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Quality comes at a price

Over time a healthy tree grows
taller, wider and has a richer fo -
liage. In a sim i lar way, pop u lar
vari a tions de velop an ever-in -
creas ing va ri ety of pos si bil i ties
that an au thor will want to cover. 
All this re quires space, and the prob -
lem arises as to how to deal ef fec -
tively with a sub ject mat ter that
bur geons out of all pro por tion. Vast
num bers of games ac cu mu late in the 
da ta base and yet books have to re al -
is ti cally stay about the same size.
As there is an ev i dent limit con -
cern ing how much in for ma tion
can be phys i cally in cluded in a
book, it’s in ter est ing to com pare
the dif fer ent ap proaches in the
three works that I review below.
Psakhis covers the French De fence 
in three sub stan tial (if this one is
any thing to go by!) tomes. He goes 
for com plete ness through out, but
at the risk of data con ges tion.
Wat son sticks to a Black rep er toire 
en abling him to keep to one (al beit
equally bulky) vol ume. He also re -
lies on great de tail, but at the cost
of omit ting to tally some quint es -
sen tial systems.
The ‘Chess Stars’ work on the
QGA pre fers to sig nif i cantly edit
down game ref er ences to keep the
book to a re al is tic size. They cut
out the fat pre fer ring to be stream -
lined and practical.
The dis ad van tage is that the cov er -
age of cer tain vari a tions can seem
light weight.

All three works im pressed me
how ever with the way that the au -
thors in ter pret his tory, as sess the
state of play and ad vise for the
 future. Fun da men tal at trib utes for
any de cent opening book.

As to the ti tle of these lines... qual -
ity co mes at a price.
All these books are of a cer tain qual -
ity, but what price does one pay?
In a shop we nat u rally ex pect to
pay more for a top-of-the-range
prod uct, whereas with chess
books, price re flects pro duc tion
costs rather than the worth of the
con tent.
Money-wise, Psakhis’s work on
the French will cost the cash price
of three books rather than Wat -
son’s one. How ever it should be
borne in mind that read ers of the
3rd edi tion of Play the French
won’t have any ma te rial on the
Tarrasch with 3...Àf6 for in stance.
That’s an in ev i ta ble cost of a rep er -
toire book!

Buy ing a good book is n’t enough
how ever. To make a book-read ing
ex pe ri ence worth while we need to
se ri ously delve into the writer’s
ex pla na tions. Only then does the
qual ity shine through.
The price that we re ally have to
pay then is the time and ef fort to
get to grips with the ma te rial. So I
rec om mend that you turn off your
com puter, dust down and set-up
your old chess set and spend some
qual ity-time with a world-class
chess au thor!

John Wat son
Play the French (3rd edition)
Ev ery man 2003
272 pages, pa per back

I don’t want to be dis re spect ful to
oth ers but John Wat son has sim ply
been the most no ta ble US au thor of 
the last 20 years. The top flight
Amer i can play ers do oc ca sion ally
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pub lish a work or two but are noth -
ing like as pro lific or as widely
read in Europe.
He has pro duced some fine works
in the past and even his smaller
mono graphs are full of his views
and orig i nal anal y ses. In July 1986 
I pur chased his 64-page Chess En -
ter prises book let on the ‘4.Àc3
Gam bit in the Queen’s Gam bit Ac -
cepted and Slav’ and used many of
his ideas in the months that fol -
lowed. I even ana lysed some of his
sug ges tions with Tony Miles in
Dubai 1986, but I could n’t per -
suade him to play 4.Àc3 in a key
game. Nev er the less, I stuck with
‘my in ter pre ta tion of Wat son’s
ideas’ and won a cou ple of games
in the 1987 Bath Zonal on the way
to my fi nal GM norm. So per haps I
should offer him a belated
thanks?!

