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Meet the author


Have you ever played through the moves of a chess game in a book or newspaper and come to a comment ending like this: ‘… and White, with his excellent control of the centre and rook established on the seventh rank, has a clear advantage’? Or perhaps: ‘… Black has excellent compensation for the sacrificed pawn.’


Do you accept such assessments at face value, or do you ask yourself just what is so good about controlling the centre, or having a rook on the seventh? And how do you measure the right amount of compensation to balance a pawn?


This book sets out to delve a little more deeply into the principles of good chess. For every easy-to-follow rule, there is an underlying meta-principle concerning the deeper laws of co-operation between pieces. Many of those meta-principles are generally lumped together under the illusory heading of ‘positional judgement’ or even ‘intuition’. By explaining the ideas behind the elementary rules, and developing themes through the three sections of this book – Basic, Advanced and Mastery – I have tried to introduce the reader to the components that make up such judgement and intuition.


With concepts explained on left-hand pages and an example given on each facing page, the book is essentially a series of two-page lessons. While I have tried to arrange these roughly in order of increasing sophistication, each two-page spread is designed to be complete in itself. In other words, you may dip into it as you please, skipping sections or even jumping between the different levels of difficulty if you find it helpful to do so. All the same, there’s a lot to be said for starting at the beginning and working through to the end.


OK, that’s enough introduction; let’s get on with the game.


The material in this book falls into three sections: Basic, Advanced and Mastery, each comprising 25 lessons. Each section contains the building blocks of chess understanding needed to take one’s play into higher reaches of comprehension and, with practice, effectiveness.


The base from which these lessons start, however, is not that of the beginner. This is not basic chess – which is covered in the companion volume Win at Chess – but basic better chess. You will recognize many of the concepts under discussion, but I hope you will here find them to be explored from a deeper perspective than before. Don’t worry if the ideas seem unusual or even paradoxical. If good chess did not contain a wealth of logical paradoxes, then computers would have beaten all of us at it long ago. Even in the twenty-first century, human chess intuition can still give silicon precision a good run for its money. As I said before, let’s get on with the game.


William Hartston





1: Only got a minute?



You know the rules of chess; you’ve stopped making childish blunders; you’ve learned a few openings. Now you would like to make real progress. Anyone who has a good grasp of elementary chess principles can attain a higher level of understanding by studying the examples in the following pages.


The approach I have taken in this book is to try to expose the limitations of the elementary principles we have all learned. It is rather like mastering a new language: a working vocabulary and knowing the rules of grammar are not sufficient to achieve true fluency. Only when you find yourself really thinking in that language can you truly say that you are speaking it properly.


Good chess may involve knowing the rules of sound strategy, but better chess is also a matter of knowing when to break them. Sometimes you need a bit of inspiration to see which principles apply to a given position.


Don’t be discouraged if your results do not improve immediately. At a low level, many players are happy to set themselves the fewest problems and play within their own limitations. But they never get better.


The philosopher Wittgenstein saw the rules, instructions, examples, helpful tips and so on that are part of the learning process in any subject as ‘ladders’ up which we climb to a higher understanding. When we reach that level we can kick the ladders away, because what we were striving for now comes naturally.


If the examples I have chosen do not succeed in lifting your play and results to a higher plateau, then I hope they will at least improve the view from wherever you are stuck.





Part one Basic





1 Thinking


Most players believe that all calculation in chess is much the same. It’s ‘I go there, and he goes there, and I take that, and he recaptures …’ and so on. They don’t realize it, but there are actually two distinct types of thinking going on: precise thinking and fuzzy thinking.


When it’s your move in any position, there are likely to be some moves that just have to be calculated. Sequences of captures, or checks, or threats of mate, or attacks on undefended pieces have to be worked out in detail. Once they have been worked out, and you have identified the minefields and elephant traps lying in wait on the battlefield, then you can take time to enjoy the positional scenery and fumble your way through a few sequences of unforced moves to see what takes your fancy. The technique of thinking is simple:


 






	First calculate the calculable.








Captures and heavy threats force the opponent’s reply. One must develop the technique to calculate such sequences through to the end, even if it is ten or twenty moves deep. Only when you’ve calculated the calculable, and no clearly advantageous continuation emerges, is it time to move into the fuzzy thought of looking for the most promising path through the forest of incalculable possibilities.


When you are still coming to terms with the complexities of the game, the best you can hope for is to recognize the forcing variations and work them through as well as you can. With experience, however, calculating the calculable becomes an almost automatic part of the technique of thinking. Then you can move on to the most fascinating aspect of the game: the interplay of strategy (fuzzy thought) and tactics (precise thought).
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White to play and … think! It’s your move in this position. Explain your thoughts, both fuzzy and precise. In fuzzy terms, you’re a pawn down, but with a beautifully placed knight on d5. You’d have good chances to draw the endgame if the queens and rooks were exchanged. Meanwhile, the black rooks are annoyingly active down the b-file and threatening to invade with 1…Rb3.


