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Meet the author


… a battle without armour, a war without blood, and as elaborate a waste of human intelligence as you could find anywhere outside an advertising agency.


 


Raymond Chandler, The Long Goodbye (1953)


When author Raymond Chandler wanted to give his detective, Philip Marlowe, a hobby, it was quite natural that he settled on chess. The game has been around for at least 1,400 years, with its rules largely unchanged for half a millennium, and its long history has ensured its pre-eminent place among intellectual board games.


Too serious to be dismissed as merely a game, chess has a logic that appeals to scientists and mathematicians, and a beauty that may attract the artist in all of us. Most beguiling of all, however, is the lucky accident of the game’s inherent difficulty. However much we may study it, perfect chess will always remain just beyond the intellectual capabilities of even the best of us. Yet the very best will manage to get so close that perfection seems tantalizingly almost within their grasp.


Criticized by kings as subversive, praised by politicians as character-forming, condemned by clerics as time-wasting and distracting, the game of chess has survived all man’s attempts to conquer it or suppress it. The International Chess Federation now claims more member countries than the governing body for any comparable sporting or leisure activity, other than the footballers of FIFA or the athletes of the IAAF.


You may play competitively or just for fun; you may even – as Philip Marlowe apparently preferred – not play at all, but relish the solitary pleasure of eavesdropping on the thoughts of the great masters as you play through their games. With the advent of the Internet, you may even follow the games of the world champions, as they are being played, in real time, from the comfort of your own home. Whatever your chess ambitions, you will surely find that the greater your understanding of the game, the more you will enjoy it.


This book is intended as the first steps on that journey of understanding. Starting with the basic rules of the game and elementary tactics (Chapters 1–4), we move on to a discussion of strategy and planning, showing how simple ideas can be combined to produce concepts of great beauty and cunning. The chapters on Openings and Endgames are designed to equip the reader with the techniques needed in competitive play, while the Illustrative Games (Chapter 8) will, I hope, give a feeling of the way the greatest players can combine logic and imagination to create effects that can even lift the spirit of a cynical fictional detective.


On a personal note, I can say that my love of chess began when I learnt the moves at the age of eight and has stayed with me throughout my life. As a mathematically precocious child, I was intrigued by the problem-solving aspect of the game and the endless opportunities it gave to work things out and to pit my brains against an opponent’s. My appreciation of the geometric beauty of the game developed as I learnt and understood more about its strategy and tactics and my appreciation of the psychological struggle underlying any competitive game grew as I understood more about humans in general and myself in particular. I hope that reading this book will set others on similar voyages of discovery.


The essentially timeless nature of the game of chess has meant that few changes have been necessary since I wrote the first edition of this book in 1985. In two areas, however, advances in technology have made chess even more accessible to many. First, rapid improvements in computers have ensured that programs approaching Grandmaster strength are now available for all. Second, the rapid growth of the Internet has provided a way for any person with Internet access to keep up with chess news, follow many major events live, and find an opponent for a friendly game without going out of their front door. For those who wish to explore these opportunities, and to discuss the ways in which recent developments have changed the nature of chess itself, I have therefore added a brief section on chess in the computer age.


William Hartston


Cambridge 2010





1: Only got a minute?



Every culture has its own favourite intellectual game. In much of the Arab world it is backgammon; in parts of the West Indies it is dominoes; in Japan it is the game of Go. And in Western culture, for the past 500 years, it has been chess.


In fact, the history of chess dates back to around AD 600, but the rules evolved, gradually changing the powers of the pieces until, at the end of the fifteenth century, they resembled something similar to those we know today. Since then, the game has turned from a harmless pastime into an international sport, and resisted all attempts by both humans and computers to master its intricacies.


It has been the subject of films, plays, novels, a musical and at least one ballet, and a chessboard is still the most popular image used by advertising agencies promoting clients who wish to impress with their decision-making prowess. Chess terms, such as ‘checkmate’, ‘stalemate’ and ‘a mere pawn’ have infiltrated their way into the language, all of which gives the game a unique position in our culture.


