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Thursday 18th March 2004 was a historic day in Reykjavik. 13-year-old Magnus Carlsen played against one of the world's best chess players of all time, Garry Kasparov. Here, we can see from the facial expression of the chess legend that he is somewhat shocked. Kasparov barely escaped with a draw. Magnus lost the next game, but the Russian had been impressed enough to say that the young boy had the talent to be the world's best chess player.
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BOY MEETS BEAST

Reykjavik 12th March 2004

A blitz tournament was planned to take place after the main tournament in Iceland. A minor chess bombshell occurred. Specifically, Magnus beat former world champion Anatoly Karpov.
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Thursday 18th March 2004 was a historic day in Reykjavik. 13-year-old Magnus Carlsen played against one of the world’s best chess players of all time, Garry Kasparov. Here, we can see from the facial expression of the chess legend that he is somewhat shocked. Kasparov barely escaped with a draw. Magnus lost the next game, but the Russian had been impressed enough to say that the young boy had the talent to be the world’s best chess player.



Immediately after the game, Magnus turned towards the stands where his whole family was sitting. The thirteen-year-old boy smiled and gave a thumbs up. Big sister Ellen answered in kind.

At that time, Karpov still played chess at a very high level, and Norwegian media couldn’t contain themselves: a hailstorm of tabloid headlines ensued. Maybe slightly out of proportion. It was now beginning to be apparent for Norwegian journalists that something was afoot. But it concerned the marginal sport chess, not skiing or football. As a result, it couldn’t be a major sensation – not yet.

The following day Magnus was due to meet Garry Kasparov himself in rapid chess. Kasparov had finished in 2nd place in the blitz tournament, whilst Magnus had finished next to last. This outcome led to them playing each other in the subsequent rapid chess tournament. This was the first time that Magnus met the chess legend.

If Karpov was still a strong player in 2004, Kasparov was considered as the greatest player of all time. He was also ranked number one in the world. Internet site Chessbase hailed the clash as “Boy meets Beast”. It would be difficult to get closer to David against Goliath. Mature, serious, well-dressed Kasparov, against a boy whose legs barely reached the floor.

Magnus was ranked number 786 in the world at this time. Kasparov’s rating was 2831 to Magnus’ 2484. Colossal odds. Comparable to if Manchester City faced a good boys’ team. Under normal circumstances City would win by a double-digit margin. Once in a while maybe only by 6-7 goals, but that they should draw or lose would be unthinkable. But chess isn’t like football. The psychological aspect is much more decisive. It can lead to even the very best losing to a much weaker opponent. The difference in playing strength was nevertheless so great that it would be utopian to hope for a sensation. The previous evening Magnus had prepared for the game by reading Donald Duck. He was slightly tired after a long tournament and there was no reason to stress too much. The rapidplay tournament, where the players would get 25 minutes each for the whole game, was due to start at 6pm. But there was one player who didn’t show up: Kasparov. Normally the clocks would be started, and if the opponent has not arrived before the time runs out, then they have lost the game. The organiser chose not to start Kasparov’s clock. He was unaware that the organiser had announced that the tournament would begin one hour earlier that day. Whilst Magnus waited nervously for the world’s best chessplayer, he walked around and looked at the other games. Twenty minutes later, the chess legend arrived in a stylish dark blue suit, light blue shirt, and matching tie. Self-assured, with one hand in his pocket, he went straight over to the table where Magnus was sitting. He informed Magnus that it was not his fault that he was late, but the organiser’s.

Just before this Magnus had gone and fetched himself a glass of cola. Usually he drinks juice, and a full bottle of this was also on the table, but just now he wanted cola. Kasparov casts off his suit jacket and takes off his wristwatch and places it to the left of the chessboard. He has no juice or other drink with him. The audience now sees a former world champion who seems unusually nervous. Magnus makes his first move, pawn to d4. Kasparov adjusts all his pieces, placing them precisely how he wants them to stand, and places his face between his palms before answering with pawn to d5 and pressing the clock.

