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INTRODUCTION TO DOVER EDITION

THE reissue of Znosko-Borovsky’s classic requires no special pleading; it is a self-justifying event. Yet the readers who are coming to this delightful book for the first time may want to share with me some of the clashing ideas that were evoked by its original publication.

Combination play, by common consent, is the most enjoyable and thrilling aspect of chess. It is very possibly also the most creative part of the game; to conceive combinations and execute them properly requires originality, imagination, insight. Above all it requires that quality, common to great artists, scientists, and statesmen, of seizing a number of apparently disparate elements and combining them into a harmonious unit. (The very word “combination” conveys this idea.)

But, we ask ourselves, can one teach the techniques of conceiving and executing these glorious combinations, which we have been trained to see as the attributes of genius? Dare we poach on the sacred preserves of the great masters?

To express this problem in a slightly different way: to make combinations is to synthesize—to put together seemingly unrelated elements into a new and effective relationship. To teach, to break down the combination into its component parts—that is analysis. So here we have two opposed processes—analysis and synthesis. Can one shed light on the other?

Before we answer this question, there is still another division we must note. There are three possible levels on which this book can be read. You can read it just for pleasure—very great pleasure, indeed, for the sacrificial combinations are enchanting. Or you can read the book with the specific purpose of improving your play; Znosko-Borovsky’s explanations make an admirable guide. Or, and this is the best way, you can read it for both pleasure and profit.

And this brings us back to the original problem: can one teach a creative skill? As far as combination play is concerned, my answer has been “Yes!”

Consider the situations in Diagrams 96 and 97. In each case a crisp, astonishing sacrifice of the Queen leads to a quick win. If we play over these combinations for pleasure, we are handsomely rewarded. It was Richard Reti who pointed out that the enjoyment we get from these combinations “lies in the feeling that a human mind is behind the game dominating the inanimate pieces with which the game is carried on, and giving them the breath of life.” Very well put, but the observation carries a moral:

Man is a thinking animal. No matter how discursively the reader glances at these combinations, he inevitably begins to perceive cause-and-effect relationships, he begins to see circumstances that are common to both examples, patterns that repeat themselves with certain variations.

In both cases we find a Rook “conveniently” (accidentally?—never!) and powerfully placed on a file where it can strike at the target King. We see two Bishops with long sweeping diagonals trained on the King. We note that an advanced Pawn becomes disproportionately powerful in the plot to lay low the enemy King. We see the unholy might of a discovered check, and even more brutal—a deadly double check. Here are all sorts of elements, like a child’s building blocks, and perhaps even more instinctively than reflectively, we begin willy-nilly putting these elements together into a pattern. The point I am making is that analysis (taking apart) automatically links up at some point with synthesis (putting together). That is the way the human mind works, and not only in chess.

These were some of the ideas I had when I first read Znosko-Borovsky’s book more than twenty years ago. In fact, I had used them earlier in a book of my own called Elements of Combination Play. My guiding thought was that it is possible to teach combinative play because its creative aspect is not so aristocratically remote as we think it is, and also because the learning process is by the same token not so humble and pedestrian as we think.

In the intervening years, we have learned from the electronic computers that the learning process, if broken down carefully and logically, can lead to stupendous successes even in fields that have been thought of as eminently creative. So, in the last analysis, such a book as The Art of Chess Combination stands or falls on the author’s skill in manipulating the elements, in revealing the framework of a combination, in illuminating the details of the combination.

Judged by these standards, Znosko-Borovsky passes the test convincingly, for he is one of the great chess teachers. His book has withstood, and will continue to withstand, the passage of time. Its reappearance is good news for all chessplayers.

FRED REINFELD

EAST MEADOW, N. Y.,
September, 1959


 INTRODUCTION

WHEN I was asked whether, in addition to preparing the English edition of my friend Eugène Znosko-Borovsky’s new book, I would also write a brief introduction to it, I gladly accepted the task. I felt that in such an edition a few personal details about the author would be welcome to readers, which he himself would perhaps be reluctant to give over his own signature, whereas I might be able to elicit the facts from him, and from elsewhere, and to set them out with no undue reticence.

The following few pages are the result of my endeavour.