Just too difficult to play perfectly, the game of chess has fascinated and infuriated its addicts for generations. It is one of the few activities at which a five-year-old can compete on equal terms with a 95-year-old and a knowledge of the rules and basic principles of chess has long been seen as part of everyone’s education. Everyone should know how to play chess, and the better they play the more they will appreciate its beauty and enjoy it.





5: Only got five minutes?



The game of chess has been with us for over 1,400 years and the rules have remained essentially the same for the past 500. In the Middle Ages, a knowledge of chess was considered one of the knightly virtues and even today it is encouraged in most schools, and taught in some, as a part of our culture and a beneficial mental exercise. The apparent complexities of the game, and the phenomenal skills of the greatest players, can make chess intimidating to some, yet just as one does not need the skills of a composer or concert pianist to appreciate good music, a basic understanding of chess, and an ability to appreciate the ideas of even the world champions, ought to be within the reach of everyone.


Learning to play chess may be compared to learning a totally new language in which the words are the geometrical concepts that can be expressed by the pieces on a chess board. A good player will be able to glance at a position from a game and immediately understand what is happening. Groups of pieces are perceived as single units and these units combine in familiar ways that tell the tale of what has happened up to that point, and what is likely to happen in the future. A complete beginner will struggle to remember the rules that lay down how each piece may move – rather like learning a new alphabet. Once that hurdle has been overcome, the next stage is to avoid blundering away one’s pieces by putting them where they can be captured, and to detect the opponent’s most basic threats. That may be compared to the tedious business of having to learn the basic vocabulary and grammar of a new language. Once grammar and vocabulary have been learnt, one can begin to appreciate a country’s literature, and in chess, when the blunders have been mostly eliminated, playing the game becomes a true art that combines the precision of logic with a beauty of form and the expression of ideas that combine to create wonders of geometric elegance and imagination. Most amazingly of all, the very best chess games are works of art that have been created by two people in direct competition with each other. This combination of competition and artistic appreciation is surely what has helped chess to become so firmly entrenched in our culture – together with the infuriating fact that the game is just too difficult to play perfectly, though the very best players can come tantalizingly close to that goal.





10: Only got ten minutes?



The game of chess has had a long and suitably chequered history leading to its position, for well over two centuries, as the pre-eminent board game in Western culture. The earliest reference to chess dates back to around AD 600 in a piece of Sanskrit love poetry from the Kashmir region. From there the game was taken by traders to Arabia, though there is scant evidence of whether it was played as a competitive game or simply used as a vehicle for the composition of problems or symbolic parables about the roles of various sections of society from its rulers, symbolized by the Kings and Queens, to the humble peasants represented by the Pawns. Indeed, one of the first books printed in Britain by William Caxton was The Game and Playe of the Chesse, which had nothing to do with playing the game as we now understand the phrase, but was a religious morality tale comprising a series of essays on the pieces, which groups of people they represented, and their proper functions and duties.


But we are getting ahead of the story. Chess reached Europe around the year 1000, again through the travels of Arab merchants, via Morocco, Spain and Italy. At that time, the board and the names of the pieces were more or less as we know them today, and the object of the game was to checkmate the opposing King, but the rules were rather different, with the powers of the pieces severely limited by today’s standards. The Queen, in particular, far from being the most powerful piece as she is now, was one of the weakest, restricted to moving a single square diagonally. Chess may have flourished as a device for setting problems and a challenge for designers, each trying to create a more beautiful and elaborately carved set than had gone before, but it must have been very tedious and slow to play as a game. Nevertheless, the chess set remained an essential ornament in the best houses for the next 500 years, and the symbolism of the game, as a battle in which victory would go to the side with the superior strategy, was seen as a good moral lesson for all.


In the last years of the fifteenth century, however, that all changed. Someone, somewhere, probably in Italy or Spain, decided that something had to be done to turn chess into a game more suitable for the pace of European life. The powers of the Queen and Bishop were increased dramatically, allowing sudden and drastic finishes to games that would previously have taken hours to complete. Remarkably, the new rules swept through Europe with great rapidity and within a few years, everyone was playing the new chess, and the rules have scarcely changed in the 500 years since then.