As to the French De fence, with
which Wat son has had con sid er -
able writ ing ex pe ri ence...
Many rep er toire books are usu ally
aimed at club play ers, where the
slings and ar rows of the o ret i cal de -
vel op ments are avoided by keep -
ing things fairly gen eral. Wat son
how ever likes to com bine the at -
trac tive ness of a pre-pack aged rep -
er toire with cut ting edge anal y sis.
He in tel li gently avoids putt ing all
his eggs in one bas ket by giv ing at
least two vari a tions of differing
style for Black.
This third edi tion is not just a
dusted-down ver sion of what Wat -
son has writ ten be fore. There are
con sid er able changes from the
sec ond edi tion, for in stance the
Tarrasch with 3...Àf6 is ditched
(too much the ory ap par ently!) in
fa vour of 3...Ãe7, plus the pro voc -
a tive 3...c5 4.ed5 ©d5. In the
Winawer he con cen trates on
 7...0-0, rather than 7...©c7, which
is again a re mark able di ver gence
from his previous works.
Wat son has chopped and changed
even main lines to pro duce a re -
fresh ing new book. He cuts out
com pletely some old fa vour ites in

or der to con cen trate his ef forts into
lim ited ar eas (so pre pare to be
shocked, your pet line might be
miss ing!). These he de vel ops with a 
cer tain depth (20 pages on the
Tarrasch with 3...Ãe7, com pared to 
Psakhis’s 16) and his own in ter pre -
ta tions of some con tro ver sial lines.
So there you go, don’t be fooled by 
the ‘third edi tion’ bit of the ti tle,
this is a brand new book that stands 
on its own feet!

He’s rarely afraid to stick his neck
out in his choice of rec om men da -
tions backed up with games and
com par i sons. His lively style is so
di gest ible and never dry, his anal y -
ses are stim u lat ing. Read ing
through Watsonian prose is some -
thing to get ex cited about, he’s
even tempted me to think about
giv ing 1...e6 a go!

For an Ev ery man book it has a
solid feel to it. An un prec e dented
272 pages and a sig nif i cant num -
ber of sub-vari a tions, de spite his
val iant ef forts to help the reader
‘sim plify’ the pro cess of choos ing
how to play. The ad van tage of all
this de tail is that as usual Wat son’s
books are suit able for the higher
ranked (game ref er ences up to the
sum mer of 2003 is a nice bo nus),
but the clear di rec tions of the au -
thor will ap peal to the more
average player.

The vari a tions are num bered in a
novel way: ‘8.621’ for in stance can 
be found in Chap ter 8, ‘4.112’ in
Chap ter 4 etc. The draw back is that 
a vari a tion called 9.2213 might be
a digit too far for some read ers.

The bib li og ra phy was more ex ten -
sive than most, but cu ri ously fails to 
men tion his first two edi tions.
Touch ing mod esty (!?) or sim ply an 
over sight (?!) as these are com -
pared to in each of the in tro duc -
tions!

Any writer who is will ing to get off 
the fence to give clear-cut opin ions 

backed up with per sonal anal y sis
will oc ca sion ally be proven
wrong. There are surely a fair few
holes here and there, but they are
def i nitely worth it. Just the pro cess 
of test ing Wat son’s views will
stim u late the reader to fur ther his
own re search. It’s a cat a lyst for
positive action!

At times he errs with a few sloppy
ref er ences (names of play ers the
wrong way round etc.), on page
170 the draw ing line should be at -
trib uted to Gallagher (not his op -
po nent) and there are even mis -
printed il le gal moves (a rare occur -
rence these days). Finger fehlers
are in ev i ta ble to some ex tent, but
are eas ily no ticed if they are in a
crunch variation!

Now the time is right to split a few
hairs:
1.e4 e6 2.d4 d5 3.Àc3 Ãb4 4.e5 
c5 5.a3 Ãc3 6.bc3 Àe7 7.©g4
 0-0
An other new line for the third edi -
tion rather than 7...©c7. How ever
he does cover 6...©c7 and gives
fair space to all those weird and
won der ful anti-Winawer sys tems
that are played by many at a lower
level.
8.Ãd3

TsLd.tM_
jJ_.sJjJ
._._J_._
_.jJi._.
._.i._Q_
i.iB_._.
._I_.iIi
r.b.k.nR

TsLd.tM_
jJ_.sJjJ
._._J_._
_.jJi._.
._.i._Q_
i.iB_._.
._I_.iIi
r.b.k.nR

8...Àbc6
The move 8...f5 is Wat son’s sec -
ond-string idea (so he gives it a
slightly less de tailed ex am i na tion
than 8...Àbc6) 9.ef6 Õf6 10.Ãg5
Õf7 11.©h5 g6 12.©d1 ©a5
13.Ãd2 Àbc6 14.Àf3 ©c7
15.dc5!
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T_L_._M_
jJd.sT_J
._S_J_J_
_.iJ_._.
._._._._
i.iB_N_.
._Ib.iIi
r._Qk._R

