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  Introduction 

When I wrote Excelling at Chess about a year and a half ago I was sure that nobody would want to read it. It turns out I was wrong. The book is (thus far) clearly my best-selling work. I also suffered from other forms of insecurity. I had some ideas that I thought to be correct, but my beliefs in myself were limited and I had yet to test these ideas with substantial material. In other words, I was afraid of having adjusted the results to the ideas, instead of having drawn the ideas from the empirical material. This was one of the main catalysts in starting the positional exercises program. I wanted to pick a wide variety of examples of a positional or tactical nature and expose them to critical study. Over the more than a year that the program ran I became sure that I was right in my ideas – even more so than I had believed. I could see it in my own games and in the games of my students.

  This book is a product of ‘post-Excelling’ thinking. In many ways it is a remake, and in many ways it is a quite different book. In Excelling at Chess I came with fundamental arguments and a number of different chapters focussed around thinking like a human instead of thinking like a computer, something I will discuss again below. In this book I have focussed on the method of abstract positional thinking. Most of the ideas are borrowed from Excelling at Chess, but here they are explained and used in a practical framework. My main aim has been to show the method in practice – not that I suggest an algorithm for solving positional exercises at the board, but because I suggest that the development of intuition and the general ability to play good positional chess can be learned by solving exercises in the right way. Of course there are many ways to study positional chess, and solving exercises is only one of them. My claim is that it is a smart method as you get used to thinking positionally. The exercises in this book should be enough for you to advance from struggling in the dark to making strong positional evaluations at the board.

  But this is not just a workbook, of course. The chapters lead the way and the exercises are the path. In the exercises I have discussed issues that I felt required the most attention, being not the only considerations in positional chess, but nevertheless central – and not particularly well described in other sources. There are issues about which I could have written independent chapters – prophylactic thinking is one such example, but I feel that this is a rather complex concept and players ready to deal with this are also ready for the books by Dvoretsky/Yusupov (Positional Play and Training for the Tournament Player in particular). And why repeat what Mark has written there? Additionally I could have included a chapter on ‘missing bishops’, a concept I have a great affection for, but I felt that it was too marginal compared with the rest of the book.

  There are three initial ways to deal with a chess position.

  The first is, simply, calculation. If I do this, then he does that. Then I answer thus and he will be shaking like a leaf in fear.

  The second is intuition: Okay, what do we have here? I don’t know, I think I will just play this. Finally there is abstract thinking: It seems like I should develop – where does this piece belong? Hmm, maybe my knight will get stuck on the edge of the board and not take part in the game for some time. Perhaps I should exchange rooks ...

  Of course all three ways of thinking exist all the time in our minds. But to what degree? Some players are very intuitive. Tal and Capablanca were well known for this. They did not thoroughly examine the positions but played on feeling and imagination. Tal’s sacrifices were often incorrect and players like Polugaevsky and Korchnoi made it a habit to find a flaw in Tal’s ideas through deep calculation. Alekhine found that Capablanca was a better chess player than he, and also found that when Capablanca was in his element, the endgame, he became lazy and stopped working. Consequently Alekhine ended up beating Capablanca in the technical phase. Capablanca relied too much on intuition while Alekhine, who had no world class intuition, worked hard at the board and solved the problems with the aid of calculation and logic.

  The perfect chess player would have an adjustable balance between all these three facets of his talent. In complex tactical positions he would use some intuition and some logic to deduct the candidates moves, after which there would follow calculation. In technical positions he would take into account natural technical considerations and adhere to general guidelines, adjusted with short lines of blunder checks. This is what is normally called positional chess. A good example is the following game.

