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In chess, the word force does not refer to an obscure mystical concept. Nor is the concept of force 
difficult to understand. When I speak of force, I am referring to the strength of the pieces, either 
individually or in groups. For example, if you and your opponent have the same major and minor 
pieces on the board and you have one pawn more than your opponent, you have an advantage in 
force, also known as a material advantage.

Gaining a material advantage is one of the best ways to win a game of chess. If you can capture 
all of your opponent’s pieces, his king will be defenseless, and your army can easily hunt it down 
for the big checkmate. If material is even but you have most of your army aimed at the kingside, 
whereas your opponent has only a couple of defenders in that sector, then you have an advantage 
in force on the kingside. Thus, you can have two kinds of advantages in force:

More pieces overall
More pieces in a particular area of the board

Assigning the pieces – numerical values

As a game progresses and pieces are traded or lost, it is not at all unusual for the armies to be left 
with different types of men. For example, White may have two rooks, one bishop and six pawns, 
whereas Black may have two rooks, one bishop, one knight and three pawns. Who is ahead? The 
easiest way to answer this question is by using a system that assigns a numerical value to each 
piece. Then you can assess what each army is worth. In order of increasing importance, numerical 
values are assigned as follows: 

pawn: 1 point
knight: 3 points
bishop: 3 points
rook: 5 points
queen: 9 points
king: Infinite value, because its loss means the loss of the game

Now we can determine whether White is ahead with the material imbalance referred to above. 
White’s two rooks are worth 10 points, his bishop 3 points and his six pawns 6 points, for a total 
of 19 points. Black’s two rooks are worth 10 points, his bishop 3 points, his knight 3 points and 
his three pawns 3 points. Black’s grand total is 19 points – exactly the same as White’s! We can see 
that neither side is materially ahead.

Here are some typical material imbalances:

A queen (9 points) versus two rooks (10 points): the two rooks are favored.

A queen (9 points) and a pawn (1 point) versus a rook (5 points), a bishop (3 points) and 
a knight (3 points): the side with the queen has a material disadvantage with 10 points, 
compared with a total of 11 points for the enemy pieces.
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A knight (3 points) versus three pawns (3 points): here, neither side has an advantage.

A rook (5 points) and a pawn (1 point) versus a bishop (3 points) and a knight (3 points): 
As far as points go, it’s 6 to 6 – an even match. However, here is a case in which the numbers 
may not accurately reflect the true advantage in force. Two minor pieces (remember, bishops 
and knights are minor pieces, not pawns) are usually more active than a rook and a pawn, 
especially when many other pieces are on the board. So, the two minor pieces are usually 
considered more valuable.

A rook (5 points) versus a bishop (3 points) and two pawns (2 points): these positions are 
about equal.

You should now be able to figure out whether trading one of your men for one of your opponent’s 
is favorable to you or to him, at least in terms of force. However, I must warn you against relying 
too heavily on numbers. Though this table of values is a useful tool, they tend to be more accurate 
in some types of positions than in others. In one position, three pawns may be superior to a 
minor piece, whereas in another position, you might well find that a bishop or knight completely 
outweighs three pawns. Thus, after assessing the material advantage in terms of points, you must 
always take another look at the particular position on the board to see whether it warrants getting 
involved in the “numbers racket”. Use the values as a guide but use your own eyes as well.

1222222223 
Ç +t+ +l+5 
Æ+o+ +oO 5 
Åo+ +v+ O5 
Ä+ + +m+ 5 
Ã + N + +5 
Â+p+ B + 5 
Áp+t+ PpP5 
ÀR + +rK 5 
7ÈÉÊËÌÍÎÏ9

U

The Romantic style of chess

Though some uninformed people feel that there is only one correct way to play chess, the 
experienced chess fanatic comes to realize that every player has his or her unique style of play, 
each as valid as any other. Some players excel in a purely logical approach to chess, breaking each 
game down and analyzing it with the rigor of scientists. Others rely on delicate maneuvers and 
subtle positional understanding, imbuing their games with clarity and depth, and rendering each 
game with the artistic flair of classical musicians. The style that has always appealed most to the 
public, though, is that of the crazed, attacking maniac. This type of player delights in sacrificing 
his pieces and pawns in an all-out effort to drag down the enemy king as quickly as possible.







Quiz 13: It is 
White’s turn to 
play. What is his 
most attractive 
move?
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An outstanding exponent of this playing style was Frank Marshall (1877–1944), who was the 
US Champion from 1909 to 1936. Marshall’s daring style often landed him in deep trouble, but 
fortune smiles on the brave. He was often able to trick his way out of difficulties and, as a result, 
became known as the “Great Swindler”. The story goes that in one game Marshall sacrificed his 
queen in such a shocking way that the audience, enraptured by the beauty of his move, showered 
him with gold pieces!

How to gain an advantage in force

As I mentioned earlier, there are two kinds of advantages in force: more pieces overall, and more 
pieces in a particular area of the board. To achieve the latter, you simply move all your pieces to 
that sector (usually the kingside). If your opponent, meanwhile, has moved his pieces elsewhere, 
you will have an advantage in force in the area where your army is camped.

