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Explanation of Symbols

The chessboard with its coordinates:
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[image: images] Black to move

♔ King

♕ Queen

♖ Rook

♗ Bishop

♘ Knight

! good move

!! excellent move

? bad move

?? blunder

!? interesting move

?! dubious move
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+– White has a decisive advantage

–+ Black has a decisive advantage

= balanced position
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[image: images] counterplay

[image: images] compensation

# mate

corr. correspondence

jr junior

sr senior





Introduction

What every club player desires is to reach an acceptable playing level with a reasonable expenditure of time and effort. That is the point of the present book ‘The power of the pawns’. An overview of basic pawn structures, together with a lot of practical hints, helps to improve one’s understanding of chess at a deep level.

Chess players require a broad spectrum of knowledge. A game seldom works out as planned – new, frequently unknown positions suddenly crop up and demand great flexibility. One has to transform experience into a positional evaluation which is as accurate as possible. Profound knowledge is of course an advantage, but frequently unnecessary. This book is intended to make a contribution to turning a club player into an all-rounder, who can feel at home in any situation. It is important to recognise the strengths and weaknesses of a pawn structure, in order to bring their advantages to bear in practice. The study of this volume will help you with that.

In the middle of the 90s, when in addition to top-level sport I focussed more of my chess activity on the organisation of chess holidays and chess training, the needs of the majority of club players were foreign to me. The demands of top-level chess are too different from those of occasional tournament players. In more than ten years of intensive work and communication with the participants in my holidays, the same questions about structures and evaluation of positions kept coming up. I became aware that club players have to struggle with a similar approach and similar problems.

These reflections led among others to the following questions: ‘Can I do something to improve this situation? Where can my experience help to make learning easier for chess players? And how can they make progress?’

During my training I kept having my attention drawn to the difficulties participants had with pawn structures and the related evaluation of positions. ‘Pawns are the soul of the game’ – this was already recognised by François-André Danican Philidor, the world’s best player in the 18th century. Their particular way of moving is of decisive significance: they are the only pieces which cannot move backwards. A careless pawn move can have important consequences, which can be seen with subjects such as the good/bad bishop, the open file or the eternal piece.

To clarify these specific effects on the other pieces, the introductory part of the book is dedicated to the minor pieces and the rooks. Those pieces which move both in straight lines and diagonally, the king and the queen, are far less dependent on the structure and thus are not considered separately.

There are many ‘typical’ pawn structures – too many. Even for experienced grandmasters their study involves lifelong learning. No single book can provide an exhaustive treatment and would in any case demand too much of the student. So the main part is limited to the most frequently met and basic structures: from ‘hanging pawns’ via ‘isolated pawns’ to ‘weak squares’.

Working with this book

It is not sufficient to read chess books. Their contents must be studied intensively and worked through, so as to consolidate the knowledge in a lasting manner. This demands a certain amount of personal initiative and unfortunately also a not inconsiderable investment of time. That, however, is the only way in which the knowledge can be assimilated and also recalled without problem at a later date in order to be of use in your own games.

Every structure dealt with in the second part is first explained in general terms by means of a diagram. In order to lay the accent on their particularities, no pieces have been included – in certain circumstances, however, not a single piece has yet left the board. All the structures of course can occur with reversed colours.

Basically you should be working with a chessboard of tournament dimensions! Through their practice chess players are very strongly influenced by threedimensional thinking and achieve noticeably better results at the board than they do when working with a chess program or a computer monitor.

Important positions are highlighted by diagrams and provided with an exercise. Solving these will be easier for you if in doing so you answer the following questions:


	What are the specific characteristics of the position? Pay attention to different pawn majorities, king safety and important peculiarities concerning the minor pieces, like for example good or bad bishops or eternal squares for pieces.

	Where should I play? Queenside, kingside, or the centre?

	Are different evaluations valid for different phases of the game? Should you neglect in the opening or middlegame a pawn weakness, which will constitute a serious defect in the endgame?