  
 Fischer-Ibrahimoglu
Siegen 1970

  Caro-Kann Defence

 1 e4 c6 2 d3 d5 3 Nd2 g6 4 Ngf3 Bg7 5 g3 Nf6 6 Bg2 0-0 7 0-0 Bg4 8 h3 Bxf3 9 Qxf3 Nbd7 10 Qe2 dxe4 11 dxe4 Qc7 12 a4 Rad8
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  This is a position that is difficult to calculate. A general plan must be formed and executed. To do so one has to take all kinds of elements into consideration. For a strong player like Fischer, finding the key to the position was probably rather quick. But for the less experienced, juniors, club players and hopeless IMs like myself, a positional analysis will be of great help. Here a comparison of pieces as well as a search for ideal squares will explain Fischer’s treatment. It turns out that the c1-bishop belongs on e3, that f2-f4 will not generate an attack but rather create weaknesses in the white camp; White’s knight would like to get to d6 at some point – if Black plays ... e7-e5. It appears that there is little scope indeed for Black to better his position. Only the knights can be improved and they need to use c5 as a trampoline on their way to e6 and d4 (the ideal square). As White’s knight is not ideal on c4, and as any rook to d1 would serve only to invite the rook to leave f8, the following organisation of White’s forces is logical:

  13 Nb3!

  This is, by the way, prophylaxis. Black has only one reasonable move, and it is prevented. Simultaneously White progresses with his own slow improvement of his position.

  13 ... b6 14 Be3 c5 15 a5 e5

  Black is putting all his pawns on dark squares, inevitably causing the light squares to be severely weakened. Now White’s worst placed piece is no longer the bishop on e3, rather the knight. Therefore the manoeuvre aimed at d5 is very logical.

  16 Nd2 Ne8 17 axb6 axb6 18 Nb1! Qb7 19 Nc3 Nc7

  Black has organised a modest defence on the light squares and is about to gain counterplay of sorts with ... b6-b5. A quick comparison of pieces reveals that the knight is the least valuable of White’s minor pieces (the bishop on g2 has enormous potential from c4, d5 and h3) and that the knight on c7 is the most valuable for Black. Therefore an exchange is not illogical. At the same time the grip on the light squares and the prevention of ... b6-b5 are issues. Therefore Fischer played:

  20 Nb5!!

  From here on it is pure power play. White’s knight might have been better than its counterpart on c7 but the superiority of the remaining pieces is enormous, and that is what counts on the scoreboard.

  20 ... Qc6 21 Nxc7 Qxc7 22 Qb5 Ra8 23 c3 Rxa1 24 Rxa1 Rb8 25 Ra6 Bf8 26 Bf1 Kg7 27 Qa4 Rb7 28 Bb5 Nb8 29 Ra8 Bd6 30 Qd1 Nc6 31 Qd2 h5 32 Bh6+ Kh7 33 Bg5 Rb8 34 Rxb8 Nxb8 35 Bf6 Nc6 36 Qd5 Na7 37 Be8 Kg8 38 Bxf7+ Qxf7 39 Qxd6 1-0

  
 It is clear that calculation could not have brought you any success in this game, yet calculation is what many players would have used to try to solve these problems. To learn to use the right tools at the right moment is an important part of excelling at chess. In this book the main part of the exercises are quite positional. We often find ourselves in situations where we need to solve positional questions, but where calculation plays an important part; we set positional goals and use tactics to implement them, or alternatively we have to look out for tactics in one way or another.

  In modern day chess at the top a player’s mood tends to be aggressive, leading to a search for more complicated types of positions. In fact chess changed considerably when Kasparov arrived on the scene, and again when computers began to ‘comment’ on the elite players’ performances in analysis rooms and bedrooms all over the world. Kasparov introduced the initiative as a much more important part of positional chess than was previously understood, and the computers made us pay more attention to the benefits of concrete analysis. Some commentators, like John Watson, have made the ‘misassumption’ that this has made the lessons of yesterday to some extent irrelevant. His notion of rule independence seems to be a little flawed. In his book Secrets of Modern Chess Strategy he tries to argue that, in the old days, the top players followed some rules in a rigid way, whilst today they use calculation and the magic of intuition, which is a result of heavy exposure.

  Let us take an example from John’s book.

  [image: ]

  White to play

  

  Here Yusupov played 8 Nh3. Watson writes: ‘Don’t put your knights on the rim! Well, knights are living on the edge these days, as we shall see in chapter 5. But the case before us is really simple. Neither side is about to make any dramatic pawn-breaks, so there is plenty of time to manoeuvre pieces to their best posts. In the case before us, that would involve the knight going to d3 via f2; where would it go from e2? As McDonald points out, Nf2-d3 could be followed by Nd2-c4 and Bc1-d2-c3 with a three-way attack on the forward e-pawn.’