T_L_._M_
jJd.sT_J
._S_J_J_
_.iJ_._.
._._._._
i.iB_N_.
._Ib.iIi
r._Qk._R

On page 191 Wat son deals with
this po si tion. Ac cord ing to Franck
Steenbekkers this move is suf fi -
ciently strong that one can ‘for get
about 8...f5’. 15...e5 16.Àg5 Õf8
17.c4 e4 18.cd5! ed3 19.d6 ©d7
20.de7 ©e7 21.Ãe3, as in Lutz-
 Pelletier, Biel 2003. Kindermann
now val iantly tries to re vive the
line with 21...Õf5! (rather than the
un sat is fac tory 21...Ãf5 22.cd3
Õad8 23.©b3 ®h8 24.©c3 ©g7
25.©g7 ®g7 26.Õb1 Õd7  27.0-0
which was clearly better for White
in the game) 22.Àf3 (or 22.h4 h6
23.Àf3 Ãe6) 22...Ãe6  23.0-0 Ãd5 
24.Àd2 Õh5 25.Õe1 ©h4 26.Àf1
(Wat son marks 26.Àe1 but that is
clearly a mis print) 26...dc2
27.©c2 Àe5 and if 28.f4, then
28...Àc4.
This po si tion is not com mented on
by Wat son. I pre sume that
Kindermann judges Black’s po si -
tion to be play able, Steenbekkers
not, and Wat son (un usu ally) is
uncommittal. Af ter 29.©f2 I per -
son ally doubt that Black has full
com pen sa tion.
Un for tu nately for read ers, if
14...©c7 proves to be shaky, then
he would have to fall back on
14...c4 which Wat son does n’t de -
velop at all just judg ing it thus
‘...the o ret i cally favours White
slightly’.
9.Ãg5!? ©a5 10.Àe2 Àg6
10...c4? 11.Ãh7 ®h7 12.©h4
®g8 13.Ãe7; Black also has
10...cd4! 11.f4 dc3  12.0-0 Àg6.
 11.0-0 ©a4 12.f4 c4 13.Ãg6 fg6 
14.Õa2 Ãd7 15.h4 Õf5 16.h5
gh5 17.©h5 h6 18.g4 Õf7
19.®g2 Ãe8

T_._L_M_
jJ_._Tj.
._S_J_.j
_._Ji.bQ
D_Ji.iI_
i.i._._.
R_I_N_K_
_._._R_.

T_._L_M_
jJ_._Tj.
._S_J_.j
_._Ji.bQ
D_Ji.iI_
i.i._._.
R_I_N_K_
_._._R_.

20.©h3
The nov elty 20.Õh1!  ‘is not OK
for Black’ – Steenbekkers. This
seems to be cor rect... 20...Õf8!
(20...Õf4?! 21.©h4 Õf8 22.Ãh6 is
too dan ger ous) 21.©h4 hg5!
(21...Ãg6 22.f5! ef5 23.Àf4 yields 
a strong at tack) 22.©h7 ®f7
23.f5! (af ter both 23.Õh6 ®e7
24.©g7 Õf7 25.©g5 ®d7 26.f5
Õe7 and; 23.fg5 ®e7 24.g6 Ãg6
25.©g6 ®d7 Black can wrig gle
out) 23...ef5 24.gf5 and White’s at -
tack is too strong.
20...hg5 21.f5
‘is un clear and hard to as sess’ ac -
cord ing to JW, Koch-Apicella,
Chambery 1994

A better than av er age book for all
stan dards, but his ad vo cacy of cer -
tain lines will raise a few eye -
brows! 
Nev er the less, all those con cerned
with the French should re ally buy
this book and that in cludes all
those who have cop ies of the ear -
lier edi tions.