*   *   *   *   *

    Eugène Alexandrovitch Znosko-Borovsky was born in St. Petersburg on August 16th, 1884, and was educated at the Lyceum of the Emperor Alexander I, which was considered the Russian equivalent of our Eton, but included also University courses. Here he was when the Russo-Japanese War broke out; and, having passed his last examination on April 28th, 1904, on May 8th he took the train for the Manchurian front as a volunteer in the 1st East Siberian Regiment. He fought in the battles of Liaoyang (1904) and Mukden (1905), as well as in numerous smaller engagements. After Liaoyang he was decorated and received a commission. At Mukden he was severely wounded in the right hand.

To omit for the present the intervening years, in the Great War he again saw active military service, and was again wounded. After some work with the General Staff at St. Petersburg, he fell seriously ill, and in 1917 was sent to the Caucasus for a cure. The Revolution prevented his return to the capital, and he joined the “White” forces. Being still unfit for active service, however, he remained in employ at the base until early in 1920, when General Denikin’s army was evacuated. With his family he was taken in a British ship to Constantinople, and thence proceeded to Paris, where, since June 1920, he has made his home.

We may now go back and look at the side of Znosko-Borovsky’s life which is concerned with chess. He began his acquaintance with the game when a schoolboy, and went on to gain prizes in local and regional tournaments in Russia. It was not until the summer of 1906 that he made a reputation as a chess-player outside his own country. He was admitted to the great tournament of thirty-six players at Ostend in June; but the system on which that was conducted involved the elimination of competitors by three stages before the final pool. He was knocked out in the third stage, though having the consolation of a brilliancy prize for his victory over the English master Amos Burn.

In August of the same year he met sixteen experts of the first rank in chess in the International Masters’ Tournament promoted by the German Chess Association at Nuremberg. Here he had to be content with tieing for the last two prizes, the ninth and tenth; but associated with him were no lesser masters than Dr. S. Tarrasch and Dr. M. Vidmar. Above them in the table were F. J. Marshall, O. Duras, L. Forgacs (Fleischmann), C. Schlechter, M. Tchigorin, G. Salwe, H. Wolf, and E. Cohn; below, R. Spielmann, R. Swiderski, H. Fahrni, P. S. Leonhardt, D. Janowski, and D. Przepiórka. This was indeed high company for a young aspirant in chess. He defeated among others Spielmann and Janowsky, won another brilliancy prize, and altogether scored 7-1/2 points in 16 games.

He was again at Ostend in 1907, competing in the tournament of twenty-nine masters, all playing all on this occasion. With 15 points he tied with E. Cohn and Spielmann for twelfth to fourteenth prizes. Among his wins were those against A. Rubinstein (who tied with O. S. Bernstein for first place, with 19-1/2 points each), R. Teichmann, and O. Duras.

In his first and only International Masters’ Tournament in Russia, that of St. Petersburg in 1909, Znosko-Borovsky showed lack of recent practice; but the opposition was tremendously strong, including the world champion, Dr. Emanuel Lasker, and A. Rubinstein, who tied for first place.

Two years later he had the satisfaction of gaining the St. Petersburg city championship. In 1913 he further distinguished himself by winning an exhibition game against J. R. Capablanca, then on a visit to the Russian capital—the only game which the future world champion lost at that period against thirty masters in Europe.

At the beginning of 1914 he competed in the Russian national championship of eighteen players. In this A. Alekhine and A. Nimzovitch were equal first with 13 points, and Znosko-Borovsky tied for fifth place with 10-1/2.

Then came the Great War, and for seven years Znosko-Borovsky was out of touch with chess. When he settled in Paris in 1920 he took the game up again, and studied to recover his old strength at it. This was partly in order to enable him to make a living, supplementing what he could earn by writing upon literature and the drama in French and Russian papers. He still continues to write on these two subjects (being indeed an authority on the Russian theatre, and the author of plays acted there in the past), but has had more and more to devote himself to chess: practical play, tuition, and writing about the game.

His tournaments in the various European countries have been very numerous. In Britain, to which he paid his first visit at Broadstairs in 1922—a year in which he beat the late Belgian master, E. Colle, in a short match—he includes two equal firsts with the late J. A. J. Drewitt in the major open contests at Stratford-on-Avon, 1925, and Edinburgh, 1926, and first prize in the premier tournament at Folkestone, 1933. In Paris in 1929 he came out second to S. G. Tartakover, and equal with A. Baratz and E. Colle, in a tournament of twelve players, below him being J. Cukierman, Sir George Thomas, G. Koltanowski, etc.

