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Explanation of symbols
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Introduction

Learn from the errors of others. You can’t live long enough to make them all yourself. (Eleanor Roosevelt)

There is nothing shameful in not knowing something; what is shameful is to know that you need to learn something, but not learn it. (Various sources)

This is a book for all chess players, and it is about how they can learn from their errors. It is divided into sections showing games played by amateurs and it aims to shed light on their worst moves.

I have already used Eleanor Roosevelt’s saying given above in the past, so I cannot hide the fact that it is one of my golden rules. However, I need to use it once again here, because it goes hand in glove with the aim of this book.

Even before playing chess, we heard pearls of popular wisdom about the importance of errors in learning processes, such as the classic saying: ‘The human being is the only animal that trips over the same stone twice.’ Its origin is unknown, but we can be sure that the first person to say it was not a chess player, because if he had been, he would have replaced ‘twice’ with a bigger number. We chess players have soon discovered that making the same error twice is not enough for us to learn the lesson; perhaps two dozen is closer to reality.

No matter how many times an error has to be made, the lesson can be learnt, and it will be learnt much sooner if we stop protecting our ego by making excuses and blaming our defeats on bad luck.

In the world of chess, we are often advised to analyse our games and to find out what errors we are making. Good advice, that some forget and others try to follow, but it would be more effective if it came accompanied by a method. Neither would it do any harm if the errors were classified and if all the books we read about them were consistent.

Most of the books we study consist of model games and brilliant combinations. But should we learn from (other people’s) successes or from (our own) errors? And if it is more effective to learn from our own (and if possible other people’s) errors, how do we do that?


In our own games, there are excellent examples to help us improve, just as many as in the books or the games of the great chess players of history. And in the games of our fellow club players, there are as many again, which we usually overlook. If we put all this experience together, we shall soon gain more insight.

Learning based on our errors is the most effective because it engages our intelligence... and our emotions. Was that not maybe the route taken by AlphaZero? And isn’t artificial intelligence maybe a reflection (with improvements) of our own intelligence?

But as our opening quotation says, learning just from our own errors will not be enough because there are many errors to make, and we have little time. Therefore, it is sensible and necessary to pay attention to other people’s errors, although in order to learn from them, it would be useful to engage our emotions in the same way that we already do this automatically with our own errors.

We could even say that errors are the basic units of learning, which form the foundations on which the edifice of our knowledge is built.

Our games are full of errors. But if we exclude errors committed in theoretical positions in the opening or the endgame, we will not reproduce the exact positions of other players’ errors. (Perhaps that is why we spend so much time studying openings, where specific errors can be eliminated.) Repeating an error in a basic ending or falling into the same trap in opening theory is ‘reprehensible behaviour’, which can be corrected, even quite easily, if one is prepared to take the basic step of adopting an attitude that includes self-criticism, attention and curiosity.

However, the errors which are really important for us to avoid are the others – the ones which are not repeated in the same way, and that requires not only the right attitude but also good tools, although a great attitude is capable of creating such tools. For this, it is fundamental to be able to detect the errors. Formerly, that was a difficult task for anyone who did not have a trainer or a fellow club member of a higher level, but now it is easy because all we need to do is run through our games with an analysis engine. The advent of engines with a high strategic level has been a crucial step in the availability of effective training tools, even though those with a high tactical level were already sufficient to detect most errors.


For detecting errors, I propose the following routine, which works for players of all levels:

The first step is to analyse our games and find an average number of errors – let’s say five. In other words, five positions where the evaluation has worsened after your move. If one of your games fails to produce five such errors, it is either one of your very good games, or else you do not need to read this book. Once a reasonable number of games have been analysed, you can establish what level of errors you are making and adjust to looking for those errors. In the future, the errors you find will be less serious, or at least that is what we hope .

The second step, which is also very important, is to classify the errors. And this is where the origin and objective of this book lie. I have been training players for over thirty years. In the last twelve years, while the Spanish age-group championships have been taking place throughout the month of July in Salobreña (Granada), I have been following them live, developing training tasks and analyses. It is there that I have become most aware of how players repeat the same errors, both generally and individually, and I realized that it could be very useful to classify them.

In other words, all players repeat the same errors, and a specific player will repeat his or her ‘favourite’ errors more often.

The third step, once individual errors have been detected and classified, is the work of correcting them. And in error-based learning, that step towards a solution starts to be made as soon as the problem is identified.

Almost all the errors studied here are also made by great players, except that they make them in more difficult positions and in conditions of greater weakness: time trouble, tiredness, demotivation, etc. Throughout the book, I shall make reference to some high-level games to demonstrate this and to make comparisons.

The causes of errors
 Postulates, automatic reactions and poor technique

We are the hollow men, we are the stuffed men, leaning together, headpiece filled with straw... (T.S. Eliot)

I do not know what T.S. Eliot had in mind, more than a century ago now, when he wrote his (now immortal) poem The Hollow Men, but I remember what I thought when I heard it recited by Marlon Brando in the closing scenes of the film Apocalypse Now and years later I began to perceive a relationship in chess praxis with the over-use of postulates.


Mistakes arising from a lack of theoretical knowledge are important, but do not interest us in this analysis. Neither do errors that are due to serious carelessness, although these cause many games to be lost. I want to investigate more deeply into the causes of the other errors, the ones which can be classified and probably corrected.

Almost all the errors in this group have a psychological component (the only exceptions are errors caused by some extreme difficulty relating to the player’s strength). Laziness, fear, extreme optimism, overconfidence, excessive respect for the opponent and other emotions all distort the decision-making process and produce bad moves, while we are capable of making better ones. I have asked a number of players whose games figure as examples in this book about their feelings during the games, and they always mention their opponent’s level and the competitive situation. Nevertheless, I do not intend to write a book about psychology, although comments about its influence are inevitable.

Regarding the purely chess-related component, poor technique, in the case of tactics, and adhering too closely to postulates which are false or poorly understood, in the case of strategy, are mainly responsible.

