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To my fans around the world: thank you for watching, reading, and playing chess.

To my family: thank you for supporting me and introducing me to chess.

To my wife: you’re my best friend. No chess board is complete without the queen.
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INTRODUCTION

Hello and welcome! My name is Levy. I’m an International Master, a former semiprofessional player, and now I primarily teach chess online. Fun fact: I plagiarized those first three sentences from the introduction to my first book! Not much has changed since then. I’m still an International Master, still teaching chess online, and still writing books. Before we get into the specifics of how to evolve your game from the intermediate to the advanced level, I’d like to give you some background about myself and what you can expect to find in the coming chapters.

I learned how to play chess when I was six and played my first tournament when I was seven, in January 2003. I spent most of my childhood as the slightly weird kid who was good at the board game nobody else at school cared much about. But in 2010—my sophomore year of high school—I had a classmate named Ed. Ed was much smarter than me in basically every academic subject, but I had the upper hand in chess. One day, Ed’s mother asked if I would teach chess to Ed once a week. She even offered to pay me for it! I was beyond ecstatic at the opportunity to share my love of chess and pick up a little extra cash.

Over the next ten years, I taught chess to people of all ages and levels across New York City. My students won city and state championships, and I was having the time of my life. My passion for a board game had grown into a sustainable career.

Then, the global pandemic in 2020 changed everything. I turned my focus from offline chess lessons to livestreaming and YouTube videos. And since 2020, I have made a video about chess nearly every single day of my life. At the time of writing this introduction, my chess videos have accumulated nearly five billion views across the globe. In 2023, I published my first book—a guide to beginner and intermediate play—which was a New York Times bestseller. Words cannot describe how grateful I am to fans who’ve given chess a shot these past few years.

Now, let’s talk about this book, which covers intermediate and advanced play. More specifically: the goal of the book, the structure of the book, how to practice, and lastly how to not win at chess.

The Goal of This Book

Chess is intimidating. Getting into it as a beginner is fun and exhilarating, but sticking to it and methodically improving can be challenging. That’s why I wrote this book. How to Win at Chess, Next Level will transform the way you think while playing a game of chess. I will help explain some of the most common patterns that you’ll face at the intermediate level and provide guidance for when to do (and not do) certain things in a position.

Hopefully, by the end of the book, you can use what you’ve learned to make good moves more consistently than your opponents, leading to more victories. One important note: we won’t cover openings in this book. The goal of this book is to teach you how to think about chess more broadly. There’s no opening you can play that’s going to lead to you winning every single game. Choosing an opening is like choosing an avatar at the start of a video game. They’re down to personal choice and are ultimately cosmetic. Even understanding an opening in great depth won’t count for much if you can’t implement the other things we’re going to cover, related to the middlegame and endgame. If you’re looking for advice on openings that will lead to winning all your games, neither this book nor any other will help you.

The Structure of This Book

The book is split into nine chapters, each one taking a deep dive into an important aspect of improving your chess game. We’re going to look at pawn play and piece play, tactics, attacking, defending, converting winning positions, and endgames. You can read the chapters in whatever order you like, except for the first and last chapters: “How to Make a Plan, Part One” and “How to Make a Plan, Part Two.” I recommend reading those two in order, since they are like the before and after chapters of the book, introducing how to make a plan at the start and then circling back at the end with everything you’ve hopefully learned along the way. By the end of the book, everything we’ve explored will connect together and build toward the positions we’ll be solving in the final chapter. At the end of each chapter, you’ll find a link that will take you to additional online learning material based on what we covered in that chapter.

Practicing Chess

A lot of tips, tricks, and useful ideas will be introduced in this book, but you will never improve at chess without lots of practice. This goes for openings, tactics, checkmates, and everything in between. But how do you actually practice chess? The chess learning ecosystem has a few components you should get familiar with.

Chess Engines

A chess engine (sometimes called a chess computer) is a program built to calculate the best move in any given position. Using chess engines can be very instructive. The best computer programs have far surpassed the best human players, so using them to explore the best lines out of the opening you play can be very useful. However, the engine can only show you the best moves; to capitalize on this knowledge, you need to be able to memorize and implement them in games against humans. Using an engine during a game, whether online or over the board, is cheating.

The best engine in the world is Stockfish. Stockfish evaluates positions on a numerical “piece value” scale, where a positive number means White is winning and a negative number means Black is winning. If an advantage is +1, White is up the equivalent of a pawn. If it’s -5, then Black is up the equivalent of a rook!

Game Analysis

To keep improving at chess, you need to analyze your games—wins, draws, and losses. You have to understand where you went wrong so you can make better choices in future games. Analysis can take the form of either a chess engine on an online platform, or in person with a strong player. Chess engines will be able to identify the best move in any given position but won’t give an explanation for why. Sometimes it will be obvious, like a missed tactic or checkmating attack, but at other times you’ll have to work out why a move is so strong. If the computer is showing you the best move but it doesn’t win material or deliver checkmate, it may be a deeper, positional idea, like getting pieces to more active squares, thwarting the opponent’s movement, or setting up longer-term pressure. This is something you’ll have to figure out yourself, which always makes for good practice.

Chess Bots

Most chess websites have a section where you can play live games against chess engines of different ratings, called bots. A bot is essentially a chess engine but will often have a name and avatar to simulate the experience of playing against a real person. Some players enjoy practicing against bots because it eases the anxiety that comes with playing live chess games against other humans. While bots don’t always emulate human chess behavior—especially the emotional and psychological aspects of chess—they can be useful to train against. You’ll easily be able to see the difference between a 1200-rated bot versus a 2000-rated bot, for example. Playing against them can help you see the difference in play—and the deeper ideas—between beginner-, intermediate-, and advanced-level players.

