in his profession. After warm introductions and small talk, in traditional Slavic fashion I was invited to visit: “Igor, whenever you’re in Moscow, you really should drop by…” – which reminded me immediately of a line from the 1969 classic Soviet film The Diamond Arm: “You can visit us in Kolyma…” Well, “your soldier” is not of noble blood – so of course, I made use of the opportunity; and a week or so after the next tournament, I dropped in on my “uncle.”


The conversation immediately turned to the chess pieces over which we had become acquainted! And, as he had promised, his wife had prepared a sumptuous dinner; but even afterward, we never stopped discussing an interesting position. When I saw this fantastic treasure produced by his chess brain for the first time, I was simply bowled over. After half an hour’s introduction to the games he’d played with this miracle of nature, I began wondering how I could strengthen it and make it more flexible. When I finally got home to Riga, I started playing it over the ICC, and with very decent results.


In this book you will be shown, in a light, unforced style, the next twist with an Eastern name: the Elshad System. Naturally, this opening is named after its author – a Muscovite veteran and fan of this ancient game. As an enthusiast myself of the philosophical approach to our game, I like the fact that there are those who try to push the boundaries of our understanding of the harmony of chess, as what we have here is, in my view, the most important thing: the battle for space! Here’s an opening with soul! I think that in this book, both children and mature chessplayers, regular players as much as titled professionals, can all find something to like.


The main thing is: don’t try to refute this or that strategically risky opening, but rather seek to expand the boundaries of chess thought and the harmony of the pieces. At first sight, giving away a lot of tempi might look like utter foolishness; but any committal approach by White will come back to bite him. Don’t forget that, however strong the waves might be, they’ll break on the cliffs. And one of the fundamental ideas of this system is to set up a cliff on the e5 square!


But I won’t say too much about this opening; better to wish you a pleasant journey through the pages of this book.


GM Igor Kovalenko


Moscow 2016









Some Explanations


In this book, the reader will see all kinds of different ratings. How do you differentiate among them? Player ratings on the Chess Planet website are of course much different from ELO ratings. On Chess Planet, my opponents are mostly expert to master in strength, although occasionally you do get grandmasters. For the games played on the Chess.com site, the ratings are completely different. The 2200-2300 level there is at least 2400 USCF. In those games where I haven’t given the ratings, it means that either the actual ratings couldn’t be determined, or that the games were played in “live” rapid or blitz tournaments. Most of these were played at a time when official ratings for rapid or blitz did not yet exist; therefore, for the game between GM Rinat Jumabayev and Elshad, I wrote just “GM Jumabayev.” For cases where the ratings seem low – for example, 2000 on Chess Planet – this means simply that the game was played before the player’s rating under their new login rose to match his actual strength.


Most of the games in this book were played at 3-minute blitz online or in “live” blitz; in casual games; or in rapid tournaments. I also present my game with GM Igor Naumkin (Game 65). It was played in a tournament [the 2014 Aeroflot Open, Round 3 – Tr.] featuring a classical time control, with International Master norms available. I also played an outstanding game with GM Mikhail Brod-sky on Chess Planet. Of course, I cannot say with 100% certainty, that he was the one I was playing against. But still, it was played in a team tournament, with the official logins.


I present a few games without commentary, in Chess Informant style – my point being that these were very interesting games and I’m sure that the reader will find it rewarding to go over them on his own. One could consider them supplemental material.


The overall results of my games with this opening are overwhelmingly favorable. Roughly speaking, I’ve scored about 80%. I especially recommend this book to players who already know the basics of playing chess – let’s say, 1800 USCF or higher.


Naturally, this opening makes a deafening impression – and not just because of its novelty or its unorthodox nature, but also because of how it dares White! Those who absorb the series of important (though not overly complex) principles of play in this opening will, at any rate, have an advantage in any position arising from it, against anyone. Your author is preparing another book on the Elshad – but this time for White! Elshad himself, the system’s author, has been using it for no less than 40 years.


I am not asking you – and especially young players – to play the Elshad System exclusively. But, as a way to broaden your chess horizons, this system is a wonderful thing – especially in blitz and rapid chess!









A Note from the Editor


Like the games themselves, the analysis presented in this book is not primarily intended to ascertain ultimate truth. Rather, it serves two other purposes:


1.To showcase the possibilities that Black enjoys (and the dangers that White faces) in this novel system; and


2.To entertain the reader with spectacular examples of fighting chess.


