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Introduction 

“Chess is a sea where a gnat may drink and an elephant may bathe.”

—Old (Asian) Indian proverb 

“Chess, like love, like music, has the power to make men happy.”

—Siegbert Tarrasch 

“In answering the question ‘Which is the greater game, chess or checkers?,’ I must, in all frankness, favor chess.”

—Newell W. Banks (Blindfold checker champion of the world) 

“Chess is as much a mystery as women.”

—C.J.S. Purdy 

“Others may talk of the Round Table with its 50 knights, but I greatly prefer the square table with only four knights.”

—Willard Fiske 


Tao is a Chinese concept (originally spelled out by Lao Tzu in the sixth century B.C.), meaning “the way.” The way, as advanced by Lao Tzu, advocates simplicity and selflessness. Tao is a method of, or perhaps, a set of guidelines for attempting to reach the truth at a progressively deeper level. This seeking brings us closer to understanding whatever we are dealing with. Through understanding we can achieve peace of mind, knowing that we are doing all we can to get at true meaning. Simplicity is necessary to avoid getting confused with irrelevancies, which are everywhere. Selflessness is necessary in order to get a detached view, uncluttered by ego. So what can a religious philosophy have to do with chess?

Following the principles of good, sound chess play will improve your game and your enjoyment of the game; it will also give you a progressively deeper understanding of the game, just as Tao gives you a progressively deeper understanding of life.

But the Tao of Chess means far more than that. By seeking the underlying truth in whatever position that may be before you, you will develop a habit of searching for the truth, and that may well be something you will practice for the rest of your life. Searching for the truth takes energy and determination. Therefore, it is not something many people normally do. But developing habitual thought processes can change all that. That’s the wonderful thing about habits. Once you have them in place, they are hard to break.

I am reminded of Lajos Portisch, a great Hungarian chess grandmaster and teacher during the latter part of the twentieth century, who advocated simplicity and economy in his pupils’ play. The same concepts are abundantly apparent in the play of the Cuban world chess champion José Raúl Capablanca (1888–1942). And the play of the great one, Bobby Fischer, the American bad boy and world champion, was always filled with very simple concepts ruthlessly carried out.

For instance, Fischer was playing Black against Anthony Saidy in a 1963 New York City encounter when the following position appeared on the board:
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Black to move 

Black has a nice lead in development, while nothing else seems to be going on. But this was enough for Fischer, who proceeded to exchange off his well-developed pieces in order to get a superior endgame with a good knight against a bad bishop: 1. ... Nxd4 2. Qxd4 Qxd4 3. exd4 Rac8 4. Bd1 Bc2 5. Be3 Bxd1 6. Rfxd1 Rc2 7. Rd2 Rfc8 8. Rxc2 Rxc2 9. Rc1 Rxc1+ 10. Bxc1 Nd7 11. Kf1 Nf8 12. Ke2 Ne6 13. Kd3.
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after 13. Kd3 

Fischer went on to win the ending. By cutting out a lot of unnecessary complications and getting to the core of the position, Fischer managed to get an easy endgame win.

Any time there is a clear path ahead, travel down it without getting distracted by irrelevancies, and you will reach your goal.

Many of the principles of good chess play seem quite simple on the surface—bring out a new piece with each move, nail down a weakness and only then attack it, passed pawns have a lust to expand—all very obvious when we stop to think about them. This is often the hallmark of a profound truth: something that becomes obvious when stated in simple terms.

Many of the principles in this book may seem contradictory. Chess is fantastically complex. If you come to appreciate the underlying idea behind each principle and the special characteristics of the position before you, these contradictions can be sorted out and understood. One example should illustrate how you can reconcile such internal contradictions:

The Ruy Lopez Exchange Variation begins 1. e4 e5 2. Nf3 Nc6 3. Bb5 a6 4. Bxc6.
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Black to move 

Black will capture the bishop in order to restore material balance. But how? One principle states that it is better to capture toward the center with your pawns when there is a choice. Clearly, this indicates 4. ... bxc3 is the correct move. Yet chess theory frowns on this move, considering the alternate capture, 4. ... dxc3 to be much better. How can that be? Is the principle of capturing toward the center with your pawns no good?

Not at all. The principle about capturing toward the center with your pawns is an excellent idea to keep in mind at all times. The center squares are simply more important than other squares most of the time. Therefore, controlling these squares in any way you can, such as capturing toward the center, is usually desirable.

