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INTRODUCTION
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Weapons of Chess is mainly about strategy, with emphasis on the middlegame. Strategy means abstract thinking and planning, as opposed to tactics, which are the individual operations used to implement strategy. Tactics are specific; strategy is general. Tactics tend to be immediate, strategy long-term.


Weapons of Chess is a book of concepts and practical advice. It defines and explains the key motifs of strategic play. It is concerned more with thinking than with specific moves. It presents plans, elucidates their formulation and execution, and emphasizes pawn play over brilliant combinations. It helps a player answer the question: What do I do now?


The book is divided into thirty-eight essays, arranged alphabetically by theme-title for ease of use. For example, if you are interested in learning about doubled pawns or have recently encountered them in a game, you can turn to the section entitled “Doubled Pawns” in this book, where you will find a brief definition and descriptions of doubled pawn types (double pawns are either connected or isolated), followed by a discussion of their ramifications. Many essays include illustrative diagrams focusing on the essay’s important themes.


The essay format permits several features to stand out almost at once. Since there are no variations of chess moves to wade through, you can actually read the text without a board and pieces. You may enjoy setting up the positions on a real chessboard for reinforcement, but this is not necessary. Weapons of Chess, presents abstract chess themes without relying on chess notation. A knowledge of the algebraic names of squares is helpful, but even this is not required. Every idea is explained in words.


Another advantage of this book is its simple, yet thorough tapestry of concepts, plans, practical advice, and basic do’s and don’ts. If you’re a teacher, your students will absorb some of these general rules much more easily than they do intricate sequences of chess moves, and the clear presentation should immediately improve the students’ level of play. Most books on chess strategy are so blurred with complicated variations and options that they confuse more than elucidate. Weapons of Chess clears the air with the dictum that things “tend” to be such and such but may not always be so. In other words, it encourages thinking. You don’t have to memorize moves.


Understanding the pawn world, particularly that world’s clandestine implications, is the basis of sound planning. Even when dealing with themes about pieces, the book relates them to pawn structure.


At the heart of many problems is the isolated pawn, which, though often weak and immobile, is sometimes surprisingly resilient. This double aspect is best exemplified by the “isolated d-pawn,” the most common subject of strategy in the book. Because of its plus-and-minus duality, and because it is so involved in many of the difficulties students encounter in creating chess positions and constructing plans, four different headings have been devoted to it.


Even if you are mainly interested in only one of the four aspects of the d-pawn, you will derive great benefit from reading about all of them. This principle holds for some of the other essays too. Some points of strategy are discussed in more than one section. You may want to turn to those sections that relate to a strategy you are reading about at the moment. To this end, associated listings are given in the Related Section Index for your convenience.


Supplemental terms are defined briefly in a glossary. In the context of broader discussions, it is helpful to have these minor terms clarified and at your fingertips. Here, they are presented alphabetically, so that you can find them when you need them.


No book on chess strategy can be exhaustive, nor should it be. But Weapons of Chess contains everything of practical value for the casual chessplayer. The entries “Analysis” (how to analyze), “Calculating Variations” (how to calculate), “Oversights” (how to avoid them), and “Visualization” (how to see moves in your head) should be most rewarding. Read the book all the way through, or turn to it selectively, whenever you need it, as you would any tool. For that is what a chess book should be: a tool.





A WORD ON CHESS NOTATION
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You need not know how to record a chess game in order to read Weapons of Chess, though I recommend that at some point you learn to do so. What you need to know now are the algebraic names of the squares. For that purpose:


• The board is regarded as an eight-by-eight grid with sixty-four squares.


• The files (the eight vertical rows of squares) are lettered a through h, beginning at White’s left.


• The ranks (the eight horizontal rows of squares) are numbered 1 through 8, beginning with the row closest to White.




A


An algebraic grid
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You can readily identify any square by combining its letter and number, with the letter written first (see Diagram A). For example, the square occupied by White’s King in the original position is e1, and the original square for Black’s King is e8. All squares in the algebraic grid are always named from White’s standpoint.


If at first you have trouble remembering where all the squares are, I suggest you make a photocopy of the diagram above and use it as a bookmark while reading Weapons of Chess. Thus it will always be handy when you need it, though after a while you probably won’t need it at all. As a further reference point, note that in this book the numbers and letters of all the positions are conveniently arranged on the outside of each diagram.





RELATED SECTION INDEX
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Many of the main subjects in Weapons of Chess are related and overlap, though they may be in different parts of the book. Although it is not necessary to read related sections together, doing so may reinforce the material and help you remember it better.