Don’t be surprised, then, if you find improvements to both the play and the analysis. The classic advice from the opening theoretician to his readers applies tenfold in this case: please don’t take what you read here as gospel truth, but use it only as a starting point for your own investigations!


This is a new opening, whose theory you can contribute to and help to shape. Consider The Elshad System a kind of “interactive” book: we invite you to submit improvements to the analysis, as well as any interesting games that you play on either side of the Elshad, for possible inclusion in any new edition of this book. Please e-mail to: ElshadSystem@mongoosepress.com


– JEA









Preface


When the opportunity comes along for you to write and publish a book, after the initial rush of euphoria there comes the realization of the enormous amount of work you will have to do. Should a master be writing a book, anyway? Or is this something only for grandmasters? I’ve always wanted to write books! At the tender age of 5, I was already eating up all the chess literature I could. It so happened that one of my first books was a volume of selected games by then-World Champion Anatoly Karpov. I remember how my dad, in giving it to me, asked, “Do you want to become Champion of the World?” My answer was short: “Yes!” It’s been 40 years since then, and I did not become world champion; I have read not less than a thousand books, some of them several times over. Some I liked a lot; some, I never finished…


The book you are holding in your hands is a tribute to the life of one man, Elshad Mamedov. Life brings people together miraculously. One day in 2011, in Moscow’s Sokolniki Park, we got acquainted by the chess tables they have there. Life was going poorly for me at the time; to put it simply, I needed money. Under such conditions, masters (and grandmasters, too, sometimes) often come to the park to play some games for money, with or without odds. And so I sat down, outplaying the local “masters,” and here comes a guy with clearly Asiatic features. He offers to play me; I, of course, agree… and the game begins. I have Black.


1.c3


In the park, people are used to chatter. “Hel-lo!” I saw this move, and was taken aback. “What’s this?” I asked him. To which I received the mysterious reply, “Are we going to play, or are we going to chat?” Actually, his choice of words was more colorful than “chat”…


1…d5 2.Qa4+


[image: image]


My first reaction to seeing these moves was to laugh; but here’s what happened after that: I lost. We played three more games; and at the end the score was 3-1 in the guy’s favor. I started making inquiries; and it turned out that his name was Elshad, he played at USCF master level, and he played these sorts of variations all the time.


Now we are friends – practically brothers. And so it’s the Elshad System that we’ll be talking about in this book.









Introduction


In his outstanding book, Grandmaster Preparation (Pergamon Press, 1981), Lev Polugaevsky writes:




...I firmly decided to endeavor not to fall into variations prepared by my opponents..., but to spare no time and effort so as to be able myself to set the opponent difficult opening problems as often as possible.


Whether it was this, or something else, that played its part, the role of experimenter became the way for me. And it would be wrong to complain about fate: several times I have managed literally to drag my opponent into forced variations, such that even with maximum ingenuity on his part there has been only one possible outcome. My pregame preparations have enabled me to set my opponent such problems in the opening that he has had no possibility of coping with them at the board. And even if my opponents should say, “It’s not worth the trouble. You play hundreds if not thousands of games, and your opening successes can be counted on the fingers of one hand, and besides, they are gained in a strictly limited number of openings,” then against them I would merely remind them of an old truth, both in life and in chess: an exceptional moment is worth more than a year serenely lived, or a tournament won. For the reason that, at that moment, the quintessence of creativity, or some part of it very dear to one’s heart, can suddenly be concentrated.





___________


The attentive reader will recall that in my childhood I studied the games of Anatoly Karpov. Then there was the after-school chess circle at the Hall of Pioneers, followed by the Physical Culture Institute at Chelyabinsk (Chess Division). I read hundreds of books. Put together, this all gave me a classical chess education. In the periodical press, it was very rare that articles would flash out at me concerning some original setup or such; but on the whole, it was clear to everybody that you had to occupy the center with pawns on e4 and d4, develop your pieces, castle, etc. This is how 99% of people play.


1.d4


This book is devoted to a universal system of play for Black against the closed openings – specifically, against the moves 1.d4, 1.c4, and 1.Nf3. You won’t see a strictly instructional opening monograph here. This is an adventure book, surveying the unknown. It’s as if you’ll find yourself in another galaxy, with four suns circling overhead. Your opponents won’t have a single classical guidepost to help them. You will be able to beat anyone you want in a given game. A 2000-level player will be able to beat a grandmaster, if said grandmaster is seeing what’s happening on the board for the first time. But I’ll give the player with the black pieces a reliable compass. Everything in this book will be, to a great extent, subjective – so we won’t be looking too hard for a refutation of the Elshad System. In this opening, White will meet a whole Everest of problems to solve.