I have shown many of the examples in the book, in lectures and in private conversations, to different types of players, and I have been able to verify that many of them would have made the same error as in the game. So, there is a sort of bias involved, an attraction that is difficult to avoid, and has deep-rooted causes.

The topic of postulates deserves rather more thought. We seek rules to guide us in every situation, and when we find them we cling to them with too much enthusiasm (or maybe it is insecurity), leading us to automatic reactions. We need to be more flexible. Many chess postulates are debatable, even those which are regarded as ‘common knowledge’. In explaining some of the errors, we shall challenge some of them.

The key thing is that some of the rules that we have learnt are applicable to fewer positions than we first thought. The rules are not wrong, but we apply them badly because we do so in too many positions. We need to discover other rules of more limited application but then understand them better.

I suspect certain errors would be different (at least in their frequency) with different model games, basic books and postulates.

Experience helps us discover rules (rules of thumb), which must be consistent with the original postulates. When this is not the case, we must replace them.


The material employed and its presentation

After analysing several hundred games from the Spanish Junior Championships in Salobreña every year and noticing how errors were often repeated, I thought that it might be possible to find them all in a small number of games, and I decided to set myself some approximate limits, as an experiment, in order to check it. And so the games I have chosen as examples come largely from Salobreña, almost all from the 21st century, most of them between players rated between 1400 and 2200 and very few above 2300.

I suspect it would be possible to extract all the different kinds of errors from a single tournament, one with many participants, in which thousands of games are played. But that may be an experiment for a future occasion.

Most of the examples presented here begin with the main error, which gives its name to the section of the book. I consider a few alternatives, and continue the analysis for a few moves. I have decided not to analyse the games to the very end in order to avoid accumulating too much material and because I think that in order to understand the error, the moves closest to it are sufficient. Only in a few cases, when the continuation is interesting or very short, or if there are other examples of the same error, have I continued further into the game and, in a very few cases, gone on to the very end. In this way, I have been able to present many examples, but it is possible that in some cases, this might not have allowed me to be convincing. I invite the reader to check over the positions from his point of view, thanks to the fact that at the present time everyone has access to the support of an analysis engine, to such an extent that even Elon Musk’s telephone plays better than the World Champion. I invite the reader to look for himself, but I advise him not to decide beforehand what he wants to find.

There are also some examples, albeit a minority, where the error is not a move but is the product of a long process, which implies a mistaken approach. Errors of this kind are hard to correct if one is not aware of them, but once they have been detected they can be tackled, as we shall explain when such cases arise.

In almost all the examples, there is more than one interesting error, which may even be on the same move, so that in some cases, the same game reappears in a different section. In other cases, I have preferred to continue a little further and refer to the other type of error involved. I hope that readers will understand this rather personal method of organisation.


As the curious reader will easily be able to confirm, some of the players featured in the examples have been making progress. Some of them now have international titles and would not now make those same errors, although they will now also be busy correcting others. Perhaps this will inspire the reader to face up to the task at hand.

How to use this book

Each chapter begins with a series of diagrams (these are not the usual tactical puzzles), so if you wish, you can try to test yourself and decide which move you would make in these positions, taking the average thinking time used in games (3 minutes on average; between 1 and 5 minutes). This will help you understand the nature of the error in question and the extent of your own tendency to make it. In the chapter itself, you will see how the games continued from these positions. This will form a part of your self-diagnosis, but the main element must come from analysing your own games.

Next come the examples, which I recommend that you view calmly and with curiosity, maybe with a little smile now and then, trying to learn from other people’s errors, which is much more satisfying than doing so from your own. You can try to discover the errors which you identify with, and only afterwards read the advice.

If your rating is below 2200, it is very likely that at least 25 of the 50 errors described here will form part of your play. If you identify them and minimise them (it is naive to think you can already eliminate them in this first stage), it is to be expected that your play will show a marked improvement. If your rating is above 2200, the number of errors you will recognise in your own play will be smaller, but you might discover a few things that you had perhaps not thought about before.

This book cannot be a manual for any of the topics it covers, neither on strategy, nor on prophylaxis, nor on traps, because that is not the objective, nor is there room for it. However, it will touch on ideas related to all those topics, and I will recommend some more specific manuals.

We should not suppose that it is equally easy to correct errors and make progress at the age of 15 as at the age of 45. Chess is a language which our mind adopts, and the younger we are, the more flexible our mind is. It is, however, just as easy to learn the concepts if we are prepared to break postulates, although it may be more difficult to turn them into Elo points.

After each error (in some cases, several are grouped together), I make some recommendations on how to avoid them. It is interesting to observe that these can all be grouped into one of five types which I have put into the following list in order of increasing difficulty:


Types of advice

• Read books;

• Solve exercises;

• Analyse the positions in your own games (and those of close colleagues);

• Avoid biases and postulates;

• Overcome laziness and fears and take decisions objectively.

In the advice on how to correct errors, I suggest books that I consider useful. Although I look at quite a lot of books throughout the year, there will be many that will go unnoticed, or perhaps I will not evaluate them correctly. If any reader finds other books which address the problems caused by his errors and uses them, he will be on the right track in the search for a solution to the problem. Naturally, he should find some that are better than the ones I recommend.

A word about using engines

We have mentioned the use of engines earlier. For quite some time now, the engines have been playing better than the experts, but they have not attained the same level of effectiveness as trainers – not yet anyway. Nonetheless, if used intelligently, they can help a player improve in almost all aspects of the game.

The most obvious use, and the one I recommend above all, is in reviewing your games. When doing this, there is only one indispensable rule: you must understand every time the difference between the engine’s preference and your own moves.

It is possible (indeed, it occurs frequently) that the engine will suggest an incomprehensible move. This situation can be a source of confusion, but also an opportunity to learn something. When it happens, an extra effort is advisable, trying out moves back and forth and looking carefully to discover the reason. You will often find that the engine’s move was not so strange after all.