In 1851, the first proper International Chess Tournament was held in London, in parallel with the Great Exhibition of that year, and in 1886, the first official match for the World Chess Championship was won by the Austrian Wilhelm Steinitz. It was only the second game or sport to have had a world championship, being beaten to it by billiards a few years earlier. Since then, thousands of books have been written on chess and thousands of tournaments have been held around the world, yet the game remains as fresh and competitive as ever. The International Chess Federation has more member nations than any other sporting body, except for FIFA and the Olympic Movement itself.


The influence of chess has permeated our language – just think of the countless hapless people who have been described as ‘mere pawns’, or the negotiations that have ended in ‘stalemate’ – and a chess set is still the favourite symbol of advertisers who wish to portray the image of prudent decision making. There is a good deal of literature in which chess, or at least a chess-playing hero or villain, plays a part; there is a chess ballet, a number of chess films and even Chess: The Musical. Everyone, from the weakest player to the world champion, can be challenged by chess and appreciate the game, and the battle that it represents, at their own level.


So much for the impressive history of the game, but what of actually playing chess? In a celebrated essay entitled The Morals of Chess, Benjamin Franklin wrote the following:


 


The game of Chess is not merely an idle amusement; several very valuable qualities of the mind, useful in the course of human life, are to be acquired and strengthened by it, so as to become habits ready on all occasions: for life is a kind of chess, in which we have often points to gain, and competitors or adversaries to contend with, and in which there is a vast variety of good and evil events that are, in some degree, the effect of prudence, or of the want of it.


Sadly, he rather spoils his apparently well-informed and intelligent argument by ending his list of the virtues of chess by praising its encouragement of optimism and ‘not being discouraged by present bad appearances in the state of our affairs’, for, he says, no matter how bad things may look, something may turn up that changes your fortunes for the better. That, as all good chess players know, is precisely what does not happen at a high level of play. One bad mistake and you are dead; one slight misjudgement and you are condemned to hours of suffering as you desperately struggle to survive the results of your own poor play.


Yet Benjamin Franklin’s insights may help to explain why countless people spend long periods of their time pushing little wooden pieces around a board. For poor players, there is the delight of making threats and hoping your opponent does not see them, or of setting traps and hoping they will fall into them. As you move up the scale of chess ability, you begin to appreciate the finer points of a game that demands a blend of imagination and technical precision which any true artist aspires to, and the more your understanding of chess increases, the more you learn to love the game and marvel at its beauty and intricacies.





1



The rules of the game


In this chapter you will learn:




	the basic moves of the pieces: check, checkmate and stalemate


	special rules such as castling, pawn promotion, en passant capture, and the various ways a game can end in a draw


	the essential laws of chess, and how to write down the moves of a game.





The first diagram shows the chessmen set up for the beginning of a game of chess. One player sits behind the white men and conducts their operations; his opponent faces him across the board, deciding the moves for the black pieces.
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Each of the different chess pieces has its own individual mode of moving. Much of the charm and beauty, and indeed much of the difficulty, of the game of chess lies in the manner of the cooperation and conflict between pieces with distinct patterns of movement. This opening chapter explains the moves of the pieces and the other rules of the game. Later we shall see how the relative values of different pieces can vary according to the circumstances of the other men on the board.


Before proceeding with the pieces, we must begin with a brief word about the board itself. This consists of sixty-four squares, in an eight-by-eight array, the squares coloured alternately light and dark, referred to respectively as the white squares and black squares. The board is always set out with a white square at the right-hand corner of each player. The white pieces at the start of the game occupy the back rows. From left to right, along the back row, Rook, Knight, Bishop, Queen, King, Bishop, Knight, Rook, with the eight Pawns filling the row in front of them. The rear line of black pieces are the same as their white counterparts directly facing them. Each Queen thus begins the game on a square of her own colour: White’s Queen on the left of her King, Black’s on the right of her King.