  Now what is wrong with this? Most of it is nothing but correct. It is clear abstract thinking, and very sound. The problem is this thing about knights on the rim. In his chapter 5, where the knights live on the rim, they only do so as long as there is a concrete advantage. When the advantage disappears the knights race towards the centre. The same goes for this example. The knight in no way lives on the rim – it is going towards the centre. I am sure that Tarrasch, who was not an idiot, would have no problems with this. He was one of the greatest chess players of his age, coming across as dogmatic. There is a story about a man who had put his rook behind a passed pawn, as prescribed by Tarrasch. His friends had then laughed at him. He mailed the position to Tarrasch and asked him whether or not he was right in following his advice. Tarrasch assured the man that the move played was good, and that in the future he would indeed do well to follow his advice. Only, in the given position, Re8 checkmate was a stronger move!

  I believe that John is mistaken in his view on Tarrasch and the others as dogmatic people who did not think. Evidence (their games) suggests otherwise ... The above diagram is a clear-cut situation of a knight not living on the edge but manoeuvring towards the centre in the most flexible way. If you understand the rule as not being allowed to put your knight on the edge of the board under any circumstances, then you are truly dogmatic, as well as stupid. And Tarrasch was not stupid. If, instead, we choose to understand it in terms of knights generally having less influence on the edge and greater power in the centre (which, according to Aagaard the linguist, is actually the most obvious semantic interpretation) then the above manoeuvre makes a lot of sense.

  We might have a different view on how to treat the past, but we try to solve positional questions in a somewhat similar fashion.

  I have continuously praised Secrets of Modern Chess Strategy as a great piece of work which does treat the enormous evolution there has been in positional understanding since 1935. It would be strange if the period from 1876-1935 had greater leaps in understanding than 1935-2003. It would be strange if some of the observations made by the old masters were not mistaken. John provided an excellent analysis of many new concepts in positional chess, and has been rightfully praised for it. But to claim that the paradigm of thinking has completely changed is going too far. Still, this is only one conclusion in John’s book. And if you make up your own mind and take from John and from Jacob what you find useful and relevant, I am sure that my two books and his book will be able to teach you something.

  I mentioned earlier that the internet program had given my pupils and I some tools that proved useful in over-the-board play. Some of these can be seen in the different articles in the book, but I would like to give an example from my most recent game and from three games from Ivo Timmermans’ most recent tournament.

  
 Høi-Aagaard
Danish league 2003

  

  Carsten Høi is Denmark’s latest Grandmaster. Despite the fact that he could have received the title back in 1993, he was awarded the title only recently. The positions where I felt the usefulness of the line of thinking currently under discussion began after 13 moves:
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  Black to move

  

  Here I used 25 minutes, trying to choose between the plans ... Nf6xe4 and ... Nc5xe4, in both cases to make way for my bishop on c8. I was emotionally dissatisfied. I had the feeling that it had to be possible to play something less forcing, as both white knights have nowhere else to go than e4. Why should I help my opponent by opening the kingside? Finally I used the ideal squares technique and came up with the following manoeuvre.

  13 ... Nf6 14 Qc2 Nh5!

  The f4-square is the weakest point in White’s position. No pawn can ever control it (without Black’s help) and the f2-pawn makes it inaccessible in similar fashion. Additionally the f4-square is a key factor in the fight for the light squares in White’s camp. Carsten now saw lines like 15 0-0-0 Nf4 16 Rg3 Nxe2 17 Nxe2 Qh5. It quickly turned out that after 18 Rdg1 Rf7 19 Bf6! this line would win for White, but it was equally easy to find 17 ... f4! 18 Rgg1? Qh5 when Black wins a piece. White can apparently avoid losing material with 18 Ra3 Qh5 19 Nf3 Nc5 20 Neg1, but his position does not make a positive impression. Carsten eventually came up with a strong move, defending the f4-square in return for conceding the initiative.

  15 Bg3 Kh8 16 0-0-0 Nb4!

  Again unable to find something useful, I make a slightly unusual move. I did not approve of 16 ... Nc5 17 b4!? Nxe4 for the reasons given above (even though it does make more sense here), so I decided to simply harass his well placed queen. The knight still has c5 as an ideal square, but ..Nc5 with tempo, followed by ... a7-a5, is nicer. Therefore after

  17 Qb3

  I simply returned with

  17 ... Na6!