	Where are there pawn levers? Is there a possibility of altering the structure? By advancing my own pawn, can I open a line or create a weakness?



And never forget an extremely important point:


	What are the opponent’s intentions? If you can answer this question then you are one step ahead of him!



But The Power of the Pawns does not just offer an overview of various structures. In many places you will find, in italics, practical tips, e.g. how to behave in time trouble, finding candidate moves and classic mistakes.

Independent study of the model games listed at the end of each chapter will round off the subject matter and deepen the knowledge you have acquired. All the games mentioned in the book are available on the internet in electronic form for a free download at www.joerg-hickl.de.

I would like to express my great gratitude to my co-author Erik Zude for his outstanding cooperation and to Uwe Schupp for his editorial work on the book. I would also like to mention specially the participants in the chess holidays, whose constructive questions and suggestions in the long run were the driving force behind this book.

Jörg Hickl





Part 1

Pieces and pawns





Chapter 1

The bishop

My secret for success: with every move I force my opponents to think for themselves!

Dr Alexander Alekhine

The bishop, which moves exclusively diagonally, is more dependent on the structure than any other piece. If a pawn is in its way it can be considerably limited in its radius of influence. If that is its own pawn, and fixed to boot, then we call it a bad bishop – a factor which can decide a game. This motif is central to whole opening systems (e.g. the King’s Indian or even the French Defence).

We recommend that you look into this subject in depth. In the majority of all games of chess it plays an important role, but it is often only marginally dealt with by chess theory.

The bad bishop seen for example in the Advance Variation of the French Defence after the moves 1.e4 e6 2.d4 d5 3.e5

We speak of a bad bishop when the latter is restricted by its own pawns fixed on the same colour of squares as the bishop. Here, structures with central pawns are very much to the fore, since that is where the effects are the greatest. However, even a single rook’s pawn can make a bishop a bad one.

[image: Images]

In the diagram the e6- and d5-pawns restrict the black bishop on c8. Of course this problem also exists to a slightly lesser extent on the white side for the bishop on c1. But the latter can, however, still be deployed actively on the kingside to a certain extent.

How can we remedy this shortcoming?

Playing with the bad bishop

Basically three options are available:


	Exchange it off: here e.g. via the manoeuvre …b7-b6 and …♗a6.

	Change the position of the pawns: in our diagram the white central pawns had to be eliminated in order for us to be able to move our own. So the correct plan consists of an attack on the white pawn chain with the levers …c7-c5 and …f7-f6.

	Get the bishop in front of the pawn chain: in our example the idea consists of …f7-f6, followed by …♗d7-e8-g6/h5. A protracted plan, but since in closed positions time often plays a subordinate role, such a procedure is very common in practice.



Playing against the bad bishop

Of course we try to prevent the scenarios mentioned above. The great weakness of the bad bishop, however, makes itself felt on squares of the other colour. The more defenders (in our example of the dark squares) disappear, the more clearly this factor moves into the foreground.

Good bad or bad good bishop?

The terminology is not simple and transitions are fluid. The only way to get a feel for how to weigh up what is involved is through the study of this characteristic of the position over numerous practical examples. What is by definition a bad bishop can also represent a positive criterion in a game!

The bad bishop

Taken from a simultaneous game Jarchov-Hickl during a chess trip to Mallorca, 2001:

[image: Images]

It is obvious that the bishop on a2 is largely excluded from the action. White’s desire to activate this weak minor piece is all the more understandable. It would have been correct to move the a1-rook out of the corner and to go on to adapt the pawn structure to the minor piece by means of c2-c3. The tempestuous 1.b3 meant that after the unforeseen reply 1…c3 White had written his name into the history of my chess travels. The phenomenon of a bishop shut in on a2 became known as the ‘Jarchov bishop’.

The good bad bishop

[image: Images]

It goes without saying that the bishop on g4 is a very active piece. It is, however, restricted by its own pawns on e6 and d5, with the consequence that it cannot help out on the queenside. This may not be relevant for the moment, but it might have a part to play at a later stage of the game. The bishop on d3, on the other hand, is unreservedly good.