If you’re feeling timid, you might consider 1.Ra3, then worry whether 1…Rb2 is a dangerous answer. If you’re feeling aggressive, you might think about doubling your own rooks with 1.Rda1 to create the threat of 2.Ra6.


If you’re properly in precise-thinking mode, however, you will find 1.Ra6! (a forcing move which has to be looked at) 1…Qxa6 2.Nc7+! (a check to continue the forcing variation) 2…Rxc7 (otherwise 3.Nxa6 leaves White queen for rook ahead) 3.Qd5 mate. In practice, one should get the idea of such a combination through a bit of wishful thinking: ‘If my knight were not on d5, and his queen were away from c6, then I could play Qd5 mate.’ Combine that dream with the possibilities of Ra6 and Nc7+, and the answer should jump out.


Note that 1.Nc7+ is considerably less efficient. After 1…Qxc7 2.Qd5 Black is mated again, and after 1…Rxc7 2.Ra6! Black loses his queen for rook and knight, but after 1…Kf7! White has nothing to show for his adventure.





2 Calculation


It’s very easy to miss a good move such as 1.Ra6 on the previous page. If you find yourself thinking, ‘I can’t do that because he takes my rook’, then you’ve fallen into a thought process that is fundamentally lazy. What you should be thinking is: ‘I can’t move my rook to a6, because after he takes it with his queen, I have no good reply.’


The thoughts sound very similar, but there is a big difference: in the first, faulty version, you stop thinking when the black queen is still on c6. As soon as she glares at your rook, it is frightened off. In the second version, you not only force yourself to think about the position when the queen has arrived at a6, but you even cast your mind’s eye around the board for a good move for White after that. The lesson is simple, and an important part of mental discipline:


 






	Always look one move deeper than seems to be necessary.








After any sequence of captures or checks, look for the sting in the tail. Just when the forcing moves appear to have come to an end, there may be a little piece of subtle violence that puts a completely different complexion on the position. The tactics do not always end when the captures and checks run out.


On a related point, you must also train yourself (and this is far more difficult) to look for winning combinations for your opponent too. Playing on the White side of the previous diagram, you may congratulate yourself if you found 1.Ra6, but now turn the board round and think of it from Black’s point of view. Suppose, on the previous move, Black had moved his rook from c8 to b8. A very plausible move – the rook was doing nothing active on c8, and now it is helping its colleague create threats on the b-file. Yet it loses, as we have seen, to the combination with Ra6 and Nc7+. Would you have spotted it?
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It’s White to play in this position and, with material level and his d-pawn attacked, his hopes of winning must lie in an attack on the black king. One idea might be 1.Ra1 or 1.Rc1, threatening a fatal check on the back rank; another idea could be 1.Rf4, intending to bring the rook to h4 to chase the black king into the open with Rh8+.


But first there’s something else that needs to be analysed. White can force the play with 1.Rf8+ (without a cry of ‘I can’t do that because he’ll take my rook’) Kxf8 2.Qh8+ Kf7 3.Rf1+ Kg6.


Is that it? It is not difficult to dispose of 4.Qe8+ Rxe8 or 4.Rf6+ gxf6 (Kxf6 is also good) 5.Qg8+ Kf5 and the king runs away, so is it time to go back to some fuzzy thinking beginning with 1.Rc1 or 1.Ra1, or have we overlooked something?


Think again about the position after 3…Kg6. Black’s king is so exposed that it ought to take only a small nudge to push it to its doom. The important thing is that Black has no important threats – not even a single check – which gives White a spare move.


The winning move is 4.g4! after which Black is helpless against the threat of 5.Qh5 mate. In the position after 3…Kg6, all the signposts are there: an exposed king, a queen and rook in fine attacking positions, and a small army of black pieces cut off from the defence of their own king, yet it is surprisingly easy to stop analysing after 3…Kg6, simply because there is no forcing check or capture.


Such things are so much easier to see when they appear in diagrams with the words ‘White to play and win’ beneath them. The art of good tactics is to develop your own antennae which start twitching automatically when such a position arrives on the board during a game.





3 The centre


The primary objective of the opening, you may have read, is to develop your pieces and control the centre. But what does ‘control of the centre’ really mean, and why is it so important?


