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CHESS ENDINGS - DIDACTIC AND EPICUREAN

by
GERALD ABRAHAMS

(An edited version of the lecture to the meeting of The Chess Endgame
Study Circle held on 30.xii.67 at The Times-Hastings International
Chess Congress.)

Let me tell you first how this topic came to be chosen. When John
Roycroft approached me with flattering words, knowing full well that
flattery will get you everywhere with me, it happened that I had been
browsing in the back numbers of the old Chess Amateur. In the 1926
volume I found two thoughts, which I quote -

1. Chess is to be classed as a Science rather than as an Art... but just
as the philosopher evolves quite a poetry from mathematics and
physics, so can the master mind produce a thing of beauty in the
game of chess.

2. Problems are the poetry of chess, contrasted with its prose: or
should we say the drama rather than the unwieldy epic. But like
the modern play the problem tends to the presentation of climax
only, a formal or thematic dynamic pattern to be appreciated
aesthetically.

Those two quotations do not exhaust thought - nor do I accept them
completely. But when I tell you that they were written by an early
teenager named Gerald Abrahams, who had just retired from problem
composition in order to win some scholarships to a centre of chess, you
will not blame me for making this my point of departure.

Forty-two years later I still regard chess as a science, and the
composition of problems as an art, and that remains true whether the
spectator requires to be immersed in the spirit of Dali or Picasso, or
in tke easier atmospheres of da Vinci or Rembrandt. But now I
would restate any comparison of problems to poetry or drama. For
these are nearer to life and indeed science, than most chess problems
are to chess. Chess problems, like much of Music and Ballet, are formal
compositions sui generis. Admittedly, the solver must have some
grasp of the science of chess: but that assumption would only be rele-
vant if the problemist were primarily concerned to test chess ability
as such. Certainly, many of the early problems had that purpose: but
it is long forgotten. The modern composer aims at producing an
aesthetic effect. The solver, for his part, is not thinking quite like a
chessplayer: he is re-grouping pieces in his mind, but over a very short
range - and, as for the composer, he is creating a pattern, regardless of
ease or difficulty. To-night I distinguish sharply between the game
and the problem, treating the latter as the ballet rather than the drama.
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Between these two I place that most imporant tertium quid, the
endgame study: and the question before the house is whether this is a
manifestation of problem art or chess science or both.

Before I go further, let me illustrate what I apprehend the mental
process to be in problem composition, and in the endgame as part of
chess. I start with a problem (1) which was composed by one of the
greatest composers, A. W. Mongredien (1877-1954) - also a fine chess-
player. As a piece of play, this is quite meritorious. But Mongredien’s
values here are the forcing of a rearrangement of Black’s pieces and
the pretty set of moves which brings this about. All White’s moves
constitute a triangulation on three squares. And there’s a prettiness,
and a small intellectual pleasure, in triangulation (a da capo effect).
Many very good problems are much remoter than Mongredien’s from
practical chess. They involve such beauties as the neat change of mates
in the variations of the solution from those latent but unachieved in the
“set play”. In contrast, the endgame composer is concerned with
practical processes of winning a game or saving a game. (How diffe-
rent from the composer’s purpose in: the often very artistic help-mate
or self-mate.) Examples (2) and (3) show the kind of affinity that can
exist between the game and the composed study, though I find it
difficult to agree with Reinfeld that the Troitzky actually assisted
Tarrasch in discovering the winning method.

(4) is a Selesniev stalemate idea which could have helped an old
Russian master, Chigorin; but he didn't see the device in play (5);
while (6) demonstrates awareness of the idea (not necessarily from the
study) on the part of the great modern Russian master Taimanov.
Those examples justify two observations:

1. That players learn by the absorption of ideas.

2. That many chess endgames are incidents from games where a player
either saw, or failed to see, a continuation. (Remember Metger
against Paulsen, EGI11 p. 301.)