In the index below, all main sections are arranged alphabetically. Under each main heading appear related sections.
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Positional Chess


Analysis
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Oversights


Visualization


Anti-Positional Move


Weakness


Backward Pawn
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Weakness
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Good Knight
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Backward Pawn


Blockade
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Blockade


Blockade
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Isolated Pawn Couple
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Pawn Centers


Pawn Chain


Breakthrough Combination
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Pawn Majority
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Doubled Rooks
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Fianchetto
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ADVANTAGE
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Any factor that increases your winning chances is an advantage. The player who has the most such factors in his or her favor has the advantage in the game; that is, the better winning chances.


Specific advantages fall into categories. For instance, if you have fewer weaknesses than your opponent, you probably have an advantage in pawn structure. In Diagram 1, since White’s pawns are in fewer groups than Black’s, they are easier to guard. Black’s pawns have more weaknesses.




1


White has the better pawn structure
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TIME


If you have more pieces developed than your opponent, you probably have an advantage in time. White has a large edge in development in Diagram 2.




2


White has a big edge in time
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Note that White has one less pawn than Black. In order to capture the White b-pawn, Black wasted valuable time and moved the queen several times. As a result, Black now has only three developed pieces, while White’s seven pieces are all in action. This gives White a winning superiority in time.


SPACE


Control of the center, more advanced pawns, rooks on open and half-open files—these are some indicators of an advantage in space. In Diagram 3, White’s spatial edge is significant.


MATERIAL


If you have more men or more valuable men than your opponent, you have an advantage in material. In Diagram 4, White has an extra pawn but Black has a rook compared with White’s knight. Black therefore has a slight material advantage.
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White controls more space than Black
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Black is ahead in material


[image: images]






SAFETY


If your king is less exposed than your opponent’s, you probably have an advantage in king safety. In Diagram 5, White’s king is securely castled. Black’s is stuck in the center and dangerously exposed.
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White’s king is safer than Black’s
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TYPES OF ADVANTAGES


Advantages can be temporal, positional, or material. Temporal advantages might include: faster piece development or having been able to force your opponent to make extra pawn moves (instead of developing pieces). Temporal advantages have a way of evaporating, so they should be converted to other types of advantages early in the game. Your opponent will be able to catch up in development (for example) if you don’t make something of your early development soon enough.


Positional advantages, such as control of the center, good pawn structure, controlling open or half-open files, and obtaining a safe position for the king, change constantly throughout the game. When you play positionally, you are trying for small advantages—and sometimes your opponent either doesn’t realize what you are doing or doesn’t consider those advantages important. But although those little advantages may not amount to much individually, when they’re accumulated and cultivated, they can eventually add up to a real positional superiority. To neutralize these advantages your opponent may have to surrender material or submit to a strong attack on his king.


Material advantages, such as trading a knight for a rook, or a queen for two minor pieces, keeping a good bishop, or trading a bad bishop are usually the most decisive.


Advantages in material and pawn structure tend to be more permanent than temporal advantages. If you have an extra pawn, unless something radical happens you will probably still have it ten moves later. Thus, some advantages are more useful, practically speaking, while others are harder to turn into a win.


ANALYZING THE COMPETITION POSITIONALLY


Try to build your game and increase your overall advantages. Reduce the weaknesses in your own position and increase those in your opponent’s. To do this, you must be able to evaluate correctly. You must know how to analyze a chess position.





ANALYSIS
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Analyzing a chess position is like making a mental tally sheet of the weaknesses and strengths for each side. You determine the game’s character and potential by imagining possible moves and responses, by looking for your opponent’s threats and finding threats of your own.


While playing, divide the analytic process into two sections: When it is your move, be concrete and specific. When it is your opponent’s move, let your mind wander over the board, and ask yourself general questions about the position.


QUESTIONS ARE THE KEY


The key is to ask questions. Suppose your opponent has just played and now it’s your move. You must analyze specifically and directly.


First you might ask: What does my opponent’s move threaten? Are any of my pieces or pawns attacked and threatened? If so, are they adequately protected? If they aren’t, what can I do to safeguard them?


If a piece is threatened, probe the position to determine whether you should guard your piece, move it to safety, or trade it for an enemy unit of equal value. Perhaps you can negate the threat by making a more significant threat of your own.


DON’T IGNORE ENEMY THREATS


But be careful. If you try to meet your opponent’s threat by making a threat of your own, and your opponent is able to defend against your threat with an additional threat, you will then be faced with two threats on the next move. It might not be possible for you to meet both of them.