  Carsten could also find nothing useful about having his queen on b3, so the game ended in a draw after

  18 Qc2 Nb4 ½-½


  Ivo Timmermans is a 42 year-old doctor (single and handsome, girls) with an Elo rating that has hovered around 2200 for centuries (at least two). He followed the training program from start to finish, missing occasional weeks due to tournaments, a heavy workload or new episodes of Friends. In his last tournament, the Rilton Cup in Stockholm, he illustrated much of the benefits gleaned from following the program, as well as the usefulness of solving combinations for an hour every day during the month before the tournament. The latter exercise is, in my opinion, an absolute must for the ambitious chess player. Not one hour per day, but a minimum of three to four sessions of half an hour each week. Even I do it to keep sharp, and I no longer consider myself to be an ambitious player. I see it as exercise for the head, which holds the chess player’s muscles, just as arms and legs carry the muscles of other athletes.

  Anyway, here are a few positions from Ivo’s games, annotated by the man himself:

  
 Gleizerov-Timmermans
Stockholm 2002

  Catalan

1 d4 d5 2 c4 c6 3 Nf3 Nf6 4 Nc3 e6 5 g3 dxc4 6 Bg2 b5 7 Ne5 Nd5 8 a4 a6 9 axb5 cxb5 10 Nxb5 axb5 11 Rxa8 Bb7 12 Ra7

  After the game Gleizerov was disappointed not to have played 12 Ra1 with a near decisive advantage.

  13 ... Qb6 13 Rxb7 Qxb7 14 0-0 Be7 15 e4 Nf6 16 d5 Qc7 17 Ng4

  Later we found that 17 Nf3! would have given White a clear advantage. It is all about the light squares.

  17 ... Nbd7 18 Re1 0-0 19 Bf4 e5 20 Nxf6+ Nxf6 21 Be3

  [image: ]

  Ivo explains: ‘The positional characteristics of the position are typical. The pawn structure favours White, who has a defended passed pawn on d5. Black has dynamic chances because he has the pawn majority on the queenside; Black should be careful here as advancing the pawns can create weaknesses. The only open file is the a-file. White has the bishop pair yet the position is static and closed and the d6-square seems ideal for the knight. Black plans the manoeuvre ... Ne8-d6 but exchanging dark-squared bishops with ... Bc5 is also an excellent idea, weakening the dark squares and making f2-f4 less attractive. The bishop trade also brings Black closer to the desired endgame of knight versus bad bishop (Bg2). The disadvantage of ... Ne8-d6 is that it temporarily locks in the rook on f8, and by the time Black is ready to activate the rook White controls the a-file, e.g. 21 ... Ne8 22 Qd2 Bc5 23 Ra1 with advantage. It is therefore logical to start improving the position of the rook and only then the minor pieces, thus prompting 21 ... Ra8. This gives White something on which to ponder – 22 Qd2 and 22 Qc2 can be met with 22 ... Ng4 or 22 ... Ra2.’

  21 ... Ra8 22 Bf3 Ne8 23 Qc2 Bc5 24 b3 Nd6 25 bxc4 Bxe3 26 Rxe3 Qxc4 27 Qxc4 ½-½
The grandmaster offered a draw to avoid a worse fate.

  
 Timmermans-Ivanov
Stockholm 2002

  French Defence

 1 e4 e6 2 d4 d5 3 Nc3 Bb4 4 e5 Ne7 5 a3 Bxc3+ 6 bxc3 c5 7 Nf3 b6 8 a4 Ba6 9 Bxa6 Nxa6 10 0-0 h6 11 Qe2 Nb8 12 Ba3 Nd7 13 c4 dxc4 14 dxc5 bxc5 15 Qxc4 0-0 16 Rab1 Qc7 17 Rfe1 Rab8 18 Rb3 Rfd8
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  In this position Ivo’s next move made his opponent look at him in surprise. A low rated amateur is not supposed to make such deep moves. I have to say here that the knowledge of this plan comes from previous knowledge of the opening, and not positional exercises alone.

  ‘After 18 ... Rfd8 White faces the choice as to what side of the board on which to play. Attempts to switch pieces to the kingside are frustrated because the e5-pawn has to be defended. White has to find a way to strengthen his position without disturbing the coordination between the pieces, and none of the pieces can be improved right now.’