Puzzles

Doing training puzzles is one of the most effective ways to improve your chess. Chess is, after all, a game of pattern recognition. The more you repeat puzzles, whether checkmates in one or two moves, or spotting tactics, the more likely you are to find them in games. Look to progress from basic one-move or two-move puzzles to the more complex puzzles, where you have to find multiple consecutive moves in order to solve. You can still find puzzles in print workbooks, but they are now widely and freely available on most major chess websites. Doing them digitally is simpler, given they are easy and free to access, and much more numerous, and you can repeat them until solved.

Bonus Material

To help with your learning, there are URL links at the end of each chapter. These will take you to additional, exclusive online material to further your understanding of everything we’ve covered in each chapter, with additional information and practice positions.

How to NOT Win at Chess

All of the tools discussed here will help you improve at chess, but before we dive into the chapters, let’s take a moment to talk about something that seems counterintuitive: how to not win at chess. The point of this section is not to teach you how to lose but to talk about mentality. How to Win at Chess is not only the title of my first book, but the name of a series on my YouTube channel with dozens of hours of instructive content on how to win more games of chess.

However, even I, after more than twenty years of playing chess—which amounts to close to a million games—only win about 65 percent of the time. And I’m in the top 0.001 percent of chess players in the world. At my peak, I was among the top 2,500 in the world out of probably a billion people who know how to play the game. But even I don’t win 35 percent of the time. The point here is that this book will not teach you how to win every single time—and neither will any other book, course, or resource. If you do win every time, you’ll probably get banned for cheating.

What’s important here is mindset. You have to realize that chess is a long journey. Oftentimes, actively trying to improve, whether it’s learning new ways to think, implementing a new opening, or taking analysis more seriously, will expose a lot of your bad habits. Bad habits can mean playing too quickly or too slowly, getting frustrated, moving pieces without considering how your opponent will respond, and many more besides. These bad habits can be connected to the moves you play, or to your emotions or mentality when playing. Chess challenges us in a way that’s almost unique among any other sport or hobby. That’s all to say that your results may vary, depending on your skill as a chess player, how quickly you absorb material, and your mindset. But stick with it.

Don’t despair if, having read everything in this book, you don’t immediately grasp it all and immediately find yourself rocketing up the rating ladder. Over the long run, you should win more than you lose if you’re studying correctly and actively working to improve. To get better, you have to do it in a controlled manner. It’s similar to going to the gym: you can’t start out spending six hours a day lifting weights, since that will just get you injured. Instead, you need to build up your training consistently and sustainably to see the results you want.

Chess growth isn’t always linear. Many different things can affect your chess journey, such as distractions in your life, how you’re feeling (whether positive or negative), how stressed or relaxed you are, and so on. The key to improving in the long term is forming good habits. And improving at chess can benefit the rest of your life, too. In addition to learning to consistently apply yourself to see results and improving your discipline, chess will make you a better loser, because when you lose at chess, you have nobody to blame but yourself. That can be quite a humbling feeling, but it’s useful for everyday life.

You will learn a lot over the course of this book and hopefully reshape the way you think about chess. But remember, chess has nothing to do with how smart you are; it’s a game of pattern recognition. The more you spot certain patterns, the more you’ll improve. Chess is a language that requires practice. Playing fifty games a day isn’t going to lead to much improvement without study and analysis—it will likely only lead to fatigue and frustration. Be smart in how you study. A mixture of enjoyable and more serious resources is the way to go. Watching YouTube videos, playing bullet games, and playing bots can be a lot of fun, for example. Then balance that out with some more serious study, whether that’s books, courses, or puzzles.

Don’t get too stressed about your Elo. It’s normal to feel dejected when you lose. Know when to stop and take a break. We all feel like that sometimes, and we’re all in this together. Not following the advice in this section will be exactly how you end up not winning at chess. Remember, you either win or you learn. That’s a great motto for chess and a great motto for life. The only time you ever truly lose is when you don’t learn anything.
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It’s time to begin the journey of becoming a stronger chess player and improving our understanding of the game. In chess, the very essence of the game is making a plan. The key to improving your chess and making better decisions on the chessboard can be summarized with a straightforward thought process:

[image: A horizontal flowchart outlining a five-step chess decision-making process using green squares and arrows: Opponent makes a move, What is the opponent’s idea?, Do I have any CCA (checks, captures, attacks)?, Is there a negative impact to my move?, and Make my move.]
This is a very useful starting point for any move you make on the chessboard, especially for beginner and early intermediate players. Generally, what I see more often is:

[image: A five-step horizontal flowchart detailing a humorous chess decision-making process using green squares and arrows: Opponent makes a move, I have no idea what that move does, I have no CCA, I have no idea what to play, so I’m just going to make a move, and Make my move.]
CCA (checks, captures, attacks) is the mental checklist you should run through before every move: Do I have any checks, and if so, do they achieve anything tangible? Do I have any captures, and if so, are they advantageous? Do I have any attacks, and if so, do they improve my position? By the time you reach the end of this book, you will be better equipped to utilize the first thought process and will be doing less of the second. We will cover in-depth the ways to make this simpler and easier to implement, and your chess brain will be better wired to recognize patterns. Chess is a game of patterns and has nothing to do with how smart you are—only practice and repetition!

