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With this new feat, GM Davorin Kuljasevic decided to do something slightly different. In his 

previous courses, Davorin explained how to play in Closed Positions and how to improve 

one's Calculation skills. Both courses, which had great success, were based on the "canonic" 

way of thinking. Our GM explained ideas and principles on how to play certain types of 

positions. In this innovative course, GM Kuljasevic will look at the exceptions to the rules. He 

is going to show you solutions to problems that are not standard, teaching you how to think 

outside of the box. While it may sound strange to go against the rules, counter-intuitive 

thinking is a powerful weapon when the situation allows us to go against common sense, 

making decisions that could lead us to a much better position. This specific area of chess has 

not been explored enough, and Davorin is going to offer you a new way to look at the board!

In the course, GM Kuljasevic covers many areas: opening, middle game, positional and 

tactical play, endgame, and in general, all those situations where a non-standard and 

counter-intuitive approach can lead to making the "best" move. 

Here is a famous example:

In the game Vitiugov vs. Caruana, Fabiano played Qd7 in the first stage of the opening.

This move - apparently - makes no sense, and it seems to go against all the principles and the 

standard rules we try to respect in the opening.

In the first chapter of the course, Davorin explains why this is a great move.

Develop your Counter-intuitive Thinking!
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The course consists of nine chapters:

1. Counter-intuitive thinking in the Opening

2. Conditioned reflex

3. Unusual piece maneuvers

4. Fearless King

5. Counter-intuitive piece exchanges

6. Counter-intuitive tactical decisions

7. Counter-intuitive decisions regarding the pawn structure

8. Violating positional principles

9. Counter-intuitive decisions in endgames
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Video 1 - Counter-intuitive thinking in the Opening

Opening is the most well-studied phase of the chess game. As such, it is often governed by 

widely-applicable principles, such as:

1) Develop your pieces quickly,

2) Put your pawns in the center

3) Castle as soon as possible

4) Don’t play twice with the same piece

5) Don’t get your queen out too early in the opening,

etc.

Most chess players routinely follow these and other ‘rules’ of the opening because chess 

practice has found them to be both an intuitively and empirically reliable guide through the 

opening mazes.

On the other hand, the vast number of possibilities that exist in the opening sometimes give 

rise to moves and ideas that are counter-intuitive with respect to these widely-accepted 

opening principles. In this video, we will explore several such instances.

It is important to note that the examples that will be presented here contain successful 

applications of counter-intuitive moves in the opening. They will illustrate how one can solve 

certain opening questions or problems, or even pose opening problems for the opponent, 

with non-standard solutions.
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Another important note is that the title ‘’Violating opening principles’’ is not meant to be 

taken literally. While ideas that we will see in these examples do go against one or more well-

known principles, they are not pointless – they are in service of another, often less obvious 

but more important principle for that particular position.

Example 1: Vitiugov – Caruana, Baden-Baden 2018

Caruana’s 5…Qd7!? In the Petroff defense was one of the most stunning novelties of 2018 – 

a completely counter-intuitive move that violates several opening principles (principles 1 

and 5 above, at least), yet contains several subtle prophylactic points. It helped Caruana get 

his strong opponent out of the book early and obtain a comfortable position out of the 

opening thanks to the follow-up 7…g6!?, which is a fresh and ambitious approach for Black in 

this line of the Petroff.

Example 2: Blohberger – Mosesov, Zadar 2019

In a rare, but lately fashionable line of the Reti opening, young Austrian IM Blohberger 

played an interesting move 4.Nbd2!? instead of ‘automatically’ fianchettoing his bishop on 

g2, which most other players have done. The deep point of this developing waiting move was 

revealed on move 7 when White played a non-standard 7.Ng2!, fianchettoing his knight 

instead! After two further knight moves in the opening, the knight reached d3-square, 

controlling Black’s pawn breaks in the center. Superficially, White severely ‘violated’ 

principle 4 (out of the first 9 moves, six were made by knights and five of these to transfer 

the knight from g1 to d3). Yet, as a result of this counter-intuitive operation, he had 

accomplished an important opening goal: he obtained an advantage in the center.