The bad good bishop

After the moves 1.c4 e6 2.♘f3 d5 3.g3 ♘f6 4.♗g2 ♗e7 5.0-0 0-0 6.b3 c5 7.e3 ♘c6 8.♗b2 d4 9.exd4 cxd4 10.♖e1 ♘e8 11.d3 f6 we reach the following position.

[image: Images]

Black is planning to follow up with …e6-e5. Thereafter, according to our definition, the bishop on e7 is bad on account of the fixed d4-pawn and the one on b2 is good. But at a second glance we notice that the white queen’s bishop can hardly achieve much at all and it will even be difficult to find a sensible task for it in the long run. Actually, all it is doing is getting in the way, and after all the ♗e7 on its diagonal is inhibiting the thematic counterplay on the queenside, b3-b4. Based on this consideration, the early exchange of the actually good bishop via 12.♗a3 is also seen, in addition to the most frequently played standard manoeuvre ♘a3-c2, intending to become active by means of b3-b4.

Conclusion

In judging the quality of a bishop, white and black are meaningless. We must learn to recognise the subtle differences and their relevance to the evaluation of the position.

Years of practice and the study of many games are required for this. So all this chapter can do is draw your attention to the problem.

 

1 Réti Opening

Jörg Hickl2545

Sergey Tiviakov2680

Germany Bundesliga B 2006/07 (7)

1.g3 ♘f6 2.♗g2 d5 3.♘f3 e6 4.0-0 ♗e7 5.c4 0-0 6.b3 b6 7.♗b2 ♗b7 8.e3 ♘bd7 9.♕e2 dxc4 10.bxc4 ♘c5 11.♗d4 ♘fd7 12.♖d1

[image: Images]

I had dim memories of a game played a year previously against the Lithuanian Rozentalis, in which I had a slight advantage. Why had my opponent chosen that variation? What had he prepared? As the player with the higher Elo rating he would certainly want to try for a win.

During a tournament game lots of thoughts (often too many thoughts) run through one’s head, and emotions play a significant role. My decades of experience teach me that it is rarely a good idea to set out to avoid your opponent’s preparation. You must absolutely stick to tried and tested structures and avoid unnecessary risks! Your opponent will deviate sooner or later. Games are rarely won by brilliant play, but by tactical blunders and a rush of blood to the head – no matter what the Elo level.

Despite thinking for a long time, I could not see the light here and unintentionally I deviated from the previous game, which had gone 12.♘c3 ♘a6 13.♘a4 c5 14.♗b2 ♗f6 15.d3 ♗xb2 16.♕xb2 ♕f6 17.♕xf6 ♘xf6 18.♘e5 ♗xg2 19.♔xg2[image: images], Hickl-Rozentalis, Germany Bundesliga 2001/02.

12…♖e8 13.d3 ♗d6 14.♘c3

Giving up the bishop. However, in return Black has to place a pawn on a square of the same colour as his own bishop and, as long as White still has the pawn block f2/e3, there is little his opponent’s dark-squared bishop can do.

14…e5 15.♗xc5 ♘xc5 16.♘d2 ♗xg2 17.♔xg2 ♗f8 18.♘de4 ♘e6


[image: Images]

In which part of the board should White play?

Take a few minutes and explore the demands of the position!



The white pawn structure has no weaknesses, the d3-point can be sufficiently defended. But Black does not have any obvious problems either. There is, however, the imbalance of bishop against knight. The following plans are possible:


	Play on the queenside with a2-a4

	Play in the centre with d3-d4 or f2-f4

	Play on the kingside with e.g. g3-g4



Here are a few possible approaches to a solution:

1) What can I achieve on the queenside? Even a pawn on a5 does not really advance my cause. In addition I have to reckon on Black playing …a7-a5, which secures the b4-square for his bishop.