The goal of the book is to hone your ability to use the first thought process and allow you to apply it smoothly to every move you play. Your opponent will make a move, then you will evaluate it and identify if there is an idea behind it—and whether you need to address that idea or threaten with your own move. If not, you will use the CCA checklist to improve your own position, scan if there’s a negative impact, and move.

Let’s delve deeper by using an example position:

[image: A chessboard diagram showing a position from the Scotch Opening. Black’s recent move, a knight to f6, is highlighted with yellow squares on g8 and f6, attacking White’s e4 pawn. Black’s other developed pieces include a bishop on c5 and a knight on c6, with the remaining black pieces and pawns on their starting squares. White’s pieces include a centralized knight on d4, a pawn on e4, and a bishop on e3.]
[image: ] This is a very basic example from the Scotch Opening. Black has just played the move knight to f6. This attacks White’s pawn in the center of the board on e4. A lot of chess players in the White position will see that the pawn is under attack and try to defend it, with moves like pawn to f3 or knight to c3. But here, if you implement the CCA thought process, you will find that Black has fallen for an elementary trap. If White …

[image: A chessboard diagram showing White’s knight capturing on c6, highlighted in yellow, which directly attacks Black’s queen on d8, highlighted in red. Black’s active pieces include a bishop on c5 and a knight on f6, while White has a pawn on e4 and a bishop on e3, with most other pieces on their starting squares.]
[image: ] … captures the Black knight on c6, what we find is the Black queen is now under attack by White’s knight. One of Black’s pawns has to recapture White’s knight, and in the meantime …

[image: A chessboard diagram showing a discovered attack. An orange arrow points from White’s bishop on e3 to Black’s bishop on c5. Black’s queen on d8 is highlighted in red, under attack by White’s knight on c6, leaving both Black pieces simultaneously threatened while most other pieces remain near their starting squares.]
[image: ] … White has created a discovered attack on Black’s bishop. Black now has a queen and a bishop under attack and cannot defend both. Once Black captures the knight to save the queen, White will capture the bishop on c5 for free and be up a piece. That’s really good.

This is an elementary and straightforward example of how reviewing CCA can help find opportunities in a position that might otherwise have seemed hidden. This is why you must plug CCA into the thought process. You don’t always have to respond to your opponent’s threat.

Now let’s look at an example where the CCA process doesn’t work, and where there is a negative impact to the move we play:

[image: A chessboard diagram showing Black’s knight moving to g3, highlighted in yellow, attacking White’s rook on h1, highlighted in red. White’s king is on b1, with pawns on a3, b2, g2, h3, bishop on c3, queen on d2, and knight on g4. Black’s king is on h7, with pawns on a6, b5, f7, g7, h6, bishop on f7, queen on b6, and rook on b8.]
[image: ] Black has just played the move knight to g3. The White rook in the corner is under attack. In this position, the best move is probably moving the rook to e1, getting the rook out of danger and onto an active square. You may notice, though, if you apply the CCA thought process, White has the move …

[image: A chessboard diagram showing White’s queen moving to d3, highlighted in yellow, checking Black’s king on h7 and attacking Black’s knight on g3, both highlighted in red. White’s king is on b1, with pawns on a3, b2, g2, h3, bishop on c3, knight on g4, and rook on h1. Black’s queen is on b6, with pawns on a6, b5, g7, h6, bishop on f7, and rook on b8.]
[image: ] … queen to d3. In this position, the White queen is both checking the Black king and attacking the Black knight on g3. That’s really nice, right? But you have to think about the negative impact of your move. Sure, if Black moves their king in this position, White is going to take the knight for free.

You always need to ask yourself the following question in chess: what if my opponent is not an idiot? We cannot assume a move is good in chess by only considering one way in which it works. We have to consider all the possible moves the opponent could play. We have to prove ourselves wrong. The move queen to d3 doesn’t work because of the negative impact of the move …

[image: A chessboard diagram showing Black’s bishop moving to g6, highlighted in yellow, pinning White’s queen on d3 to White’s king on b1. White’s king is on b1, with pawns on a3, b2, g2, h3, bishop on c3, queen on d3, knight on g4, and rook on h1. Black’s king is on h7, with pawns on a6, b5, g7, h6, queen on b6, knight on g3, and rook on b8.]
[image: ] … bishop to g6. Not only does Black successfully block the attack by making this move, Black actually launches a counterattack by pinning the White queen to the White king. White was going to lose a rook but raised the stakes, went all in, and now has lost their queen instead.

This is one of those moments where the CCA thought process has been misused, the negative impacts of a move weren’t properly evaluated, and things have backfired horribly. Chess is all about searching for ideas and weighing up the pros and cons.

In these two examples, White knew Black’s idea. In the first position, Black attacked White’s pawn, and in the second, they attacked White’s rook. Sometimes the idea behind a move is less obvious. A big part of chess is deciding whether the opponent’s idea is good or bad. In these examples, the opponent’s idea was relatively obvious and clear, so we went to CCA—and saw how it can both benefit and harm our position. Let’s look at a different position:

[image: A chessboard diagram showing Black’s pawn moving to g5, highlighted in yellow. White’s king is on g1, with pawns on a2, b3, c4, d4, e3, f2, g2, h2, bishop on e2, knights on c3, f3, queen on d1, and rooks on a1, f1. Black’s king is on c8, with pawns on a7, b6, c7, d6, e5, f7, h7, bishop on b7, knights on d7, f6, queen on e7, and rooks on d8, h8.]
[image: ] Our opponent, playing Black, has just played pawn to g5. The elementary level of thinking is that it’s now a free pawn—the White knight can capture it on g5. If we don’t think more deeply, we won’t really understand the opponent’s idea, and can’t tell if it’s a good idea or a bad plan.

