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In the memory of my grandfather Shulem Keilis (1924-2001), forever a soldier and a true fighter for what is right, my first ever “chess student”, for teaching me that a teacher has a lot to learn from every one of his students.




My dearest student,


This book was written especially for you, the improving chess player, to learn how to successfully apply the theory of decision making in chess.


Together, we will study new ideas of how to approach a position, how to understand what we are playing for, and how to identify and achieve all of the goals arising from our observation.


We will reinforce concepts learned from the first volume of the series, concentrating on their practical application. The practical thinking process described in this book will have the following structure:
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Having already built your theoretical understanding of the chess concepts, we will now take them one step further and learn how this new knowledge, combined with additional ideas, can help us find the best plans, not only the best moves, in every position.


For students who are new to the process of decision making in chess, this book will offer new insights and a full scale revolution to the whole thinking process in chess, making it much more effective and efficient.


Having read this book, your ability to make decisions -- even in the toughest of chess positions -- will rise to new heights, and finding your way in a maze of strategies and tactics will become your second intuitive nature.


Philip Ochman, Sep 2014
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Introducing the practical application of the process- a motivational example


Before we embark on our journey towards mastering the practical ways of applying the process of decision making in chess, it’s time for a quick demonstration.


Perhaps you have just encountered the process for the first time, or you may already have read through volume 1- it doesn’t matter. Do your best to study this book (my intention was to make this task as easy as possible for you, the aspiring improving player), and you will be able to apply the thinking pattern described below independently and intuitively, as if it was your second nature.


I put special emphasis on making the process accessible to any level, from beginner to expert, with the appropriate level of complexity and depth of ideas. My hope is that reading the book and understanding the depicted concepts and ideas will by itself help you move quickly through the levels. You already have the power to analyze a complex position and use that analysis to create a correct plan; my intention in this book is for you to bring out this hidden ability of yours, and use your potential to make it rather easy, as the following example shows.


Bent Larsen- Mikhail Botvinnik, Moscow Olympiad 1956
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For the introduction motivational example we shall look at a position from a game played between two of the world’s most legendary players of all time.


Larsen was a six-time Danish champion, and a four-time world championship candidate. He was well known for his aggressive, innovative and very entertaining playing style.


Botvinnik was the world champion three times, and the first world class player from the Soviet Union. Regarded as the inventor of the Russian chess school, he will be remembered for his deep positional understanding and tendency to create favorable imbalances.


Throughout the book the side to move will be shown in the color of a circle at the bottom-left corner of each diagram. Three dots before a move will symbolize a move by black.


Well then, with no further delay let’s get a quick taste of how it will feel for you when you apply the process after reading this book:


Threats analysis


No real immediate or long term threats by black in the given position. If …h3, g3 is ok for white.


Positional observation




	Black’s dark square bishop is bad (the light square bishop can be deployed on c6).


	Black’s king is still in the center, where white has long range pieces.


	White’s knights don’t have active roles.





Goals




	Take advantage of the passive dark square bishop on e7.


	See if it’s possible to prove black’s king is not safe.


	Find activity for the white knights.





Plans


The given position is a classic example of a need to find activity fast, before the opponent solves his positional problems. Here, black wishes to castle queenside, to bring his king to safety and to coordinate his pieces on a kingside attack, bringing another rook there. Currently, by the way, though there is an open file on the kingside, black can’t really exploit that file because he doesn’t have enough pieces influencing the kingside to start a serious attack.


We will therefore prioritize goals that involve making our position more active in this case; let’s see if we can activate our knights.


Plan 1


Na4!? We noticed a curious idea, based on the current pin of the d6 pawn to black’s light square bishop. Basically, we want to open the center to take advantage of the king still being there. Here, at least at first glance, it looks like we can prepare this (c4-c5 for example) with a tempo on black’s queen.
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Now, if …Qa7 white has Nac5! and a much more active knight. Then if …dxc5, Qxd7+ is strong, taking advantage immediately of the still centralized king. In that scenario, white makes active progress while black permanently loses the option to get the king to safety on the queenside.


In case black doesn’t capture on c5, we can then relocate the c5 knight to d3, a much more aggressive position that would support a central pawn storm.


A second option for black after Na4 is …Qc7. In this case we can at the very least force black to play a concession; now that Nc5 no longer works, we notice possible coordination over the weak square b6. Therefore, Qe3! Preparing Nb6. This will either force …Bd8 or if not, white gets a great spot for his knight on b6 the very next move.