Another useful application is the art of comparison as a learning strategy. This involves looking at the engine’s evaluation of slight variations in the position: removing some pieces or changing the position of a few pawns or pieces. In some examples, you will see what I call the Stockfish evaluation table.

But I will allow myself to give an important piece of advice: never use the engine to follow live games in an ongoing tournament. It will restrict your search and cause you to think that some moves, which you would have found if you had looked deeper on your own, are inhuman decisions. You cannot imagine how much more you will learn if you search for the moves on your own!

Some concepts used in the book

In the book, I refer several times to some concepts that might be confusing for the reader, so I think it will be useful to give short definitions of them here. In that way, they will move from being mysterious expressions to being aids to understanding.

Irreversible moves: These are moves from which there is no going back. There are three types, of which the third is the least forceful conceptually, although just as definitive in practice: pawn advances, piece exchanges and castling.

Forcefulness scale: This is a way of classifying the moves that we should consider when calculating, based on their ability to force our rival’s responses. This is essential for the ‘pre-selection’ of candidate moves. I propose a scale with four levels:

1) The highest level is the check, because it necessarily forces your opponent to defend;

2) Next are threats of mate;

3) Then come captures;

4) Last come threats to gain material.

It is interesting to note that in most positions, the second level is empty, while the fourth is insufficiently forcing and does not usually facilitate (or make reliable) a long calculation, so that in many positions, 1 and 3 can be used as an abbreviated scale.

Calculation by objectives: This is a suggestion that can help in calculating when there are few pieces left, and the forcefulness scale is not so useful for pre-selecting candidate moves. It consists of defining an objective and calculating with that as a guide. It is closely related to the concept of Division of Labour.

Temptation: This is an immediately attractive objective, capable of making us lose control of the calculating process and making it difficult for us to come up with logical options.

Temptation is a powerful force which can change the course of our thinking. From the moment a player ‘feels tempted’ to achieve something, it is very likely that he will not manage to stay in control and calculate coolly.


False pin: This is the name we shall give to a type of pin in which the piece being shielded moves in the same way as the (enemy) pinning piece, which might enable a discovered attack. Its importance lies in the frequency with which it leads to errors, perhaps caused by the excessive power of the pin postulate.

See the following sequence, which explains this concept graphically:

[image: Img]
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These three part-diagrams represent three different types of pins.

The first two are, respectively, examples of an absolute pin and a relative pin. The third is also a case of a relative pin, of course, but it has a special ingredient in that the queen can move in the same way as the bishop, meaning that the situation is dangerous for both sides, which has led me to call this a false pin. Naturally, the knight should not move, leaving the queen defenceless, unless it does so forcefully. But this scenario is not all that unusual.

Division of labour: This consists of mentally assigning a task to each piece in order to calculate based on a plan (in that case, the calculation is guided by consideration not of the forcefulness scale but of the objectives). It becomes a more effective procedure as there are fewer pieces left on the board.

Automatic exchange: This is what we shall call an exchange of pieces which is made without any specific objective and merely as a compulsive response to the need to reduce tension/danger.

Candidates or candidate moves: Each of the moves that justify a plan in a specific position, from which an analysis is initiated. This concept was coined by Alexander Kotov in his book Think like a Grandmaster, although subsequently it has been subject to multiple refinements and corrections.

Unnatural candidate: A move with which a branch of our analysis could begin but which is hidden from our search because it contains some element which is suspicious (or unusual for a sound move). It might be on the first move of a variation or among the following moves. It is the basis of most errors in calculation.


Analytical compulsion: The tendency to keep delving deeper into the process of calculating, which can go beyond the limits that make it effective.

Prophylaxis: Prophylaxis consists of preventing the opponent’s moves, plans or intentions before they represent a threat.

This is a subtle concept that implies a particular way of considering the position. Its application, from the viewpoint of the errors related to it, will be analysed in Chapters 11 and 12.

New or emerging tactic: A tactic for the opponent that appears as a consequence of our last move. See Errors 44 and 49.

Dubious move (indicated by ‘?!’): This use is traditional, but it has always been a dubious concept. I am referring to it here to clarify how I use it in this book. It usually applies to a bad move, but sometimes I apply it either to a move that offers an easier solution to the opponent (even if the position is already a bad one with best possible play), or else to a move that does not actually throw away the win but which makes it more difficult to achieve.

Silent defence: A move that appears to do nothing, because it does not actually prevent a threat, but eliminates its effects. It is a surprising case of an unnatural candidate.

Unopposed piece: This always refers to a minor piece. It is an extension of the concept of a piece posted in a forepost/outpost. It is a piece that cannot be expelled or exchanged for a piece of the same value. Its valuation should be assessed as between 4 and 5 points since the only way to eliminate it is to exchange it for a rook (whether or not it also captures a pawn).

Basic-level strategy: The body of doctrine that brings together the most elementary postulates (the value of the pieces, the need for castling, development, etc.), which we learn very early and which are necessary, but which are also at the root of rigidity of thought and are the cause of most of the strategic errors made at the amateur level.

Classical strategy: The one recognised as official, following the theories of Steinitz and the books published in the first half of the twentieth century (by Tarrasch, Réti, Nimzowitsch, Pachman and others).






EXERCISES FOR CHAPTER 1


Exercise 1
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Exercise 2
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Exercise 5
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Exercise 6

[image: Img]



 


CHAPTER 1

Exchanging pieces

It is not because of any arbitrary decision that exchanging pieces is the subject of the first chapter of this book. The reason is that I consider it to be of great importance, and in the following paragraphs, I shall try to explain why.

A piece exchange is one of the three kinds of irreversible moves. When I was studying chess using books, I used to think that the moves which caused the most errors were pawn advances (another type of irreversible move which is made several times in every game), but after I started to work as a trainer, when analysing my students’ games, I realised that they made a lot of errors when exchanging pieces. Next, I began to classify these and to examine them more carefully, and it seemed to me that there were even more of them than I had thought; in some games even, all the errors involved piece exchanges, so I felt forced to think about this.