This is where so much of the complexity of chess lies—it isn’t like sitting down for a test and knowing all the answers before you take it. There’s a reason chess is so rewarding when you win and frustrating when you lose. You feel you’ve either been intellectually victorious or intellectually defeated. But that’s not the case.

In this position, Black’s pawn to g5 is an offering of material. White can capture the pawn for free. Some of us may …

[image: A chessboard diagram showing White’s knight moving to g5, highlighted in yellow. White’s king is on g1, with pawns on a2, b3, c4, d4, e3, f2, g2, h2, bishop on e2, knights on c3, g5, queen on d1, and rooks on a1, f1. Black’s king is on c8, with pawns on a7, b6, c7, d6, e5, f7, h7, bishop on b7, knights on d7, f6, queen on e7, and rooks on d8, h8.]
[image: ] … blindly accept that pawn, moving the knight to g5. But if we do, here comes …

[image: A chessboard diagram showing Black’s rook moving to g8, highlighted in yellow, attacking White’s knight on g5 and pawn on g2, both highlighted in red. White’s king is on g1, with pawns on a2, b3, c4, d4, e3, f2, g2, h2, bishop on e2, knights on c3, g5, queen on d1, and rooks on a1, f1. Black’s king is on c8, with pawns on a7, b6, c7, d6, e5, f7, h7, bishop on b7, knights on d7, f6, queen on e7, and rooks on d8, g8.]
[image: ] … rook to g8. The White knight is now under attack, and if it moves, the rook and the Black bishop on b7 both see the g2 square. White’s king is in danger.

Is this good for White or good for Black? Practically speaking, our position has now become quite difficult, as Black has a direct attack on our king. A chess engine might accept the sacrifice, but we are humans, after all. Going back, did White have to take the pawn? Actually, the best move in the position for White is to acknowledge the potential danger of the rook and bishop having lines of sight on the White king and instead to play …

[image: A chessboard diagram showing White’s pawn moving to d5, highlighted in yellow. White’s king is on g1, with pawns on a2, b3, c4, d5, e3, f2, g2, h2, bishop on e2, knights on c3, f3, queen on d1, and rooks on a1, f1. Black’s king is on c8, with pawns on a7, b6, c7, d6, e5, f7, g5, h7, bishop on b7, knights on d7, f6, queen on e7, and rooks on d8, h8.]
[image: ] … pawn to d5. White locks out Black’s light-squared bishop on b7. Bishops like to imagine themselves in a Sicilian villa, with a great view—the windows open, looking down upon the vineyard and olive trees. Now we’ve shuttered all the windows and the Black bishop is no longer having a good time, sweating in the stifling Mediterranean heat. After this, White should be considering starting an attack with the queenside pawns, because the kings have castled on opposite sides—more on that later on!

This position is an example of thinking you understand the opponent’s idea but being unsure whether it’s a good or bad idea. You have to evaluate it carefully, and this book will help you with that.

But sometimes the situation is different. Take this position from a game one of my subscribers, whose rating was around 1300, played on Chess.com:

[image: A chessboard diagram showing Black’s pawn moving to h6, highlighted in yellow. White’s king is on e1, with pawns on a2, b2, d4, e3, f2, g2, h2, bishop on d3, knights on c3, f3, queen on d2, and rooks on a1, h1. Black’s king is on g8, with pawns on a7, b7, c7, d5, f7, g7, h6, bishops on b4, c8, knight on b8, queen on d8, and rooks on a8, f8.]
[image: ] Black has just played the move pawn to h6. That move doesn’t really have an idea. You can try to force yourself to explain the idea of every move, but that’s not the point. Sometimes the opponent will play a move that does seemingly nothing.

You will learn to identify whether there’s a concrete idea behind your opponent’s move or not. Once you’ve done that thinking, you go through CCA. In this position, the only useful check, capture, or attack that White has is pawn to a3, attacking the Black bishop on b4, which is a perfectly reasonable move. Here you have to ask yourself what your plan is. How do you make a move to improve White’s position, given that Black’s last move didn’t have an idea behind it that you need to worry about? How does White make a move here that doesn’t have a negative impact?

Without some form of pre-existing knowledge of heuristics, which you will build up in this book, it’s hard to decide on a plan. As a starting point, take a look at these four plans and try to work out which are acceptable, and which are a little too dangerous.

[image: A chessboard diagram showing White castling queenside, with the king moving to c1 and the rook moving to d1, highlighted in yellow. White’s king is on c1, with pawns on a2, b2, d4, e3, f2, g2, h2, bishop on d3, knights on c3, f3, queen on d2, and rooks on d1, h1. Black’s king is on g8, with pawns on a7, b7, c7, d5, f7, g7, h6, bishops on b4, c8, knight on b8, queen on d8, and rooks on a8, f8.]
[image: ] Plan A: White castles queenside, creating an imbalanced, opposite side castling situation, potentially allowing White to march their kingside pawns up the board and start an attack.

