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Foreword

Contemporary chess theory has powerful concepts — initiative, structure, piece quality, tactical density — but it lacks something fundamental: an operational typology that allows a player to know, in just a few seconds, which positional world they are in.

Alexander Shashin identified the decisive forces in a position. Jan Timman formalized the art of analysis. Kotov, Dvoretsky, and Aagaard each illuminated a facet of decision-making in chess. But none proposed a bridge between the instant reading of a position and the choice of style to adopt.

This gap is what the PC–TC–AC system fills.

Three families of positions, three strategic forces, three champions who embody them:

PC — Position / Calm (Capablanca): stable structure, frozen or nonexistent tension, slow plans, quiet improvement. Dominant force: Q (Quality).

TC — Transition / Contact (Petrosian): active tension, exploitable pawn contacts, possible breakthroughs. Dominant force: defensive Q.

AC — Attack / Chaos (Tal): open lines, initiative, tempo, forced calculation. Dominant force: T (Time).

The PC–TC–AC system enables position recognition in under three seconds, a massive reduction in cognitive load during real games, improved decision-making consistency, and a direct correspondence with behaviors observed in modern engines.

This system is built on the work of Nimzowitsch, Kotov, Timman, Dvoretsky, and especially Shashin.

This is not just another system. It is the missing piece.

Introduction

Chess is not chaos. It is structured in three worlds. Understanding these three worlds means finally understanding the game in all its depth.

Since the age of twelve, chess has been a consuming passion of mine. Trained in geography, a chartered accountant (CPA) and project manager, I spent my professional life dissecting and structuring complex systems. Now, fully retired at 75, I can finally devote all my time to this passion.

Over the decades, I have read and reread major works. Those of Nimzowitsch, Kotov, Timman, Dvoretsky, and especially Shashin left a deep mark on me. His book Best Play was a revelation: positions obey measurable forces — Force, Time, Quality — and he proposes a genuine decision algorithm.

By synthesizing these ideas and drawing on my geographer’s instincts for mapping complex territories, a clear, elegant, and practical cartography of the positional landscape emerged.

The three worlds:

PC — Capablanca: structure, technique, quiet improvement. TC — Petrosian: tension, prophylaxis, possible breakthroughs. AC — Tal: initiative, tempo, immediate attack.

They are mutually exclusive and collectively exhaustive. Every position belongs to one of them, and each calls for a specific style.

What this book offers: instant recognition of the positional world, a complete decision flowchart, 60 illustrated fundamental motifs, alarm and opportunity signals, training routines including the use of AI, and 20 annotated games from Capablanca to the FIDE

Candidates 2026. Let us discover together this mapping of the game.
Chapter 1 — The PC–TC–AC Worlds

1.1 — Why a Positional Typology Is Essential

Imagine you are a navigator on the open sea. You have a solid boat, sails, a rudder. But no chart. You know how to steer, but you don’t know where you are.

This is the situation most chess players find themselves in. They know openings, tactics, a few endgames. But they lack something essential: a map of the territory. Without this map, the player mixes up plans, applies ideas out of context, plays too fast in calm positions and too slowly in tactical ones.

The PC–TC–AC approach is that map. It divides the universe of chess positions into three distinct worlds, each with its own laws, its own plans, and its own dangers.

1.2 — The Three Positional Worlds

PC — Position / Calm (Capablanca): the position breathes. Stable structure, no exploitable tension. Every move must improve. This is the world of quality, harmony, and patience.

TC — Transition / Contact (Petrosian): the position vibrates. Pawns in active contact, breakthroughs possible. This is the strategic crossroads — maintain the tension, prophylaxis, choose the critical moment.

AC — Attack / Chaos (Tal): the position burns. Open lines, initiative, forced calculation. Every move must threaten. This is the world of fire.


Teaching Box — TCP: Tal, Capablanca, Petrosian



T = Tal = AC (Attack / Chaos) — Dominant forces: Time — Style: breakthroughs, sacrifices, pure dynamics

C = Capablanca = PC (Position / Calm) — Dominant forces: Quality — Style: clarity, harmony, economy of means

P = Petrosian = TC (Transition / Contact) — Dominant forces: Defensive Q — Style: prophylaxis, anticipation, neutralization



The TCP Cycle: PC builds → TC chooses → AC strikes → PC converts


Behind every position lie three invisible forces that determine the optimal plan. Recognizing them is understanding the deep physics of the game.

Force F (Force) designates the available material and tactical potential. It is the most concrete forces: a pawn, a Knight, a

Rook. In PC, Force F dictates endgames — an extra pawn is enough. In AC, Force F is precisely what one accepts to sacrifice in order to gain Time.

Force Q (Quality) represents the harmony of the pieces, their coordination, strong squares, pawn structure. It is the most

subtle forces. When all your pieces are on their ideal squares, when they support each other and control key squares, Force Q is at its maximum. This is the forces of Capablanca and Petrosian

— invisible but decisive.

Force T (Time) embodies initiative, tempo, threats. It is the most urgent forces. A tempo can be worth a piece. When Tal sacrificed a Knight, he was not exchanging material for nothing

— he was exchanging Force for Time. And Time, in the AC world, is the most precious currency.