Illustrative Example 2
1222222223 
ÇtT + +l+5 
Æ+o+ + +o5 
Å +o+ +oQ5 
ÄO +oN N 5 
Ãw+mP + +5 
ÂPm+ +r+p5 
Á P + Pp+5 
À+ + R K 5 
7ÈÉÊËÌÍÎÏ9

T

In this position, Black’s whole army has gone off to smell the roses on the queenside. White’s 
army stands massed and ready to destroy the enemy king. White’s attack against the black king 
will prove successful (the threat of £xh7 and checkmate is unstoppable), because the poor black 
king and his two defending pawns are completely outnumbered.

It’s great if you can deploy your men in one area for an attack like this one. It is even better to 
gain an advantage in force by simply capturing your opponent’s pieces. If you succeed, you have 
a superior army that you can deploy anywhere, secure in the knowledge that your opponent’s 
smaller army cannot match yours. Naturally, your opponent will try hard to prevent you from 
capturing his pieces, but I’m going to show you some tricks that will often fool even the most 
experienced players. These tricks, which are officially called tactics, include traps, threats and 
schemes that are based on the calculation of variations. (I will discuss the calculation of variations 
in Chapter 7.)
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1222222223 
Ç +t+ Tl+5 
Æ+o+ +oO 5 
Åo+w+ + O5 
Ä+ + + + 5 
Ã + + + +5 
ÂP + + +p5 
Á P Q Pp+5 
À+ +r+rK 5 
7ÈÉÊËÌÍÎÏ9

T

1222222223 
Ç W T Tl+5 
Æ+o+ + Oo5 
Å Mo+ + +5 
ÄO +oN + 5 
Ã +mP + +5 
ÂP +b+ Rp5 
Á P + Pp+5 
À+ +qR K 5 
7ÈÉÊËÌÍÎÏ9

U

Basic tactics

We will now examine two basic tactics: the pin and the fork. These tactics are used so often that 
any student of chess must know them, and know them well.

The pin

The pin is a tactic in which one piece prevents an enemy piece from moving.

Quiz 15: White 
has his knight, 
rook and bishop 
all aimed at the 
kingside and 
already has an 
advantage in 
force there. How 
can he make that 
advantage even 
greater?

Quiz 14: Black 
would like to 
move his rook 
from f8 to an 
open file. Which is 
better, ...¦fd8  
or ...¦fe8?

Chapter 2 – The First Principle: Force



52

Illustrative Example 3

1.e4 e5 2.¤f3 d6 3.¤c3 ¥g4

1222222223 
ÇtM WlVmT5 
ÆOoO +oOo5 
Å + O + +5 
Ä+ + O + 5 
Ã + +p+v+5 
Â+ N +n+ 5 
ÁpPpP PpP5 
ÀR BqKb+r5 
7ÈÉÊËÌÍÎÏ9

U

The white knight on f3 is pinned by the bishop on g4. This knight can legally move, but doing 
so is hardly desirable because it results in the loss of the white queen – for example, with 4.d4? 
exd4 5.¤xd4?? ¥xd1. Black’s material advantage should then lead to victory. Instead of 4.d4?, 
White would do better to put the question to Black’s bishop:

4.h3
This is because taking on f3 leads to an even trade and ends the pin:

4...¥xf3 5.£xf3

Let’s look at another example.

Illustrative Example 4
1222222223 
Ç + +l+ +5 
Æ+o+ +o+ 5 
Å +m+o+ +5 
Ä+b+p+ + 5 
Ã + +p+ +5 
Â+ + +p+ 5 
Á + + + +5 
À+ + + +k5 
7ÈÉÊËÌÍÎÏ9

T
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The strongest type of pin is the pin against the king. The pinned knight cannot legally move, 
because doing so exposes the black king to attack. It is Black’s turn to move.

The material count is even, and White is attacking the black knight. Black’s normal reaction 
would be to simply move the knight to a safe square. However, he doesn’t have that option here, 
because any knight move would place the black king in danger from the white bishop. Black does 
not fear ¥xc6 because he can retaliate with ...bxc6 (which amounts to an even trade), so he tries 
to save himself with:

1...exd5
Now the white pawn is gone, and the black knight is adequately protected by the pawn on b7. 

Unfortunately for Black, however, White has a strong answer:

2.exd5
This renews the attack on the knight and threatens to win with 3.dxc6. White’s pin has made 

defense against this threat impossible.

Now let’s look at some ways a pin can be used to win material.

Illustrative Example 5

The position in the diagram below came about after these moves:

1.e4 d5 2.exd5 £xd5 3.¤c3
Black must now move his queen to safety. One of the worst possible moves is to sound a retreat 

with:

3...£c6??

1222222223 
ÇtMv+lVmT5 
ÆOoO OoOo5 
Å +w+ + +5 
Ä+ + + + 5 
Ã + + + +5 
Â+ N + + 5 
ÁpPpP PpP5 
ÀR BqKbNr5 
7ÈÉÊËÌÍÎÏ9

U

This allows White to play:
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