Example 3: Janowski – Capablanca, New York 1916

Capablanca’s famous 10…Bd7!? in the exchange variation of the Slav defense is perhaps the 

most counter-intuitive move in this selection. The great World champion retreated an 

already developed and his best piece from an active position to a passive one, for no 

apparent reason (violating principle 1 and 4). However, thanks to his opponent’s indecisive 

play, Capablanca managed to successfully demonstrate the deep point behind this move 

later in the game. Objectively speaking, though, 10…Bd7 was not the best move in the 

position and its value could have been put under question if White had played a somewhat 

counter-intuitive reply 11.Ne5! himself. Non-standard actions sometimes require non-

standard reactions!

Example 4: Karthikeyan – Swapnil, Nagpur 2015

After obtaining a more pleasant position after the opponent’s inaccurate play in the opening, 

on move 13 Swapnil showed that principles such as develop your pieces and castle quickly do 

not apply in all types of positions. Due to the closed nature of the position, he had enough 

time to start a strong piece regrouping with a somewhat counter-intuitive 13…Qd8!, which is 

a concept similar to Capablanca’s in the previous game. Interestingly, on move 17 Black still 

had all his pieces on the 8th rank, yet his position was better as his knight was about to 

assume a dominant outpost on f5 within a few moves. Thus, by apparently violating many 

opening principles (1,3,4,5), Black has managed to achieve his strategic goals and get a better 

middlegame.
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Example 5: Zugraw – Oloffson, corr 2018

In this correspondence game, the White player launched a remarkable idea in a well-known 

theoretical position that has been reached in hundreds of games. In a Symmetrical Benoni, 

on move 12 he calmly moved his king to d2 instead of the much more natural 12.0-0 

(violating principle 3). As the game has shown, 12.Kd2!! is a part of an extremely strong 

concept to bring the queen to h4 for an attack, which would not be possible in the mainline 

12.0-0. The move itself is almost impossible to find and correctly assess over the board, 

which once again confirms how beautiful and strong ideas can be found in correspondence 

chess!
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Video 2 - Conditioned reflex

'Conditioned reflex' is a term that was introduced by grandmaster Alexander Kotov in his 

famous book 'Think like a Grandmaster' to describe chess players' tendency to make 

automated decisions based on specific well-known patterns or situations in a chess game. 

These kinds of decisions are usually made automatically because chess players know that 

they work in 95% of similar positions. However, what about the remaining 5%? 

Such positions will be discussed in this chapter through 5 instructive examples. We will see 

that even the most straightforward and natural-looking moves that we usually make on 

"autopilot" can have strong counter-intuitive alternatives, or even be wrong. We will also see 

how some notions that go against our intuition, such as "There is no way my opponent will 

play this kind of move," can be refuted by a creative opponent that is aware of tactical details 

in the position. 

In conclusion, one should never take it fully for granted that a particular move has to be 

played, even if our intuition strongly suggests so. It is an excellent practice to always check 

for: a) what can potentially go wrong if we play the "natural" move, and b) alternatives to this 

move. This way, we eliminate potential mistakes that can happen because of relying too 

much on conditioned reflexes.

Instructive games:

Game 1: Vitiugov – Wei Yi, Ningbo 2015

In this game, grandmaster Vitiugov fell victim to a conditioned reflex to centralize his king in 

the endgame. He missed a crucial tactical detail, which makes this natural move a wrong one. 

Instead, he should have made a counter-intuitive decision to recapture the opponent's 

bishop with the rook, thereby decentralizing it and taking away the possibility of centralizing 

his king. However, this "unnatural" move would have given him excellent drawing chances, 

while the more natural one leads to a quick disaster.

Game 2: Vitiugov – Ter Sahakyan, Baku 2015

Nikita Vitiugov was once again one of the protagonists, but this time it was his opponent who 

made the same exact kind of mistake as in Game 1, by automatically centralizing his king and 
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not paying attention to tactical details in a seemingly completely dry position. Vitiugov used 

that to his advantage to create a slight positional pressure in a drawish endgame, and later 

skillfully used a small advantage obtained by the favorable transformation of the pawn 

structure to score a full point in the rook endgame.

Game 3: Kuljasevic – Holt, Berkeley 2011

Throughout this game, I was left confused by my opponent's unusual and counter-intuitive 

(at least, at that time) play. He kept making unexpected and tactically bold moves, move after 

move, but the culmination happened at the moment when he voluntarily exposed his king on 

f7 in a sharp middlegame, in which his queen was misplaced on the other side of the board. 

My conditioned reflex was not to even consider this move because it was so "anti-

positional." However, I did not manage to punish my opponent for such a provocative play, 

and the accumulated effect of his counter-intuitive decisions was that I lost my way and 

eventually even lost the game.