The world number one makes an error in the opening and ends up worse. Some time later Magnus is clearly better, and according to Kasparov it was a winning position. During the game Kasparov shakes his head several times, and the audience begin to comprehend what is happening. Magnus looks up at Kasparov and maintains his stare. A sign that he is happy with his position. Kasparov admitted a year later that when ended up in this position, he began to think about dramatic headlines. He had never played anyone so much younger than himself but had several times at a young age won against adults who were much stronger than himself.

Kasparov sits somewhat hunched, and the way he moves his lips reveals that he doesn’t like his position. Several times he chooses to hide his face in his hands, and it is apparent that he is shaken. While the chess legend thinks, Magnus walks some meters away from the board to look at some of the other games. This can be a psychological play, and it demonstrates a boundless arrogance. In rapidplay it is unusual to go for a wander during the game. Not least if one is playing the best player in the world. In classical games that take several hours it is much more common for players to leave the board. Now and then even to demonstrate for their opponent that they like their position. When a chessplayer has a bad position, it’s incredibly annoying if their opponent yawns, gets up, or behaves as if they have already won the game. Just before Magnus gets up and leaves the board, Kasparov lifts his gaze and stares at Magnus. Maybe he wants to psych him out, or wonders whether Magnus realises how bad Kasparov’s position is. That Magnus chooses to avoid the stony gaze by leaving the board at that moment, is a sufficient answer.

Kasparov therefore moved quite quickly after Magnus had got up. The ex-world champion didn’t like being ignored. As soon as Kasparov pressed the clock, Magnus came back and made a lightning-fast move. He crossed his arms and thought he could win the game. The rest of the Carlsen family are sitting a few metres away. Henrik tells his next youngest daughter, Ingrid, that Magnus has a good position. “When pappa says that Magnus has an advantage, then he usually wins, and I’m happy”, says Ingrid. Kasparov almost looks like he has been hit by a lightning bolt, but he manages to escape. Magnus gets a bit jittery and doesn’t find the right continuation. The game ends in a draw. The champion gets away with a fright.

In the second game, the Russian wins quite easily. Afterwards, Magnus was interviewed by the director Øyvind Asbjørnsen, the man who had followed the boy for the preceding year and who had made the film “The Prince of Chess”. Magnus was disappointed after losing the second game: “I played like a child,” said the little boy.

After the game, Kasparov said “If he gets the right conditions, he can be the best in the world.”


CHESS TERMINOLOGY

FIDE: International Chess Federation

GM: Grandmaster, in Norwegian «Stormester». One has to reach a rating of 2500 and also achieve three GM-norms before one gets the title GM.

IM: International Master. One gets the title by reaching a rating of 2400 and also achieving three IM-norms.

Super Grandmaster: Not an official title but it is usual to use it when talking about someone who has had a rating of more than 2600.

Blunder: A very bad move which often leads to losing a piece and thus the whole game.

Rapid chess: Chess with limited thinking time where each player has around 20 or 25 minutes to play the whole game.

Kingside: Denotes the half of the board where the King stands when the game starts.

Queenside: Denotes the half of the board where the Queen stands when the game starts.

Exchange sacrifice: If one on purpose exchanges a Rook for a Knight or a Bishop, it is called an exchange sacrifice. This because the Rook is more valuable than a Knight or a Bishop.

Blitz: Chess with limited time. Nowadays it is normal that the players get three minutes each for the whole game, with an additional two seconds for every move they make. Blitz chess has a maximum of ten minutes per player per game. If one has 15 minutes or more, it will be classed as rapid chess.

Sacrifice: Sacrificing a pawn or a piece means to give it away, with the intention of getting a better position, or that one gives it away to win back a piece which has more value later in the game.

Positional player: A chess player who likes to play safely and well by thinking several moves ahead, without these needing to immediately lead to advantage.