It is believed, though there is disputation about sources, that such
endings as Réti’s K-catching-P (EG13, p. 375), and the so-called Saa-
vedra ending, and some studies by Lasker, were inspired by incidents
of play: ideas stepping from the game into the frame.

Similarly, the compositions of such as Réti and Mattison and Havel
are the fine perceptions of fine players. And it is to be suspected that
the great research composers Rinck, Troitzky and all those others have
been formidable players interested in the practical game. (We know
that Selesniev played in tournaments with distinction.)

In contrast, let me show an endgame in which the composers seem to
have forgotten that they were playing chess. (7) is a study, if that is
the proper word, by Korolkov and Dolukhanov. Observe that Black
has just failed to win a rook and knight - but don’t lose interest, White
now produces better chess than he had previously played. (Solution.)
Now that’s the kind of mate that problemists like, and I think I should
be right in saying that the two Russians composed a pretty problem.
On the same reasoning I say that some of Kipping’s (1891-1964) pro-
blems were endgame studies. C. S. Kipping was a problem composer
who had a sense of chess realism. (8) is a problem which could be an
endgame. The key is nice practical chess - but it’s what we lawyers,
having forgotten Euclid, call a “short point”. However, to return to
our Russians, let no one think that I am belittling that very great
master of endgame composition, Korolkov. Here’s a study (9) in which
he conjures all the resources of fine practical chess to make an
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instructive study - a study which is also favoured by whatever we
mean by beauty. Korolkov, in another mood, also provides us with
another value - humour in chess. I defy any player not to laugh as he
solves this (10) - but let us classify it as a problem. Without insisting
on severe realism, I would suggest that the endgame study, being
didactic, must be closely related to practicality. (In other words, the
coefficient of teaching must always be important.) Beauty can be
achieved: in echo variations, in thematic repetition, and so on, - but
the fine composer contrives to give those values to didactic studies.
I find great utility and great beauty in this study (11) by Troitzky,
though I lack the time to give a philosophic analysis of the beauty.
However, here it is! I suggest that one element of beauty at least is in
the intellectual satisfaction of a convincing solution where, before the
thing is demonstrated, it seems wild and improbable, and the solution
brings order out of chaos. Let Kasparyan demonstrate this (12, from
EG6). Another of the greatest is Kubbel. Few, if any, of his studies
are other than lifelike. Here (13) is one, which has an amusing histo-
rical epilogue. The study is useful, as one sees at first glance. Over
half a century after composition, which was in 1914, two Kazakhstan
players arrived at the following position (14). The putative winner
was, between moves 5 and 8, wasting time. It is told that, during the
adjournment, someone showed him Kubbel. Now here (15) is Kubbel
showing, in a quite practical setting, the beauty that seems to attach
to unexpected play to empty squares. How valuable an awareness of
empty squares can be is shown in this “study” (16) from actual play,
which brings me back to the observation that chess studies seem to
step from the game into the frame.

1. Alfred W. Mongredien 2. A, A. Troitzky
(showed by composer to Novoye Vremya, 1895
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Mate in 5 Win 3
1. Qg2 Ba4 2. Qh2 QeS8 3. th 1. Bth Kg8 2. g7 Kf1/i 3.
Be6 4. Qg2, and there is no g28Qt Kxg8 4. Ke6 Kh8 5. Kf7
defence. e5 6. BgT mate.

i) 2. ..e5 3. Ke6 e4 4. Kf6 e3
5. Bxe3 and wins, but not
here 3. Kxe5? Kf7 draws. 2.
.. e6t 3. Kd6 Kf7 4. Ke5 Kg8
5. Ki6 e5 6. Ke7 e4 7. Kf6,
but not here 3. Ke5? Kif7 4.
Kd6 e5 5. Kd5 e4. Note that
after 2. .. Kf7 3. Ke5? e6, or
3. Ke4? e5, Black draws.

This is the best, because of
the subtle variations on
Black’s second move, of 3
studies Troitzky composed
with the same finale (AJR).
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