In Paris again, in 1930, he came out first, without loss, in a tournament of eight players, below him being A. Gromer, Tartakover, A. Lilienthal, J. Mieses, etc.; and at Nice in the same year, he was third, with 8 points, after Tartakover (9) and Sir George Thomas (8-1/2), but above B. Kostich, Colle, G. Maróczy, and six others. In 1931 he won the Paris championship; very appropriately, since that year in Paris there was a celebration of his jubilee as a chess-master, when he received congratulations and mementos from far and wide. In 1935, on a visit to Bucarest, he played hors concours in the Rumanian national championship, and came out equal first.

As a simultaneous player he has an astonishingly good record, which will bear comparison with any master’s, though he does not attempt the “Marathon” exhibitions, which perhaps are not so great a proof of skill as on the surface they appear.

As a lecturer, he has the gift of interesting and holding his audiences, and in consequence he has always been a success in this role. In the teaching of chess he may claim to have no superior.

His contributions to chess literature, apart from articles in magazines all over the world, include The Evolution of Chess (1910), Capablanca, and The Muzio Gambit (1911), Capablanca and Alekhine (after the War), and the following works, which are known to English readers, having been published in our language among others : The Middle Game in Chess, How not to play Chess, and How to play Chess Openings.

In the present book the author’s object, as stated in the Introduction to the French edition, has been pioneer work in a region hardly touched by explorers, with an attempt to make the results attractive and accessible to all. He goes on to say:

“This is no matter of those general questions, for which a few examples are enough. To reach conclusions, to furnish instruction capable of use in practical play, it has been necessary to accumulate examples until our little volume contains nearly two hundred diagrams—and as many brilliant combinations!

“As a minute examination of all these, however, demands much time and attention, the busy reader is advised at the start only to study the first examples in each group, reading the commentary at the same time, in order to arrive at the general idea; and then, to complete his instruction, let him proceed to the details of each combination by an examination of all the remaining examples.”

With this piece of counsel from the author I leave my edition of his book to what I hope will be a very large number of students prepared to investigate what there is to be learnt from the printed page about the most fascinating side of a game for which I at least share Znosko-Borovsky’s enthusiasm.

PHILIP W. SERGEANT

LONDON, February 1936


PART I

COMBINATIONS AND THEIR STUDY


 CHAPTER I

CAN THE ART OF COMBINATION BE LEARNT?

The Difficulties of the Problem

BEFORE I begin my fascinating journey into the mysterious realm of Combination, so little explored and therefore so much the more attractive, I hasten to state my full realisation of the difficulties that await me.

One might have supposed that the study of combinations in chess would be made pleasant and easy by the imaginative beauty therein displayed, that it was at all events much simpler than the study of other chess problems, which are governed by rigid laws and strict logic. But that would be an error; for it is precisely the apparent absence of logic which makes this particular study difficult. We can hardly deal in generalities. Can we even assert that there are here any general principles or governing ideas? Is not every combination a particular case, with its own special rules? At the risk of wearying the student, therefore, it is necessary to multiply examples, without even then feeling sure that convincing deductions can be made, to reward the labour involved in the attempt.

What has been Done

What we have said is the probable explanation why combinations have been so little studied by the technical writers. There is nothing ready to hand: no definitions, no terminology, not even a classification. All that we have in this domain is the collections of famous games and brilliant combinations. Some of these are deservedly favourites, but the combinations are hardly ever grouped under heads. It is as if mere chance had governed their selection and arrangement. When one spends much time over a mass of startling diagrams, must one not be driven to ask whether there is any instruction to be gained from the study, or whether these combinations are just exhibitions of luck, or at best of sheer inspiration?

Let us then look on these collections as the raw material from which new products are to be fashioned. Let us introduce order into this chaos, and throw the light of theoretical reason upon it. After we have examined the abundant material furnished by practical play, it will be our task to group it according to certain common features; and then perhaps we shall be able to disentangle some general conclusions.

Without depreciating what our predecessors have done, we are obliged to say that most of the writers dealing with this subject are too much under the sway of facts, and so appreciably lessen the value of their studies. We must, however, do homage, among these writers, to the late Dr. S. Tarrasch, to Dr. E. Vœllmy, and to P. Romanovsky.