Rating: A number that indicates how strong a chess player is, and always shows how good results one has had lately. Magnus has achieved a top rating of 2882, whilst as a nine-year-old he had just under 1000.

Rating performance: The number achieved in a single tournament. The number can be much higher or lower than the rating one is registered with before the tournament starts.

Draw: A game where neither player succeeds in winning.

Second: One or more skilled chess players who act as helpers for one playing a match or tournament. The second prepares the player for a specific opponent and often use computers to find the best analysis.

Endgame: Describers positions where there are very few pieces left on the board.

Play-off: when two or more players are level on points after a tournament is completed. To determine a winner, they will then play against each other again.

Opening theory: The knowledge one has about good and bad moves at the beginning of the game.


MAGNUS AS MOZART

“After God comes father”

Letter from Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart to his sister in 1695.

Sven Magnus Øen Carlsen was first calledchess’s Mozart after he took his first Grandmaster norm in the renowned Corus tournament in the Netherlands at the age of 13. Magnus had played such wonderful chess that the comparison was justified. It was chess journalist Lubomir Kavalek who in January 2004 in his weekly chess column in the Washington Post, first referred to Magnus with the title The Mozart of Chess.
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Magnus Carlsen’s first years were filled with a lot of playing with Lego. His ability to stay concentrated for hours was remarkable. He did not touch a chess piece before the age of five but learnt car names, municipalities, municipal coats of arms, capitals, and countries. In this way he developed his memory. He knew the name of every make of car at the age of two.



“He showed his enormous talent with one of the most blinding attacks played in Wijk aan Zee this year” he wrote. Since then, he has been compared to classical music’s wunderkind on many occasions. It isn’t the first time that a young chess genius has been compared to Mozart: several world champions have also been called “The Mozart of Chess”. 1

A documentary has also been made on CBS 60 minutes entitled The Mozart of Chess.But neither the American TV company nor any other chess journalists have taken the trouble to investigate whether there are any real points in common between the two. Instead “Chess’s Mozart” has become something of a cliché. The question is therefore whether there really are any similarities between chess’s boy wonder and the mysterious Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart. There is also something mysterious about Magnus Carlsen. Former world champion Boris Spassky claimed as much in Sochi in November 2014: “Magnus Carlsen is a gnome from the underground. A good one. There has always been something mysterious about him.”.

There is no doubt that Wolfgang’s father, Leopold, had made up his mind that Wolfgang was going to be a musical phenomenon. Everything was planned with that in mind. This isn’t quite the same as Magnus’ story. He learned the rules of chess at five, but first began to play seriously at eight years old. But his father, Henrik, had some inkling that his son was going to be something extraordinary, and he planned to facilitate this.

Magnus did not get more opportunities than the other three siblings Ellen, Ingrid, and Signe. It was just that Magnus stood out as something special.He showed great interest and enthusiasm for Lego already at one year old. As a two-year-old he knew the names of all makes of car, and before he was four he could remember things as well as an adult. At the age of five, Magnus knew the names of all the Norwegian municipalities, recognised their coats-of-arms, knew the names of all the world’s capital cities and was a wizard at mental arithmetic.

“It was more important to me that Magnus developed knowledge and intellectual abilities rather than social skills” says Henrik Carlsen.

When Magnus started school, he could both read and write. There was a discussion whether he should skip the first year of primary school, but his parents didn’t want this. Instead, they agreed with his teacher that he should get some extra stimulation, and he got some sports books to read in addition to the school curriculum.

Magnus means “the great” in Latin. Norway has had seven kings who have borne the name Magnus. “The name came naturally to us. Of course, we were aware that it was a royal name, and we liked that.”, Henrik recounts.

Amadeus. Taste the name. He was originally named Theophilus, which is Greek for “the one God loves”. In Latin that translates to Amadeus.