[image: A chessboard diagram showing White’s pawn moving to e4, highlighted in yellow. White’s king is on e1, with pawns on a2, b2, d4, e4, f2, g2, h2, bishop on d3, knights on c3, f3, queen on d2, and rooks on a1, h1. Black’s king is on g8, with pawns on a7, b7, c7, d5, f7, g7, h6, bishops on b4, c8, knight on b8, queen on d8, and rooks on a8, f8.]
[image: ] Plan B: White plays pawn to e4, opening up the center and offering a trade with the Black pawn on d5. This potentially gets rid of Black’s central pawn and opens up more space.

[image: A chessboard diagram showing White castling kingside, with the king moving to g1 and the rook moving to f1, highlighted in yellow. White’s king is on g1, with pawns on a2, b2, d4, e3, f2, g2, h2, bishop on d3, knights on c3, f3, queen on d2, and rooks on a1, f1. Black’s king is on g8, with pawns on a7, b7, c7, d5, f7, g7, h6, bishops on b4, c8, knight on b8, queen on d8, and rooks on a8, f8.]
[image: ] Plan C: White castles short, not committing to anything yet and getting the king to safety.

[image: A chessboard diagram showing White’s pawn moving to g4, highlighted in yellow. White’s king is on e1, with pawns on a2, b2, d4, e3, f2, g4, h2, bishop on d3, knights on c3, f3, queen on d2, and rooks on a1, h1. Black’s king is on g8, with pawns on a7, b7, c7, d5, f7, g7, h6, bishops on b4, c8, knight on b8, queen on d8, and rooks on a8, f8.]
[image: ] Plan D: White plays pawn to g4. Similar to a previous example, White is offering Black a free pawn—the light-squared bishop can capture the pawn for free. White’s purpose would be to then move the rook to g1 and have the open g file, aimed directly at the Black king—but don’t hang your knight!

There’s no one right answer, but try to consider the benefits and drawbacks of each of these plans.

[image: ]

Summary

Chess is hard, but it’s even harder if you don’t think before making moves. When your opponent makes a move, analyze it carefully to figure out if there’s an idea or threat behind it. If there is, decide whether it’s something you need to deal with or not. Using the CCA checklist before any move you make will immediately improve your game and lead to finding moves you wouldn’t have seen otherwise. And before making any move, make sure to evaluate how your opponent might respond, and whether there’s any potential negative impact to the move you want to play.

Thinking this way will help you make plans in chess. Formulating a plan of how you’re going to win the game—either through an attack, dominating positionally, or winning material—gives you something to focus on. The flipside is identifying your opponent’s plan (if they have one). Is their plan more dangerous than yours? Is theirs faster? Should you address what your opponent is doing or continue with your own play? As with most things in chess, there are no easy answers. So much depends on the specific position. This book will give you the tools you need to examine a position and evaluate these questions, so you can ultimately make better decisions.

Go to www.chessly.com/book2 and click on “Chapter 1” to learn more and access exclusive bonus material.





[image: Chapter Header, CHAPTER TWO, THE PAWNS]

In this chapter, we’re going to focus on pawns, before getting deeper into connecting them with piece play and positional concepts in the following chapters. We’re going to be looking at both pawn structures and the different elements of pawn play, such as pawn breaks, isolated pawns, backwards pawns, doubled pawns, and pawn islands.

For all the students I’ve taught over the years—both in my time as a tutor and my years as a YouTuber—I like to deconstruct chess. Chess can be pretty intimidating when you consider the full set of pieces. This book will likely feel intimidating if I throw you in the deep end and ask you to study everything at once (although they do say babies can learn to swim like that because of a survival instinct). I don’t think that approach is particularly effective for chess. Survival instincts aren’t as useful on a chessboard unless your life is under threat from your opponent, which it likely is not.

The most productive way to understand positions as an intermediate and ultimately advanced player is to develop your comprehension of how to effectively use each piece, starting with pawns. Chess is a game of patterns, and understanding pawns—their structures, positions, and how to recognize and utilize plans with them—is a fundamental aspect that needs training. Pawns are the most overlooked and underappreciated piece on the chessboard. In fact, when you teach anybody how the pieces move, pawns take the longest to explain because they have a bunch of auxiliary rules. Moving one square or two in the opening, capturing diagonally, promoting, capturing en passant—the pawn is the most complex piece in the game despite its modest appearance. The same can be true for understanding its positions.

Pawn structure essentially means how your and your opponent’s pawns stand after the opening phase. One of the reasons I don’t focus on openings in this book is that so many of you will play different openings. With White, maybe you play the London or Italian, or the English or Nimzowitsch-Larsen, or the Bird or even the Bongcloud (yes, that’s a real opening, though I don’t recommend it). With Black, maybe you play the Caro-Kann or the Sicilian or the Scandinavian, and so on. What’s important is not the openings you play but understanding the pawn structures—and therefore the plans—associated with those openings.

So, ultimately, by let’s say move ten, your pawns will be consistently in a certain formation, albeit allowing for slight variations based on how your opponent plays. You have to understand, in any case, that this consistency is not a coincidence. It’s very normal and is the foundation for top players making decisions. They can look at a board and have preprogrammed plans, knowing for a fact that Plan A is better than Plan B in a given position, or that Plan C is better than Plan A or B, all depending on the structure of the pawns.

We’re going to look at a few examples to illustrate this and begin deepening your understanding of pawn structures. As always, the bonus material for this chapter (see the URL on page 39) will include many more examples.

