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Motifs - Learning to Recognize and Use Key Patterns

by John Chamberlain

Introduction:


This lecture uses various examples to illustrate the


tricks and techniques masters use to win. More importantly it will 


show you how to approach the study
of motifs systematically 


to build your vision.

What is the best continuation?


















































The Basic Building Block of Tactics: Mating Patterns

On the next page are tables of mating patterns. Mating patterns are the fundamental building blocks of tactics because the checkmate of the king is the inevitable goal and from a practical standpoint many tactical situations depend entirely or partially on a possible mate.

The way to use tables of patterns like this is to keep them as reference when solving tactical exercises or doing other training. By identifying a pattern from the table in the actual position you reinforce your learning and strengthen your ability to recognize the pattern in actual play.

When you calculate, you visualize sequence of patterns. Tactical patterns are sort of a vocabulary of chess—the larger your vocabulary the faster and more broadly you can calculate.

Recognition versus Calculation

Calculating moves can only be done at about 2 or 3 moves per second, but you can recognize patterns in hundredths of a second, at least 10 times faster. Because of this skill at chess is largely a matter of how many patterns are recognized. 

Increasing the number and variety of patterns recognized deepens calculation ability not only because of this speed factor but also because it helps visualization.

If a player knows twice as many patterns as his opponent then if they both look 5 moves (10 ply) ahead, the player will see 210 = 1024 times as much as his opponent.

Completeness

Another goal of using a table of patterns is to seek complete understanding of a position. If you have an incomplete understanding of a position you may continue to search it even though there is nothing there. By knowing all possible mating configurations for the pieces available you may be able to definitely realize whether a mate exists or not in a given position. When you have this knowledge you gain confidence which will increase your speed and accuracy of calculation.

Naturally the principle of completeness applies not just to mate but to any solvable position or part of a position. The ultimate goal of analysis to completely master a position so you know all the possibilities it contains.

Making Your Own Pattern Tables

It is a good idea to try making your own pattern tables. This includes mating patterns and other types of motifs. For example, often simple diagrams showing the possible locations of the various pieces is the key to solving endgames. Try to go beyond the Black-draws-if-the-king-is-on-a-square-marked-X type of diagram and make a series of figures and analysis showing the ideas and outcomes depending on the position of multiple pieces. This is the way to build a really thorough knowledge of the endgame.

Tactical Motifs:  the counterattack, the x-ray, and the permanent pin

Here are examples of three special tactical motifs. These are the kind of techniques that masters use to win games.

The Counterattack









Kholmov-Fischer, Skopje 1967

after 12...Re6!

In this position Kholmov had originally intended to play 1.Ng5 Rd6 2.Qd6 Qc3 3.Qe7 with pressure but then he saw that Black plays instead the unexpected counterattack 2... h6! and keeps the advantage after 3.Nf7 Qc3 because White's knight is trapped behind enemy lines. Note that because the two threatened pieces (the two knights) are equal in value, Black has to calculate a double desperado to make sure the counterattack works. Here it does because Nf7 is the best White has, and it's not enough.
Of all the different kinds of tactics an unrelated counterattack like this is the most common way for masters and grandmasters to win. This type of tactic is perhaps the one with the biggest payoff for studying. There are many different possible types of counterattacks and it is possible to get an immediate boost in calculational ability by identifying and studying a range of counterattacking motifs.

Note that counterattacks sometimes go by different names. For example diversions of a protecting piece are called deflections and often any kind of move that does not respond to a direct threat is called a zwischenzug (in-between move). The key is to do a large enough study that you start to see the commonalities in these ideas and understand what has to be calculated to solve them. Then you will be more able to spot the surprising counterattacks like 2... h6! 

The X-Ray









Fischer-Bisguier, USA 1963

Here Black played 1... Re8 bracing himself to give up his queen for two rooks and keep control of the vital d-file after 2.Rd3 Qd3 3.Rd3 Rd3 but instead White played 3.Qd7! x-raying the Black queen and keeping control. 1-0.

The Permanent Pin






















Help! I'm trapped!

The permanent pin is suprisingly common. Above are just two possible configurations. Black is doomed in both cases.

Studying Attacks

A good training technique is to study standard attacking techniques such as the pawn sacrifice on h7:

Does Bh7 win?









In this position from the Fischer-Darga game Fischer offhandedly claims a win with 12.Bh7 in his notes, but in fact Black can defend after 12... Kh7 13.Ng5+ Kg6! and an unclear position results (one possible outcome is 14.Qg4 f5 15.Qg3 f4 16.Bf4 Nf5 17.Qg4 Nh6 18.Qg3 Nf5 with a draw by repetition). By systematically studying these kinds of attack you can get a built-in advantage at game time. It is very useful to have a chess database so you can find similar positions and study them in parallel and see what the grandmaster played. A computer will also help you analyze the position for tactics.

Solutions to Diagrams 1-4

1.
Fischer-Darga, 1960, continued 27.Bc1! Qe1+ 28.Rf1 Qxc3 29.Bf4+ Kb7 30.Qb5 1–0 there is no defence to Qa6. This is an example of repositioning a piece.

2.
Polgar #1179. 1.Re4+ Kxe4 2.Re6#.  White pulls the Black king into a blind alley.
3.
Fischer-Shocron, Mar del Plata, 1959. 39.Rxe6! Qc8 [39...fxe6 40.Qxe6+ Kf8 41.Qxe5+-] 40.Bd7!+- [40... Qxd7 41.Rxg6++-]  1–0.  White pulls the Black queen onto an undefended square for a discovered attack.

4.
Timman-Leko, Koop Tjuchem, 1996. Black can save himself with the counterattack 30...Ne4!! (not 30...Qa7? 31.Qc8+ Ke7 32.Nf5#) A) 31.Nxb7 Nd2+ 32.Kc1 (32.Ka2 Petursson  32...Nxc4 33.Bxc4÷) 32...Nxc4 33.Bxc4 Bg1–+; B) 31.Nxe4 31...g6³]. Instead the 17-year-old grandmaster played Qe7?. The game concluded 31.Qc8+ Ne8 32.Nf5 h5 [32...Qe6 33.Bd7+-] 33.Nxe7 Kxe7 34.Qd7+  1–0 (34... Kf6 35.Qd8+ Kg6 36.Bxe8+-).
















