These three forces interact constantly. A sacrifice (loss of F) can create a decisive initiative (gain of T). A quiet improvement (gain of Q) can prepare a deadly breakthrough (transition to T). Understanding this dynamic is understanding why some positions demand patience and others demand violence.

1.3 — The Three Strategic Forces: F, Q, T

Behind every position lie three invisible forces that determine the optimal plan. Recognizing them is understanding the deep physics of the game.

Force F (Force) designates the available material and tactical potential. It is the most concrete forces: a pawn, a Knight, a Rook. In PC, Force F dictates endgames — an extra pawn is enough. In AC, Force F is precisely what one accepts to sacrifice in order to gain Time.

Force Q (Quality) represents the harmony of the pieces, their coordination, strong squares, pawn structure. It is the most subtle forces. When all your pieces are on their ideal squares, when they support each other and control key squares, Force Q is at its maximum. This is the forces of Capablanca and Petrosian — invisible but decisive.

Force T (Time) embodies initiative, tempo, threats. It is the most urgent forces. A tempo can be worth a piece. When Tal sacrificed a Knight, he was not exchanging material for nothing — he was exchanging Force for Time. And Time, in the AC world, is the most precious currency.

These three forces interact constantly. A sacrifice (loss of F) can create a decisive initiative (gain of T). A quiet improvement (gain of Q) can prepare a deadly breakthrough (transition to T). Understanding this dynamic is understanding why some positions demand patience and others demand violence.

1.4 · The TCP Cycle: The Natural Dynamic of a Game

A chess game is not static. It travels from one world to another following a natural cycle, like the seasons.

PC → TC: a pawn advances and creates an exploitable contact. The calm position becomes tense. The player must decide: maintain the tension or resolve it. This is spring — everything begins to move.

TC → AC: a breakthrough opens lines. The tension explodes. Calculation becomes the priority. This is the moment when Petrosian yields to Tal. The summer of the game — energy is at its peak.

AC → PC: the attack has won material. The player simplifies, exchanges Queens, and enters a technical endgame. This is the moment when Tal yields to Capablanca. Autumn — one harvests what was sown.

This cycle — build, tension, strike, convert — is the heartbeat of chess. Every game in this book demonstrates it, from Capablanca-Tartakower 1924 to the FIDE Candidates 2026. Recognizing it means already playing better.

1.5 — The Champions Embody the Worlds

Capablanca reigned in PC. “Chess is a simple matter of technique.” Petrosian suffocated in TC. “Against Petrosian, you survive” (Kasparov). Tal set fire in AC. “Tal doesn’t play the best variation. He plays the variation that drives his opponent mad” (Fischer). These modern champions master all three worlds.

1.6 — How to Read This Book

Chapters 2, 3, and 4 present each world in detail: definition, typical plans, fatal errors, examples. Chapters 5 through 8 explore transitions, exercises, and the synthesis. Chapter 9 presents 60 illustrated fundamental motifs. Chapter 10 is the practical user guide for your games. Appendix 1 contains 20 annotated games in TCP terms and Appendix 2 covers openings.

Start with Chapters 1 through 4, then go directly to Chapter 10 for practice. Return to the intermediate chapters as you progress.
Chapter 2 — The PC World: Capablanca and the Art of Building

2.1 — Recognizing a PC Position

You are in PC when the position breathes. The pawns don’t touch each other, or if they do, the tension is frozen — nobody can or wants to resolve it immediately. Files are closed or semi-open. Pieces develop without threatening each other. The king is safe.

This is the position you see after a quiet opening: everyone has castled, the Bishops seek their diagonals, the Knights maneuver, and the middlegame hasn’t truly begun. There is nothing to calculate. There is everything to build.

2.2 — Typical Plans in PC

In PC, every move must improve your position. No neutral moves, no waiting moves — every move must make a piece more active, fix an opponent’s weakness, or gain space.

The first instinct is to identify the worst piece. The one that is passive, poorly placed, without a future. Find it a better square and improve it. Then move to the second worst piece. And so on. When all your pieces are optimal, you are ready for the transition to TC.

Typical PC maneuvers: Rad1 and Rfe1 to occupy central files, Qc2 to coordinate, Be2-d3 to activate the Bishop, O-O to secure the king. These moves threaten nothing directly — they build a position where everything is possible.

2.3 — Fatal Errors in PC

The most common error in PC is creating premature tension. The impatient player pushes e4-e5 or d4-d5 too early, before their pieces are ready. The breakthrough fails, the position deteriorates, and the opponent takes advantage.

The other classic error is exchanging a good piece. In PC, every piece has strategic value. Trading your active Bishop for the opponent’s passive Knight means losing Quality without reason. Capablanca never did this.

2.4 — The Capablanca Model

José Raúl Capablanca (1888–1942) is the absolute model of the PC player. World Champion from 1921 to 1927, he played with a disarming simplicity. His games seem easy — until you try to reproduce them.