Game 4: Kuljasevic – Plat, Sibenik 2012

In this game, we had a similar scenario as in game 3: My opponent played a move that I had 

not considered at all and initially thought it was not very good on both tactical and positional 

grounds. While the latter was right, it turned out that the move was much more tactically 

tricky than I had initially thought, and White had to tread very carefully to keep his positional 

advantage. However, once again, the effect of this shocking counter-intuitive solution by my 

opponent was such that I did not manage to fully hold my composure, so with a few 

inaccurate moves, I let him make too many trades, and the game ended in a draw.

Game 5: Makogonov – Ragozin, Sverdlovsk 1943

This classical game is an excellent example of the notion that even the most obvious-looking 

moves have strong and sometimes counter-intuitive alternatives. Instead of just taking a free 

pawn, as Ragozin did in the game, Black had a spectacular pawn break in the center that 

would have enlivened his pieces and created excellent counterplay. Ironically, by restoring 

material balance, he accepted a passive and strategically hopeless position. But, if he had 

thought out of the box for a moment, he might have found a move that could have a similarly 

shocking psychological effect on his opponent as in games 3 and 4, while also being 

objectively very strong. I have no doubt that a creative player, such as Misha Tal or Boris 

Spassky, would have played this way.
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Video 3 – Unusual Pieces Maneuvers

Throughout the course of a chess game, we routinely look for piece maneuvers as a way to 

improve positions of our pieces or to solve other positional problems. To find such 

maneuvers, we tend to rely on well-known positional patterns. However, we need to keep 

our minds open for unusual, counter-intuitive, piece maneuvers because from time to time 

such moves turn out to be the best solution in the position.

In this video, we take a look at 5 game fragments with such examples. Some unusual motifs 

that we will see are: retreating developed piece to its initial square, putting the knight in the 

corner, putting the rook on a closed file, and voluntarily losing a tempo.

Instructive games:

Game 1: Oparin – Kobalia, Satka 2018

In this game, we see how paying attention to small tactical details can lead us to find 

unexpected, yet strong resources. Oparin came up with counter-intuitive bishop retreat to 

c1, which would enable him to win a crucial tempo for development if his opponent chose to 

trade the bishops. In some positions, the advantage of one tempo changes the evaluation of 

the position significantly. Oparin realized this, which lead him to make a strong move that 

most people would not even consider in that position.

Game 2: Wojtaszek – Lalith, Baku 2015

How often do you use corner squares to maneuver your knight? If you play the Saemisch 

variation of the KID, then h1 can be a common stop for the knight before reaching f2 (Ng3-

h1-f2 maneuver). However, in general, we are not used to making moves with the knight that 

involve squares like h8, a8, a1, and h1. This ‘blindness’ to corner squares was the cause of 

GM Lalith’s loss to GM Wojtaszek because he missed a brilliant knight maneuver Ne3-c2-a1-

b3 after which his position quickly collapsed in the endgame. Needless to say, Wojtaszek 

found the right maneuver.

Game 3: Kozul – Zaja, Pula 1997

While we are on the topic of a knight in the corner, this game contains one of the most 

brilliant endgames saves you will ever see. In an apparently technically lost endgame, GM 

Zaja pulled out a rabbit out of a hat: he found a knight maneuver Nc4-a5-b3-a1!!, which 

allowed him to create a positional draw because White could win his last remaining pawn. 

The point was that a1 was the only square on the board on which the knight was safe from 

being attacked by the opponent’s bishop. A study-like motif!
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Game 4: Kramnik – Krasenkow, Moscow 1991

Another study-like motif was missed by young Vladimir Kramnik in a rook endgame against 

GM Krasenkow. Out of 8 possible rook moves, the only one that promised a win to White 

was also the least ‘logical’ – putting the rook on h1 with the h-file being closed! The strength 

of this move, as opposed to the natural move that Kramnik played in the game, was that it 

eliminated the only real source of Black’s counterplay. In rook endgames, we are so used to 

playing actively with the rook, that it is entirely possible for even a brilliant player like 

Kramnik to miss such an outwardly passive move.