After Qc7 another idea that looks good for white is the simple straight forward c4, with the intention of pushing c5 next and directly attacking the center.


A third response for black to Na4 could be …Qb4. In that case let’s look at the most forcing line first-Qxb4 …Nxb4, Nb6 …Rd8:
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White continues with a3 to kick the black knight. If the knight retreats back to c6 we can continue attacking using our initiative, for example Na5 or Rf3 (defending the third rank while preparing doubling of the rooks), or even the immediate c4- played directly to open black’s center with the subsequent c5.


However, if black decides to respond to a3 greedily with …Nxc2, after Rf3 the knight is trapped.


To conclude, the suggested plan answers two of our goals, activates the knights and takes advantage of black’s king position.


Now, having found one successful plan, it’s time to see if there are more ideas for us to consider.


Plan 2


Let’s look again at the initial position:
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Is there another way to activate our knights?


Nb1-Na3-Nc4; white wants to improve his knights, he can try to transfer the c3 knight to the more active c4 square, with a tempo on the black queen.


Black can’t really fight against this sequence, since …d5 is out of the question because it just helps white with his goals.


Then, from c4, the knight can possibly help support a future e5 push, and in case the white pawn stays on e5 there is also the d6 potential outpost to consider. However, one problem of this plan is that it’s a bit slow, which enables black in the meanwhile to castle queen side.


To sum up the second plan we have at our disposal, this plan attempts to achieve the same two goals as in plan 1, activating a knight and preparing an assault in the center aimed at taking advantage of black’s king position.


The difference between the two plans is the initiative. In the first plan, white makes progress towards achieving the goals with tempos and with initiative. This enables him to achieve both goals, since black doesn’t have time to fight it. In the second approach, the execution of the plan doesn’t seize the initiative, and therefore black has time to prepare and the plan’s effectiveness is considerably reduced.


Finally, we evaluate the benefits and drawbacks of both plans, taking into account the goals we have found, and we choose plan 1!


What’s the big deal?


We have seen that applying the process in a practical position can be natural and intuitive. The reason- such a “smooth” application can only be achieved by deeply understanding and considering features and concepts such as critical squares, tactical options, the initiative, positional observation, intuitively assessing the four positional criteria (space, development, quality of pieces, material), the pawn structure, square weaknesses. Then, we use all the gathered information to identify goals, prioritize them, develop solution plans, put them to the test of correct move order, consider possible refutations and safety checks, and arrive at the final design.


In the following chapters I will try to give you, the now motivated student, the tools required for you to follow the same thinking pattern, and to easily apply the same tools, methods and concepts as we have just seen in this introduction example.


With the hope that this motivational example has achieved its goal, let us begin. Ready?


From the full process to shorter ones


So you have developed a certain understanding of the theory behind the decision making process in chess. You may have read about it in the first volume of this series, or learned it by combining the acquired knowledge from reading other literature about the subject- this is not the point. What matters is how you apply it in a real (over-the-board or online) game, regardless of the time control.


In the previous volume, you have read about the full process of decision making, the learning tool designed to build your deep understanding of all the concepts to take into account when making a decision in chess. Whether you have “mastered the theory”, as the title suggested you would, or just expanded your knowledge, it’s time to use these new skills and your new outlook on this form of art called chess, to bring something special to the board.


Once you have the deeper knowledge and understanding, you can start using it to develop different shortcuts to the process. The reason for that, as for any other shortcut you take in life, is that it’s not always necessary to follow all the stages and to take everything into consideration. Once you understand what is important, which positions require which approaches, you can create your own shortcuts.


Ideally, we will reach the point where we use the short process of decision making on a regular basis, regardless of the time control. The main part of that process is quickly identifying candidate moves and deciding between them based on their eventual positional effects, whether the effects are immediate in a purely positional move, or at the point of quiescence in moves that lead to tactical variations.


The main purpose of this book is to expand on that process of quickly identifying candidate moves. We will use the knowledge gained by learning the deep theory of decision making to apply it in our attempt to find opportunities.


We will first learn additional important points to think about when looking for a move, and then expand by improving our approach. In general, we will learn how to look for plans, not just moves. The moves will only be tools to execute the plans we find.


Let’s begin our journey to a full and practical application of the decision making process in the most compact and short form possible!




