





























Chernev's Golden Dozen

[by Peter Jack]

The fourth chess book I bought was The Golden Dozen,
Irving Chernev’s personal choice of the twelve greatest
chessplayers of all time, published by Oxford University
Press in 1976. Up till then my meagre library consisted of
The Penguin Book of Chess by Harry Golombek, which
eventually fell apart, The Art of the Middle Game by Paul
Keres and Alexander Kotov, which I am really going to get
round to reading one of these days, and Fischer-Spassky, the
New York Times report on THE CHESS MATCH OF THE
CENTURY, a Corgi paperback. I recently tried to offload it
on a friend of mine’s ten year old daughter who is supposedly
keen on chess. She gave it back.

Chernev’s tome was a revelation. First off there were
the pictures. Previously I had seen very few photographs of
players and some of them were literally eye-openers.
Nimzowitsch resembles an owlish Richard M. Nixon.
Bronstein contemplates some seriously heavy looking black
pieces with his chin welded to his right hand. We are not
told what planet he is on. Spassky could pass for one of John
Travolta’s sidekicks in Grease. Tal gazes intently,
impassively and contemptuously off camera with a cigarette
poised at a suitably raffish angle. It is heartbreaking to
compare this photograph with those taken towards the end of
his life. Petrosian looks like a gnome, Botvinnik like an
accountant. Fischer is plain scary. Lasker is gloriously
dishevelled and writing at a cluttered desk. His tie appears to
be outside his jersey. Alekhine, arms crossed, stares at a
gorgeous wooden Staunton set. A ring adorns the little
finger of his left hand. A French flag flies proudly between
two pawns and a chess clock. An ashtray in the foreground
bearing the single word “stout” adds an unintentional irony.
Capablanca is magnificent. Eyes absolutely level into the
lens giving nothing away. He’s good and he knows it.
Again the pieces are to die for.

We are also presented with a portrait of Mr. Chernev
taken in San Francisco (from whence he tears himself away
only when the lure of visiting London or Paris becomes
irresistible). He stands on the white side of a Queen’s
Gambit with the towers of the Golden Gate bridge growing
out of his shoulders.

The layout of material is pellucid in its clarity. Each
game has a brief introduction and copious notes. Moves are
printed in boldfaced type. Diagrams abound as do the notes.
Chernev’s style can be irritating at times but never dull and
always ebullient, liberally dotted with allusions to the great
theoreticians of the game. A few examples: “Against such
elasticity not even Death can prevail!” “To assess the
players’ chances in such a position could give a computer a
headache.” “A little surprise for Monsieur Fuster!” * ‘Off
with his head!’ in the immortal words of the Red Queen in
Alice in Wonderland.” “On revient toujours a ses preniers
amours.”

Overall I consider this one of the great chess books.
(That sentence has a suitably Chernevian ring.) It certainly
has most of the great games in it. Chernev’s choice of the
best game ever, Bogoljubov-Alekhine, Hastings 1922, was

yet again recently voted best game of all time by the
readership of Chess Monthly. Anyone who lives with the
book for an extended period of time will develop their own
favourites. Among mine are Mannheimer-Nimzowitsch,
Botvinnik-Chekover and Reti-Laster Nos. 9, 65 and 89.

Whenever asked to recommend a book for those
thinking of taking up chess, this is the one I go for. Taken
all in all its games and notes make up a stunning
introduction and course of instruction in the game, with a
fair amount of anecdotes and history thrown in.

Chess becomes transcendental. Even after all the times
I have played through some of the games there are still some
that reduce me to a state of wonder and some that I know I
shall never understand. I know I shall never understand
Petrosian, while at the opposite end of the spectrum I shall
equally never understand Tal. On a good day, I can cope
with Capablanca’s simplicity and clarity.

I suppose nowadays Golden Dozen may be considered
slightly old fashioned, using as it does descriptive notation. I
understand an algebraic edition has been published. I prefer
my tatty old copy with my occasional annotations to the few
printing errors and comments I find incomprehensible.
Jopen-Petrosian, Belgrade 1954, starts 1 P-K4 P-K3 2 P-Q4
P-Q4 3 N-QB3 B-N53. “Knights before bishops,” say the
authorities. Eh?

Chess has moved on a great deal in the past twentyone
years. Chernev wasn’t to know an explosion in the game was
about to happen and he certainly didn’t know about the
advent of Kasparov and computers. In a few years I expect
someone shall produce an updated version in which some of
today’s generation of young guns shall be elevated to the
pantheon. Kramnik, Ivanchuk, Judit Polgar? Who else?
Perhaps IBM shall be on the list. Perhaps IBM shall top the
list.

What 1 admire most about it is its evocation of a time
between the wars when chessplayers were other-wordly
beings in three-piece suits who criss-crossed Europe in
magnificent cars, and the Atlantic on liners, in an Agatha
Christie-like world, from tournament to tournament. St.
Petersburg, San Sebastian, Baden-Baden, Carlsbad and (one
of my particular favourites) Mahrisch-Ostrau. I wish I knew
where that was.

Chernev himself was no slouch as a chessplayer. He
played an active part in American chess for many years and
wrote a number of books. His The Chess Companion is well
worth looking out for. He once played in a simul against
Capablanca. Sergei Prokofiev was on the next board.

My abiding impression is of someone who had a huge
love and enthusiasm for chess and had no qualms about
showing it. And that can’t be bad.

Editor’s Note:
See panel on page 17 re Malawi appeal for books and
equipment.

Scottish CCA Magazine

Winter 1997






































































