A tendency to simplify is natural to all players because it makes it easier to understand the position, and we all seek clarity. In addition, it limits the danger (an exchanged piece cannot mate you), and thus our fears and laziness unite to make us decide to exchange, which is often a mistaken decision. The first conclusion is that we must be able to resist this tendency and to decide coolly what is in our best interest.

Although some of the pieces have similar value, a piece exchange is rarely completely innocuous; it almost always benefits one side or the other, even if only to a small extent. So it is always necessary to determine who it favours and to take a decision on that basis.

An exchange of pieces is usually a strategic decision, and therefore it could have been given a section (or indeed several) in Chapter 5, on strategy, but in my experience, it is the most common strategic error. Therefore, I have decided to place it in the first chapter and to break it down into several sections in order to make a clear classification.

We shall start with the most important piece exchange, and the one that has the greatest influence on the development of the game: the exchange of queens.


Error 1Exchanging queens with a material advantage

One of the most powerful postulates in what we call basic-level strategy is that when we have won material, we should exchange pieces (especially the queens) in order to reach a stage of technical conversion of the material advantage. This is what all the coaches tell us, starting when we are very small... but it is a half-truth. As we have already explained in the Introduction, it is not a question of rejecting the rules but of establishing more clearly the situation in which they are applicable. In this case, we can become accustomed to exchanging queens because this avoids tactical dangers, even when in doing so we lose some of our advantage. What is ‘bad’ is that it often works for us. This mixture of practicality and laziness is dangerous, and in some cases it can lead us to disaster.

We should be very conscious of the fact that exchanging queens has very serious implications for the rest of the game. It can change the nature of the position and the strategy to be followed, and therefore it is not a decision to be taken lightly. We are going to suggest some rules for deciding when it would be appropriate to exchange queens, and then we are going to look at its application in a few examples of this error and the next one.

Rules for deciding when to exchange queens:

1) The first and most important criterion is the situation of the king. The player whose king is in a more open position should seek to exchange queens, whereas his opponent should avoid doing so.

2) The second is material advantage. This applies if the kings are not exposed, or not seriously exposed. The side with an advantage in pawns should seek to exchange queens. The side with an advantage in pieces (as opposed to pawns) should avoid doing so.

3) This will apply if 1 and 2 above fail to provide a clear answer. See which queen is the more active (bearing in mind, however, that what matters is not whether the queen is more active in its present position but whether it will be so in the resulting position).

Let us now move on to look at the first example in this book.


Game 1

Martin Forsberg Conde 2094

Alejandro Bernal Gómez 1896

Salobreña Spanish Championship U16 2013


[image: Img]

Exercise 1



White has lost a piece but can capture a second pawn in return. In a case like this, the side that has won a piece for several pawns usually should not (!) exchange queens. In this way, we can exploit our advantage in force to win a pawn or two before moving on to the technical stage. We should remember that pawns increase in value as fewer pieces remain on the board.

The rule is:

With extra pawns, exchange pieces, but with an extra piece (for one or more pawns), keep attacking until you have at least recaptured the pawn(s).

25...♕d7?

This reaction to winning the piece, trying to exchange queens, is a serious error, but a very common one, because it follows the old postulate. Black needs to retain the queens in order to create problems for the white king and to benefit from the extra piece. 25...♔f8! was best. This move might have an ugly appearance, because it hinders the communication of the rooks, but it allows a very quick victory because the black queen is very active and the h8-rook can be rapidly activated by means of artificial castling with ...g6 and ...♔g7, or the ...h5/...♖h6 manoeuvre, or the ...g5 break: 26.♖f3 (26.♕e4 g6 27.♖xa6 ♔g7 28.♖a7 ♖he8–+) 26...g6 27.♕xa6 ♔g7, in both cases bringing all the pieces into play and preparing the immediate attack with ...♕xb4 or ...♕e2.

25...♖d7?? was not an option due to 26.♖ad1 and White wins.

26.♖xa6!

White wins another pawn without allowing Black to change his mind about the exchange of queens. 26.♕xa6? would have allowed 26...0-0!, followed by keeping the queens on the board.

26...♕xc6

Perhaps the immediate 26...0-0 was slightly more precise.

27.♖xc6 0-0

Once the queens have been exchanged, the king becomes a useful piece for fighting against passed pawns, so the moves ...f6 and ...g5 are natural, but connecting the rooks is also a desirable objective, and this move is just as correct.

27...♖b8 also leads to equality: 28.b5! ♖xb5 29.♖c8+ ♗d8 30.♖d1 ♔e7 31.c6 ♖d5 32.♖xd5 exd5 33.♔f2 ♖e8 34.c7 ♔d7.

28.♖c7! ♖fe8 29.b5


[image: Img]

29...♖b8!?

At this point, it is already obvious that the queen exchange has not given Black the result he wanted, and the two passed pawns are indestructible and dangerous.

29...♖c8!? attacks the pawns more energetically but exchanges a piece. One variation might be 30.♖xc8 ♖xc8 31.c6 ♗c5 32.♔f2 ♔f8 33.♖a1 ♔e8 34.♖a6 ♖b8 35.c7 ♖c8 36.b6=, forcing the exchange of the extra bishop for the two pawns.

30.♖b1 ♗d8 31.♖d7 ♖e7! 32.♖d6

Black faced a tough battle against the pawns and ended up losing.

Game 2

Aitor Funes Ostos 1993

Ángel Fuentes Guinot 1777

Salobreña Spanish Championship U16 2021

[image: Img]

White is a piece up for three pawns, a scenario we have already discussed, along with its relationship with the exchange of queens. Black has an interest in exchanging them (although he would continue to be worse) whereas White has an interest in retaining them.