Dr. Tarrasch had devoted to Combination several pages of his celebrated manual Das Schachspiel.1 Those pages are unfortunately insufficient, for so complex a subject cannot be thoroughly dealt with in a manual. The study of combinations is also attempted in Dr. Vœllmy’s masterly work Schachtaktik. Here we find a first essay in classification. But the author, having allowed but one chapter for the subject, has taken as his basis of classification rather the outward marks: mate-combinations, drawing combinations, Pawn-promotions, etc.—which cannot fully satisfy us.

Romanovsky’s work on the Middle Game is divided into two parts: Plan and Combinations. The second part allows of a remarkable study of the mechanism of combination, as well as a praiseworthy attempt at terminology. But the absence of a reasoned classification is to be regretted. The different kinds of combinations are not completely set out. Let us hope that the author will pursue his researches in a region with which he is obviously familiar.2

All this seems to confirm the objection which many amateurs of the game raise against the study of combinations, saying that they cannot be, even ought not to be, studied.

Can we Study Combinations?

If it were a case of impossibility, it would be an extraordinary fact, of which we might indeed be proud. All things are studied, all the branches of human knowledge have their courses and their handbooks. Why alone should the combinations of the chessboard evade the enquiries of science? Certainly we cannot refuse to appreciate the part played by genius, the mystery of creation. Years of study cannot make up for the lack of imagination. And yet look at Légal’s mate (see p. 22). The mediocre chessplayer will never invent anything like it; he will never ever think of such. But, when the mechanism of the stratagem has been explained to him, this same player will be able not only to reproduce it when occasion arises, but to apply it in other positions. It is probable, too, that he will not fall a victim to the snare when it is laid for him.

If the examination of combinations, in the whole mass of games, shows the ability of the great masters to create new types, the majority of players only reproduce old manœuvres, complicating them, adding variations to them, and sometimes also simplifying them and impoverishing them. This is because at the basis of every combination there shines an idea, and because, though combinations are without number, the number of ideas is limited.

The case is the same with problems; but it must be remarked that their “themes” are known and catalogued. Nothing like that has been done for combinations in the actual game, in spite of the advantage which a fine repertory of ideas displayed in them confers on the player. His task still remains very difficult, since the application of these ideas in quite dissimilar positions demands great experience. The game of the weak amateur, however, will be none the less enriched, because it will be enough that he should know these creations of inventive genius to see his horizon enlarge and to produce himself games interesting in their variety. He will besides be forearmed against the trap-abounding manœuvres of an adversary bolder and more experienced than himself.

What can be Studied in Combinations

The study of combinations, then, should take first the ideas which inspire them. As we advance, we shall arrive at other conclusions.

Let us establish first the relationship between certain kinds of combinations and certain kinds of positions, so that, when we see such and such a position, the corresponding combination will instinctively come to our mind. Reciprocally, the combination of which we are thinking will suggest the type of position that we must bring about. It goes without saying that it is not in the limited area of the first game which comes along that we can realise all our ideas. We must be content with keeping a clear brain, to enable us occasionally, without striving after the impossible, to realise at least one idea, and not complain; for this partial success, in place of the shadowy “all that can be got”, may be obtained, in infinitely varied ways, in the numberless games, with all their compromises and concessions, which still remain for us to play on earth.

It is well known how difficult it is to analyse all the variations of a simple ordinary combination. The mediocre player cannot foresee them all. What then, it may be asked, is the use of knowing the different types of combinations and positions, if we cannot prove the soundness of our conceptions when they are carried out? This is precisely what should be studied.

The analysis of combinations of the same type gives us the necessary conditions for soundness. This one cannot be sound, we know, unless the hostile King has no flight-square, unless we have a Bishop available for the attack, unless a certain square is unguarded. Therefore we can not only see well in advance whether the combination is to be realised, but can manœuvre so as to bring about the position which makes it possible. Every move, it is true, brings features which may modify our views; but we shall examine them at the right time, with all the more ease when we know more clearly the general conditions necessary for success.

In this way then the problem of working up combinations confronts us.