For example, in Diagram 6, Black could make a terrible blunder.
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Black should move the threatened knight
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Black should simply move the knight to safety. But what if Black, seeing the possibility of inserting a check at f4 with his bishop, decides to postpone dealing with the threat for one move? See Diagram 7.


Black thinks that White must deal with this check and therefore can’t carry out the threat to the knight. But White answers the check by blocking it with the e3-pawn! Suddenly Black is faced with two threats: the original one to the knight and the new one to the bishop. Black will lose a piece on the next move.
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Black’s blunder costs a piece
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NOT THREATENED?


If you determine that your opponent poses no threats, then do some threatening of your own. Generally, you will want to threaten your opponent without risking your own game. You will also want to build your potential for future attack. You should not threaten just to threaten.


To some extent, your analysis will be based on what has gone before. Determine whether your previous threats have been met by your opponent’s last move. If your opponent answered your last threat with a new threat of his own, decide which threat is more serious before choosing your next move.


WAITING FOR THE MOVE


While you are waiting for your opponent to move, you probably won’t have to prepare an answer to an immediate threat, since you don’t know what your opponent’s going to play—maybe there won’t even be a threat. But it’s a good time to ask yourself general questions to fill out your picture of the position.


Does the enemy have any weaknesses? Given the opportunity, how could they be exploited? What are the enemy’s strengths? Are there any potential threats the enemy can generate? What are my weaknesses? Can I get rid of them? Can I compensate for them?


DEVELOP YOUR SYSTEM


It isn’t necessary to ask these specific questions. You may compose your own questions that may be more effective for you. The point is to develop your knowledge of the position by asking yourself questions and answering them. That’s the way to analyze a chess position.


Once you’re involved in a game, you may be able to draw upon your previous considerations to facilitate and expedite your analysis. You don’t have to repeat the analysis on every move.


But remember that the purpose of analysis is to determine a course of action. First analyze the position, then make a plan or decide on your next move. You can’t plan for the future if you don’t know where you stand now.





ANTI-POSITIONAL MOVE
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An anti-positional move is one that is unsound strategically. It differs from a blunder, which is an error or oversight that loses a piece or pawn.


An anti-positional move violates the logic or direction of the game. Usually, it is a pawn move that weakens a key square or group of squares.


An example of an anti-positional move would be to castle and then make the king vulnerable by moving the pawns that are shielding it. Creating these weaknesses in the castled fortress is anti-positional.


In Diagram 8, White has no significant Kingside weakness.
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White to move
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ATTACKS AREN’T EVERYTHING


Most anti-positional moves are made for the sake of attack. But attacking for the sake of attacking, without regard to the consequences, creates weaknesses.


If, in Diagram 8, White tried to dislodge Black’s knight by moving the pawn from g2 to g4, he would create irreparable weaknesses at f3, f4, h3, and h4. Those are squares the g-pawn could never again protect once it moved to g4.


Black would answer such an anti-positional move by transferring the knight to f4 (Diagram 9). At f4 the knight attacks White’s queen and endangers White’s weakened kingside.
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White has permanent kingside weaknesses
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PAWNS CAN NEVER GO HOME


Avoid frivolous pawn moves that attack for the sake of attacking. Threaten if you will, but make sure there is a sound reason for every pawn move. Pawns can never retreat. Once a pawn moves past a square, it can never guard it again. Enemy pieces can occupy such weak squares.


Since you’re going to be stuck with every pawn thrust you make, make sure you understand the consequences of a pawn move before you make it. If you don’t, it’s probably a bad idea.





BACKWARD PAWN


[image: images]


A backward pawn is one that cannot be advanced with the support of a friendly pawn or protected by one. Although it isn’t physically prevented from moving, it can’t advance because it would be captured by an enemy pawn on an adjoining file. Its inability to move safely makes it a weakness in its owner’s position and a target for attack, as in Diagram 10.


PROTECTING THE BACKWARD PAWN


Diagram 10 shows a backward black pawn on the b-file.
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Black’s b6-pawn is backward
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The b6-pawn cannot advance because White’s c4-pawn could then win it. But if Black’s king were in position to guard b5 (which it could do if it stood on c6), and if White’s king were not also guarding b5, the pawn could advance safely.


Note, in Diagram 10, that White’s c4-pawn actually holds back two pawns—not only Black’s backward pawn at b6, but Black’s pawn at c5, which can’t move at all.


SUBJECT TO ATTACK


A backward pawn is subject to attack by the enemy queen and rooks along the half-open file in front of it. (A half-open file is one occupied by pawns of only one color.) The half-open file facilitates queen and rook attacks because this long-range artillery is not blocked by its own pawns.