Pawn Structures

Let’s start with this position, without any other pieces, so we can really focus on the pawns:

[image: A chessboard diagram showing a common pawn formation from the London System opening. White’s king is on g1, with pawns on a2, b2, c3, d4, f2, g2, h2. Black’s king is on g8, with pawns on a7, b7, d5, e6, f7, g7, h7.]
[image: ] This is a very common pawn formation that occurs from the London System, an extremely popular opening. White has good central control, especially of the e5 square, and oftentimes will try to plant a knight there. White will also often have a bishop on d3, targeting Black’s pawn on h7.

White has something here called a queenside pawn majority, which means that White has more pawns on the queenside—in this case because Black is missing their c pawn. However, this allows Black to use the c file, putting a rook on c8. Black’s pawn minority on the queenside may also allow Black to push these pawns forward and create a minority attack with their pawns, using their own pawns to disrupt White’s structure.

Now that we’ve examined the pawn structure, let’s put some pieces on the board:

[image: A chessboard diagram showing White’s king on g1, with pawns on a2, b2, c3, d4, f2, g2, h2, bishops on d3, f4, knights on d2, e5, queen on d1, and rooks on a1, e1. Black’s king is on g8, with pawns on a7, b7, d5, e6, f7, g7, h7, bishops on d7, e7, knights on c6, f6, queen on d8, and rooks on c8, f8.]
[image: ] Here is an example of a position built around that same pawn structure. White played the London and, with their preexisting knowledge of that opening, put a knight on e5. In this position, White knows that they need to be quick with an

[image: A chessboard diagram showing White’s queen moving to h3, indicated by an orange arrow, attacking Black’s pawn on h7, highlighted in red, demonstrating a checkmating attack strategy in a London System opening structure. White’s king is on g1, with pawns on a2, b2, c3, d4, f2, g2, h2, bishops on d3, f4, knights on d2, e5, queen on h3, and rooks on a1, e1. Black’s king is on g8, with pawns on a6, b5, d5, e6, f7, g7, h7, bishops on d7, e7, knights on c6, f6, queen on d8, and rooks on c8, f8.]



[image: A chessboard diagram showing a pawn structure that can occur in the Exchange Variation of the Caro-Kann opening. White’s king is on e1, with pawns on a2, b2, c3, d4, f2, g2, h2, bishops on c1, d3, knights on b1, f3, queen on d1, and rooks on a1, h1. Black’s king is on e8, with pawns on a7, b7, d5, e7, f7, g7, h7, bishops on c8, f8, knights on c6, f6, queen on d8, and rooks on a8, h8.]

[image: A chessboard diagram showing Black’s bishop on g4, highlighted in red, demonstrating a more active position for the bishop in the Exchange Variation of the Caro-Kann opening. White’s king is on e1, with pawns on a2, b2, c3, d4, f2, g2, h2, bishops on d3, f4, knights on b1, f3, queen on d1, and rooks on a1, h1. Black’s king is on e8, with pawns on a7, b7, d5, e6, f7, g7, h7, bishops on f8, g4, knights on c6, f6, queen on d8, and rooks on a8, h8.]



[image: A chessboard diagram showing a pawn structure common in the Sicilian Dragon or Pirc Defense openings, featuring opposite side castling and potential for pawn storms. White’s king is on c1, with pawns on a2, b2, c2, e4, f3, g2, h2. Black’s king is on g8, with pawns on a7, b7, d6, e7, f7, g6, h7.]


[image: A chessboard diagram showing a position from the Sicilian Dragon opening. White’s king is on c1, with pawns on a2, b2, c2, e4, f3, g2, h2, bishops on e3, f1, knights on c3, d4, queen on d2, and rooks on d1, h1. Black’s king is on g8, with pawns on a7, b7, d6, e7, f7, g6, h7, bishops on c8, g7, knights on c6, f6, queen on d8, and rooks on a8, f8.]

[image: A chessboard diagram showing White’s pawn moving to h5, highlighted in yellow, demonstrating a pawn storm strategy in the Yugoslav Attack against the Sicilian Dragon. White’s king is on b1, with pawns on a2, b2, c2, e4, f3, g4, h5, bishops on e3, f1, knights on c3, d4, queen on d2, and rooks on d1, h1. Black’s king is on g8, with pawns on a6, b7, d6, e7, f7, g6, h7, bishops on d7, g7, knights on c6, f6, queen on d8, and rooks on c8, f8.]


[image: A chessboard diagram showing Black’s knight on h5, highlighted in red, blockading White’s attacking pawns in a Sicilian Dragon opening. White’s king is on b1, with pawns on a2, c2, c3, e4, f3, g5, h4, bishops on e3, f1, knight on d4, queen on f2, and rooks on d1, h1. Black’s king is on g8, with pawns on a7, b7, d6, e7, f7, g6, h7, bishops on d7, g7, knights on e5, h5, queen on a5, and rook on c8.]



[image: A chessboard diagram showing a common pawn structure in the King’s Indian Defense. White’s king is on g1, with pawns on a2, b2, c4, d5, e4, f2, g2, h2. Black’s king is on g8, with pawns on a7, b7, c7, d6, e5, f7, g6, h7.]




[image: A chessboard diagram showing orange arrows indicating White’s pawns on a2 and b2 moving forward on the queenside, and Black’s pawns on f7 and g6 moving forward on the kingside, illustrating the Bayonet Attack in the King’s Indian Defense. White’s king is on g1, with pawns on a2, b2, c4, d5, e4, f2, g2, h2, bishops on e2, e3, knights on c3, e1, queen on d1, and rooks on a1, f1. Black’s king is on g8, with pawns on a7, b7, c7, d6, e5, f7, g6, h7, bishops on c8, g7, knights on d7, e7, queen on d8, and rooks on a8, f8.]

