
In tro duc tion

The rel a tive im por tance of the end game
In my first years in the world of chess, I used to read a lot about the im por tance of a 
good knowl edge of endgames and the fu til ity of study ing ope nings. I used to find
this kind of state ment not only in Capablanca’s works, but also in many ar ti cles
from mag a zines of that time: sen tences like ‘Grand masters’ greater un der stand ing
is most clearly no tice able in the end game’ and sim i lar things. Strat egy used to re -
ceive the same, or sim i lar, treat ment when com pared to tac tics. You could read sen -
tences like ‘Grand masters spend much more time in de vel op ing plans rather than
in cal cu lat ing vari a tions’ and so forth. That could be the rea son why I, who spent
al most my whole time dur ing the games in cal cu lat ing vari a tions ac cu rately, and
de voted much more time to the study of ope nings rather than the end game, could
not even imag ine that I would one day become a grandmaster. 

It took me a long time to dis cover that all those rec om men da tions were fairly ex -
ag ger ated, but per haps I should be grate ful to them, as I do not know whether, oth -
er wise, I would have paid to the end game the at ten tion this stage of the game truly
de serves. My con cern about those state ments by fa mous play ers led me to de vote
some time to the study of the end game, which even tu ally I enjoyed.

It is true, how ever, that it was not easy. One of my first de ci sions, a rather dras tic
one, ac tu ally, was to buy Rook End ings, by Levenfish & Smyslov, a book as ex cel lent
as it is bor ing. I had to start read ing it sev eral times, as I found it ex tremely dif fi cult
to get be yond the first one or two chap ters. Nev er the less, in the end I man aged to
ab sorb some of the material. 

Re cently, the ope nings have taken over as over whelm ingly the main area of chess
study. All great play ers spend most of their time re search ing new vari a tions, in or der
to sur prise their op po nents and ob tain as large an ad van tage (or as small a dis ad van -
tage) as pos si ble, be fore the game it self re ally be gins. But do not be fooled: it is not
that these play ers have dis cov ered that there is no value in study ing the end game,
merely that they have al ready done their home work and at least have a good com -
mand of the most im por tant end ings. Of course, there are some ‘dis tin guished’ ex -
cep tions, as you can see now and then in a few of the games and ex am ples in this
book, in which top play ers se ri ously mis play ba sic endgames, but, gen er ally speak -
ing, top play ers have good end game tech nique. The fact is that the num ber of im por -
tant the o ret i cal endgames, and es pe cially those which are of prac ti cal rel e vance, is
much smaller than the field of ope nings. Those top play ers have al ready ‘paid their
dues’, as it were, that is, they have stud ied the nec es sary end game ma te rial in the past, 
and now they can de vote greater ef forts to other as pects of the game, with out fear of
los ing un nec es sary half-points in the end game, dur ing tour na ments. 

There fore, if you in tend to reach a cer tain rat ing, I will not say that a good com -
mand of the end game is es sen tial, but it is cer tainly very use ful. On the other hand,
if you ne glect this part of the game, many half points, or even full points, will now
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and then elude you. And you will rarely get wins in the open ing to make up for
those lost (half-)points, as now a days ev ery one co mes to their games armed to the
teeth with open ing prep a ra tion. To put it sim ply: a player who reaches a cer tain
level as re gards the ory, strat egy and tac tics, will lose many points if his mas tery of
the end game does not cor re spond with that same level. Thus, the study of the end -
game will be the most straight for ward way to im prove his rat ing. If his mas tery of
the end game is at the same level as his other skills, this ef fort would not be so prof -
it able, but my ex pe ri ence sug gests that this is not the case with most play ers.

Why is this? Well, any player with some years of ex pe ri ence, even if his rat ing is
be low 2000, knows the story: ‘Study ing the end game is bor ing’; ‘Half (if not 90%) 
of the end ings I look at are quickly for got ten’; ‘I can’t find a book with good ex pla -
na tions’; and, per haps the smart est ex cuse of all, ‘My games never reach the end -
game!’ This is es pe cially true of the games of play ers who avoid the end game de -
lib er ately, some times by means of ex ces sively risky play in the middlegame; such
play ers of ten lose in the middlegame, as a di rect re sult, al though they gen er ally ex -
plain away their de feats by blam ing them on ‘tac ti cal blun ders’, or ‘time-trou ble’,
or some sim i lar ex cuse.