And so we begin. When the amateur – and 99% of chessplayers are amateurs – considers what opening to choose against a stronger player, very soon he will start feeling dispirited . Think about it: the master plays 1.d4 against you. If you answer with 1...d5, you’ll get a Queen’s Gambit position, which is mostly static. A fixed pawn structure in the center gives White the chance to spend the next 100 or so moves squeezing you a little. If you’re not playing at the same strength as he is, the likelihood of an unpleasant outcome grows because the master will be stronger than you, he knows the theory better, and he has more experience. What to do, then? You can play the King’s Indian Defense or the Grünfeld, but everywhere you turn you’re going to run into the same problem: you will have a much better-prepared opponent sitting across from you – from both a theoretical and a practical standpoint.


It’s only in the Elshad System that you’ll be able to say with 98% certainty that your opponent knows nothing. He will need to “get creative” right from the start. In this book, you’ll see games (even those played at classical time controls) against strong grandmasters, with sad outcomes for them.


1...c6


The system starts, literally, with this move. You may retort that, after 2.e4, we’re in the Caro-Kann Defense. First off, though, we can still play Elshad’s opening; and secondly, we never said we were refuting 1.d4.


2.c4


The point is that White, having opened with 1.d4, has no intention of swerving from his opening strategy. Why did he play 1.d4? Probably because he much prefers that move to 1.e4. People are basically conservative. If you’re all set to play a closed opening, odds are you won’t suddenly opt for a Caro-Kann. There are few who can play sharp, open positions just as well as they can play closed openings. So the chance of 2.c4 is great. Well, that’s all I have to say – White fell for it! He won’t be able to pull his c-pawn back to c3 so that it can support his d4-pawn.


2...d6


This is the first important fork in the road for the Elshad System, whose author himself prefers to play 2...Qa5. This is a continuation we will also examine very closely in this book.


3.e4


Since Black appears to be simply abandoning the center, of course White will seize it! Sometimes a transposition of moves happens – say, 3.Nc3 or 3.Nf3; but it all works out the same eventually: White is going to grab the space, because it’s “what you do.”


3...Nd7


[image: image]


In this book we will give an explanation for every one of Black’s moves. Every idea, any plan will be subjected to careful analysis. Soon we will reach the tabiya, the basic position of the entire opening. And so – where is the knight going? The next part of Black’s plan involves the moves ...h7-h6, ...g7-g5, ...Bf8-g7, and ...Nd7-f8. Next, this knight will jump out to e6 so that Black can hit the d4-pawn multiple times, inducing White to advance with d4-d5. At that point, the knight goes back to f8. And, since the e5 square now belongs to us, the horse takes a new route: ...Nf8-g6-e5! If you’re playing a blitz game, by this point you’ll already have gained at least half a minute on the clock. But even in classical chess, as will be shown later, even grandmasters can fail to solve these problems.


4.Nc3 h6


[image: image]


Yet another important fork in the road. White has so many possibilities here!


The most popular lines here start either with 5.f4 or 5.Nf3; these will receive most of our attention. But other moves will not remain shrouded in mystery. Anything that’s the least bit dangerous to Black will find illumination in our book.


5.f4


Still, the legitimacy of the creator of this opening is important. This position does not appear on even a single chess database, whereas my own database contains more than a hundred games played by Elshad, by me, or by my students. The system’s author himself has been playing this opening since 1975.


5...g5!


[image: image]


This move is the whole point of the system! Igor Kovalenko, a strong grandmaster, had a most interesting thought when he visited me and reviewed some of the materials for this book: “White,” he said, “is simply setting up his game in classical style, and he is unprepared for a concrete, move-by-move game.” The grandmaster went on to compare this situation to a classically trained boxer finding himself in a street fight where there’s no referee, nobody is stopping the fight, and there’s nowhere to run!


6.fxg5


The first thing White can’t understand is: what is Black giving the pawn up for?


6...Bg7


This recalls one of the ideas in the Volga [or Benko – Tr.] Gambit, on the opposite wing. Here the gambit ideas are even stronger, since they are typically directed against White’s king.


7.gxh6


[image: image]


Consistent, at any rate. And so, on to our games.
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