2) Both pawn thrusts fail for tactical reasons: 19.d4? exd4 20.exd4 f5 or 19.f4 exf4 20.gxf4 f5, after which the knight on e4 must move and the vis-à-vis of the queen on e2 and rook on e8 leads after …♘f4+ to the loss of the queen. Independently of that, the opening of the position unexpectedly turns Black’s only weakness, the bishop on f8, into a strength, and in addition a file is cleared for the inactive rook on e8.

3) What would the opponent like to do? This reflection should always occupy a central position. Here it immediately leads us to a plausible solution. Black is planning …f7-f5 and …c7-c6, after which our knights no longer have outposts. In what follows, the bishop comes to g7, the queen to d7 and the a-rook to d8. The advantage in space will slightly favour Black. So we have to prevent …f7-f5 in order to maintain the most important minor piece in the centre!

19.♕f3 c6 20.h4

In order to keep the number of tactical errors down, current chess engines were used to help with the production of this publication. A procedure which I do not recommend to readers on the first analysis of their own games!

Here my feeling for the position could never imagine White to be at a disadvantage. The computer on the other hand already sees Black ahead by a good half a pawn.

One can learn too little from the programs and there is too great a danger that they wean us off thinking. Only one’s own work can lead to an improvement in playing strength!

The computer is, however, a useful tool for seeking out tactical mistakes in our own analysis… afterwards.

20…♖b8 21.♕f5 f6?!

Putting another pawn on the same colour as the bad bishop. A better idea was 21…g6 22.♘f6+ (22.♕xe5 loses a piece after 22…♗g7 23.♕d6 f5) 22…♔h8 23.♕f3 ♘f4+ 24.gxf4 ♕xf6 25.♘e4 with approximately level chances.

22.g4 ♕c8

Offering a draw, but White can play on without any risk.

23.h5 ♗e7

[image: Images]

Here I spent a certain amount of time looking into the tactical solution 24.h6 and the position which would arise after 24…g6 25.♘xf6+ ♔f7 26.♕f3 ♗xf6 27.♘e4 ♕d8 28.g5 ♘xg5 29.♘xg5+. White is better here because of the eternal e4-outpost for his knight. But in this liquidation one is above all behind in material. So it has to be correct!

After repeated calculation, disillusionment set in. I discovered the move 26…♘g5–+. A typical blunder in calculating variations. Fortunately there was a quiet alternative: the inactive knight on c3 should support the play on the kingside.

24.♘e2 ♘d8 25.♕f3

25.♘2g3 was on offer here.

25…♘f7 26.♘2g3 ♕e6 27.♖h1 ♖bd8 28.♖ad1 h6?!

Understandable, to remove from the position a possible h5-h6 for White, but, just like move 21, …h7-h6 also weakens the light squares. The bishop will continue to remain bad!

29.♕f5 ♕xf5 30.♘xf5

[image: Images]

White has obtained a clearly superior position. But how should he continue? I was planning to bring the king over to protect the d3-pawn, to activate the h1-rook and then, after a line opening on the queenside, to look out for a chance to bring the rooks into the game. There was no need for me to be any more specific in my considerations, and in a game of chess you should also take into account the opponent, who will not usually be sitting there idly. This is the case here too.

30…b5?!

After this the c-file which opens will be occupied for good by White. A better try was 30…♗a3.

31.cxb5 cxb5 32.♖c1 ♖d7 33.♖c6 ♖xd3 34.♖c7 ♗f8 35.♖hc1

The activity of the rooks is more important than recovering the pawn. After 35.♖xa7 ♖c8 the control of the c-file passes to Black.

35…♖ed8 36.♖b7

The b-pawn is more valuable than the a-pawn, if it finds a safe haven on b4 and fixes a2.

36…♖3d7

In view of the threat of 37.♖cc7, this is forced.

37.♖xb5 ♘d6 38.♘fxd6 ♗xd6 39.♖c6

[image: Images]

On account of the fixed black pawns the d6-bishop is irremediably bad – there is nothing for it to attack anywhere on the board. White is dominating on the light squares. After all his pieces have been brought into their ideal positions, the a-pawn advances to a6, and at a suitable moment the rook will invade on b7. Black is powerless and can only play a waiting game. The open d-file has no role to play. White is probably already winning, but the computer, on the other hand, still considers the position almost level.