We are going to insert here a small table with the Stockfish evaluation of this position and of some variations on it, as we proceed to remove pieces:




	Table of Stockfish evaluations at depth 30




	1

	The current position

	+3




	2

	Without queens

	+1




	3

	Without queens and one rook (b1-e8)

	0.00




	4

	Without queens or rooks

	–1,5






It is worthwhile thinking about this table. As we remove pieces, the situation of the side with the pawns improves. Certainly, many readers will think: ‘That’s obvious, I knew that already’. But if we know that, why then do we exchange the pieces when we are a piece up? This question, which seems rhetorical, also has an answer: we exchange pieces because we think that the harm to our position is small and that the technical exploitation will be easier without pieces. That is what the evaluation table flatly denies.


Other questions arise: for instance, in other positions, does the evaluation also change as much as pieces are removed? Possibly not as much, but I suggest that we check it for ourselves in each case, and continue to draw conclusions.

39...♕d4?

The best move is 39...♕b6!, which allows Black to gain a tempo for organising the defence as well as tempting White to exchange.

Instead, White should play 40.♕c2! g6 41.♗d5 ♖f6[image: Img].

40.♗h5?!

This move is not bad, but there is a much stronger one: 40.♗d5!. With an extra piece the attack is usually unstoppable. 40...♖8e7 (40...♖6e7?! 41.♗xf7+) 41.♕c8+ ♖e8 42.♕b7 ♖8e7 43.♖bc1 h6 (43...g6 44.♖xf7!) 44.♕c8+ ♔h7 45.♗xe6 and White wins.

40...g6 41.♕xf7+ ♔h8 42.♗g4 ♖6e7

[image: Img]

As a result of 39...♕d4, Black has lost one of his three pawns. Perhaps the moment to exchange queens has arrived?

43.♕f6+?

The temptation to make things clearer appears again. The exchange of queens keeps a big advantage for White, but it is a serious error. It is much easier to exploit the advantage of an extra piece with the queens present: 43.♕a2 (attacking a6) 43...♖a7 44.♖bd1 ♕g7 45.♖d6 a5 46.♕d5 a4 47.♗d7 ♖e5 48.♖f8+, winning.

43...♕xf6 44.♖xf6 ♖e1+!

Black realises that it is in his interest to exchange major pieces, even though he is still lost. 44...♖a7?! 45.♖b6! is much easier for White, because the pawns remain frozen and the three white pieces will soon create threats.

45.♖f1?

One rook had to be exchanged, but in this way the other one remains very passive. 45.♖xe1! keeps the advantage decisive: 45...♖xe1+ 46.♔h2 a5 47.♖b6 ♖b1 48.♖b8+ ♔g7 49.♖b7+ ♔g8 50.♖a7 ♖a1 (50...a4 51.♖a5 and the pawns fall) 51.♗e6+ ♔h8 52.♔g3! b4 53.♔f4 a4 54.♔g5 with a very quick mate.

45...♖xf1+ 46.♖xf1 a5 47.♗d7

[image: Img]

47...♖e5?

The rook defends the pawns from here, but does not support their advance. Black could have done this with 47...♖b8!, when with correct play he should not lose; for example, 48.♖b1 b4 49.♗a4 ♔g7 50.♔g1 ♔f6 51.♔f2 ♔e5 52.♔e3 ♖c8!, intending ...♖c8-c3-a3.

48.♖b1?!

48.♖f6! a4 (48...b4 49.♖b6 is similar) 49.♖a6 and the pawns are not lost but Black’s game is now very restricted, whereas White can make progress on the kingside and should win.

48...b4 49.♔g1 ♔g7 50.♔f2 ♔f6 51.♖d1 ♖c5! 52.♗a4 ♖c3 53.♖a1 ♖c5 54.♔e3 ♔e5 55.♔d2 ♖c3 56.♗c2 ♖c5 57.♖e1+

[image: Img]

Now, instead of 57...♔f6?, after which Black eventually lost, he could have held the position with:

57...♔f4!

Black maintains a solid position and has sufficient counterplay.

58.♖e7 ♖g5 59.g4

59.♖xh7 ♖xg2+ 60.♔c1 ♖h2=.

59...h5 60.♖e4+ ♔g3 61.♖e3+ ♔h4

And a draw seems inevitable.

The final example of this section could also be included in the next one, because it gives up the attack at the same time as it gains material.

Game 3

Eihartze Buiza Prieto

Mikel Ortega López

Salobreña Spanish Championship U16 2015

[image: Img]

Although it is perhaps not very obvious, due to the pressure on d3, Black has a very bad position, due to the distance of his pieces from the kingside. Now his castled position is about to come under a strong attack with the f2-f4-f5 advance and the participation of White’s knights (♘g4, for example).

19...♕e5??!

The move in the game is not good objectively, as it fails to stop White’s attack, and even strengthens it. But it might be an interesting trap, provoking what is going to happen. There is no attractive defence for Black.

20.♕xh6+?

This time the queen exchange is accompanied by a gain in material, but Black is quite well compensated for the pawn because his remaining pieces are very active. On the other hand, if the queens remained on the board, White’s attack would have been unstoppable:


A) 20.♘g4!?, resisting the temptation of material gain and continuing the attack: 20...♕h5 (20...♕g5 21.f4+–) 21.f4 and the threats of breaching the king’s defence and trapping the queen put Black beyond all salvation;

B) 20.f4! is more logical and even stronger; for example, 20...♕c7 (20...♕h5?! 21.♘f3! and the threat of trapping the queen with ♘g3 forces Black to surrender material) 21.f5 ♘g5 22.h4 ♘h7 23.fxg6 fxg6 24.♘f4 ♘f8 25.♘g4 and White’s threats (for example ♘e6+ and/or ♘xh6) are unstoppable.

20...♔xh6 21.♘g4+ ♔g7 22.♘xe5 ♖d6

White has won a pawn and stands better, but his attack has disappeared and he has a backward pawn on d3, which forces him, if he wants to win, to give a good display of technique. The game ended in a draw.