Lev Psakhis
French Defence: 3 Àd2
Batsford 2003
288 pages, pa per back

Lev Psakhis is an other of those au -
thors whose books are al ways
worth a de tour. A de cade has
passed since his de fin i tive work
The Com plete French (1992) came 
out, so an up date is due, but un for -
tu nately for the pub lish ers this co -
in cides with Wat son’s Ev ery man
publication.

Here’s a com par i son to show that
both au thors have a con tri bu tion to
make to top i cal theory.
1.e4 e6 2.d4 d5 3.Àd2 c5 4.ed5
©d5 5.Àgf3 cd4 6.Ãc4 ©d6
 7.0-0 Àf6 8.Àb3 Àc6 9.Àbd4
Àd4 10.Àd4 a6 11.Õe1 ©c7
12.Ãb3 Ãd6 13.Àf5 Ãh2
14.®h1  0-0 15.Àg7 Õd8 16.©f3 
®g7 17.Ãh6 ®g6 18.c3

T_Lt._._
_Jd._J_J
J_._JsMb
_._._._.
._._._._
_Bi._Q_.
Ii._.iIl
r._.r._K

T_Lt._._
_Jd._J_J
J_._JsMb
_._._._.
._._._._
_Bi._Q_.
Ii._.iIl
r._.r._K

This crit i cal po si tion is an a lyzed
over four pages in Wat son’s book,
most of which deals with 18...e5
where he adds much orig i nal anal -
y sis.Psakhis pre fers to em pha size
the other of Black’s two stron gest
moves 18...Àh5, of fer ing three
pages of ex cite ment! They both
agree on their con clu sion: Black is
OK in both lines! It’s clear that
with two au thors look ing at a vari -
a tion from two dif fer ing an gles,
their work can be deemed to be
com pli men tary. It cer tainly will be 
fas ci nat ing for some to compare
their efforts.

Al though his spo ken Eng lish is
pretty good, Lev Psakhis has pru -
dently writ ten in his pre ferred lan -
guage (Rus sian I pre sume) and the
com pe tent trans la tion was un der -
taken by John Sugden. The prose is 
of a high stan dard and reads fairly
smoothly as a re sult. How ever this
ex tra pro cess takes time so with
the in tro duc tion writ ten in March
2003, it means that Wat son’s book
(Sep tem ber 2003) will have more
re cent ref er ences. As we are lack -
ing a Bib li og ra phy, in or der to
com pare it’s nec es sary to look at
some spe cific vari a tions where
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I’ve found ref er ences up to
February 2003, but no later.
The writer’s sense of hu mour
shines through as does his own un -
der stand ing of the ope ning. He has 
a dil i gent at ti tude to wards cov er -
ing all rea son able lines. This is
why you’ll need to fork out for
three vol umes this time around
(and one can only guess for how
many in say 2014!).
I found that he has tried to get to
grips with the sub ject in an hon est
enough way, but has prob a bly
over stuffed his notes with ex ces -
sive game ref er ences add ing rather 
to the length of the vol ume. The
vari a tions are in tri cate in the ex -
treme, but frankly not ev ery one re -
quires as much mi nu tiae as his
most famous trainee!
I can only com pare it to hav ing a
de li cious meal and then ru in ing it
slightly by fool ishly eat ing an ex -
tra por tion of dessert.

De spite the book be ing so long
(288 chock-a-block pages)
Psakhis has a ten dency to use
many In for mant-style signs, not
just those for equal ity and ad van -
tage, but also for ‘un clear’, ‘com -
pen sa tion’, ‘only move’ and the
‘ini tia tive’. I’m sure many would
pre fer to see Psakhis’s in ter pre ta -
tion of ‘why White has com pen sa -

tion’, ‘How strong is the
ini tia tive?’ or ‘Black’s better, but
why?’ rather than a sym bol. A
sym bol is fine in Informant or New 
In Chess, be cause this is un der -
stand able in any lan guage to
 experienced play ers, but in an
Eng lish-lan guage book read by
many lower-rank ing mor tals it
 comes across as in com plete when
re peated too of ten.