This ten dency to ne glect the end game has grown as the rates of play have be -
come faster and ad journ ments have been elim i nated. Pre vi ously, ad journ ments al -
lowed deep anal y sis of po si tions (of ten end ings) and helped play ers to de velop
their end game tech nique and their ap pre ci a tion of the end game. More over, ac cu -
rate play in endgames was pos si ble with enough time on the clock, and those
games were worth ana lys ing, as they were fine works of art, where we could im -
prove our over all chess un der stand ing. Now it is rare that an end ing is played with
rea son able time on the clock, which leads to real com e dies of er rors. Con se quently,
the anal y sis of con tem po rary endgames is of ten more use ful as Laugh ter Ther apy
than as a chess les son. But pre cisely due to that lack of time on the clock, a good
com mand of ba sic endgames is even more nec es sary than ever. If you are run ning
out of time and do not have a clue about how to han dle the position, the game is
much more likely to end in disaster.

When I wrote this book, my in ten tion was to help those play ers will ing to de vote
some ef fort to cor rect this (al most chronic) sit u a tion. This book can help but, let us
be hon est: there are nei ther mag i cal for mu lae, nor wis dom pills: your own per sonal
ef fort is es sen tial. So I thought a lot about how to con duct the study, and why many
ex cel lent books had failed be fore. My main hy poth e sis is that most end game books
have been writ ten as ref er ence books, that is, com pil ing and pre sent ing knowl edge
with out the least in ten tion of ex plain ing. Most such books cover the ground very
rap idly, and thus pro voke their read ers to read them equally fast. That is why I have
set out to ex plain the end ings slowly and I rec om mend their study be slow as well.

The study of the end game
First, I con sider the ap proach to wards the study of the end game must be
multi-staged and al ways keep the same pace as the player’s over all play ing level.
There fore, the dif fer ent stages must be sep a rated in time, if nec es sary. 
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In the first stage, it is enough to mas ter the ba sic check mates, King + Pawn vs. King
end ings, and to know which main ma te rial re la tions are win ning or not; in ad di -
tion, a few ex cep tional and fre quent sit u a tions, such as the Bishop + Wrong Rook’s 
Pawn end ing, etc. 

A sec ond step in this first stage would in volve the Philidor and Lucena
Positions in Rook + Pawn vs. Rook end ings, as well as some more ideas in pawn
end ings and op po site-col oured bishop end ings. In this book, this would
amount to Chap ter 1 and End ings 41, 42, 44, 45, 46, 65, 79, 80, 82, 86, 89, 90,
91 and 92.

Al most any am a teur who is will ing to put in a small amount of work, is able to
achieve this (though un for tu nately, for some peo ple it takes too many years) and
ac tu ally that is enough un til the mo ment one reaches, say, a FIDE rat ing of around
1900-2000. Be yond that point, greater end game skill is a must. At this stage, prob -
lems usu ally arise, but the up side is that this ex ten sion of a player’s end game skill
will usu ally be enough at least un til he be comes an In ter na tional Mas ter with a rat -
ing of around 2400. How ever, do not get me wrong: I am not say ing that all IMs
have done this, nor am I say ing that any player who does it will automatically
become an IM. 

At this stage (2000 FIDE) we should move to the sec ond phase and then the
first thing to do is to ac quire an ex act knowl edge of some the o ret i cal end ings.
Oth er wise, even play ers keen on sim ple po si tions who have a good com mand of 
the most typ i cal themes will of ten hes i tate when they have to shift to a sim pler
end ing, thus spoil ing their pre vi ous ef forts. More over, some typ i cal end game
themes will be nec es sary here, but most are learned from the study of ba sic po -
si tions.

The ‘ex act end ings’ we need to re mem ber are just a few. Be sides, some are re ally
easy to memo rise, and oth ers could be con sid ered as mar ginal in view of their
com par a tive rar ity in prac tice. They are just a few, but you must know them well.
This fun da men tal knowl edge and the con fi dence we ac quire with it is the start ing
point to study other po si tions of greater com plex ity or to turn a tech ni cal
advantage into victory.

Af ter we have ac quired a good com mand of the ba sic end ings co mes the third
phase. In it, we will study in more depth some end game themes which we will find 
eas ier, as they do not de mand ex act memo ri sa tion. Only when you mas ter the ba sic 
end ings and are fa mil iar with the most im por tant (that is, most fre quent) themes
can you jump to the next phase: the study of multi-piece end game strat egy. These
end ings are some times called prac ti cal end ings (al though all end ings are prac ti cal)
and many ex cel lent books have been de voted to them, such as Shereshevsky’s End -
game Strat egy. Through out his tory, play ers such as Lasker, Rubinstein, Capablanca,
Smyslov, Kortchnoi, Kar pov, Andersson and many oth ers have shown a re mark able
tech nique in prac ti cal end ings. Their games are the best source of learn ing. Of
course, their games are not the only pos si ble source of end game skill, and usu ally
play ers ac quire ad di tional ex pe ri ence from their own games, which helps them
im prove in all di rec tions at the same time.

