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1 PRINCIPLES OF OPENING PLAY


What is an opening? It is not a method of attack but of mobilisation in preparation for an attack. Certain principles have been devised over the years which you can use to decide your opening moves.


DEVELOPMENT


This entails bringing the pieces into more active positions. At the beginning of the game none of the pieces (as opposed to the pawns) can move except the knights. Immobile pieces are useless in attack, so you really need to move pawns to release pieces.




[image: ]





Any pawn move which enables a piece to come out would, from this precept, be a suitable move. For example, 1 e3 releases bishop and queen; 1 h4 releases the rook.


The next step is to move each piece once in the opening. This makes sense if you consider that by moving the same piece several times you take moves away from the other pieces. If you start off in your first six moves by playing 1 e3 and then make five moves with the queen, the rest of the army will still be at home and immobile.


1) Don’t make too many pawn moves. Since pawns must be moved to release pieces, some time needs to be spent moving the pawns, but after that the pieces should be moved out.


2) Centralise the pieces. They control more squares in the centre of the board and have better access to all parts of the board when placed in the middle.








	Squares controlled by:


	in the centre


	in the corner







	Queen


	27


	21







	King


	8


	3







	Knight


	8


	2







	Bishop


	13


	7







	Rook


	14


	14










From the above chart you can see that the scope of each piece increases considerably as it approaches the centre. Only the rook registers no change. Centralisation also improves access to different parts of the board.
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The king in the centre can reach any square on the board in four moves, yet on the edge it may take as many as seven moves. The knight can reach any edge in two moves from the centre. On the edge it can take three to four moves to reach certain parts of the board.


A queen does not necessarily take longer to reach certain squares from the edge, but from the middle it points in eight directions, on the edge it may only point in three. A similar effect occurs with the bishop.


3) Don’t attack early in the game; you may only have brought out one or two men in the first moves, so you will be fighting with two units against a whole army. These will be useful as a raiding party rather than for a full frontal assault. An early attack often involves moving the same piece several times and this conflicts with one of the priorities I have just discussed.


4) Keep your king safe. The king is the most valuable piece since its loss loses the game. As it is not a particularly strong fighting unit, with only slightly more strength than a knight or bishop, it needs to be protected. Its best protectors are the pawns; any advance of the pawns in front of the king opens avenues of attack towards him.


Here are a couple of examples of rash pawn moves in the opening which led to a quick checkmate.
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Here White has weakened a diagonal leading to his king and retribution follows swiftly with 1 … [image: ] mate.
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Here the file in front of the black king has been cleared of pawns. White has been first to place his queen on the file and now finishes with 1 [image: ] double checkmate.


5) Castle your king. As the pieces are striving to increase their scope, the centre is the area of greatest activity. The wings, therefore, have less activity and it is in these more peaceful areas that the king is often best placed.


A device called castling allows the king to move to the edge, the less exposed area of the board, and the rook to come from the edge into a more active central position.
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Obviously the pawns now in front of the king should be disturbed as little as possible, as they provide the protective shield around the king.


PIECE VALUES


If you follow all these principles for playing the chess opening, you will end up in a bit of a mess. This is because they are not complete; they omit the most significant factor determining mobilisation which is that the various pieces have different values.


Chess is not draughts. The men are shaped differently, move differently and have widely differing strengths. In fact there is a hierarchy of value:








	Piece


	Value


	Squares covered







	King


	infinite value


	3-8







	Queen


	9 points


	21-27







	Rook


	5 points


	14







	Bishop


	3½ points


	7-13







	Knight


	3¼ points


	2-8







	Pawn


	1 point


	1-2










The value assigned to each piece is related to the number of squares it can cover, although the knight may appear overvalued. However, most players would agree that a knight is roughly equivalent to a bishop and in some positions, where the bishop is blocked in by pawns, it is actually worth more. The knight can reach squares of any colour and is the only piece that can jump over other pieces. If the knights were not allowed to jump over other pieces, their value could easily be halved.


The differing values of the pieces put a completely new perspective on the ideas about chess development which I have just outlined. Indeed, some of these ideas may need to be totally revised. If a piece is more powerful in the centre, it is also more vulnerable. A queen could come under attack from pawns, knights, bishops and rooks and unless it could engineer a fork or lucky capture, it would be chased all over the board before it found a haven of safety. Even knights, quite low down on the scale of values, would find themselves molested by hordes of enemy pawns if they strayed too far from their own lines.