  19 h4!

  ‘Squeezing Black on the kingside. White threatens h4-h5 (gaining space) and prevents all tricks connected with ... Nxe5 and ... Rd1.’

  19 ... Nc6 20 Rc3!

  ‘A short move that puts pressure on c5. White has prevented ... Na5 and, in return, threatens Bxc5. White has a small edge after 20 ... Ncxe5 21 Nxe5 Nxe5 22 Qxc5 Qxc5 23 Rxc5.’

  20 ... Qa5 21 Re4 Rb1+ 22 Kh2 Nb4 23 Rb3 Rxb3 24 cxb3 Nd5 25 h5 Rb8 26 Re2 Qc3 27 Rc2 Qxc4 28 Rxc4 Rxb3 29 Bxc5 a5 30 Bd6 N5b6 31 Rc7 Rb2 32 Ra7 Rxf2 33 Rxa5 Ra2 34 Bc5?

  34 Ra7! Rxa4 35 Rxa4 Nxa4 36 g4 would still have made a draw. Now Black is better.

  34 ... Nxc5 35 Rxc5 Rxa4 36 Kg3 Nd5 37 Rc8+ Kh7 38 Rb8 Nf4 39 Rb7 Nxh5+ 0-1

  
 Despite losing to the strong Russian grandmaster, Ivo was very pleased with his effort. His goal was not to score as many points against these guys as possible but to play as well as he could, enjoy playing and learn from stronger players. That this attitude will get him far in the long-term I have no doubts. The following game, from the sixth round, illustrates what he will be doing to his former equals in the not too distant future.

  
 Johansson-Timmermans
Stockholm 2003

  Sicilian Defence

 1 e4 c5 2 c3 Nf6 3 e5 Nd5 4 d4 cxd4 5 Nf3 Nc6 6 cxd4 d6 7 Be2 g6 8 0-0 Bg7 9 exd6 Qxd6 10 Nc3 Nxc3 11 bxc3 0-0 12 Nd2?! Rd8 13 Qb3 b6 14 Bf3 Be6!

  Black has achieved the better opening. The white pawns are weak and dominated.

  15 Qa4 Bd5 16 Ba3 Qc7 17 Rac1?

  This rook move creates problems for White, although after 17 Rfe1 he would be worse.

  ‘Black has pressure against the pawns on c3 and d4, and if the pawns remain blocked for a while Black can play on the light squares c4 and d5. A solid move could be 17 ... Rac8, completing development. However, the solution to the problem should be easier to find if we ask which pieces Black wants to exchange. In the most simplified version Black aims for a good knight versus bad (dark-squared) bishop ending. Hence Black wants to exchange light-squared bishops as well as the remaining bishop for White’s knight. Any exchange of heavy pieces is also welcome, of course. Here Black can force matters with a subtle move:’

  17 ... Bh6

  ‘Threatening 18 ... Bxf3 ensures that the right pieces are removed from the board. After the forced sequence 18 Rcd1 Bxd2 19 Bxd5 Rxd5 20 Rxd2 Black can chose between 20 ... Ne5 and 20 ... Na5, gaining complete control over the light squares.’

  18 Rcd1 Bxd2 19 Bxd5 Rxd5 20 Rxd2 Ne5!?
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  Later, when the initial excitement about this move faded, we discussed whether 20 ... Na5, with a permanent positional advantage, was a reasonable alternative to this little combination (which seems to win a pawn, but no more).

  21 f4?

  As so often happens White cracks under the pressure of repeatedly being faced with new and unforeseen problems. The alternatives were as follows:

  Black wins after 21 Re2 Nf3+!! 22 gxf3 Rg5+ 23 Kh1 Qf4 24 Qc6 Rh5 25 Qxa8+ Kg7, which leaves 21 Re1! Qxc3 22 Bb4 Qc6 23 Qb3 (23 Qxc6 Nxc6 24 Bxe7 Re8 25 Rde2 Rxe7 26 Rxe7 Nxe7 27 Rxe7 Rxd4 28 Kf1 Ra4 and Black wins) 23 ... Nc4 24 Rc2 Rxd4 25 Rxe7 a5 26 Be1 Re8 27 Rce2 Rxe7 28 Rxe7 Re4 29 Rxe4 Qxe4 with a clear advantage for Black.