In tro duc t ion
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The con tent of this book
I in tend to de vote this book to the sec ond phase, that is, the study of the ‘ex act end -
ings’, as I con sider it the most ne glected (per haps be cause it is the least ex cit ing)
area. How ever, I am aware of the dif fi cul ties of this task. I have tried to sum ma rise the 
most use ful po si tions among the nu mer ous end ings, and to re duce them to a fig ure
and vol ume that could be han dled by a prac ti cal player as well as train ers or coaches.
The fi nal re sult was the sym bolic num ber 100. Per haps some end ings de served to ap -
pear in this book but were left out; per haps some are in cluded in the book but should 
not ap pear. In any case, ev ery one may have his opin ion, but this has been my choice. 

As stated in the ti tle, my in ten tion was to in clude only ‘the end ings we all
should know’. The reader may well won der: which ones? The an swer may be con -
tro ver sial, but these were the cri te ria used, in or der of importance:
 1) To be fre quently en coun tered in prac tice.
 2) To be ca pa ble of clear anal y sis (and there fore, eas ier to re mem ber).
 3) To con tain ideas that can be ap plied to sim i lar, or even more com plex, po si tions.
Thus this book was not in tended as an en cy clo pe dia, deal ing with all known end -
ings and used as a ref er ence book, but as a prac ti cal tool which al lows the reader
to im prove his knowl edge of the the o ret i cal endgames most likely to arise in an
actual game. 

When we play a sim ple end ing, our train of thought leads us to re duce it to a fa -
mil iar po si ti o n. Un til we have achieved this, we will have doubts. My aim when se -
lect ing po si tions for this book was to in clude those fa mil iar po si tions we eas ily and 
fre quently reach, so that they can guide our train of thought when play ing. With a
good com mand of these po si tions, we will play with more con fi dence, and mis -
takes will be less likely to oc cur. Tak ing all this into ac count, I have left out the ba sic
check mates (I as sume they are known) and other end ings such as Queen + Pawn
vs. Queen and Knight + Pawn vs. Knight. The rea son is that tac tics play a more im -
por tant role than ideas, and also that these end ings are not so fre quently en coun -
tered, so their study is not very use ful. On the con trary, I have emphasised rook
end ings, as well as op po site-col oured bishop end ings; the for mer are the most
frequent, the latter are the clearest.

In some cases, just very few, I have in cluded po si tions al most im pos si ble to
learn by heart and whose anal y sis is com plex. The rea son was that, ei ther I con sid -
ered those end ings im por tant, or they are rel e vant from a prac ti cal point of view, or 
they in flu ence the un der stand ing of other end ings. These cases are la belled in
each chap ter as es pe cially dif fi cult, and they must be stud ied in a dif fer ent way.

Once the se lec tion was com plete, I tried to ex plain the end ings in a clear fash ion. 
I in tended the ex pla na tions to be easy to learn and re mem ber for a prac ti cal player,
and use ful for a trainer in his les sons. How did I plan to do this? I will give a more
de tailed ex pla na tion in the next section.

How to study this book
The best ap proach de pends on the level of each player, that is, his over all strength
and his pre vi ous end game knowl edge. How ever, such a par tic u lar guide would be
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ex haust ing, so I will give you a more gen eral ex pla na tion. I as sume that each reader 
will adapt it to his per sonal cir cum stances and, once the book is in your hands, you
are al ways free to do what ever suits you best.

Af ter years of coach ing, my ex pe ri ence and the views of some col leagues have
con vinced me of the need for an in tro duc tory sec tion pre sent ing a chap ter on ba -
sic end ings. These po si tions are very well known but, even so, I have no ticed cer -
tain con cep tual er rors in some play ers. Thus, the read ers who hes i tate in these
end ings can start from the ba sics, whilst those read ers who con sider that they
have al ready mas tered these end ings (I think this will be true of most read ers) can 
skip this part.

Then you have the first test. We call it the Ba sic Test. The po si tions are very sim -
ple, with lit tle ma te rial. A 1st Cat e gory player should be able to solve all cor rectly.
These po si tions do not re quire great cal cu la tion. If you find some dif fi cult, that
means you lack some knowl edge of end game the ory. The test con sti tutes an in ter -
est ing ex er cise pre vi ous to the read ing. I will now tell you why: first, the ef fort re -
quired to solve these po si tions will be use ful train ing for prac ti cal play, since know -
ing the the ory is not enough, you have to be able to ap ply that the ory to an ac tual
game. More over, each reader will find some of these po si tions more dif fi cult than
oth ers. Thus he will get an idea of his weak points and can pay more at ten tion to
those positions when he reaches them in his study. 

And last, I am a firm sup porter of the Jap a nese (Chi nese, ac cord ing to some
sources) say ing: If I hear – I for get, if I see – I re mem ber, if I do – I un der stand. That 
is, only when we our selves have done some thing do we reach the level of mas tery,
that al lows us to re peat the task with out dif fi cul ties.