Playing the pawns to the centre does not increase the number of squares they control. However, pawns are not placed in the centre of the board for their own benefit; they are there to drive out enemy men and to provide a measure of protection for their own men approaching the centre.
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Here the pawns are already performing this double function. By attacking the squares at c5, d5, e5 and f5 they clearly prevent any enemy knights and bishops from reaching these desirable central squares. Furthermore, by standing in the centre themselves, they protect their own pieces from attacks by enemy pawns.


The black knights at f6 and c6, however, lack this form of protection and are in danger of being driven from their posts on the third rank by the advance of the white pawns.


Pawn occupation or control of the centre, as a consequence of the differing values and functions of the pieces, is thus the first modification to our positional rules. The second modification concerns the development of the queen and the rooks. These are even less likely to centralise early on, due to their high value. This is one reason why openings which begin 1 h4, 2 [image: ], 3 [image: ] (7)
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or 1 d4, 2 [image: ], 3 [image: ] (8)
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are not popular among experienced players. In diagram 7, for example, the white rook can be immediately attacked by … [image: ] or … e4. In diagram 8, the white queen in the centre is already under fire from the knight on f6. Fortunately, because the queens and rooks are long-range pieces, they can perform useful functions even when placed on their own base lines. Remember too that the rook performs equally well, in terms of square control, on the edge and in the centre of the board. The queen does radiate more power in the middle due to its diagonal bishop move, but one problem is that active rooks and queens are easily obstructed by pawns. ‘Move pawns to release pieces’ was one of our earlier rules. Unfortunately a pawn will always obstruct the rook which stands behind it. This earlier rule must be changed slightly to satisfy the rooks; it becomes ‘exchange pawns to release rooks.’
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Here we have reached a position where White has developed some pieces and castled. If he now wants to give his rooks some action, he needs to exchange some pawns and this can be done by playing f4. This offers an exchange of pawns which will open the f-file for action by the white rook.


Our list of positional principles now reads like this:


1) Move pawns to release pieces.


2) Move each piece once.


3) Control the centre with pawns.


4) Castle the king into safety.


5) Develop the rooks by exchanging pawns.


The rooks should still strive to move towards the centre; opening central files is usually more significant than opening wing files. The rooks can then join in the struggle for control and occupation of the prized central positions as well as putting pressure on the wings. However, so that the rooks can freely reach the appropriate files, the back rank needs to be cleared. Consequently there is often an exodus of bishops, knights, queens and even kings from the back rank in order to satisfy the needs of the rooks.
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The king, having castled, no longer obstructs the rooks’ movement along the back rank; they now have access to the files in the centre and on the queen’s wing.


Many ideas and strategies contribute to the development of the queen in the opening. The most powerful piece, it must be used with care in the early stages. It is most usual to place the queen on the second rank. Its diagonals should not be blocked by pawns. As the queen also moves like a rook, it stands to reason that it can be activated likewise by exchanging pawns. However, it is often in danger if placed on a file which has been completely cleared of pawns.
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In this position the white queen is not comfortable on the open c-file as it can be attacked by 1 … [image: ]. The queen would have been better placed on e2, where there is no white pawn to obstruct it, but the black pawn on e6 gives it protection from the attentions of a black rook.


Our modified list of opening principles finally looks like this:


1) Move pawns to release pieces.


2) Move each piece once in the opening.


3) Castle the king into safety.


4) Control the centre with pawns and centralise the pieces, paying due attention to their exposure.


5) Clear the back rank to develop the rooks and open files for them by exchanging pawns.


6) Develop the queen on the second rank but not on a completely open file. An enemy pawn may be needed to give protection against exposure to the opponent’s rooks.


The Dragon Variation of the Sicilian Defence is a good example of development in the opening:
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This opening began 1 e4 c5 2 [image: ] d6 3 d4 cd 4 [image: ] 5 [image: ] g6 6 [image: ] 7 f3 0-0 8 [image: ] 9 0-0-0 [image: ] 10 [image: ]. Play through the moves in this example and see how far they correspond with the blueprint for opening play discussed so far. I suggest you write down each move carefully and beside each make a note of which principles are expressed in that move.