 Game 5: Vachier Lagrave – Carlsen, Moscow 2010

This game features a seemingly completely illogical knight maneuver. MVL, playing White, 

played the most logical move in the position e4-e5, but did not get much out of it. Instead, it 

turns out that he had to retreat his knight from c4 to e3 first, voluntarily letting Black 

achieve long-awaited counterplay on the a-file, only to play e4-e5 on the next move with a 

much stronger effect! It is an operation that is difficult to describe in logical terms, but the 

one that shows the depth and beauty of chess that may be hidden even in the simplest of 

positions.
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Video 4 – Fearless King

The King is a piece that we are entrusted to protect, especially in the opening and 

middlegame when the opponent's attacking resources are huge. For this reason, we rarely 

think of playing actively with it until the endgame. However, there are situations in which the 

king can take a much more active role than usual, despite the apparent dangers that it is, or 

may be, facing. In this video, we will see 5 brilliant examples of the fearless king. In the first 

two instructive examples, the king will boldly move forward to defend itself, in the next two 

it does so as a part of a deep strategic plan, while in the last one it even becomes an attacking 

piece itself! 

Instructive games:

Game 1: Lenderman – Gareev, Saint Louis 2014

When your king is under attack, the last thing that you want to do is to move it into the line of 

fire of opponent’s pieces. Yet, this is exactly what Gareev did in this game; his brilliantly bold 

…Kg7-g6!! was based on a very concrete defensive idea. Such moves show how even the 

most inconceivable notions in chess can work in certain positions if they are supported by 

logic.
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Game 2: Ivanchuk – Wei Yi, Hoogeveen 2017

Vassily Ivanchuk is a player who has had a fair number of king runs in his career. This fairly 

recent example is quite striking: Ivanchuk leaves his king in the center (d4 square!) at the will 

of the opponent’s pieces for several moves! He proceeds to collect some material, defends 

against the attack, and forces the opponent to resign a couple of moves later. Most people 

would not dare to play in such a way, especially against a strong tactician like Wei Yi, but 

time and again, Ivanchuk shows that one should show no fear for his king out in the open if he 

can prove that defensive resources are stronger than the attacking ones.

Game 3: Anton Guijarro – Petrosian, Lake Sevan 2015

While in the previous two examples, the king had to be defended and the other pieces did the 

rest, in this one Anton Guijarro shows how the king can be an active piece even with several 

heavy pieces on the board. In this game, the king captured opponent’s queenside pawns and 

was ready to support the march of his a-pawn. In the meantime, Anton skillfully coordinated 

his heavy pieces and the bishop in such a way that his king is never in any serious danger. A 

very instructive game for our subject.

Game 4: Korobov – Castellanos, Moscow 2019

When you are in the possession of a blocking square in the middlegame, do you ever think 

about putting your king there? Of course not, but Korobov proved that such a counter-

intuitive concept can be successfully applied. His king was not only completely safe on d4-

square, while blocking possible opponent’s counterplay in the center, but it was actually 

placed perfectly to penetrate into opponent’s camp once the position has opened up. 

Overall, this was a brilliant game by Korobov on many levels, especially considering that it 

was played with rapid time controls.

Game 5: Sedlak – So, Baku 2016

The final example contains the king’s role as an attacking piece – something that we don’t see 

very often in the middlegame (one notable predecessor is the famous Short-Timman king 

march to h6). In one of the possible lines of the game above, Black’s winning plan consisted of 

running his king from g7 to g3, which turns out to be the cleanest way to win White’s pinned 

rook on f2.
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Video 5 – Counter-intuitive Piece Exchanges

Piece exchanges are something that we do routinely in our games. Most of these exchanges 

are simple and almost automatic because we follow well-known positional guidelines, such 

as: exchange your weakest piece, trade off opponent’s strongest piece, don’t trade queens if 

you are down on material, etc. However, there are also situations when the widely accepted 

rules about piece exchanges do not apply; in other words, a counter-intuitive piece exchange 

is the best decision in the position. Such original and often unexpected exchanges can help us 

get the edge over the opponent, for example: obtain a better pawn structure, secure an 

outpost, or make a favorable transition from middlegame to endgame. In this video, we 

explore 5 such examples from instructive grandmaster games.

Instructive games:

Game 1: Anand – Grischuk, Riadh 2017

In this game, Anand exchanged off his strong dark-squared bishop for a ‘worse’ knight. This 

was not the only good move in the position, but it was the most elegant solution because as a 

result he obtained an excellent outpost for his knight on c4, while also completely cutting off 

Black’s dark-squared bishop and stopping counterplay in the center.