Some players believe that a combination is a spontaneous creation, that the possibility of a sacrifice springs up in the mind like a flash of genius, as surprising to the player as to his opponent. The truth is that combinations due to pure chance are not merely fantastic. There are combinations based on the opponent’s errors; and most “traps” may be classed among these. There is even a type of player, the coffee-house expert, who speculates on the ignorance and inexperience of his adversaries. But this is a detestable and inglorious style of play, based on others’ weaknesses, not on one’s own strength. True combination is quite another matter. The crown of a fine player’s logical chess, it must be prepared, and not left to chance. The border-line amateur says, “It may be sound—in any case, I don’t suppose my opponent can find the answer, so here goes!” But no; our play should be more intelligent, deeper, and more honest than that.

So study of the task of preparation is necessary. It will teach us how a champion is able to create the conditions favourable to his combinations and to mask his schemes to upset his opponent’s calculations. We shall not, however, dwell on this, since it differs but little from all other preparatory work in chess. For the same reason we shall not discuss the exploitation of an advantage gained by a combination, nor other questions of the same kind. We shall even refrain from drawing distinctions between the combination and its execution. In our new elementary instruction we must banish all subtleties.

Ought we to Study Combinations?

If great masters opposed the study of combinations, we might say that it was not fashionable; but their attitude would be intelligible. As a matter of fact, surprising though it may be, the chief opposition comes from the moderate players. Listen to what they say. “What will become of our game if all its mystery and even its interest are to be destroyed by analysis under a microscope? We don’t want the art to be contaminated by too much science, or creative genius to be spoilt by reasoning!”

May I be allowed to have a better opinion of chess? Its riches seem to me inexhaustible. It is indeed one of the strongest reasons for my increasing admiration for this intellectual distraction that, after centuries of analysis, it poses us with ever new and ever more profound questions. The further one advances in its study, the more one discovers fresh vistas and mysterious problems of which one did not even suspect the existence. If, too, we grant to the representatives of the art, to the players properly so called, the right to protest against excessive scientific research, the representatives of the science, that is to say the theorists, have also their interests, their ambitions, their ideal, which we must not despise.

To appreciate a combination at its true value it is not enough to admire the sacrifices which accompany it. Account must be taken of the difficulties which it presents, the risks and dangers which it involves, and the qualities which it demands of a player. It is science that reveals these to us. It is science, too, that gives us a just notion of its beauty, that teaches us to distinguish and appraise, without excessive admiration, the tinsel of certain combinations, hailed as brilliant, but often complicating the game without necessity and rendering victory doubtful, which are really useless, unsound, or the sequel of a gross blunder.

How far we are in them from the problem, properly so-called, with its strict conditions of purity and economy! And yet our satisfaction is great when we succeed in winning a fine game, forming a homogeneous whole, crowned with a final combination which attains its end by the surest, neatest, and quickest means. When, too, we finish with a “problem-mate”, we feel that we have created, not indeed an immortal work, but a little art-treasure of our own. If, on the other hand, chance wills it that at a turn of the game we can profit by a hostile error to sacrifice our Queen and thereby snatch a doubtful victory, we have the winner’s commonplace satisfaction, but none of the artist’s inner joy.

There remains a last essential query: Who is able to profit by the study of combinations £ Is it the grand masters? Certainly not, for they know by experience much more than is currently taught. The study of combinations is particularly for the moderate player, whom it will arm in his battles and will show that his admiration for some of his conquerors is often merely the result of ordinary ignorance; for his losses are frequently due not to his opponents’ talents, but to their acquaintance with the works and ideas of others. We must distinguish between the genuine creators and the numerous imitators—who are really counterfeiters. If we thoroughly understand the structure of combinations and the mechanism which sets them going, when the part borne therein by genius flashes before our eyes, we shall appreciate it still better.

    I shall therefore strive here, as in previous books of mine, to be as clear and simple as possible, to be accessible to all, to stifle nobody under the burden of a learning which aids in the preparation of the work, but should never make it crushing; to justify, in short, the sub-title which I have given to this book, “a guide for all players of the game”.

    1 In the English edition, The Game of Chess, translated by G. E. Smith and T. G. Bone, published by Chatto and Windus.

    2 I must not omit to refer to R. Spielmann’s marvellous little book, Richting opfern!, which will be the joy of its readers, as well as of the greatest service to them. But, as the author draws only upon his own productions and gives only 37 examples, he cannot claim a great didactic value for his work, in spite of a remarkable attempt to classify sacrificial combinations.
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