2 MATERIAL, TACTICAL AND POSITIONAL CHESS


It is time to take a wider look at the game of chess and see how opening moves fit in with the overall scheme of play.


Chess can be divided into three areas - the material, the tactical and the positional. We could add here the strategical or planning aspect, though this usually stems from recognising and exploiting positional ideas.


Material chess is the foundation of our game. It involves the recognition that superior force wins and that we should therefore look after our men and not hurl them forward like the soldiers in the Charge of the Light Brigade. Of course, there are exceptions. The game is finally won by the side which captures the enemy king. In theory, you could lose almost all your army and still checkmate with a single pawn:
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In fact, it is unlikely that your opponent would allow this sort of thing to happen. If you are a pawn or a piece behind, you can assume that you are losing unless you can drum up a good attack on the enemy king. For a good attack on the enemy king you will need several of your own pieces, particularly the queen, in the vicinity of the opposing king, as well as a severe disruption of the protective pawn cover around the king, whether it be in the centre or castled.


Having recognised the importance of material, you must allocate a certain amount of your attention to engineering attacks on enemy pieces and warding off attacks on your own. About seventy per cent of the beginner’s attention is required to do this but the more experienced player easily anticipates all the obvious attacks. During a game, a master may pay as little as five per cent of his attention to this, unless he is in a stressful position. You would be surprised at the number of amateur players who pay insufficient attention to material. They may try to excuse their blunders, but a good player simply does not make blunders at all. If he finds that he is careless then he develops systems to combat this.


MATERIAL CHESS


These are some of the elements of material chess and some common errors:


1) A player puts a piece on a square where it can be captured for nothing, or he places a piece where it can be taken by an enemy piece of lower value. In this instance, he loses material points even when he captures.




[image: ]





In this diagram, the move 1 [image: ] allows the knight to be captured by the enemy pawn at g5. The move 1 [image: ] loses two material points after the capture sequence 1 … [image: ] 2 [image: ].


2) A player captures an enemy piece of lower value, not realising that it is defended.
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Here 1 … [image: ] wins three points, but loses nine after White recaptures with 2 [image: ].


3) A player misses a direct attack upon one of his pieces.
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In this position Black has just played … [image: ]. White, a beginner, might easily miss the purpose of this move and play something like h3, only to lose his queen by … [image: ].


These types of mistake also imply their obverse. For example, you might put a piece en prise as in example 1 but your opponent may not notice it, thus compounding the error. You may capture a defended piece as in (2) and your opponent may not recapture. In example 3, after 1 … [image: ] 2 h3, Black may not, in fact, notice that he can capture the queen.


In practice, when I am marking beginners’ games, I blanket all these types of mistake as material errors and put a symbol ‘M’ beside each such move.


How is a beginner to avoid making these mistakes? It takes time and practice because attacks on the chessboard come from all different directions. Progress is not helped if the beginner takes the attitude that ‘it’s only a pawn’ or T had a plan of checkmate when I put that piece en prise’ or even ‘never mind about the queen I lost, I’ll get it back later’. Above all, paying attention to material chess (simple attacks) brings the player down to earth and concentrates the mind on mundane, unexciting tasks. Remember, most beginners would far rather be caught up in dreams of attack and checkmate, dreams that are dashed time and time again against the rock of material inadequacy.


HIGHER MATERIAL CHESS


Material chess (single attacks) becomes tactical chess when double or multiple attacks are involved. Between these two areas there is a twilight zone occupied by higher material chess. This still only involves a single attack with the difference that the piece moved is not lost (as in examples 1 and 2 above) nor does the piece moved generate the attack (as in example 3).


1) Leaving unguarded. This occurs when a piece is moved to a square where it is no longer defending one of its own men. It is a very common type of mistake.
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Here White moves his bishop out to c4 but overlooks the fact that his pawn on g2 is now unguarded. Black’s queen comes in to capture by … [image: ].
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This time White makes an error by moving his queen to g4. The knight at d4 is left undefended and Black captures it by … [image: ].


2) Opening and closing lines. Closing lines is a slightly more complex way of leaving unguarded. In this case a third piece interferes with the defence of one of your men along a rank or diagonal.
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Bringing the knight from d4 to f3 is in this case a mistake because it interferes with the line of defence between the rook on fl and the bishop on f4. Black is now able to win a piece by … [image: ].