First in line- Tactical observation


When approaching a position, whether it’s a critical position at the end of a tactical sequence (that is, the point of quiescence), an in-between position during a combination, or just a quiet purely strategic position with no apparent tactical nature at all, we must first identify the tactical nature of the position.


What is the nature of a position?


The nature of a position is the sum of all tactical motifs that both sides can generate, meaning the forcing lines that are available for each side. If the position includes tactical motifs that one side can play to improve his position relative to the opponent’s position, we will identify the position as having a tactical nature.
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Diagram 1.1 – the multiple tactical shots available in this position classify it as being tactical.


Challenge*: it’s black to play; can you solve the threat of Bxc6 and the catastrophe that follows?


If, on the other hand, the position has no useful tactical options for either side (that is, no options at all or options that don’t benefit the initiator), we will identify the position as purely strategic.
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Diagram 1.2- Since there are no useful tactical motifs for either side, the position above is purely strategic.


Challenge: in the position above, the move b3 is a tactical motif available for white, creating pressure. Is it true that this move isn’t useful for white? Why?


How to practically identify the nature of a given position


To determine whether a position’s nature is tactical or strategic, we first will look for threats the opponent might have by analyzing all of his forcing options. Using vision, we will also explore long term sequences. Upon finishing this analysis for the opponent, we will then do the same for us.


But before we look for tactical motifs, we need to study a constructive method to embed in our intuitive thinking, so that the search for tactics will not be a sporadic wild goose chase, but a carefully designed, focused approach.


By learning and practicing the “Critical Squares” method to identify tactics, we will make the search much more intuitive in terms of where to focus our attention on the board.


The Critical Squares method can also be used as a complimentary approach to chess that will help us find more detailed goals in our position. We will return to this advanced subject later in this book.


The Critical Squares Method


Motivation


There are number of critical squares approaches used in chess. We will now study an original “educational” approach that is designed to build your intuition through practice. Its use over the board is optional- the most important part of mastering this method is to save you time looking for tactics by training your “tactics radar.”


You will see that after practicing this method on selected positions, you will start noticing previously missed tactical opportunities, and over the board you will be able to jump straight to identifying tactical options for both sides, occasionally using the method in some very complex positions when the full tactical map is not entirely clear.


Critical Squares 101


Some background:


The “Pure Contest”


We will name a square “purely contested” when the number of factors (pieces or pawns) contesting for it by both sides is equal. Contrary to a contested square when discussing space as part of positional evaluation, here we don’t care whether it’s a pawn vs. a piece, only the number of contesting factors matters. This is the difference between a positional contest and a “pure” contest, and we will use this definition later as part of the application technique.
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Diagram 2.1- Let’s try to identify all the critical squares in this example, going randomly from right to left: h7 (king vs. queen), h6 (bishop vs. g7 pawn) e5 (queen vs. queen), c6 (queen vs. knight), c4 (queen vs. knight), b7 (queen vs. queen), b6 (bishop vs. queen), b4 (queen vs. queen), a8 (queen and rook vs. queen and rook).


Challenge: can white create useful tactics on any of the critical squares?


The “Usable Weakness”


We refer to squares that are or can be occupied in a way that creates threats as “usable weaknesses.”
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Diagram 2.2- looking at the position, we imagine our e6 knight on the weak unprotected f3 square with a fork. This makes f3 a “usable weakness”.


Challenge: can white successfully deal with your attempts at taking advantage of the f3 weakness?


The “Attackable Factors”


An attackable factor is a piece or pawn that pressure can be created on. If a factor can be attacked (not captured -- we are looking for possibilities of creating or adding pressure), we will call it an attackable factor.
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Diagram 2.3- factors that black can attack: g5 pawn (with h6), knight (with Rf8 or Rd6), queen (with Qe3, Qe5, Qa3, Be1, f4; we also must be aware of options that are currently impractical since that can possibly change), king (with Bb6, Qc5, Qe3). We can continue similarly to other pawns and the opponent’s rooks.


Challenge: it’s clear that black is under threat of Nxe8. Can you find the solution to this position using your findings of the attackable factors?


Putting it into practice


In a given position, we will find all of the pure contests and usable weaknesses on the board. These would be the critical squares of the position.


Then, we will proceed to finding all of the attackable factors.
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Diagram 3.1 (Evgeni Vasiukov- Zoltan Ribli, Wijk aan Zee 1973) - critical squares for black’s use: f2. Pieces black can attack: both rooks via knight fork on f2, bishop on b3 via Bxa4, queen via Bb5.