The players make their moves alternately, White beginning the game. A move involves the transference of a piece from one square to another. No player may make two consecutive moves, neither may a player ‘pass’ when it is his turn to move.


Most of the chess pieces move in straight lines and their powers are simply grasped. There are three important and obvious types of straight line on the board: the files running up and down the board; the ranks running side to side; and the diagonals, lines of squares of the same colour, running at 45° angles to the ranks and files.


The ranks and files provide a convenient coordinate system for describing the chess moves. Each square on the board lies on one of the eight ranks and one of the eight files. The ranks are numbered from 1 to 8 beginning at White’s side of the board; the files are lettered from a to h, left to right as viewed by White. Thus each square may be uniquely identified by a letter-number pair. We shall see how this is used in chess notation at the end of this chapter.


Moves of the pieces


THE ROOK


The ranks and files are the domain of the Rook, which can move as far as desired across empty squares up, down or across the board in a straight line. On an empty board a Rook, whatever square it is on, thus has a choice of 14 squares to which it may move: seven on the vertical line of squares through its own square, seven on the horizontal line.


THE BISHOP


Bishops traverse the board along the diagonals, and may travel as far as they like along squares of the same colour. As with the Rook, the Bishop may only travel over empty spaces; if its path is impeded by the presence of another piece, it cannot ‘jump over’. Each Bishop can never leave the squares of the colour on which it began the game.


The diagram overleaf shows the moves of Rook and Bishop. Each may travel to any square shown on the path of the arrows through it. As can be seen, a Bishop in the middle of the board has the choice of up to 13 squares, whereas one in the corner only has seven possible moves.


[image: Image]


THE QUEEN


The Queen is the most powerful piece on the board. She can move in straight lines along ranks, files or diagonals, so from any square she combines the possible moves of the Rook with those of the Bishop.


THE KING


The two Kings have a special role in the game, since the object of the game, as laid down in the rules, is the pursuit and capture of the enemy King. We shall come to that in a moment; for the time being, it is only necessary to know that the King has the shortest move of all – just one square in any direction.


The diagram on the facing page illustrates the moves of King and Queen. In the centre of the board the Queen commands 27 squares. The King never has more than eight.


[image: Image]


THE KNIGHT


There are many, perhaps too many, ways to describe the move of the Knight, the only chess piece which appears not to move in straight lines. His is a two-square move, bisecting the path of Rook and Bishop. In the diagram below it is illustrated as one square like a Rook followed by a square in the manner of a Bishop, still moving away from the square of the original departure. Some prefer to think of the Knight’s move as two squares vertically followed by one to the side, or two to the side and one up or down. However one chooses to describe it, the Knight’s move is more easily visualized than explained. It should be mastered without difficulty, and with practice will come to be viewed as a single move from square to square, rather than a combination move involving change of direction.





Insight


Many people are taught the Knight’s move as ‘two squares forward then one to the side’ or ‘one square straight, then one diagonally’ but no real chess player sees it like that. Just look at all the squares a Knight can go to from one central square and you’ll soon grasp it.





The diagram illustrates the eight possible Knight moves from a centre square. The white Knight may move to any of the squares indicated by the arrow-tips. Note that the Black Knight in the corner has its possible moves reduced to two.
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Unlike Rook, Bishop and Queen, the Knight cannot be impeded by other men in its path. The Knight gives the impression of being able to ‘jump over’ pieces, though one might equally well say that it can move between them. Whereas Rook, Bishop and Queen may be viewed as having lines of action along which they can move as far as desired, the Knight, like the King, has only a limited length of move. Rook, Bishop or Queen can reach any square on an empty board from any other in not more than two moves (provided the square is the appropriate colour in the case of the Bishop). A Knight can take as many as six moves to make a desired journey between two squares.