But sometimes another principle may conflict with the principle of capturing toward the center, and you have to decide which is the more appropriate principle. In this case, a glance at the figure reveals Black’s major problem in the position: He is behind in development. White has two pieces out and about while Black has none. Of course, Black is about to capture one of those pieces. Still, it will then be White’s move, and he is free to develop yet another piece.

Developing a new piece with each move is an underlying idea behind many principles, such as “Don’t move the same piece twice in the opening if you can help it,” and the endgame principle “The king is a fighting piece; use it.” This development principle is simply more important in the figure than capturing toward the center. By recapturing with the d-pawn, Black opens up the d-file for his queen and the c8-h3 diagonal for his bishop. Thus, the capture away from the center helps Black to catch up in development quicker, and that turns out to be more important in this specific situation. In fact, since the d-file is opened to Black’s queen, and the squares d4 and d5 are on that file, you can even see how Black is actually controlling more center squares in this case with the away-from-the-center recapture.

By learning to choose between the principles of good chess play in a given situation, you may well improve or learn to enjoy other aspects of life more as well. Chess is, after all, a competition with strict rules, like many sports and games; also like in business, finance, or law. And who doesn’t want to know the profound truths at the bottom of that which directly affects him?

This book is divided into two sections, encompassing technical matters and human matters. Together, the 200 principles in this book lead the way to the deeper truths of chess.


Part I 
 Technical Matters 

Chess involves a lot of technical material. A player has to be able to define en passant and know how a bishop moves, what checkmate looks like, and what an Exchange is worth, for instance. These technical details should be second nature for anyone interested in getting the most out of the game.

The most difficult part for humans is, strangely enough, the easiest part for computers: Looking into the future. What does the position after a series of moves look like in comparison to the position you see before you? Accurately visualizing the positions and then assessing their relative merits while looking at another position is a difficult, though not impossible, exercise. There are principles that will help you here, but they involve doing hard work. Then again, if chess were easy, nobody would bother to spend time with it, play it, or read or write books about it.


Chapter 1 
The Board 

How well do you know the playing field? The chessboard is a big square consisting of sixty-four smaller squares lined up in rows of eight-by-eight. Thirty-two, or half of these squares, are light, and another thirty-two are dark. The lines made up of eight squares in a row along the vertical direction of the board are called files—these are lettered. Those along the horizontal direction of the board are called ranks—these are numbered. The diagonal lines (made up of varying numbers of squares touching at the corners) are all made up of squares of one color.

Principle 1: If you control more than half of the squares on the board, you have an advantage.

The first principle is quite obvious, once you realize that controlling squares means that any enemy piece or pawn that trespasses on those squares is vulnerable to capture.

But there's more to dominating the board than possessing an advantage in space. Controlling more squares is fine, surely, but how many more squares, and what exactly do we mean by controlling? Is it enough to have a bishop oversee a square, or do we need a pawn? Does occupying a square with a piece or pawn constitute control?

The answers to all these questions depend on the position at hand. If they were that easy to answer in general, there would be no need for the literally millions of chess books on the market, or for the hundreds, perhaps even thousands of games played every day.

Your control must also be enduring to give you an advantage. For instance, after 1. e4 Nf6 2. e5 Nd5 3. d4 (Alekhine’s Defense), White controls the center—for now. But after Black plays moves such as ... d7-d6 and ... Nb8-c6 and perhaps ... g7-g6 and ... Bf8-g7, White’s center will come under a powerful attack, and it won’t be so clear who controls the center after all.

It’s inescapable. If you want to know whether you really control more squares than your opponent, you have to look into the future a bit. You simply cannot separate the element of time in chess from other elements, such as the control of squares.
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A politician running for office needs to control more than half the votes in order to be elected. This flows from the same principle. Wolves and other wild animals probably understand this principle better than most humans (other than politicians) do. They know about the importance of territory, which is their version of squares.

Principle 2: A knight on the rim is grim.

This is a profound bit of advice I probably first came across in the writings of Fred Reinfeld. It is a very specific statement that is meant to incorporate much more than it actually says.

Perhaps a better way to state this principle is pieces that have few squares in their sight are not very useful. This applies not only to knights on the edge of the board, but also to bishops encumbered by their own pawns and rooks stuck in the corner without any open or even half-open files available.