Challenge: identify critical squares and attackable factors for white to use!


The critical squares would be the points of concentration for us, leading our tactical eye to those spots on the board. We will look not only at the critical squares, but also at the squares adjacent to them.


The attackable factors will provide us with ideas for possible tactics.


Only at this stage will we start searching for immediate forcing options (checks, captures, pressure*), and later for longer term ideas using tactical vision (pawn storms, dangerous piece setups, preparations for tactics). This search is done both for the opponent (as part of threats analysis) and for us (as part of identifying our tactical options).
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Diagram 3.2 (Evgeni Vasiukov- Zoltan Ribli, Wijk aan Zee 1973) – having identified f2 as a critical square, and white’s queen, b3 bishop and both his rooks as attackable factors, we look for tactical motifs: no checks, captures: Nxf2, and Bxa4. Pressure: Bb5. Notice how the motifs we found (but have not yet calculated) circulate around the findings from the identification stage.


Concrete calculation (most forcing lines first): line 1 - …Bxa4, hxg4- even exchange, opens up white’s h1 rook.


Line 2 - …Nxf2, Qxf2 …Bxa4 wins a pawn (at least temporarily, we can continue the calculation with Qc5! But it’s not necessary for this example) and exchanges the pieces without the added benefit for white of opening his rook.


Line 3 – …Bb5, Qd2 (or e1, to keep connection to the f2 pawn) …Nxf2, Qxf2 …Bxa4 this line does the same as line 2, only with an extra benefit of improving the d7 bishop with initiative (by playing the forcing move Bb5).
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Diagram 3.3- the final position of line 3.


As a conclusion, it’s clear that line 3 has the most benefits, and this line was indeed selected by GM Ribli who eventually won the game. Notice how the whole variation revolved around the critical squares and the attackable factors; practicing this approach to tactical positions will significantly improve the student’s calculation ability and the sense of intuition in chess.


Challenge: apply the same process to the original position in diagram 3.2 for white to play, based on your findings from the challenge in diagram 3.1!


Another use of the Critical Squares method is in planning or preventing an attack. Since all tactics are based on the principles of critical squares, we can concentrate on the balance of critical squares as an additional tool in our toolbox:
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Diagram 4.1- white has a critical square in black’s camp, e4, which creates a significant discomfort for black, having to commit two pieces to defend the critical square’s occupant. Therefore, as a defensive application of the critical squares theory, black should consider pushing e3! in an attempt to eliminate the critical square’s burden.


Challenge: calculate the e3 line and reach a conclusion regarding its viability.
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Diagram 4.2- white has the g6 and e5 critical squares, while black has h2 and g2. White can create great attacking chances by increasing the number of his critical squares in black’s camp by playing Bb3, making f7 a new critical square and thus creating a double threat, after which black’s position is lost; he can’t defend against Qxg6 and defend the f7 pawn at the same time.


Challenge: is there an immediate refutation of Bb3 …Rf6? Or is it only a positional advantage for white after Rxf6 in the form of black’s weak kingside pawn structure?





Classification of Tactical Opportunities


Having applied the critical squares method, so you know where to look for tactics, we start finding tactical shots for both sides.


The first thing we do is Threats Analysis, looking for the opponent’s tactical options as a second move for him in a row -- that is, we will see if there is something dangerous that he can do in the current position. If we find a move for the opponent that inevitably improves his position or makes ours worse, and there is no way to deal with these effects without making a concession, we will classify it as a threat. (We will discuss concessions in greater depth later in the book.)
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When looking for the opponent’s threats, we will look at immediate tactical motifs (checks, captures, pressure) and longer term motifs using vision. There are also cases of vision that include forcing lines, a “hybrid” between immediate and long term threats.
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Diagram 5.1- white has the move in what seems like a clearly won position; the rook is hanging, and after capturing it white is a full queen and pawn ahead. However, even in this obvious looking win he has to be accurate, and notice black’s threat of Bg6 in response, reaching a theoretical draw (Bxg8 …Bg6, followed by bishop and queen exchange and the h pawn will never queen; black’s king is going to the h8 corner and will not be moved, a case of having the wrong color bishop).


Challenge: if black had a queen instead of the rook on the same square g8, how would it affect the assessment of this position?
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