39…♗e7 40.♔f3 ♔f7 41.♘g3 ♗f8 42.a4 ♗d6 43.♘f5 ♗b8 44.a5 ♗c7 45.♘g3 ♗d6 46.♔e4 ♗c7 47.♘f5 ♗b8 48.a6 ♔e8 49.♖b2 ♗d6 50.♖b7 ♗f8 51.♖cc7 ♖xc7 52.♖xc7 ♖d7 53.♖xd7?

53.♖b7 with zugzwang would have ended the game straight away, but a lot can happen in the sixth hour of play! I had not seen a continuation after 53…♔d8. However, the simple 54.♖b8+ wins the ♗f8.

53…♔xd7 54.♔d5 ♔c7 55.♔e6 ♔b6 56.♔f7

[image: Images]

56…♗c5 57.♔xg7 ♔xa6 58.♘xh6

The bishop, which is still bad, cannot even sacrifice itself for a pawn.

58…♔b5 59.♘f5 a5 60.h6 a4 61.h7

1-0

For a player with an Elo rating approaching 2700 this was not really an overwhelming performance. Did he not recognise the danger of the bad bishop? Or was he totally bent on winning against the weaker player and went too far?

Too much can be read into chess games without any proof being offered for the conclusion. Always bear in mind: chess is boxing on an intellectual level, man against man – and we are fallible. You always have a chance!

A good year later GM Tiviakov deservedly became European champion.

Model games

Hickl-Rozentalis (Germany Bundesliga 2001/02)

Carlsen-Van Wely (Foros 2008), good against bad bishop

Kasparov-Svidler (Moscow 2004), good bad bishop

Karjakin-Shirov (Heraklion 2007), passive bad bishop

What outsiders underestimate is the degree of resistance which really good players can put up.

Nigel Short

 

Training exercises

After a lot of general advice, we should like to bring the chapter on the bishop to a conclusion with a practical unit. In the following diagrams the g2-pawn is under attack.

Should White play f2-f3 or g2-g3?

Your judgement here should not concern only the endgame. Does your evaluation change somewhat if there are even more pieces on the board?


Exercise 1

[image: Images]




Exercise 2

Instead of a knight White has a bishop on d3.

[image: Images]




Exercise 3

Instead of the knight White has a bishop on e3.

[image: Images]




Exercise 4

White has the bishop pair.

[image: Images]



When playing against a bishop there are two basic rules:

Rule 1

Arrange the pawn structure to suit your own bishop.

Rule 2

Limit the radius of action of the opposing bishop.

It is important to observe a clear hierarchy with these basic principles: rule 1 always comes before rule 2!

And now we have the solutions which follow:

Solution to Exercise 1

1.f3 Since we do not have a bishop of our own we play against the opposing minor piece. 1.g3 would surrender control of the light squares.

A g2-pawn which would later tend to be a weakness constitutes an exception: the opposing bishop would be in a position to attack the pawn (in this case from f1). But this would only represent a threat if g2-g3 were no longer possible, e.g. if the pawn were fixed by …f5-f4 or …h5-h4. On the way there Black, for his part, breaks Rule 1, since these pawns could be blocked on the light squares.

Solution to Exercise 2

1.g3 Our own bishop leads us to Rule 1. Pawns and bishop have to complement each other! On d3 the bishop controls the light squares, meaning that the pawns must look after the maintenance of the dark ones. 1.f3 limits the mobility of our own minor piece, which can lead to the problem of the bad bishop.

Solution to Exercise 3

1.f3 Just like in Exercise 2 the important thing here is to control the light squares.

Solution to Exercise 4

When you have the two bishops, there is no way to avoid restricting one of them. In our diagram the balance of the position will be decided by the relationship between the dark-squared bishop and the knight. It is probable that the light-squared ones will be exchanged at some point. Thus it is important to arrange our structure to suit the dark-squared bishop: 1.f3

Basically these solutions remain valid in all phases of the game. The few exceptions can for the moment be put to one side and need be taken into account only by players of a clearly higher Elo level.