[image: A chessboard diagram illustrating an advanced stage of the Bayonet Attack in the King’s Indian Defense, highlighting White’s advanced queenside pawn storm and Black’s kingside pawn storm. White’s king is on g1, with pawns on a6, b4, c5, d5, e4, f3, g2, h2, bishops on e2, f2, knights on c3, e1, queen on d1, and rooks on a1, f1. Black’s king is on g8, with pawns on a7, b7, c7, d6, e5, f4, g4, h5, bishops on c8, g7, knights on f6, g6, queen on d8, and rooks on a8, f7.]




Isolated Pawns



[image: A chessboard diagram showing White’s isolated pawn on d4, highlighted in red, with no neighboring pawns on the c and e files. White’s king is on g1, with pawns on a2, b2, d4, f2, g2, and h2, bishops on c1 and d3, queen on d1, knights on c3 and f3, and rooks on a1 and e1. Black’s king is on g8, with pawns on a7, b7, e6, f7, g7, and h7, bishops on c8 and d7, knights on c6 and d5, queen on d8, and rooks on a8 and f8.]





[image: A chessboard diagram showing a position from the English Opening featuring Black’s isolated pawn on d5, highlighted in red. White’s king is on g1, with pawns on a2, b3, e3, f2, g2, and h2, bishop on b2, knight on c3, queen on d4, rook on a1 and f1. Black’s king is on g8, with pawns on a7, b7, d5, f7, g7, and h7, bishops on c6 and e7, knight on f6, queen on d8, and rooks on a8 and e8.]


[image: A chessboard diagram showing a simplified position from the English Opening featuring Black’s isolated pawn on d5, highlighted in red, after the bishops and knights have been traded. White’s king is on g1, with pawns on a2, b3, e3, f2, g2, and h2, queen on d4, and rooks on a1 and f1. Black’s king is on g8, with pawns on a7, b7, d5, f7, g7, and h7, queen on d8, and rooks on a8 and e8.]


Backwards Pawns


[image: A chessboard diagram showing Black’s pawn moving from c7 to c5, highlighted in yellow, attacking White’s queen on d4. White’s king is on e1, with pawns on a2, b2, c2, e4, f2, g2, h2, rooks on a1, h1, knights on b1, f3, bishops on c1, f1, and queen on d4. Black’s king is on e8, with pawns on a7, b7, c5, d6, f7, g7, h7, rooks on a8, h8, knights on b8, g8, bishops on c8, f8, and queen on d8.]

[image: A chessboard diagram showing White’s queen on d3, highlighted in yellow, and Black’s backwards pawn on d6, highlighted in red. White’s king is on e1, with pawns on a2, b2, c2, e4, f2, g2, h2, knights on b1, f3, bishops on c1, f1, and rooks on a1, h1. Black’s king is on e8, with pawns on a7, b7, c5, d6, f7, g7, h7, queen on d8, knights on b8, g8, bishops on c8, f8, and rooks on a8, h8.]

[image: A chessboard diagram showing orange arrows from White’s rook on d1 and bishop on f4 targeting Black’s backwards pawn on d6, highlighted in red, illustrating overwhelming pressure on it. White’s king is on c1, with pawns on a2, b2, c2, e4, f2, g2, h2, bishops on d3, f1, knights on c3, f3, queen on d3, and rooks on d1, h1. Black’s king is on e8, with pawns on a7, b7, c5, d6, f7, g7, h7, bishops on c8, e7, knights on c6, f6, queen on d8, and rooks on a8, h8.]


[image: A chessboard diagram showing a position from the Najdorf Variation of the Sicilian Defense, featuring Black’s backwards pawn on d6 and the a6 pawn preventing White from landing a knight on b5. White’s king is on e1, with pawns on a2, b2, c2, e4, f2, g2, h2, bishops on e3, f1, knights on b3, c3, queen on d1, and rooks on a1, h1. Black’s king is on e8, with pawns on a6, b7, d6, e5, f7, g7, h7, bishops on c8, f8, knights on b8, f6, queen on d8, and rooks on a8, h8.]

[image: A chessboard diagram showing the d5 square, highlighted in red, as a critical battleground in a Najdorf Sicilian position. White’s king is on c1, with pawns on a2, b2, c2, e4, f3, g2, h2, bishops on e3, f1, knights on b3, c3, queen on d2, and rooks on d1, h1. Black’s king is on g8, with pawns on a6, b7, d6, e5, g7, h7, bishops on e6, e7, knights on d7, f6, queen on d8, and rooks on a8, f8.]


Doubled Pawns and Pawn Islands



[image: A chessboard diagram showing Black’s doubled pawns on c6 and c5, highlighted in red. White’s king is on e1, with pawns on a2, b2, c2, d2, e4, f2, g2, h2, bishops on c1, e1, knights on b1, f3, queen on d1, and rooks on a1, h1. Black’s king is on e8, with pawns on a7, b7, c6, c5, e7, f7, g6, h7, bishops on c8, f8, knights on b8, g8, queen on d8, and rooks on a8, h8.]