His secret: he never sought beauty. He sought truth. Every move was the most natural, the most harmonious, the simplest. “Chess, for me, is a simple matter of technique,” he said. Behind this false modesty lay an understanding of Quality that no one has matched.

Study Capablanca-Tartakower 1924 (Game 1 in the appendix) and Karpov-Unzicker 1974 (Game 2). You will find the essence of the PC world: patience, harmony, conversion.

To visualize the 20 fundamental PC positions with diagrams, see Chapter 9 — motifs PC-1 to PC-20.
Chapter 3 — The TC World: Petrosian and the Art of Tension

3.1 — Recognizing a TC Position

You are in TC when the position vibrates. The pawns touch with real tension — d4 against e5, c4 against d5, f4 against e5. Breakthroughs are possible in the next few moves. A single move can radically transform the structure. This is the world of choice, timing, and decision.

3.2 — Petrosian’s Philosophy

Tigran Petrosian (1929–1984), World Champion from 1963 to 1969, elevated tension management to an art form. His philosophy rested on four fundamental principles.

First principle: prevent. Before building, neutralize the opponent’s ideas. The moves a3, h3, Kh1, Nf1 threaten nothing — but they eliminate the opponent’s resources. Petrosian sometimes spent 15 moves preventing before building.

Second principle: improve under tension. Place every piece on its ideal square WITHOUT resolving the tension. The maneuver Nf1-e3-d5 or Nf1-g3-f5 is typical: the Knight repositions while the tension remains intact.

Third principle: suffocate. Gradually reduce the opponent’s options. Each prophylactic move tightens the vice. The opponent has fewer and fewer good moves, until there are none at all.

Fourth principle: wait for the right moment. When all your pieces are optimal and the opponent is restricted, it’s time to strike. The breakthrough e5! or d5! transforms TC into AC. But only when everything is ready.

3.3 — Typical Plans in TC

The central plan in TC is to MAINTAIN the tension. This is counterintuitive — our instinct pushes us to resolve, to clarify, to simplify. But in TC, the tension is your ally. It gives you options. Resolving it eliminates them.

Prophylaxis is the main weapon. Prevent the opponent’s breakthroughs: h3 against ...Bg4, a3 against ...Bb4, Kh1 to avoid future checks on the a7-g1 diagonal. These moves seem passive — they are actually devastating.

Improving under tension is the second weapon. Every piece must find its optimal square BEFORE the breakthrough. When the breakthrough finally comes, all your pieces are ready to exploit the new world.

3.4 — Fatal Errors in TC

Resolving the tension too early is the most common error. The amateur plays exd5 or dxc5 by reflex — and frees the opponent’s position. In TC, never capture by reflex. Ask yourself first: “Why am I resolving the tension now?” Ignoring prophylaxis is the second fatal error. Not when ...Bb4 is threatened. A single prophylactic oversight can cost the game. Petrosian never forgot it.

3.5 — The Petrosian Model

Petrosian didn’t seek to win — he sought not to lose. Paradoxically, this approach gave him a decisive advantage: his opponents, frustrated by the impossibility of creating counterplay, ended up making mistakes.

His exchange sacrifice was legendary: he would give the Rook for the Knight not to attack, but to eliminate a

troublesome piece and strengthen his position. Losing material to gain Quality — that is his legacy.

Study Petrosian-Spassky 1966 (Game 3 in the appendix). You will find the art of strategic patience in its purest form.

To visualize the 20 fundamental TC positions with diagrams, see Chapter 9 — motifs TC-1 to TC-20.
Chapter 4 — The AC World: Tal and the Art of Chaos

4.1 — Recognizing an AC Position

You are in AC when the position burns. The tension has exploded, lines are open, pieces threaten each other directly. The opponent’s king is vulnerable — or yours. Initiative is worth more than material. Every tempo is a matter of life and death.

4.2 — Typical Plans in AC

In AC, there are no “plans” in the positional sense. There are THREATS. Every move must create a concrete threat or maintain the initiative. A quiet move is a lost move — the opponent uses it to consolidate, and the initiative changes sides.

Line-opening sacrifices are the main weapon: Bxh7+, Nxf7, Rxf6! open files and diagonals toward the opponent’s king. The sacrificed material is compensated by piece activity — this is the exchange of Force for Time.

Batteries are deadly: Queen + Bishop on the b1-h7 diagonal, Queen + Rook on the h-file. Two pieces aligned toward the king create irresistible pressure.

The AC→PC conversion is often the most important phase. When the attack has won material, you must simplify immediately. Exchange Queens, enter a technical endgame. Don’t keep attacking when technique suffices — this is the moment when Tal must yield to Capablanca.

4.3 — Fatal Errors in AC

Hesitation is deadly. In AC, if you think a sacrifice is correct, play it. Tal often won objectively dubious positions because his opponents didn’t have time to find the defense. Doubt kills the attacker.

Playing a move that threatens nothing is the second fatal error. In AC, every tempo without a threat is a lost tempo. The initiative passes to the opponent, and


4.4 — The Tal Model



4.5 — Examples: Kasparov-Topalov and Carlsen- Aronian
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