Opening lines is a form of discovered attack but in higher material chess only one attack is generated by the discovery.
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Here White plays 1 d3, opening a line from his bishop on cl to the black queen on h6. Black misses the attack, plays 1 … [image: ] and loses his queen by 2 [image: ].


Note that if White had played d4 instead of d3, this would have been a double attack, as the bishop on c5 would also have been threatened. As such, the manoeuvre would be classified as tactical (double attack) rather than material (single attack).


3) Focused attacks. I have classified these types of attacks under higher material chess since although they involve many pieces, the attacks all converge on a single point, whereas the nature of tactical manoeuvres is to diverge (to instigate attacks in different parts of the board simultaneously).
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Seen this before? It is the moment before Scholar’s Mate occurs, a magical half second in which you look down at a game between two beginners and realise that one of them has failed to notice he is under attack. Whenever someone loses a game quickly, it’s sure to be due to one of the variations of Scholar’s Mate. Many beginners fall into the trap time and time again until they finally get the hang of it and start using it on other opponents. It is not too surprising that Scholar’s Mate is difficult to foresee as it is a type of focused attack, where two pieces (queen and bishop) concentrate their attack on one spot. If Black notices the danger he will defend his f7 square a second time by … [image: ] or … [image: ]. If not, White will very likely checkmate by [image: ].


Focused attacks are a very common occurrence on the chessboard and it needs a certain amount of patience to work them out correctly.
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Clearly the most important factor involved is numbers. If you have more men attacking one point than the enemy has defending, you should come out best in any capture sequence. Here we have four white men trained on the d5 pawn, and only three defending. By a sequence of captures, White wins the pawn: 1 cd cd 2 [image: ] [image: ] 3 [image: ] 4 [image: ] and White has won a pawn. All the other exchanges (two pawns, two knights, and two bishops) were equal.


If it were Black to move in the position of the last diagram, he would need to attend to the attack on d5 which he could do by moving the pawn on d5 to d4, exchanging it by … de or supporting it (for example by … [image: ]).


Besides sheer weight of numbers, the value of the pieces is important in calculating the outcome of a focused attack.
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In this position White has four pieces trained on the pawn on g6 and there are only two defenders. However, because of the differing values of attackers and defenders, White would certainly lose out if he staged an assault by 1 [image: ] 2 [image: ] hg 3 [image: ]. He picks up three pawns (three points) but loses two minor pieces (six points).


At the other side of the board, there is a focused attack on b5 and here the pieces are of equivalent value. As a rule you should capture with your lowest value piece; with a sequence beginning 1 ab, White should come out ahead on material.


The next position is another focused attack, with the white rook and queen attacking a bishop on d7 defended by a knight on f6. In this case, although the attacking pieces are of higher value, White picks up enough enemy units to outweigh his losses.
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By playing 1 [image: ] 2 [image: ] White loses five points but gains six points. In focused attacks, the main ideas to remember are number, value and order of capture.


TACTICS


The dividing line between material and tactical chess is the difference between the single and double attack. Most material errors are unforced; you do not have to put your pieces en prise and if your opponent attacks one of your pieces, you have one move in which to defend it, which should be ample. Once you have reached a certain level of skill and nervous control, you should be able to play entire games without any basic or higher material errors.


This is not so with tactical chess. A double attack may need two moves to counter and you have only one at your disposal. The best defence is to have seen the attack coming a move beforehand.
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In this position Black only saw a single attack on the horizon - the knight on b5 threatening the pawn on c7. Accordingly, he moved the pawn to c6 but then the real threat became apparent. The knight settled in on c7 calling check to the black king and threatening the rook at a8 at the same time. As the king had to move out of check first, White won the rook in the corner. Had Black foreseen the threat he would have played 1 … [image: ], guarding the c7 square, instead of moving the pawn to c6. This means he needs to be able to look two moves ahead.


This example shows the very simplest form of tactical threat. In other positions there may even be multiple threats. The threats may surface several moves beforehand, requiring even more foresight and calculating ability from both players.


This book is not a primer on tactics but I shall list a few of the tactical themes met with in a game of chess:








	Forks


	Discovered attacks


	Overloading
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