Error 2Exchanging queens and abandoning the attack

This section is strongly related to the previous one and in some examples the circumstances overlap. What we are concerned with now are positions in which a player has good attacking possibilities, in spite of which he decides to exchange queens and does so even though he has no material advantage. Why is such a decision taken? Sometimes the player hopes to gain material in the process (calculation error) and at other times it is simply a matter of reducing the tension (an error of a psychological nature). In all cases the basic error happens because of failure to follow clear criteria to decide when to exchange queens.

Game 4

Samuel Sánchez Morales 1469

Mario Antoñanzas Fernández 1122

Salobreña Spanish Championship U12.2021

[image: Img]

In this first example, the white king is more exposed, and therefore Black should not exchange queens.

29...♕e4?

29...♕c4! was a decisive attacking move. White does not have a good way of defending the f4-pawn, which will be taken with check; if 30.♕f3 ♕d4+ 31.♔c1 ♖e8! and the white king is in an indefensible position.

30.♕xe4 fxe4 31.♖xa6

White has recovered the pawn and taken over the advantage. In the end, he won the game.


Now, we shall see another example where the attacking player exchanges queens in order to win a pawn.

Game 5

Álvaro Sobrino Forte 1922

Oscar Torcal Miguel 2142

Salobreña Spanish Championship U16 2018

[image: Img]

White has a decisive advantage. The main reason is the weak position of the black king.

25.♗xh5?

When the advantage is the position of the king, it is not likely that exchanging pieces to win a pawn is the best option.

A good and energetic continuation, although not the only winning one, was 25.f4! ♖a7 (25...a4 is too slow: 26.♗e6+ ♔g7 27.f5 b3 28.cxb3 axb3 29.axb3 ♖e4 30.♕c2+–) 26.♗e6+ ♔g7 27.f5 ♖ac7 28.f6+ exf6 29.gxf6+ ♘xf6 30.♕h6+ ♔h8 31.♖df1 ♕e7 32.♕xg6.

25...gxh5 26.♕xh5 ♕xh5 27.♖xh5 ♖f8

With the black rooks so active and the white king having difficulty leaving the first rank, Black has no problems and in fact could have won.

28.♖dh1 ♖xf3 29.♖xh7 ♖f2

[image: Img]

30.♖xe7?

White should have begun to think about a draw; allowing both enemy rooks to invade the second rank is not a good idea.

30.c3! bxc3 31.bxc3 ♖xc3 32.♖xe7 ♖cc2 33.♖b7 was equal.

30...♖cxc2 31.g6?

It seems to be the case that 31.a4 keeps White alive, but for a human player, in the middle of the game, it is not easy to believe: 31...♖xb2+ 32.♔a1.

31...♖xb2+ 32.♔a1 ♖xa2+ 33.♔b1 ♖fb2+ 34.♔c1 ♖c2+ 35.♔b1 ♖cb2+ 36.♔c1

[image: Img]

36...♖g2?

Black fails to find a way to use his two rooks on the second and settles for an ending that gives him some practical chances. Curiously, the solution now was to exchange pieces; paradoxical solutions also exist: 36...♖e2! 37.♖xe2 ♖xe2 38.♖h7 ♖e5! was winning for Black.

Giving up two rooks on the seventh rank is startling, but for winning purposes the two queenside passed pawns are enough. In contrast, after the move in the game, White can defend his king for now and when the black rooks capture some pawn or other White will have enough counterplay to draw.

37.♔b1 ♖ab2+ 38.♔a1

In our third example, White abandons an attack in its early stages, which is even more common.

Game 6

Juan Plazuelo Pascual 2247

Guerau Masagué Artero 2137

Spanish Rapid Championship U18 2018

[image: Img]

As some readers may guess – at least those who have been classically trained – this position is taken from a famous plan that was first presented ‘in high society’ in the game Botvinnik-Capablanca in the 1938 AVRO Tournament.

White has expanded his centre, as a first step towards the attack on Black’s king, and Black has just played 17...♕c4, trying to exchange queens in order to prevent it.

18.♕xc4?

White should not exchange queens, since his advantage consists of the danger that his pawn majority is going to create for Black’s castled position. Without queens on the board, there will be no attack and Black will even have the better structure.

18.♕d2! is the strongest move, but other retreats of the queen also maintain the advantage: 18...♘b3 19.♕f2 g6 20.e5 ♘d7 21.f4 (21.h4!?) 21...f5 22.exf6?! (22.e6! is stronger: 22...♘f6 23.♘xf5 gxf5 24.♕h4 leads to a decisive attack; for example, 24...♘e4 25.♖xe4! fxe4 26.♕g5+ ♔h8 27.♕e5+ ♔g8 28.f5 ♘d2 29.♖e1 followed by f6) 22...♘xf6 23.f5 ♖xe1 24.♖xe1 ♖f8 25.fxg6 hxg6 26.♖e6[image: Img] Chojnacki-Luch, Trzcianka rapid 2022.

18...♘xc4 19.♗c1 a5

19...b5 is more natural but no better: 20.e5 ♘d7 21.f4 a5 with an unclear position, Vázquez López-Lavigne López, Santiago de Cuba 2018.

20.a4 dxe4?!

This is the moment when Black gave up his winning chances, which he could have retained with 20...b5! 21.axb5 ♖eb8[image: Img].

21.fxe4 ♖ad8 22.d5 ♘d7 23.♖f3 ♘c5 24.♖c3 ½-½


This error also has a mirror image. This would be where the side which is going to be attacked prefers to retain the queens. In the next example, both of these situations apply.

Game 7

Daniel Díaz Mino 2182

Hugo Garijo Perez 1924

Salobreña Spanish Championship U16 2022

[image: Img]

Here, we have another example in which the attack has not started yet. But which of the two sides can attack the enemy king? Black is better placed for this because of his kingside pawn majority.

13.♕h5

White makes an active move and attacks the bishop, but Black’s position is far superior, thanks to his pair of bishops and his mobile majority on the kingside. It would have been much better to exchange queens and limit the disadvantage with 13.♕xd8 ♖xd8 14.♖e1.

13...♕d5?