Moreover, our rules also cover the subject of the ‘airhole’. If you want to remove the possibility of a back-rank mate from the position and are thinking about h2-h3 or g2-g3, simply remember Rule 2.

To be fair – when your opponent has the bishop pair, the whole business is anything but simple.

In addition:

Exercise 1 led to heated debate between the authors. Is it not possible to play 1.g3 too? Of course it is, because it will scarcely be possible to prove that in this specific (endgame) position it is worse than 1.f3. Nevertheless, this book is addressed to ‘normal’ club players and aims to make chess more comprehensible, so that the knowledge acquired can be transferred to your own games. Let us imagine diagram 1 with a few more pieces:

[image: Images]

Here one would not waste a single second considering 1.g3. The weakness of the light squares after 1…♕f3 would be really annoying.

Follow the rules and playing chess becomes simpler.





Chapter 2

The knight

It is not about looking for the best move, but about playing according to a sensible plan.

Savielly Tartakower

The minor pieces, bishops and knights, have been considered since time immemorial as being of almost equal value. At the start of the 70s, the eccentric American chess genius Robert James Fischer (1943-2008, World Champion 1972-75) expressed some doubt about this evaluation and gave precedence to the bishop. He valued it at 3.25 pawns compared to 3 for the knight. But this opinion did not hold good for long. Nowadays a consensus has come about for the evaluation of the bishop depending on the types of position.

The long-legged bishop shows its clear superiority in certain situations, above all in endgames with passed pawns on both flanks, but the advantages of the knight are not to be despised. It can be active on squares of both colours, it is the ideal blockading piece and the way it moves makes it unpredictable. There is one tactical factor which is often of considerable significance in practical games with limited thinking time. All too often, one ‘simply did not see’ a knight fork.

 

The outpost

2 Sicilian Defence

Patrick Wolff2570

David Bronstein2465

Wijk aan Zee 1992 (9)

1.e4 c5 2.♘f3 ♘c6 3.d4 cxd4 4.♘xd4 ♘f6 5.♘c3 e5 6.♘db5 d6 7.♗g5 a6 8.♘a3 b5 9.♗xf6 gxf6 10.♘d5 f5 11.♗d3 ♗e6 12.0-0 ♗g7 13.♕h5 f4 14.c4 bxc4 15.♗xc4 0-0 16.♖ac1 ♖b8 17.b3 ♗xd5 18.♗xd5 ♘b4 19.♖fd1 ♘xa2 20.♖c6 ♕e7 21.♘c4 ♘b4 22.♖xd6 ♘xd5 23.♖6xd5 ♖xb3


[image: Images]

White to move

Evaluate the situation.



White is a pawn down but can help himself to the one on e5. That would, however, solve Black’s main problem of the bad bishop on g7. An aspect which basically has to be taken into account. Frequently more can be achieved on the weakened squares of the other colour. After 23…♖b5 the position would in no way be clear. A good moment to be keeping an eye open for alternatives.

Knights need outposts! This statement has been attributed to the first official chess World Champion, Wilhelm Steinitz (1836-1900, World Champion 1886-1894). What he meant are the squares on which the short-range piece can find solid support from its own troops, usually pawns. Exchanging it or driving it away ought to be difficult for the opponent or only possible under unfavourable circumstances.

The search for such a square in the position in the diagram quickly leads us to f5, and the game continuation suddenly appears easy to understand.

No doubt Patrick Wolff, twice US-Champion, had also looked into the capture on e5. So it is important first of all to spot the sensible moves, called in chess jargon ‘candidate moves’, and to work through them in order of priority: firstly those options which require a forced reply, such as capturing or giving check. One then turns to the alternatives, takes them quickly into account, compares them one with the other, rejects some options, goes more deeply into others and finally selects one of them. A diffuse
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