Henrik had no thoughts whatsoever that Magnus could become the world’s best chess player. At least, not before he was ten years old. It was then that the father understood he had a child with a quite unusual talent for chess:

“I was walking down Karl Johan one day when my phone rang. One of my close friends wanted to tell me that Magnus could be world chess champion. Surrounded by the crowd of people, I felt others were listening in on our conversation. Therefore, I whispered back. I agreed. This was the first time I entertained the thought of him becoming the world’s best chess player. He was ten years and some months old.”

At that time Henrik had the same rating as he does today, about 2000. This is a playing strength which very many quite good chess players achieve only after years of practice. Many players who practice chess several hours a day, even for 20-30 years, struggle to achieve a higher rating than this level. As a nine-year-old, after one year of chess, Magnus managed to perform as well as his father!

One of the most remarkable things about Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart was the quality of the music, taking into consideration his young age. The pieces he composed already as a five-year-old were almost inexplicably good. By the age of six or seven his music had acquired a maturity which made him famous throughout Europe. Playing about on the piano was something which characterised everyday life. The boy loved to play. He had to be forced to go to bed, rather than fall asleep at the piano.

Amadeus didn’t just love music, he played with it. An audience could hum a melody which he then played variations to, or he could write an accompaniment for an aria he had never heard before. He could also play blindfolded or with his back to the piano. In other words, he liked to do something out of the ordinary. Above all, Amadeus sought harmony within music.

Magnus desired from an early age to achieve total harmony of the chess pieces. As Magnus himself says: “I want the pieces to cooperate at all costs, that they stand in the right positions and that they are in harmony, a kind of perfection.”

Leopold made his son master several instruments. In addition to the piano, he had to learn both the violin and organ. In order to be a complete musician.

In Magnus’ case one can perhaps compare the piano to the middlegame in chess. This was where his greatest talent lay, and it was here he surprised his opponents in the early years. It was in the middlegame that he could sacrifice a piece to win the game. But to progress, it was necessary to master both openings and endgames. These can be compared to the violin and the organ. It is since Magnus became an expert in the final phase of chess, the endgame, that he has undeniably developed into the world’s best chess player.

When Magnus began to be interested in chess, it was the element of play which characterised his chess playing: “I have tried several times to get Magnus to do homework, but never encouraged him to look at chess. Everything should be playful, and the motivation should be from within. When he sat at the chess board at night, we often had to force him to go to bed,” says Henrik.

For Magnus the most unusual thing in his approach to chess has been the playfulness and impulsiveness. Instead of using the Eastern European model of chess discipline to get better, he has on the contrary just done what he thought was fun. This doesn’t change the fact that he looked at chess day and night as a child. When he went to bed at night, it was not to sleep but to read about chess. When Henrik closed the door, his son turned on the light.

When considering which of Magnus’ characteristics has been the most important, or perhaps what the most important factor has been that has made him so extremely good at playing chess, it is undoubtedly the joy of training and playing. As his friend and second, Jon Ludvig Hammer, says: “Between the ages of 10 and 13, Magnus played chess all day long. He thought it was more fun the more he played. Training is important, but when you also think that unlimited training is only positive, then you have an advantage.”

As an eight-year-old, Magnus was a late starter at learning to play chess. Most of the top players in the world start at around five or six years old, but there are some examples of players in the world elite who started later.2

Mozart built up at an early age a musical memory that seems simply absurd. When he was five, he could play a piece of music he had only heard once before. This is something which even leading adult pianists would have problems doing.

Memory is an important factor in both chess and music. Both Amadeus and Magnus developed exceptional memories which go way beyond the normal.3

“When Magnus was around 6-7 years old, he had a deep knowledge of sports. He could have participated on the TV show Double or Nothing in any number of sports,” says Henrik.

Leopold was himself an accomplished musician. He was renowned amongst his contemporaries and was relatively a far better musician than Henrik Carlsen has been a chess player. Nevertheless, they shared the same passion as their sons. Even though Henrik has not played chess at elite level, there is no doubt that love of the game is important. Parental love and care for all the children also seems to be great, both in the Mozart and Carlsen families.

