


nce you start thinking

about chess, you see

it everywhere. It’s in
O everything from

paintings to politics,

songs to software,
magazines, musicals and movies. And
if you play enough, you might even find
your sleep disrupted by pieces sliding
around on the ceiling, like fictional
prodigy Beth Harmon in The Queen’s
Gambit. People certainly do seem
to be playing more - while the 2020
Netflix series found a whole new
audience for chess, the online game
amplified its appeal long before that.

Paving the way for the younger

generation is 29-year-old New Yorker
Levy Rozman, a chess educator known
online as ‘GothamChess’. Levy greets
me with intense, intelligent energy
from his hotel room in the north of
Germany, where the world’s top players
have gathered for a freestyle chess
tournament. This contest is for the best
of the best, so, while he ranks in the
top 3,000 globally, Levy won’t be
playing this week. Since the pandemic
drove his work online, Levy has become
one of the world’s top chess influencers,
and he’s in Germany to cover the event
for his army of almost 7.4 million social
media followers. His videos are a lively
blend of witty, informative and

confessional, but he remains,
principally, a teacher.

“I believe chess should be a required
course in schools from as early as four
[years old] - at least for several weeks,”
he enthuses. “It helps with everything
from handwriting, focus and discipline
to critical thinking, managing the
consequences of your actions, accepting
responsibility and regulating emotions.”

Perhaps surprisingly for the famously
logical game, Levy believes that
mastering your feelings is the secret to
progressing. Starting young gives you
a significant advantage in that respect.

“Younger chess players have nerves
of steel - that stuff really helps,” he says.
“Adults have way more anxiety. But as a
child you try more, you fail more, you try
again. The brain is a cleaner slate, so it’s
easier for things to stick to it.”

Levy stresses that starting at any age is
beneficial and the more of his videos you
watch, the more you notice an
unexpected advantage for adult learners
that has nothing to do with sharpening
the mind. Underlying his robust, high-
energy videos there’s an almost
Shakespearean subtext of human frailty:
we feel every sting of his personal
humiliations and failures.

“It teaches you to completely humble
yourself and strips you of any ego,” he
explains. “It exposes all of your bad
habits in day-to-day life, or the
workplace - things like laziness,
arrogance, over-confidence, anxiety,
low self-esteem.”
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Provided you're ready to face these
demons, Levy has good news for
Mensans new to the game.

“A lot of it is pattern recognition, and
logical and reciprocal thinking: ‘if this,
then that’. And repetition. People who
have higher IQs and like logic puzzles
will probably find chess easier because
they won’t make the same mistakes
again and again. And that’s the only way
to get better at chess,” he laughs, “to
stop making mistakes.”

Another New York-based educator,
Bruce Pandolfini, has a strong claim to
the title of world’s most experienced
chess teacher. He’s also one of the most
prolific authors, with more than 30