I found nav i gat ing through the
book dif fi cult as un less one re fers
to the In dex of Variations on page
283 it’s easy to get lost, such as in
Chap ter Three – a mind-bog gling
93-pages long!
The games are not num bered, the
brief in tro duc tions to the chap ters
don’t give over views of the ma te -
rial, nor do we have the ben e fit of
chap ter sum ma ries with in di ces à
la Ev ery man.
The lay out of the ma te rial does n’t
ease mat ters ei ther, for ex am ple on 
page 14 Ad ams-Morozevich,
Sarajevo 2000 be gins with 1.e4 e6
2.d4 d5 3.Àd2 Ãe7 4.Ãd3, but
then the au thor delves into 4th
move de vi a tions and only on page
18 do we re turn to this po si tion.
How ever the di a gram is then
wrong so it’s easy to get con fused.
The game car ries on with fur ther
hefty notes, and with Black’s 8th
move com ing on page 24 it be -
comes clear that study ing will be a
long-winded task.
The au thor has avoided num ber ing 
his vari a tions with a long string of
dig its, but I’m not sure his method
will sim plify life for most read ers.
In tri cate notes em pha size the prin -
ci ple vari a tion with bold-printed
moves, but the sub-notes may still
go on for half a page and fea ture a
va ri ety of al ter na tives and fur ther
brack ets. I be lieve the cha otic na -
ture of all this de tail will be be yond 
most fans of the French De fence
e.g. page 128, note ‘c’ on 14.©c1
(which is a sub sid iary move to
14.Àe2, see page 126) fea tures
thir teen game ref er ences, with
notes.

In any case you’ll need more
than one chess set to play through 
the games with out los ing your
place!
It’s ar gu able that a book deal ing
with only the Tarrasch in nearly
300 pages will be pri mar ily for
higher-ech e lon play ers, but this is
not nec es sar ily the case. In 1998
John Emms wrote a book on the
same sub ject. It’s only half as
long, but so much eas ier to un der -
stand and ideal for all lev els. That
was (in ter est ingly enough) pub -
lished by Batsford when they
were in ca hoots with By ron
Jacobs’ First Rank pub lish ing
who are now a days es sen tially the
driv ing force be hind Ev ery man.
Batsford and Lev Psakhis seem to
have fallen into the trap of go ing
for com plete ness at the ex pense of 
clar ity. His Batsford book on the
Mod ern Benoni from 1995 is laid
out in a more reader-friendly
man ner and yet cer tainly does n’t
skimp on the de tail!

I would have pre ferred to see more
writ ten ex pla na tion and a shav ing
down of some of the su per flu ous
game quo ta tions. Stron ger play ers
will check their da ta bases any way,
but av er age folk ap pre ci ate ‘words
of wisdom’.
De spite be ing dis par ag ing of the
mud dled pre sen ta tion, it’s clear
that there are many golden nug gets 
in there wait ing to be un earthed by
the pa tient reader. If you read care -
fully and get used to the lay out,
you must be able to ben e fit if your
prep a ra tion is deep and intense.
Clearly aimed at a stron ger read er -
ship, Psakhis’s book will be a boon 
for those rel ish ing in de tail. How -
ever the struc ture is dis ap point ing
and will be heavy go ing for
sub-2200 players.

Over all there fore I don’t con sider
this to be for ev ery one.
It’s worth glanc ing through the
pages be fore de cid ing whether or
not to buy. I sug gest that you then
try to an swer the ques tion:
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Is such a pleth ora of game ref er -
ences re ally more use ful than us -
ing a more an cient book teem ing
with clear ex pla na tions topped-up
with an up-to-date database?

Konstantin Sakaev & Semko Semkov
The Queen’s Gambit Accepted
Chess Stars 2003
220 pages, pa per back/hard cover

An ideal prac ti cal book for those
want ing to learn about this ope -
ning.

Com mer cially it may not do well
as the QGA is n’t so pop u lar at a
lower level.
It’s a pos i tive sell ing point hav ing
a 2650 co-au thor, but Sakaev is n’t
that well known to the gen eral
pub lic (com pared to many weaker
but more ex pe ri enced play ers).
These Bul gar ian pub li ca tions also
have in gen eral the dis ad van tage of 
be ing writ ten in East Eu ro pean pi -
geon-Eng lish which can de value
one’s ap pre ci a tion of the qual ity of 
their chess con tent. This one is no
ex cep tion and so I al ready sus pect
that it will strug gle to im press
some of the readership of the
Anglo-Saxon world.