  21 ... Nc4 22 Bc1

  22 Re2 Ra5 is the sad reality.

  

  
    22 ... Nxd2 23 Bxd2 e6 24 g4 Rc8 25 f5 gxf5 26 gxf5 Rxf5 27 Rxf5 exf5 28 Qc2 Qc6 29 Qd3 Qe4 0-1

    

    This book is about abstract thinking, about understanding chess consciously. Intuition might work for some people who are exposed to a lot of chess positions, but I am of the belief that knowing why you should do what you should do is just as important. And especially for people who have reached a certain level and cannot seem to improve despite working extensively with tactics and openings, trying to get a deeper understanding of the game might be the way forward.

  


  
    


  

  Chapter One 
Simple Truths
 
In this chapter I want to talk about mistakes that are often committed but so obvious that, when you realise you are guilty of making them, you tend to underplay their importance. The first one is connected to simple evaluation technique.

  I have a friend who is close to IM level; he is a really talented player with several norms and an ELO rating that is so close that two good games one day will make him an IM. Nevertheless he is violating one of the simplest rules of chess so often that even I noticed this as a weakness in his play. This is best illustrated with an example.

  In one game he had an ending with three extra pawns, a lead in development and a clearly superior pawn structure. From then on he played rather carelessly. In order to exchange a few pieces he gave up a pawn, as well as the momentum of direct attack on the king. Later he just waited, resulting in his opponent gaining some activity for his pieces and, suddenly, a few threats. To protect himself my friend gave up another pawn and found himself in a rook endgame, which was still winning. He concentrated well but overlooked something and the ending was drawn. After the game he would not hear of misplaying a winning position. He would have won had he simply made the correct choice on move 50!

  Well, I often see people drift from comfortable winning positions into difficult winning positions when, suddenly, winning requires considerable effort. Chess becomes hard again.

  There are very few people in the world who talk about bad positions we know we can draw in the way Kramnik did after his match with Kasparov. Most of us know that we are susceptible to making errors. We misplay our winning and drawn positions again and again. So in order to make it easy for ourselves we try to play accurately, even when we are three pawns up. We do not wait for the opponent to resign, but try to make him do so. Such an approach needs extra effort, but we get used to winning, rather than watching the opponent losing. And sometimes we get a full point quickly because our opponent realises that we are not going to gradually let the victory slip away and, consequently, he tries something desperate.

  The main mistake my friend committed was to decrease his level of concentration. Although he has sufficient presence of mind not to blunder, he still made enough inaccuracies for his position to go from easily winning, to winning and to drawn.

  The following game is an antithesis to my friend’s performance, where I concentrate right until to the end, making the most of my ability to concentrate (although the game can be said to be over straight out of the opening).
   Greger-AagaardDanish League 2001
  Sicilian Defence1 e4 c5 2 Nf3 Nc6 3 d4 cxd4 4 Nxd4 Nf6 5 Nc3 e5 6 Ndb5 d6 7 Bg5 a6 8 Na3 b

  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
    In this position White blew it with 19 exf5?. An abstract notion would look at the enormous lead in development White possesses and the need for an immediate attack; if not the static features such as the ruined pawn structure will begin to count. The primary concept here is the exploitation of the lead in development to get the rooks connected on the seventh rank. As this would win the game immediately it takes priority over all other considerations in the position. Therefore 19 Bc5!! is the right move, preventing ... Re7. After this Black has no defence.

    
 Further Reading

    
 The Road to Chess Improvement
(Alexander Yermolinsky)

    A wonderful book built around Yermolinsky’s own games. The book presents the notion of Trends and illustrates very well how a 2350 player managed to climb to the top board of the U.S. team simply by analysing his own games.
 

    Reassess your Chess

    (Jeremy Silman)

    I am normally unhappy with books that preach fixed methods of thinking but, despite the Silman Thinking Technique, this is a wonderful book which I would recommend to everyone with an Elo rating under 1800. The book succeeds in delivering the absolute basics of chess, the basics of which all of my pupils – and, at times, even players at international level – have too limited a knowledge. I like all books that verbalise what I assume I already know, so I can check it out ... 
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