At the risk of bor ing the reader, I will give just one more ex am ple: imag ine you
are in a new city and have to go for the first time, for ex am ple, from the ho tel to the 
play ing hall. If a friend (or a GPS) leads you, you are likely to fail to re peat the route 
(de pend ing on the dif fi culty); how ever, if you go on your own, you will keep the
route in your mind for ever. This idea can be suc cess fully ap plied to the the o ret i cal
study of each end ing, as we will re peat when the mo ment co mes. Later, from Chap -
ter 3 on wards, co mes the study of the im por tant the o ret i cal po si tions. These are or -
gan ised in chap ters re gard ing the ma te rial on the board, and some times in sec tions 
within one chap ter regarding the important ideas involved. 

The at ti tude to study
Be fore you start to study each chap ter, some ideas should be clear. Each po si ti o n we 
learn will be use ful for ever; at least that is the idea. In con trast with ope nings, the
the o ret i cal sta tus of these po si tions will not change and no new moves will ap pear.
In some cases, a new, clearer play ing pro ce dure may be dis cov ered. The fi nal re sult
will nev er the less be the same. Tak ing this into ac count, we should study each ex -
am ple un til we fully understand it. How? 

The first thing to do is to ob serve the po si ti o n with out prej u dices. The only pre -
vi ous idea must be: one side tries to win (gen er ally, by pro mot ing a pawn) and the
other side tries to draw. 

In tro duc t ion
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Sec ond, be fore we read the the o ret i cal se quence, a look at the di a gram proves use -
ful, fol lowed by the ques tion ‘What would I play here?’ This pro ce dure fol lows the
Jap a nese wise say ing pre vi ously stated and we will ex pe ri ence its ben e fits. 

Once we have thought about the po si ti o n and de cided on what we would our -
selves play, we start re play ing the anal y sis. This is best done on a board. Think that
this learn ing is in tended to last your whole life: do not be lazy and rely on read ing
from the di a gram – get out your board and pieces! Of course, many play ers can fol -
low the anal y sis blindly, but I rec om mend you do not try to be too smart. Even if
you de vote all your at ten tion, some end ings re quire some rep e ti tions and are likely
to be for got ten. Do not make things worse by laziness. 

Now you are in the ideal frame of mind to learn an end ing. Let us move ahead.
Ev ery time you re play a move, try to un der stand ‘why’. This may bore you, but
think that many end ings re quire a few moves, and some of them have ob vi ous
goals. I re peat: ‘To know why you play a move is es sen tial’, oth er wise you risk for -
get ting the right pro ce dure, or ap ply ing it wrongly in a sim i lar but not iden ti cal
po si ti o n. Ana lys ing the end ings with a friend, or at the chess club, would be ideal,
as then you can dis cuss the moves and thus re in force your un der stand ing. If that is
im pos si ble, un der stand ing each move is even more necessary. 

Memo ris ing rules
I try to ex plain each ex am ple in a clear way, and a way that you can memo rise for
ever. To achieve this goal, I try to fo cus on guid ing ideas and real ise what helped me 
re mem ber through out the years, or why I have for got ten (sev eral times) a par tic u -
lar end ing. Some times the same pro ce dure works in many dif fer ent start ing po si -
tions, but the fi nal re sult de pends on the po si ti o n of (some times more than) one
piece. I do not trust geo met ri cal lines mark ing an ir reg u lar area of the board. Those 
may be OK for a ref er ence book on the ory, or for a sci en tific re search, but we are
talk ing about a sport! And some cases are tough to re mem ber. In my opin ion, the
best pro ce dure is to find out why the pro ce dure some times works and some times
does not. The rea son should help us state a rule, which has to be as sim ple as pos si -
ble. If you find and un der stand that rule, you will be able to re mem ber the end ing
ac cu rately; if you do not find such a rule, you will have an ap prox i mate idea which
could be use ful to guide your cal cu la tions, but not to ac quire a per fect knowl edge.
There fore, try to draw con clu sions from each end ing and try to ex tract some thing
es sen tial which aids your mem ory. The same goes for the ex cep tions: if there is an
ex cep tion, there must be a rea son; if we un der stand the rea son, we will not have
problems, but if we do not, we will never realise that it is an exception.

Kortchnoi de clares him self keener on ex cep tions than on rules. I think that is a
nod from a prac ti cal player, as he is prac ti cal at the high est level. Ac tu ally, ex cep -
tions are rules as well, only that their field of ap pli ca tion is nar rower. Prob a bly he is
more keen on ex cep tions be cause they are more un known... to his opponents.

In or der to re mem ber a cer tain pro ce dure or rule, a use ful tech nique is to give it
a name, even an ab stract name. Of course, this works better when the name is re -
lated to the sit u a tion. Then it will be ex tremely useful.
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