This is really a mobility principle. Knights are usually poor on the side of the board because they don’t have many places to go from there. By understanding this underlying truth, you will be able to spot instances where this specific guideline isn’t operative and another principle may carry more weight. The following figure shows the truth of this principle:
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Black to move 

Although it is Black’s move, there’s really nothing she can do to thwart White’s plans. White’s king can hang around the kingside, forcing the Black monarch to give way, and dine on Black pawns. Or he can head to the queenside to gobble the immobile knight and pawn, followed in both cases by marching and promoting a White pawn. The main reason all this is possible is that Black is really playing down a piece. Her knight on the rim is completely useless.
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Don’t get into a situation where you don’t have options. Putting all your eggs in one basket backfires when the basket breaks.

Principle 3: Place your pawns on the opposite color square as your bishop.

This principle is another way of saying that pieces and pawns should complement each other. Since bishops and pawns each capture diagonally, placing the bishop and pawn on opposite color squares simply gives you more places where you can make captures.

Putting bishops and knights on the same color squares is another way to follow this principle, as is fighting with a queen and knight versus a queen and bishop. Strive to get the most out of your pieces at all times. 

This principle embodies the essence of teamwork. There are many ways in which you can avoid duplication of effort. In an office team, each employee does her own job. In a sports team, each player has his own assignment. In a barbershop quartet, each voice sings its own part. Otherwise, the project, game, or song will break down.

Principle 4: The path from a1 to a8 is the same length as the path from a1 to h8.

This one seems anti-intuitive. The diagonal path looks longer, therefore it must be longer. But on the chessboard this simply isn’t true. It takes a king at least seven moves to cover either path.

However, although the diagonal path is not longer, taking such a path can often give your piece more options. For instance, there are various ways to get from a1 to a8 in seven moves. One of them is a1-a2-a3-a4-a5-a6-a7-a8. Another is a1-b2-c3-d4-d5-c6-b7-a8.

If you think that it doesn’t make any difference, take a look at the following famous study by the Czech grandmaster Richard Reti.
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Black to move and draw 

Black’s task looks impossible at first glance. But it comes in two parts, and that is the key. One task is to catch the a-pawn. This task is impossible by itself. The other task is to promote the f-pawn safely. This  is also an impossible task by itself. But by combining the tasks by taking a diagonal route, Black succeeds in either one or the other:

1. ... Kb2 2. a5 Kc3 3. a6 Kd3 and the White pawn is going to promote safely, but so is the Black pawn. If Black tries to stop that earlier, we get 3. Kg3 Kd4 4. a6 Ke3 and again both pawns promote. If Black stops that with 4. Kxf3 then after 4. ... Kc6 the a-pawn also dies.
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It’s not so much where you are going as it is how you will get there. The various routes have to be carefully chosen, and those who pay attention to what goes into each alternative route will get the most out of whatever trip they are taking.


Chapter 2 
The Pieces 

“The pawn is the soul of chess.”

—Attributed to Philidor 

Know the tools you are given to work with; they’re all you have. The pieces and pawns (pawns are not considered pieces) come in six types, and each of them has peculiarities that you should be aware of.

Principle 5: Leave the pawns alone, except for center pawns and passed pawns.

This principle stems from the inherent weakness in all pawns: They cannot move backward. Once a pawn has moved, the squares it can no longer control are gone from its sights forever, or until it promotes to something else, in which case it is no longer a pawn. Thus you cross the Rubicon with each pawn move.
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White to move 

This is a rather graphic example of what happens when you don’t leave the pawns alone. Although Black threatens mate next move, she loses quickly because she has moved the g-pawn out, creating a gash in the defense that cannot be repaired. White swoops in easily with 1. Bh7+ Kxh7 2. Qh5+ Kg8 3. Qh8 mate.

Center pawns and passed pawns (pawns facing no enemy pawns on the file they are on or on either adjacent file) are exceptions to this principle for different reasons. Center pawns are good to move because they then occupy central squares, and they also open up lines for bishops and queens to enter into the contest. Thus the new weaknesses can be tolerated because of all the good that comes out of such moves. Passed pawns want to move simply because they are on the path to promotion. So, although they leave weak squares in their path, the end result is generally well worth the weaknesses.
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Making a commitment takes a certain amount of thought and preparation. You don’t want to make too many serious commitments without taking the time to weigh how they will affect your game. That’s exactly what you do when you make too many pawn moves.

Principle 6: In order to get the most from your knights, give them strong support points.
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