[image: A chessboard diagram showing Black’s doubled pawns on f7 and f5, highlighted in red, providing central control and scope for the e7 bishop. White’s king is on e1, with pawns on a2, b2, c2, d4, f2, g2, h2, bishops on c1, f1, knights on e4, f3, queen on d1, and rooks on a1, h1. Black’s king is on e8, with pawns on a7, b7, c7, e6, f7, f5, h7, bishops on c8, e7, knights on b8, queen on d8, and rooks on a8, h8.]


[image: A chessboard diagram showing White’s weak and unprotected pawn on c3, highlighted in red. White’s king is on e1, with pawns on a3, c2, c3, d4, e4, f3, g2, h2, bishops on c1, f1, knights on b1, g1, queen on d1, and rooks on a1, h1. Black’s king is on e8, with pawns on a7, b7, c6, d5, e6, f7, g7, h7, bishops on c8, f8, knights on b8, g8, and queen on d8, rooks on a8, h8.]



[image: A chessboard diagram showing a knight versus bishop endgame illustrating Black’s four pawn islands on c6, c7, f6 and f7, highlighted in red. White’s king is on f2, with pawns on a2, b3, c2, f3, g3, h4, and knight on d3. Black’s king is on g7, with bishop on e7, and pawns on a7, c6, c7, f6, f7, h7.]


[image: A chessboard diagram illustrating a position where both sides have three pawn islands and an isolated pawn in the center. White’s king is on g1, with pawns on a2, b2, d4, g2, h3, bishop on b5, knight on f3, queen on d3, and rooks on a1, f1. Black’s king is on g8, with pawns on a7, b7, e6, g7, h6, knight on c6, bishop on d6, queen on e7, and rooks on a8, f8.]

[image: A chessboard diagram showing the result of trading a bishop for the knight on c6, leaving Black with four pawn islands and two isolated pawns, with the empty b7 square highlighted in yellow. White’s king is on g1, with pawns on a2, b2, d4, g2, h3, knight on f3, queen on d3, and rooks on a1 and f1 with orange movement arrows. Black’s king is on g8, with pawns on a7, c6, e6, g7, h6, bishop on d6, queen on e7, and rooks on a8 and f8.]


Pawns and Pieces


[image: A chessboard diagram showing Black’s knight on h6 with orange arrows illustrating its legal moves to f5 and g4, while White’s pawns on f4, g4, and h3 restrict its entry into the game.]

[image: A chessboard diagram showing an orange arrow indicating Black’s knight moving from h6 to f5, with the knight on f5 highlighted in yellow and the starting square h6 highlighted in orange, while White’s pawns are on f4, g5, and h3.]



[image: A chessboard diagram showing the Two Knights Variation of the Caro-Kann, with Black’s bishop on g4 and its starting square on c8 highlighted in yellow, indicating the recent move. White’s king is on e1, with pawns on a2, b2, c2, d2, e4, f2, g2, h2, bishops on c1, f1, knights on c3, f3, queen on d1, and rooks on a1, h1. Black’s king is on e8, with pawns on a7, b7, c6, d5, e7, f7, g7, h7, bishop on g4, knights on b8, g8, queen on d8, and rooks on a8, h8.]

[image: A chessboard diagram showing Black with seven of their eight pawns on light squares to negate the impact of White’s light-squared bishop. White’s king is on g1, with pawns on a2, b2, c2, d3, f2, g3, h3, bishops on c2, g2, knight on c3, queen on f3, and rooks on a1, f1. Black’s king is on g8, with pawns on a7, b7, c6, d5, e6, f7, g6, h7, bishop on g7, knights on d7, e7, queen on d8, and rooks on a8, f8.]


[image: A chessboard diagram showing White’s king on e1, queen on d1, rooks on a1 and h1, knights on b1 and f3, bishop on c1, and pawns on a2, b2, c2, d2, e4, f2, g2, and h2. Black’s king is on e8, queen on d8, rooks on a8 and h8, knights on b8 and g8, bishops on c8 and f8, and pawns on a7, b7, c5, c6, e7, f7, g6, and h7.]

[image: A chessboard diagram showing a pawn structure where White has built up pawns on the light squares after trading their light-squared bishop. White’s king is on g1, with pawns on a4, b2, c2, d3, e4, f2, g2, h3, bishop on c1, knights on b1 and f3, queen on d1, and rooks on a1, f1. Black’s king is on g8, with pawns on a7, b7, c6, c5, e7, f7, g6, h7, bishops on c8 and g7, knight on f6, queen on d8, and rooks on a8, f8.]


[image: A chessboard diagram showing a position from the Stonewall Variation of the Dutch Defense, where six of Black’s eight pawns are on light squares, highlighting the concept of a good bishop versus a bad bishop. White’s king is on g1, with pawns on a2, b2, c4, d4, e2, f2, g3, and h2, bishops on c1 and g2, knights on b1 and f3, queen on d1, and rooks on a1 and f1. Black’s king is on e8, with pawns on a7, b7, c6, d5, e6, f5, g7, and h7, bishops on c8 and d6, knights on b8 and f6, queen on d8, and rooks on a8 and h8.]


[image: A chessboard diagram illustrating White attempting to trade off the dark-squared bishops, with White’s bishop on a3 and its starting square on c1 highlighted in yellow. White’s king is on g1, with pawns on a2, b3, c4, d4, e2, f2, g3, and h2, bishops on a3 and g2, knights on b1 and f3, queen on d1, and rooks on a1 and f1. Black’s king is on g8, with pawns on a7, b7, c6, d5, e6, f5, g7, and h7, bishops on c8 and d6, knights on b8 and f6, queen on d8, and rooks on a8 and f8.]



[image: ]
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