When the game begins, the two sides are in compact formations on their back two ranks. The opening phase is a fight for terrain over the four ranks separating the two armies. When your opponent advances in one direction, you may either try to drive him back (or at least prevent his further advance), or seize territory elsewhere. Some games develop with White advancing on the K-side and Black on the Q-side; or one player may dominate the black squares and the other the white squares. While the battle-lines are being drawn up, however, the centre is the sensible place to be. A piece – especially a knight – can influence play on both wings from a central outpost, and the side that has use of the central squares may most easily switch his forces from one wing to another. The important thing is to maintain lines of communication, and the side that has the use of the central squares is more likely to be able to do so.


Later, when the time is right to attack the enemy king, or to push a pawn majority, the centre may become less important, but in the early stages of the game, the centre is the most important part of the board.


 






	Control of the centre is the key to flexibility.








There are two basic ways to gain control of the centre:


 




	occupy the centre with pawns, and advance them systematically to enable pieces to occupy the squares behind them;


	tempt your opponent’s pawns forward in the centre, then snipe at them from a distance to force them to advance, leaving weaknesses behind them.





Some of the best strategic battles occur when the two strategies meet.
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A clash of central strategies from the game Gligoric–Smyslov, Kiev 1959. White has occupied the centre with his pawns at d4, e4 and f4; Black has tried to control it from a distance. With his last move, 15.Qf2, White has provided his d-pawn with added support while preparing to open lines for attack with f5. Has White’s central strategy triumphed?


Look at what happened next: 15…Na5 (unveiling a threat to the e-pawn as well as attacking the bishop) 16.Bd3 f5! (putting more pressure on the centre while also stopping the white f-pawn from advancing) 17.e5 c4 18.Bc2 Nc6 (having done its job on a5, the knight returns to the central arena) 19.g4 Ne7! 20.Kh2 Qc6 21.Ng3 b5.


The battle is only just beginning, but Black has come off far better in the battle for the centre. His knight is ready to occupy d5 and influence the play on both wings, while his queen and bishop on the long diagonal point menacingly from one corner of the board to the other. White’s pawns have advanced to occupy the centre, but he has lost control of the squares behind them. Note how Black maintained perfect communication between the two sides of the board despite his modest initial stance in the centre.





4 Exchanging pieces


Fair exchange is no robbery – or is it? When you swap a knight for a knight, or exchange rooks along an open file, or allow one bishop on each side to disappear from the board, the transaction may seem perfectly balanced, but even the most equitable-seeming exchange may greatly favour one side or the other.


Consider, before consenting to any exchange, which of the men about to be sent back to the box is doing a more effective job. It is likely to be advantageous to exchange pieces when:


 




	you have more pawns than your opponent, but the pieces* are otherwise level – an extra pawn increases in value the fewer pieces are on the board;


	you have a cramped position and the swapping off of one piece can create much-needed manoeuvring space.





The most important thing, however, before consenting to an exchange is to think about the pieces that will remain on the board. Are you about to lose a crucial member of your army?


 






	
Weak players assess a position by counting the captured men; strong players consider only the men remaining on the board.










You can save yourself a great deal of effort, and avoid making potentially costly mistakes, by simply looking at the respective roles of each piece before agreeing to an exchange. Often, you ought not to be calculating variations at all. When an exchange of pieces is offered, the decision may often be made purely on static considerations. The question to ask is: ‘Will he miss his piece more than I’ll miss mine?’


It is frequently said that exchanges ease the defender, yet many games have been lost through permitting the exchange of a vital defensive piece, or by allowing an attacker to simplify into a winning endgame.
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A position spotted in an English county match some years ago. Black has just retreated his knight from f6 to g8, offering an exchange of bishops. White now sank into deep thought, then retreated his bishop to f2. Was he right to avoid the exchange?


His reasoning must have gone like this.


 




	If my opponent offered the exchange, then he must want to get rid of the bishops. If that’s what he wants, why should I let him?


	Anyway, my bishop’s going to be useful attacking his weak black squares.


	If I take on e7, his knight will recapture, and emerge from its passive square on g8.





Faulty on all counts! The first point falls into the trap of assuming that your opponent knows what he is doing – which is rarely the case; the second point missed the fact that Black’s own bishop is far more essential to the defence of the black squares than White’s is in attacking them; the third point confuses short-term considerations with long-term objectives.


With his pawns on c6, d5, f5 and g6, Black has undeniably been neglecting his black squares. White has control of a splendid central square at e5, and Black has no comparable outpost. Black’s bishop on e7 is his principal black-square draught excluder. When it is exchanged, the battle for the black squares is over.


In fact, after 1.Bxe7 Nxe7 2.h4! the threat of a disruptive h5 is always lurking over Black’s position and White has a large advantage, but that is not relevant to the decision to exchange bishops. Just think ‘His bishop is more useful to him than mine is to me’ and whip it off.