Putt ing any neg a tive prej u dices to
one side I have to say that I liked
very much the bal ance of the ma te -
rial. There’s enough chess con tent
to il lus trate the whys and
wherefores, with out go ing over -
board. There are plenty of di a -
grams and the au thors take the
time to high light ideas and ma -
noeuv res. They rec om mend var i -
ous ap proaches with common -
sensical own anal y sis, dis cus sions
about move-or ders and fin ish off
with salient conclusions.
By sig nif i cantly abridg ing lesser
side lines they have pro duced a
man age able 220-page vol ume. It’s 
wisely di vided into 27 small chap -
ters, so nav i gat ing is easy. There’s
over all a com fort able feel about

flick ing through the pages, paus -
ing at a fa mil iar di a gram po si tion
and read ing what they have to say.
Here is an ex am ple where their
sug gested im prove ment is worth a
closer look:

QG 6.10
Filippov,Valery
Flear,Glenn
Reyk ja vik 1999 (3)

I was sur prised to see an in ter est -
ing sug ges tion in one of my own
games. How ever I’m not con -
vinced that it’s as dan ger ous as the
au thors make out.
1.Àf3 d5 2.d4 Àf6 3.c4 dc4
4.Àc3 a6 5.e4 b5 6.e5 Àd5 7.a4
Àc3 8.bc3 ©d5 9.g3 Ãb7
10.Ãg2 ©d7 11.Ãa3 g6 12.h4
Crit i cal.
12...Ãd5!
I be lieve that Black is OK af ter this 
move de lay ing com mit ting the
king.
13.h5 Àc6 14.hg6 fg6  15.0-0
Ãh6

T_._M_.t
_.jDj._J
J_S_._Jl
_J_Li._.
I_Ji._._
b.i._Ni.
._._.iB_
r._Q_Rk.

T_._M_.t
_.jDj._J
J_S_._Jl
_J_Li._.
I_Ji._._
b.i._Ni.
._._.iB_
r._Q_Rk.

16.Àh2
Their idea is to open lines with
16.e6, e.g.
 A) 16...©e6 17.Õe1 ©c8?!
(17...©f6! 18.Àe5 Ãg2 19.Àc6
©c6 20.Õe7 ®d8 (Flear) of fers a
better chance) 18.Àe5 Ãg2
19.Àc6 Ãc6 20.Õe7 ®d8 21.d5 is
cer tainly very dan ger ous. S & S
con sider it even win ning for
White; 
 B) 16...©c8 17.Àh2 ©e6
18.Õe1 ©f7 19.Ãd5 ©d5 20.Àg4
Ãg7 21.Àe3 ©f7 22.f4  0-0

23.©f3 ‘threat en ing 24.Àd5’ and
giv ing White an ini tia tive ac cord -
ing to S & S, how ever 23...Àd4!
24.cd4 Ãd4 25.Õad1 c5 looks
prom is ing for Black, Flear.
16...Ãg2 17.®g2  0-0 18.f4 b4
19.Ãb4 Àb4 20.cb4 Õad8
21.Õc1 ©d5 22.Àf3 Ãf4! 23.gf4 
Õf4 24.®g3 Õdf8
with ex cel lent com pen sa tion.

There are mo ments when the au -
thors do use In for mant sym bols,
but with out get ting car ried away,
and they oc ca sion ally churn out
the last twenty moves of a game
with out an no ta tions.
I found a few mis prints and I
should men tion that the ed it ing in
gen eral is n’t quite as pol ished as
West ern Eu ro pean pub li ca tions.
Fur ther more the par ing down pro -
cess may not please ev ery one,
some may re gret that there is n’t
more cov er age of slightly old-
 fashioned sec tions such as Chap ter 
25, 7.©e2 b5 8.Ãb3 for instance.
How ever all these ‘buts’ are mi nor
points. The crux of the mat ter is
that the wealth of in struc tive com -
ment through out the book en sures
that The Queen’s Gam bit Ac cepted 
is sur pris ingly good.
I would rec om mend this as a prac -
ti cal guide for all stan dards.
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