Game 2: Jimenez Zerquera – Larsen, Palma de Mallorca 1967

Larsen’s bishop for knight exchange in this game was very instructive. Usually one thinks 

twice about trading off his fianchettoed bishop for a knight because this leaves the king 

without its main defender. As a follow up to this trade, Larsen also exchanged a pair of light-

squared bishops, while doubling his pawns and apparently creating further weaknesses 

around his king in the process.  In theory, all these factors should have been in White’s favor, 

but Larsen’s feel for the dynamic potential of Black’s position proved to be correct. This 
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counter-intuitive operation allowed him to take initiative in the center and surround the e5-

pawn, which he eventually won, as well as the game.

Game 3: Smyslov – Keres, Moscow 1948

In QGD middlegame, Smyslov exchanged his two active bishops for the opponent’s knight 

and his worst piece – a passive bishop on c6. On the surface, it would seem like especially the 

latter exchange is not a good positional decision, but Smyslov correctly reasoned that these 

piece trades would allow him to exploit weaknesses in Black’s position.

Game 4: Razuvaev – Cherepkov, Yaroslavl 1982

Usually, White avoids making a voluntary exchange of dark-squared bishops in a closed 

position of KID type. Opponent’s bishop tends to be a more passive piece and White also 

needs his dark-squared bishop to control the dark squares. It is much more common for 

White to seek to exchange his relatively worse, light-squared bishop. However, in this game, 

Razuvaev went against this common knowledge and made a voluntary exchange of dark-

squared bishops. His idea transpired quickly – this exchange was necessary to open the 

position in the center with f2-f4 and e4-e5 breaks when it was indeed essential that Black 

does not have the dark-squared bishop on the board.

Game 5: Maris – Kuljasevic, Hoogeveen 2017

When your opponent has a knight in the corner your first thought is not to exchange it. 

However, in this game, exchanging a strong for an apparently badly placed knight was 

necessary to preserve Black’s advantage. If Black had failed to do that, a poorly placed knight 

on a1 would become the strongest piece on the board in three swift jumps.



Develop your Counter-intuitive Thinking!

Video 6 – Counter-intuitive Tactical Ideas

Tactics are the favorite part of the game for many people because they involve attractive 

variations, direct calculation and, often, sacrifices in order to exploit some drawbacks in the 

opponent’s position. They are very important because they allow us to win material, obtain a 

decisive attack or a winning position. For these reasons everyone is well-trained in tactics: 

we solve tactical puzzles, learn typical tactical motives, and patterns. One aspect of tactics 

which is not that easy to train is finding unusual, counter-intuitive, tactical ideas. While some 

players have a natural tactical vision or imagination that allows them to spot such ideas 

quickly, it is a skill that can be trained by solving many different types of tactical puzzles and 

endgame studies.

In this video we look at 5 examples of counter-intuitive tactical ideas from recent practice:

Instructive games:

Game 1: Paiva-Beukes, Angola 2019

Instead of the natural attacking move played in the game, Black had a much stronger tactical 

idea to sacrifice a central pawn that could be captured in three different ways. While it is not 

obvious at first how and why this sacrifice is so strong, further analysis proves that this 

tactical operation activates several dormant black pieces and allows Black to obtain a nearly 

decisive advantage as a result.
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Game 2: Petran-Farago, Budapest 2018

The knight on f5, also known as the ‘’knife’’ is generally one of the most potent attacking 

pieces, so as Black we usually either make sure that it doesn’t get there or exchange it off. 

However, in this game GM Farago correctly spotted that he doesn’t have to stop the knight 

from getting to f5 – in fact, he encouraged it by playing 1…g5! This positionally terrible move 

was justified by a strong tactical sequence in which the knight surprisingly got trapped on its 

favorite attacking square.

Game 3: Plenkovic-Markus, Mali Losinj 2018

In this game, GM Markus made a stunning queen sacrifice in order to activate all of his pieces 

and trap the opponent’s rook on a2, which is a very atypical square for it. It was a counter-

intuitive idea also because it seemed that Black could keep a slight advantage with ‘normal’ 

moves. However, the shocking idea played in the game quickly decided the outcome because 

White declined the queen's sacrifice in the wrong way and got into a losing position by force 

after 4-5 moves.