 


*Throughout this book, the term ‘piece’ is used to mean queen, rook, knight or bishop. Where pawns are included, the term is ‘man’.





5 Good bishops and bad bishops


The bad bishop is the most common cliché of positional chess. It is also the most frequently misunderstood. A bad bishop, we are told, is one that is impeded by its own pawns. If your bishop is travelling on the white squares and most of your pawns are also on white squares, it stands to reason that the pawns are likely to get in the way of the bishop, especially if the bishop finds itself locked in behind the pawns.


The real problem of the bad bishop, however, is not the bishop itself, which may be perfectly effective defending some weak pawns, or as an attacking piece, emphasizing the white-square control that the pawns bring. No, the real problem lies on the other half of the board. When your pawns and your bishop are both on white squares, what is going to look after the black ones?


 






	Don’t blame the bad bishop; blame its colleague who isn’t there to guard your weak squares.








Bad bishops are liable to lose endgames against good bishops or knights, not because they are abnormally restricted, but because of the absence of any defence against an invasion by the enemy king, or some other piece, on the squares the bishop was not ordained to control. Your pawns on white squares, for example, can restrict your opponent’s white-squared bishop as much as they hamper your own. It’s the black squares you have to worry about.


The great eighteenth-century French player Philidor advised putting your pawns on the same colour as your bishop on the flank where you are defending, but on the opposite colour on the side where you plan to attack. A bad bishop can be a good defender.
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A classic case of a bad bishop, from the game Henneberger–Nimzowitsch, 1931. It is Black to play. White’s bishop is completely passive, but it is not clear how Black can make progress. He would like to chase the white king away from e3, then advance with his own king to e4, eventually squeezing in to f3 or d3 to join the knight in a decisive attack on the g- or c-pawn. The trouble is that the only ways to chase the king from e3 involve putting the black knight at d5 or e4, right in the patch that Black’s king wants to follow.


Now watch and see how Nimzowitsch accomplished the task:


1…Ne4! 2.Ke2 (the bishop cannot move without losing either the g-pawn or c-pawn) 2…Kd5 3.Ke3 Kd6! 4.Ke2 Kc6 5.Ke3 Kd5 6.Ke2 Nd6! (the knight frees e4 and comes round to attack the c-pawn from a different direction) 7.Ke3 Nb5 8.Bd2 Na3! 9.Bc1 (There was no choice: 9.Be1 Nc2+ 10.Kd2 Nxe1 11.Kxe1 Ke4 12.Ke2 a3! forces the white king to step aside and allow Black to invade at d3 or f3.) 9…Nb1! 10.Bb2 a3! 11.Ba1 (11.Bc1 Nxc3 12.Bxa3 Nxa2 wins for Black without great difficulty).


Black has cornered the white bishop, but run his own knight out of moves. This is the position he has been aiming for all along, but how does he now make progress? The answer is delightful:


11…Kd6! 12.Ke2 (12.Kf2 loses to 12…Nd2 13.Kg2 Nb3! 14.axb3 axb3) 12…Kc6! 13.Kd1 (the best chance, since 13.Ke3 Kd5 14.Ke2 Ke4 is hopeless) 13…Kd5 14.Kc2 Ke4 15.Kxb1 Kf3.


Black has achieved his objective and is now ready to capture on g3 and push his g-pawn home, but the game is not over yet:


16.Bb2! axb2! (after 16…Kxg3 17.Bxa3, the bad bishop joins in the game after Bc5 and d5) 17.a4 Kxg3 18.a5 Kh2! 19.a6 g3 20.a7 g2 21.a8 = Q g1 = Q+ 22.Kxb2 Qg2+! (this explains why Black did not play 18…Kxf4) 23.Qxg2+ Kxg2 24.Ka3 Kf3 25.Kb4 Kxf4 26.Kxc4 Ke3 27.d5 exd5+ 28.Kxd5 f4 and White resigned. He loses the pawn race by a single move.





6 Bishops and knights (1)


We have just seen an extreme example of a truly awful bishop struggling against a nimble knight. The general question of the relative strengths of bishop and knight is a complex one. Some say that bishops are better than knights in open positions, and knights are superior in closed ones. Others maintain that it’s all a question of how many pawns remain on the board. But open positions may become blocked; closed positions may burst into life; and many pawns may become few after some exchanges.


The truth is simpler and more obvious. Just look at the way they move: knights can get anywhere, given the time; bishops can move at great speed – one move where the knight takes six to cross the board from corner to corner – but the bishop can only ever reach half the squares on the board. The key point is that a bishop may simultaneously influence play on both sides of the board. If there are two emergencies to attend to, the knight can only offer a slow shuttle service.
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