Black’s decision to exchange queens is very pessimistic. Black is much better with at least two moves: 13...♗a6! 14.♖e1 (14.♕xc5 ♗xf1–+) 14...♕b6 15.♕h4 e3 16.fxe3 ♖ae8, with a tremendous initiative; or the simple 13...f5!.

14.♕h4?

But White again rejects the generous offer that has been made to him, which would have enabled him to avoid the attack and achieve almost complete equality. Sometimes exchanging decisions are determined not by the position but by the players’ ratings. White gives his opponent a fresh opportunity to attack, and this time, he is going to seize it.

14.♕xd5! cxd5 15.♗e3![image: Img].

14...♗a6! 15.♖e1

[image: Img]

15...♗d3

Black installs a ‘super-bishop’, although it was not necessary, and he could have speeded up his attack with 15...♖ae8!.

16.♘d2 ♖fe8

Here too it seems better to play 16...f5 right away, followed by ...f4 and deploying the other rook to the kingside (...♖ae8).

17.♘f1 f5 18.♕g3 ♖e6!

Finally, Black takes heart and launches his pieces into the attack.


19.♘e3 ♕d7!

Now Black is even willing to give up a pawn in order to avoid the exchange of queens.

20.♘xf5 ♖f8 21.♕g5 ♖g6

All Black’s pieces are attacking. It is too late to give White any good advice.

22.♘h6+ gxh6 23.♕xc5 ♕xh3 24.♗g5 ♕g4 25.g3 ♕xg5 26.♕xa7 h5 27.♖e3 ♕f4 28.♖ee1 h4 0-1

How to avoid Errors 1 and 2

All the mistakes in this chapter have a certain psychological element, and these first two rather more than the others, because a queen exchange is more ‘relaxing’.

The first piece of advice is to carry out some prior work: analyse your own games and determine whether you fall into the 90% who make this error, and to what extent (about 10% of players are more likely to make the opposite error of always keeping their queens).

The second piece of advice is to be aware of this bias and consciously fight against it during your games.

The way to do this is to always respect the rules for exchanging queens. If the ones given above do not convince you, you can adapt them to your own specific case, according to your style and ability, but once you have adapted them, follow them and do not look for an excuse to backslide. Otherwise, your bias will reassert itself and lead you to the wrong decision.

Do not take your opponent’s rating into account. Make your decision according to the position.

Recommended books: there are not many books that deal with this topic. I recommend the chapters on simplification in ChessCafe Puzzle Book 2 by Karsten Müller.

Error 3Exchanging a more active piece for a less active one

Many unfavourable piece exchanges which happen are unfavourable because a more active piece is exchanged for a less active one. We shall look at many examples of this topic, and try to understand the causes.

I propose the following rule: when we have doubts about exchanging a piece, let us start by considering which of the two pieces is the more active. We should almost never exchange the more active piece for one that is less active, even though ultimately the deciding factor should be the resulting position and not the present position, which sometimes leads to brilliant paradoxes.


Remember that this third rule is connected to the first two about exchanging queens. A piece exchange does not usually have such strong implications as a queen exchange, and so the first two rules are not so important with other pieces, and the third rule will suffice here.

Game 8

Santiago García Giménez 2044

Marcos Lianes García 2221

Salobreña Spanish Championship U14 2016

[image: Img]

In this case, the most active minor piece of the four on the board is the knight on d5. Therefore, the correct exchange is for the white bishop to take the knight on f6, in order to convert the d5-knight into an unopposed piece.

27.♘xe7?

It is often difficult to understand what leads a strong player to make such a decision, exchanging his best piece for his opponent’s worst one, but in this case there are some clues: the weakness at d6 seems more serious and the black king more exposed.

27.♗xf6 ♗xf6 28.b4 gives White an advantage which can be considered decisive. The knight cannot be challenged and, in addition, White has a strong passed pawn, which, at the very least, will keep the black pieces busy while White prepares other blows.

27...♔xe7!

White was not expecting this, or else he underestimated it. Now, Black’s king is left rather exposed, but he defends the weakness (d6), and his counterplay on the c-file compensates almost completely.

Instead, 27...♕xe7? simply failed to 28.♕xa6!.

28.♕d3 ♕b6

[image: Img]

29.h3

29.b4 is not dangerous now, for example 29...h6! (29...♕xb4 is also playable) and White has to make a decision about his bishop: 30.♗h4 (after 30.♗xf6+ gxf6 Black’s active major pieces compensate for the weaknesses, the main ones being defended by the king) 30...♕d4 31.♕e2 ♕c4 and Black has the initiative. White must be alert to maintain the equilibrium, avoiding fresh piece exchanges: 32.♕d2! ♕d4 with equality.


29...♖c6!

An excellent decision, liberating the queen. Black has no problems. 29...h6 was again also correct: 30.♗xf6+ gxf6 with equal play.

30.♕b1 ♕b4 31.♖c1 ♖xc1+ 32.♕xc1

Again, Black has no problems.

The next example is very instructive for our topic because both players, within a few moves, have to think about a series of piece exchanges, and their play is a mixture of good moves and errors.

Game 9

Mikel Ortega López 2088

Oriol Panadés Catarineu 1828

Salobreña Spanish Championship U16 2014

[image: Img]

In the struggle for key squares, exchanging the appropriate pieces can be the main tool.

19...♕g5?

It seems that Black thought he was worse, but he should have reasoned like this: White’s best piece is the c3-bishop. Black should exchange it with 19...♗f6![image: Img], also gaining control of the e5-square for his knight: 20.♗xf6 (20.♕g3?! is worse due to 20...♗e5!, taking further advantage of the exchanging operation; Black provokes not only a favourable piece exchange but also a favourable transformation of the pawn structure after 21.♗xe5 dxe5[image: Img]) 20...♘xf6 (if Black had an extra tempo he could seriously consolidate his advantage with another exchange: ...♗e6-g4xe2, and then install the proud knight on e5) 21.h3! (the immediate 21.e5? does not work due to 21...dxe5 22.♕xb7?? ♗d5 and the queen is trapped) and now Black has various plans to consolidate a small advantage: pressure on the e4-pawn with 21...♗d7! or occupation of the e5-square with the knight or a major piece.