Capturing


CAPTURING ENEMY PIECES


If an enemy man stands on a square to which a piece could otherwise move, that man may be captured. The capture is effected by removing the man to be captured from the board and placing the capturing piece on the square on which the captured piece stood. In the diagram position, the White Rook can capture the Black Bishop, if it is White’s move, or the Black Bishop could capture the White Knight, if it is Black to move. Note that Black’s Bishop blocks the Rook’s line of action, preventing its movement to the last two squares up the board, just as the White Knight hampers its progress sideways.
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In chess, capturing is optional. If White chooses to capture the Bishop with his Rook, he simply removes the Bishop, replacing it with the Rook. Equally he may prefer to move the Rook or any other piece as he chooses, with or without a capture. The King is the only piece which may not be captured, for loss of the King signifies the end of the game. Attacks on the King will be discussed below. Whereas Rook, Knight, Bishop, Queen and King may in general capture anything along their lines of action (the King may make captures just as any other piece; the need to protect him from capture does not preclude his taking part in the carnage), the Pawn has special rules for its capturing moves. The Pawn is, in fact, exceptional in many ways, which we now explain.


THE PAWN


The normal move of the Pawn is simple: it plods just one square forwards at a time. It alone of the chess pieces may never move backwards. On its first move, however, the Pawn may, if desired, be moved two squares forward instead of just one. That privilege is accorded to each of the eight Pawns on either side, but a Pawn may only advance two squares if both those squares are unoccupied, and the Pawn has not previously been moved.


As distinct from its forward mode of travel, the Pawn captures diagonally, but again only one square. It may not capture straight forwards.


[image: Image]


White’s legal Pawn moves in the above diagram position are to any of the squares indicated by the arrows. The Black Bishop or Black Knight may be captured in the usual way, by removing the black piece from the board and replacing it with the capturing Pawn.


There are two further special rules involving Pawns. The first is their ability to promote. If a Pawn succeeds in making its way the full length of the board, arriving finally on the opponent’s back line, then it may be promoted into any piece of the same colour other than a King. So if a White Pawn reaches the end of the board, it is removed and replaced by Queen, Rook, Knight or Bishop at the discretion of the White player. Promotion takes place immediately the Pawn reaches the end square; it cannot remain a Pawn. Usually the promoted Pawn is turned into a Queen, but as we shall see later there are circumstances where an apparently lesser piece may be preferable.


The final special rule for Pawns is the en passant capture, often improperly learned by beginners, but not really complicated. The diagram shows a typical situation in which the en passant rule may apply.
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Any Pawn which advances two squares in a single move, passing over a square on which it could have been captured by an enemy Pawn, may still be captured by an enemy Pawn on that square just as if it had only advanced a single square. Thus, if the Black Pawn in the diagram position advances two squares, it may be captured by White’s Pawn as indicated by the arrow. Black’s Pawn is removed from the board and White’s is moved to the empty square over which it passed. Equally, if the other White Pawn were to advance two squares, it could be captured in exactly the same fashion by either of the neighbouring Black Pawns.


The privilege of capturing en passant is only extended for the single move following the two-square advance of an enemy Pawn. As with other captures, the en passant Pawn capture is optional (except, of course, in the rare case of no other legal move being available), but the option expires as soon as another move is played on the board. If an en passant capture is not made as soon as the opportunity is created, then the Pawn may never be captured en passant at all. Only Pawns may capture, or be captured, en passant. And the capture may only take place immediately after a two-square advance of the Pawn to be captured.


As we shall see later, the special abilities of the Pawn to promote, and to a lesser extent to capture en passant, play a significant role towards the end of well-contested games when the heavier pieces may have vanished from the board by exchanges and the emphasis shifts from direct attacks to the careful nurturing of the Pawns in their journeys in search of promotion.


We are almost at the end of this explanation of the moves of the pieces, but there is just one more exceptional move to consider.


Castling


As we have seen, a normal move consists of a player taking one of his own pieces and changing its square on the board, with or without the capture of an enemy piece. There is just one exception to this rule: a double move of King and Rook known as castling. The privilege of castling is a method to enable the King to escape from the centre of the board, and for the Rook to come closer to the middle. Castling may take place only between a King and a Rook both still unmoved on the squares upon which they began the game.