Game 4: Lagarde-Kuljasevic, Skopje 2018

When you prepare a kingside attack, you rarely consider pawn moves on the queenside as an 

integral part of your plan. Yet, this was exactly the strong idea that I missed in my game 

against GM Lagarde. This hidden pawn sacrifice speeds up Black’s attack by one crucial 

tempo, not allowing White to get a breather. In the game, I attacked with one tempo less and 

things were much less clear.

Game 5: Navara-Wojtaszek, Prague 2019

Normally, we make sure to defend our king and queen from skewers and pins. Imagine that 

you also have two alternatives in the position, both of them winning a clear pawn, and you 

will understand how Navara’s fantastic tactical resource Qf1!!, allowing the …Rg1 pin is 

counter-intuitive. However, the depth of Navara’s idea is not seen only in the variation 

where his queen gets pinned along the first rank, but also in the other two key variations in 

which he has to sacrifice a rook and a knight to obtain a perpetual check. Finding this super-

strong move took Navara more than half an hour, but it was definitely time well spent.
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Video 7 – Pawn Structure Decisions

Ever since the great Philidor said: “Pawns are the soul of chess” chess players have paid 

attention to the pawn structure. A good pawn structure is usually a great positional asset, 

while a bad one might be a big burden, especially in the endgame. Therefore, we follow well-

known rules such as: “watch out for isolated and backward pawns”, “doubled pawns are 

usually bad in the endgame”, “recapture with the pawn toward the center and not away from 

it, etc. In most cases, following such principles is the best way to go, but sometimes we can 

bend them and make pawn structure decisions that may seem unnatural or bad from a 

positional point of view. Usually when we make such a decision, there is an important 

dynamic or another positional factor than compensates for the damaged pawn structure.

In the 5 game fragments below, we will see examples of counter-intuitive pawn structure 

decisions.

Instructive games:

Game 1: Pridorozhni-Jakovenko, Khanty-Mansiysk 2013

This game is an excellent example of how tripled pawns in the endgame can actually be a 

good thing – in this case, they enabled Black to take control over the two semi-open files and 

obtain a nearly winning position.

Game 2: Kuljasevic-Froewis, St.Veit 2020

In strict positional terms, recapture exf3 in this game is positionally wrong because White 

gets doubled pawns and an isolated pawn in the center. Yet, such a pawn structure turns out 

to be very pleasant for White in the middlegame as he has better control of the central 

squares, while his opponent lacks good outposts for his knights and finds it difficult to come 

up with active ideas.

Game 3: Eljanov-Carlsen, Wijk aan zee 2017

Eljanov’s decision to trade queens on a3 and allow his opponent to double his pawns away 

from the center might also seem positionally bad, but it was actually a strong idea because it 

enabled him to put very strong pressure along the b-file and soon obtain a big positional 

advantage.
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Game 4: Fressinet-Hracek, Baku 2016

In this game, Black underestimated White’s counter-intuitive recapture fxe3, which is 

structurally bad but dynamically very strong. White had a good alternative in Nxe3, which 

would keep his pawn structure intact, yet Fressinet chose a more dynamic option which put 

immediate pressure on his opponent, not letting him simplify the position. Hracek’s position 

collapsed in short order.

Game 5: Kuljasevic-Berkes, Legnica 2013

This example shows a rare case when doubling your pawns can be a better decision than 

‘normalizing’ the pawn structure. In 3 vs 2 rook endgame, Berkes correctly assessed that the 

unexpected hxg6 recapture would give him more practical winning chances than the ‘normal’ 

fxg6. Indeed, White never had a straightforward way to force a draw and after several bad 

mistakes even managed to lose this endgame.
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Video 8 – Violating General Principles

So far in this course, we have looked at specific ways in which we can make strong counter-

intuitive decisions, such as those involving pawn structure, piece exchanges, king safety, 

tactical operations, etc. In this chapter, we will rather focus on more general principles that 

can be successfully ‘violated’. In the five instructive examples that we will see, strong players 

have played the moves that may seem wrong on general grounds or even going against 

common sense. Yet, these moves were the best decisions in their respective positions. This 

teaches us that we should challenge even the most well-established assumptions in chess if 

we have a reasonable idea in mind.

Instructive games:

Game 1: Kramnik-Anand, Wijk aan Zee 2007

Many players would not even consider Kramnik’s 19.b4! because self-trapping your own 

bishop on a5 just seems so unnatural. However, the depth of Kramnik’s seemingly anti-

positional decision could be seen about 10 moves later when this ‘bad’ bishop was such a 

problem for Black that he had to set it free with …c7-c6. By then, White had already 

accumulated a large positional advantage.