Leopold had left school in 1736 with top grades. He subsequently gave up his studiesand focussed his energies on his son’s career. This can be compared to Henrik’s thoughts and plans for Magnus. When Magnus was 12 years old and the family decided to give the children a gap year from school, it was especially with him in mind.

Amadeus was already travelling around with his father at five years old to perform.

The Mozart father and son travelled around Europe in a horse and cart. The Carlsen family had their own mobile home. It was a matter of creating the right conditions to become the best possible. Amadeus never went to school. He learned Latin, English and French from his father. Both Leopold and Henrik understood that, in order for their sons to be extraordinary, they had to take extraordinary measures.

Frederic Friedel, the man behind the Chessbase website, is known for being one of the most experienced of today’s chess journalists.We had a conversation in Zurich in 2013 where he told me: «It is obvious that Magnus is a genius. But … Henrik is smarter.»

Both fathers had understood that inspiration is the key. Amadeus had to visit and perform in the great European cities: Munich, Paris and London. The sophisticated and responsive audiences could only be found outside the small town they came from, Salzburg in Austria. Amadeus got to greet the great composers. Back then the music world was dominated by Johan Sebastian Bach’s youngest son, Johann Christian Bach. In 1764 the two met in London where they played four-handed. Wolfgang sat between Johan Christian’s knees at the piano, and they played for two hours for the English king and queen.

If Magnus was going to be really good, he needed to get out and show himself off, participate in the great tournaments. Meet the best players. Be inspired.

Amadeus made good money. He had an uncomplicated relationship with finances and was used to most things working out. Which they didn’t always do.

Since Magnus became a global star at chess, he has lived a life of luxury. For the last five or six years he has had a top tier income, and worries about earnings have not been an issue. On the contrary, he is driven about in the fanciest limousines, flies business class, stays in the most expensive hotels, and from time to time rubs shoulders with the crème de la crème of the finance world. Meeting Bill Gates, the billionaire who started Microsoft, Facebook founder Mark Zuckerberg, or being interviewed by Skavlan, can be compared to Mozart’s court invitations.

Amadeus received invitations from most of the courts of Europe. An already strong self-image does not get diminished by that. Time and again Amadeus pointed out how good he was at composing and playing.

Magnus also makes no secret of how good he is. When he made one of his best tournament performances, in China in 2009, he said “I want to take chess to a new level.”

Both boys have had an obedient relationship towards their fathers. For Magnus, one can say that the most important person in his career has been and is his father, but he emphasises that the whole family has meant a lot to him.

Strictly speaking, Leopold wanted control. Strictly speaking, Leopold wanted control. This became more or less impossible after Amadeus became an adult. Leopold’s ambitions were sky-high, and he knew what was required. Maybe Henrik’s ambitions have also been very high. If so, he has had an extraordinary ability to hide them. Unlike many parents, who often have far greater ambitions for their children than the children themselves, Henrik is exceptionally balanced. At least, that is what it looks like. It is worth mentioning an episode from the film Searching for Bobby Fischer, where the parents of all the children act hysterically during a children’s chess tournament. The organisers choose to shut the parents in the basement to allow the children to be alone and play chess. It is unfortunately the case that many young chess players are like trained dogs. It is their parents who want them to become good players.

From several books, which are based on all the letters Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart wrote, one has good source material to assess the musical genius. The letters show that he was in a euphoric state for years, they describe a deep joy and express his superiority.

Magnus has barely done anything other than win chess games since he was 13 years old, and the joy of playing chess is obvious. His self-confidence seems unsurpassed.

A musician’s greatest enemy is nerves. The same can be said of chess players. Self-confidence is key to winning at chess. While one could see that Mozart radiated confidence on stage, Magnus is no lesser man in this respect when in time trouble in important games followed by thousands of spectators. Also in this important area he has something in common with Mozart.
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