In any case, observing the bishop on d3 is sufficient to understand that it is Black who stands a little better.

20.♘f4!

Now, on the other hand, White threatens to exchange the e6-bishop, leaving the light squares in the black camp weak.

20...♘e5

20...♖f8 21.♘xe6 fxe6 22.♕h3[image: Img], attacking the weak light squares.

20...♗f6 21.♘xe6 fxe6 22.e5! ♘xe5 23.♕xb7[image: Img].

21.♗xe5!

Black’s knight was his most active piece. It was correct to exchange it, after checking that Black could not improve his structure by taking with the pawn because of the other exchange.

21...♕xe5


Not 21...dxe5?! 22.♘xe6 fxe6 23.♕f7+ with advantage to White.

22.b3?

White fails to complete his series of exchanges. 22.♘xe6! would have led to a position with opposite-coloured bishops: 22...fxe6 (22...♕xe6? 23.e5! – this move is difficult to see – 23...dxe5 24.♕e4! g6 25.♗c4 and White wins) 23.♕f7+ ♔h8 24.♖e3 and White creates various threats with this rook lift: 24...♗f6 25.♖h3 and it is impossible to prevent ♕g6.

22...b5 23.♘d5?!

23.♘xe6= remained the best option.

[image: Img]

23...♗xd5?

Finally this piece exchange is the last and most serious error in this series. Although the d5-knight is White’s strongest piece, with this exchange, Black loses the defender of f7 and radically activates the d3-bishop, which was White’s most passive piece and is now unopposed on the light squares.

23...♗d8! was best, activating the bishop and threatening 24...♗xd5; Black has no problems, for example 24.♖d1 ♗xd5 25.exd5 ♕e7, followed by 26...♗b6 with an edge.

24.exd5

Now there is no good defence of f7.

24...♕f6 25.♕h5?

Forgetting to pay attention to the opponent’s resources (see Chapter 12), and allowing a move which lets Black continue his resistance.

25.♕h3! was much better, forcing 25...♕h6 26.♕d7 (26.♕xh6 is also quite good) 26...♔f8 27.♕c6 (threatening 28.♖xe7) 27...♕g5 28.♖f5 and wins.

25...g6! 26.♖xf6 gxh5 27.♖f5

White still has a clear advantage.

When each player has only two pieces left, it is essential to be clear about which one it is appropriate to exchange. Sometimes, it might not matter, but it can also be decisive.

Game 10

Gerard Anyo Pla 2182

Markel Vesga Izeta 2114

Salobreña Spanish Championship U16 2022

[image: Img]

This ending can be won in many ways, but in the coming moves, White’s poor exchanging policy causes him to lose all chance of victory.


36.b3?

Sometimes prophylaxis or improvement of the structure is unnecessary. This move loses a tempo and allows Black to activate his bishop and save it from being exchanged by force. Taking into account the colour of the squares of the blocked pawns, White should have exchanged the bishop. With only the rooks on the board, he would win easily: 36.♗g4! ♗xg4 37.hxg4 b5 38.b3.

36...♗f5!

Now the black bishop will dodge the exchange and will create as much of a nuisance as possible.

The immediate 36...♖e7 would have been a serious error because after the exchange of rooks with 37.♖xe7 ♔xe7, White plays 38.♗g4!, forcing either the exchange or the eternal inactivity of the black bishop.

Now we have arrived at Exercise 2.

37.♖e3?

With this move, White completes his bad policy and is condemned to exchange rooks. Instead, 37.♖f4! avoided the rook exchange and kept an important advantage.

[image: Img]

37...♖e7!

Black is attentive and forces the exchange of rooks.

38.♖xe7 ♔xe7

Now the passed pawn has little value because it cannot cross the dark squares. The white king will not find a way in because the black pieces are well coordinated and block the way through.

39.♗d1 ♔d6 40.♔f2 ♔e5 41.♔e3

[image: Img]

41...g5!

Placing the kingside pawns on dark squares is unnecessary, but it makes everything more comfortable.

42.♔d2 h6 43.♗c2 ♗d7 44.♔e3 ♗c8 45.♗d3 ♗d7 46.♗e2 ♗f5 47.♔d2 a5!

Correct; all Black’s pawns are on dark squares, the bishop controls the light squares and the king is in the middle, blocking the way. The game went on for a further 60 moves but finished in a draw.

In the next example, we are going to compare the activity of the pieces during the course of various exchange operations.


Game 11

Ana Redondo Benavente 1706

Julio Suarez Gómez 2307

Salobreña Spanish Championship U16 2014

[image: Img]

White is a little better, but a series of poor exchanging decisions now causes a gradual deterioration of her position:

16.♗xg6?

This exchange only improves Black’s options, as it limits the activity of the g3-knight. In contrast, 16.♘f5! was the correct move, when Black cannot avoid the exchange of this knight for one of his bishops, for example:

A) 16...♖ad8? 17.♘xd6 ♖xd6 18.♗a3+–;

B) 16...♗c7? 17.♗a3+–;

C) 16...♗xf5 17.♗xf5[image: Img];

D) 16...♖fd8 17.♘3h4 ♗f8 18.♘xg6 hxg6 19.♘e3[image: Img]. Now, the white pieces have improved their activity in comparison with the initial position.

16...hxg6!

The exchanged pieces were similar, but now the g3-knight is worse than before.

17.♘e5?

Preparing further exchanges is not favourable either. Instead, 17.♘f1!, relocating the knight (see Error 26), which has lost some activity as a result of the earlier exchange, keeps the balance.

17...♖fe8

Attacking the e5-point and more or less forcing the exchange.

18.♘xc6 ♖xe1+ 19.♕xe1 ♕xc6

Here 19...♕xb3! was interesting and perhaps
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