Game 2: Carlsen-Grischuk, chess.com (blitz) 2016

Many positional manuals teach us that the side that plays against the isolated queen’s pawn 

should exchange pieces, while the side with the IQP should avoid them. However, Alexander 

Grischuk, who had the IQP in this game, went exactly against this common knowledge by 

willingly trading off a pair of rooks and bishops. The point of his concrete approach was to 

misplace a couple of white pieces and gain just enough time to take a slight initiative in a 

position that seemed just positionally better for White. Carlsen had no choice but to allow 

Grischuk to improve his pawn structure and equalize.

Game 3: Najdorf-Huebner, Wijk aan zee 1971

Normally, when your opponent has several heavy pieces on a semi-open file where your king 

is, you think only about keeping your king safe. The last thing that you normally do in such 

positions is to push the pawn in front of your king. Nevertheless, there are exceptions to this 

rule and this classical game is a great example. Huebner’s maneuver …Nc7-a8, followed by 

…b7-b6 is a beautiful demonstration of the relativity of such rules.
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Game 4: Tomashevsky-Fedoseev, St Petersburg 2017

This game is a more recent version of the counter-intuitive concept from Huebner’s game. 

The important difference is that the black king was on the kingside, defended by literally 

none of his pieces. When 99% of players would logically go for queenside counterplay, 

Fedoseev found a brilliant move 18…Qe8!, preparing unlikely kingside expansion with …g7-

g5 and …f7-f6. As risky as it may seem, it worked to perfection in the game and Tomashevsky 

soon got himself into a losing position.

Game 5: Kuljasevic-Salgado, Skopje 2014

In this game, I used the same principle as in the previous two examples, only in a KID closed 

type of position. Even though White had some ideas on the queenside, I decided that opening 

up the position on the side where Black usually attacks is the best way to play for an 

advantage. The reasoning behind it was that black pieces were too occupied defending the 

weak e5-pawn, so I would have more time to mobilize my pieces and exploit the opening of 

the position than my opponent.
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Video 9 – Endgame Ideas

Endgames contain many fascinating ideas that can often seem counter-intuitive: 

underpromotion, triangulation, zugzwang, umbrella, just to name a few. In fact, due to fewer 

pieces on the board, unusual ideas become even clearer in the endgame compared to the 

earlier stages of the game. Such ideas are not only nice to see, but also often have a decisive 

effect. For example, the idea of specific geometry of the chessboard that we will see in two 

examples in this video is something that is not discussed in many endgame manuals, but it is 

extremely important for an understanding of endgames and chess in general.

In this video, we will see 5 instructive examples of counter-intuitive endgame ideas. Some of 

them will be from endgame studies, while others are from tournament games.

Instructive examples:

Game 1: Endgame: R + 2p vs B + 3p on the same flank

In this example, we can see how sacrificing a pawn can change the evaluation of the 

endgame. A rook vs bishop endgame in which the weaker side has 3 pawns vs stronger side’s 

2 pawns on the same flank is losing. However, if the weaker side sacrifices a pawn, then a 

similar R+2p vs B+2p is drawn!

Game 2: Bronstein – Botvinnik, Moscow 1951

This was a game from the World Championship match between 2B’s. In an easily drawn 

position with only a few pieces left, Bronstein blundered the game away because he assumed 

that the opponent’s king would move in a straight line. Instead, Botvinnik moved his king in a 

zig-zag to avoid knight checks and won. This idea is quite counter-intuitive because in normal 

life we are used to the fact that the quickest route from point A to point B is a straight line. 

However, the specific geometry of the chessboard makes the distance between a1 and a8 

the same as h1 and a8, in terms of number of moves.

Game 3: Zelcic – Bosiocic, Zagreb 2019

This is a modern example of the specific geometry of the chessboard. In a rook endgame, 

White missed an opportunity to apply the same idea as Botvinnik in the previous game, and 

thus save the game.

Game 4: Study by Skril, knight vs rook’s pawn

This is the most instructive example of the power of the knight’s unique L-shaped movement 

that I know of. A must-know endgame study with practical importance.
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Game 5: Huschenbeth – Buhmann, Bonn 2011

In this game, White beautifully applied the ‘umbrella’ concept, which means that we use the 

opponent’s pawn to shield our king from rook checks.