Castling is effected by moving the King two squares along the back rank towards the Rook, then placing the Rook on the square over which the King has passed. The diagram below indicates the situation of King and Rook after castling. Castling may take place with either Rook; in each case, the King moves two squares and the Rook apparently ‘jumps over’ the King. In the diagram, White has castled with his Rook on the King’s side of the board, Black with the Rook on his Queen’s side. (The two halves of the board are often referred to as ‘King’s side’ and ‘Queen’s side’ or K-side and Q-side for short. Castling in each direction is often termed castling long – on the Q-side – or castling short – on the K-side.)
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Castling may only be executed if the following conditions apply:


 




	Neither the King nor the Rook taking part in the castling procedure has yet moved in the game.


	The square upon which the King stands, the one over which it will pass, and the square upon which it will land must none of them be under attack from a hostile piece.





Note that this second condition only refers to the King; it does not matter if the Rook is under attack or, in the case of Q-side castling, if it passes over an attacked square. Thus in the position below, White may castle, since his King does not pass over any threatened square (though his Rook does). Black may not castle on either side: on the short side, his King would land on an attacked square; on the long side, his King would have to pass over an attacked square.


[image: Image]


In practice, castling is best executed by moving the King first, then the Rook. If the King moves first, there can be no ambiguity of intention and no suggestion that only the Rook move was intended. (Theoretically, of course, castling is a simultaneous movement of Rook and King, but most chess players refrain from demonstrations of ambidexterity.)


These rules for castling may seem strange, but they are a consequence of the special importance of the King in the game of chess. The unique position of the King, that he must at all costs be preserved and protected from attacks, is one of the main features which distinguish chess from other board games in which the object may be simply to eliminate all the opponent’s men. In chess, the ultimate objective is solely to capture the enemy King. Capture of his other pieces may only be a means to facilitate the final chase and submission of His Majesty.





Insight


That’s got the boring stuff over with. Now wake up, because we’re about to come to the point of the game.





Check and checkmate


When the King is threatened with capture by a hostile piece, it is said to be in check from that piece. Since the King must be preserved from capture, the rules specify that the player whose King is in check must immediately play a move to nullify the attack on his King. (The announcement of ‘check’ used to be mandatory under the rules of the game; this is no longer the case.) The diagram position overleaf shows the White King in check from the Black Rook. The arrowed moves indicate White’s possible replies and illustrate the three possible ways of responding to a check:


 




	The King may move to a square on which he is no longer under attack;


	The checking piece may be captured;


	A piece may be interposed between King and checking piece to interrupt the line of action so that the King is no longer in check.
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One of these modes of escaping from check must be employed. There is no question of leaving one’s King in check in the hope that the opponent will not notice. That is simply against the rules.


Neither is it permissible to counter-attack by ignoring one’s own King’s safety and threatening the opponent’s King. The first King to fall loses the game, so retaliatory regicide is not permitted.


If there is no legal move available which allows a checked King to escape – no piece can interpose or capture the checking piece, and the King cannot move anywhere out of attack – then the King is said to be in checkmate and the game is over, lost by the side whose King is checkmated. The diagram below gives an example of checkmate. Black’s King is in check from the Rook; it cannot advance to escape from the check, because those squares are controlled by the White King or the White Knight.


[image: Image]


At first sight it may seem that the White Rook can be captured by the Black Knight, but that is impossible since it would leave Black’s King in check from the Bishop. So the game is over, and White is the winner. More examples of checkmate will be found in the positions for practice at the end of this chapter.


Stalemate


Finally, what happens if a player is not in check, but he has no legal move which does not leave his King in check? In that case we have reached what is called stalemate and the game is a draw. In normal parlance, stalemate is used to signify almost any state of dynamic equilibrium, particularly in political or military situations where each side in a conflict cannot make progress for fear of a devastating response from the other. In chess, however, stalemate has only this single technical usage: a position in which the side to move is not in check, but has no legal move available. Under the laws of the game, the result is then declared a draw. The diagram below illustrates a possible stalemate. Black to play is not in check, but none of his pieces can make a legal move without exposing the King to check.
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