In Diagram 11, both White and Black have backward pawns, at b3 and b6, respectively. Neither pawn is in real danger, however, because the b-file is blocked and can’t be used by the enemy’s rook.
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Neither backward pawn can be attacked along the b-file
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MAKING YOUR OPPONENT SUFFER


When a pawn is backward and subject to attack along the half-open file in front of it, the defender’s entire game may suffer, as in Diagram 12.




12


Black’s backward d-pawn ruins Black’s game
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In Diagram 12, Black’s backward d6-pawn is attacked by two white rooks and defended by two black rooks. But Black’s need to protect that weak pawn has given White a fine tactical opportunity—to win the e-pawn!


The e5-pawn seems protected well enough by the d-pawn, but the d-pawn is actually pinned. If it moves off the d-file, the black rook right behind it on d7 will be seized by a white rook. This allows White to capture the e5-pawn with the rook on d5. If Black takes the White rook on e5 with his d-pawn, then White’s other rook takes Black’s rook at d7. If Black doesn’t take the rook, White will move the rook from e5 to safety on the next move, staying a pawn ahead. In either case, White comes out a pawn to the good.



A MORE RESILIENT ROOK
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White has the advantage but cannot force a win
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Diagram 13 is the same as Diagram 12 but with Black’s rook transferred from c6 to d8. This more resilient placement averts the white rook’s capture on e5, because Black’s rook at d7 is now protected. White still has positional superiority, though, because his rooks have greater freedom of action while Black’s are tied to defense.


PILING UP ON THE WEAKNESS


In Diagram 14, Black holds on to the d-pawn for now, but White with the move can advance the e-pawn to e5, attacking the backward d6-pawn a third time. The d6-pawn could not then capture on e5 because if the pawn deserted the d-file, Black would lose his rook at d7. No matter what reasonable defense Black tries after White plays e4-e5, White gains a pawn on the next turn, capturing on d6 with his pawn from e5.
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White piles up on the backward pawn
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EVERYONE JOINS IN


Other pieces can join the attack against a backward pawn. In Diagram 15, White’s rooks are supplemented by a queen, a bishop, and a knight, all attacking d6.


In Diagram 15, Black’s d6-pawn is attacked five times, by all of White’s pieces except the king. It’s also defended five times, by Black’s queen, rooks, bishop, and knight. White’s game is fully active, Black’s solely defensive. Moreover, with Black’s kingside weaknesses, the position is ripe for a breakthrough sacrifice.


If it is White’s move, advancing the e-pawn to e5 breaks through the position. Black would either have to capture White’s pawn on e5 or face the distasteful chore of defending both d6 and f6.
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Black’s position is totally passive
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After White’s pawn advances to e5
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If Black takes White’s e-pawn with the d-pawn, the rook on d7 falls to White’s triple attack: two rooks and queen. If Black captures the e-pawn with the f-pawn instead, White’s queen can take on g5 or his bishop, exploiting the same d-file pin, can safely capture on e5 (Diagram 17). And now Black’s g5-pawn is unprotected and menaced and the kingside ripped open.
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Black’s position is in ruins
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THE FRONT LINE


The square immediately in front of a backward pawn can be a big problem because it is vulnerable to enemy occupation. This occupation can be powerfully effective, since the occupying piece can’t be chased away by a pawn. Diagram 18 shows a knight in that fortunate position.


Evaluating this position, we see that Black has a bishop while white owns a knight. A bishop is generally considered to be slightly stronger than a knight, but this case demonstrates the exception. Entrenched at d5, White’s knight is a tower of strength, and black cannot drive it away.
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The knight is strong on d5
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In fact, if it is White’s move he can win the backward pawn on d6. First, White exchanges the knight for the bishop, capturing on e7 with check. After Black takes back on e7 with the rook, White’s rook captures the now unprotected d6-pawn.


The tactic of driving away a defending piece or removing it by capture is called undermining. White, in Diagram 18, actually dealt with both of the d-pawn’s defenders at once. The bishop was captured by the knight, and the rook was diverted from the d-file by having to recapture on e7.


ADVANCING THE PAWN


Sometimes the particular features of a position allow the backward pawn to be advanced even when there isn’t sufficient protection for it. Diagram 19 gives such a case.


Black to move can rid himself of the backward d-pawn simply by advancing it to d5. Whichever way White takes it—with the knight on c3, the pawn on c4, or the pawn on e4—Black has a tactical resource: The bishop on e7 goes to c5, pinning White’s rook on e3 to its king on g1. After White protects the rook by moving the king from g1 to f2, Black will take the rook with the bishop.
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