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Introduction

      
 The study of chess openings is difficult and never-ending. It’s like Pandora’s box: the more you study, the more there is to learn; and the more you learn, the more you realize how little you know. If that’s the opinion of someone who’s been trying for nearly 30 years to get to grips with openings, how does a newcomer to chess find this ever-spiralling science? Intimidating, or is that too mild a description?
    


    So what is an aspiring player supposed to do? Although not strictly relevant here, I can’t help but be reminded of one of Bobby Fischer’s famous quotes. On being quizzed over chess lessons, Bobby Fischer advised his biographer and founding editor of Chess Life magazine, Frank Brady, (tongue-in-cheek, I’m sure): ‘For the first lesson, I want you to play over every column of Modern Chess Openings, including the footnotes. And for the next lesson, I want you to do it again.’ Of course it goes without saying that opening encyclopaedias are an important part of chess literature, but I do wonder how I would have found the experience as a junior player of ploughing through the latest volume of intense opening theory. A bit bewildering, perhaps?


    This book is a bit different and is mainly aimed at those who know nothing or very little about chess openings. It’s also for those who do know some moves of opening theory, who have happily played these moves in their own games, but are perhaps not quite sure why they play them! One of my main aims was to give the reader enough confidence to face the unknown; to be able to play good, logical moves in the opening despite in many cases having a lack of concrete knowledge of the theory. After all, even in grandmaster games there comes a point when one or both players runs out of theory and has to rely on general opening principles, and sometimes this is sooner than you would think.


    The initial inspiration behind Discovering Chess Openings stemmed from coaching sessions I did with some young students not experienced enough to have any real knowledge of opening theory. After revising the basic principles of opening play, I decided as exercises to give them a number of positions from typical openings, often only three or four moves deep into the game. I then let them spend some time finding logical moves and, in turn, appropriate replies to these moves. The idea was to find out how players with little or no knowledge of opening theory but with some understanding of general opening principles would fare when confronted with an opening position they knew nothing about.


    This concept really appealed to me. The traditional approach had been to carefully go through the mainline openings, taking measures to explain the reasoning behind each move, but somehow it seemed so much more beneficial (not to mention more fun!) to watch the students trying to work out the best moves of their own accord; basically, trying to recreate opening theory! It was fascinating to revisit well known positions with players whose views were not influenced by previous knowledge; this definitely brought a certain freshness to their ideas. On the other hand, some suggestions that were made did reinforce one or two common misconceptions amongst improving players, and I’ve included these in the book to emphasize what we should be particularly looking out for.


    This book has also given me the opportunity to expand on a number of topics which arose when I was writing Concise Chess, a general guide for absolute beginners. These themes were too advanced for that book, so I was happy to be able to include them in a more suitable place.


    Finally, a brief paragraph about how the book was written and what it contains. The first three chapters introduce the three main ideas behind opening play:

    

    1) Control of the centre

    2) Rapid piece development

    3) King safety.

    

    There are other important concepts, but as far as I can see these are usually just subsets of these three. Chapters 4 and 5 delve more deeply into these themes, with the latter chapter concentrating on the role pawns play in the opening. Finally, in Chapter 6 we take all the ideas of the previous chapters and see how they are used to create modern opening theory.


    Whilst many mainline openings can be found within these pages, not everything under the sun is covered. As I’ve already mentioned, it was never the intention to be encyclopaedic. Perhaps I’ve indulged a little more in 1 e4 e5 openings, and if so I make no excuses for this. In my experience, these are the first openings that many newcomers learn, so they are likely to come across these more frequently than other openings in the initial stages of their development.


    


    
      I think I’ve said enough. I hope you enjoy this book and wish you the best of luck discovering chess openings!

      

      John Emms,

      Kent, July 2006

      


      

    

  


  
    


    
      
        

      
Chapter One
 Central Issues
 
 What is ‘the centre’? Okay, I admit this sounds a silly question, but even so I’d be happier if I were able to confirm one or two definitions here. ‘The centre’ is very often considered to be simply the four squares highlighted in the diagram below: e4, d4, e5 and d5.
    


    [image: ]

    



    This definition, however, has always seemed a bit restrictive to me. I think you lose something if you say these four squares are the centre, everything else isn’t; I don’t think it’s as black and white as that (excuse the pun!). For this book’s purposes I’d like to expand the centre a little to include the squares c4, c5, f4, f5, d3, e3, d6 and e6 (see the following diagram).


    [image: ]


    I’d be the first to admit that these extra eight squares aren’t quite as important as e4, d4, e5 and d5, but they still carry some significance and so I think it’s right to include them here.


    Why is it important to pay attention to the centre? Why not ignore the centre and play only on the flanks?


    Good questions! One or two further answers will crop up later on in the book, but for now I’d like to give the following arguments:


    1) Let’s use an analogy between chess and some other sports and games (chess has been described as many things; just for the record, I would classify it as a mind sport). In soccer, for example, I often hear commentators using phrases such as, ‘Control the midfield and you control the game.’ Something similar could easily be used to describe a game of chess. For one thing, if you control the centre then it should be easier for you to access all sides of the board.


    2) Chess pieces are generally more powerful, more mobile and thus more influential when placed in the centre of the board. Put simply, they are able to control more squares from the centre.

    
 Piece Mobility
 I think the second point is best illustrated by using the example of the knight. Let’s place it in the centre of an empty board, say on the e4-square.


    [image: ]


    On e4 the knight is controlling eight squares; it’s performing to its maximum capabilities.

    

    Now let’s see what happens when the knight is placed on the edge of the board as in the next diagram.
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    On this occasion, instead of eight squares the knight controls just four: g1, f2, f4 and g5. You could say that the knight is only playing to half of its full potential. The knight’s reduced power on the edge of the board has led to the well-known and probably overused adage: ‘Knight on the rim is dim!’ (Some annotators replace ‘dim’ with ‘grim’, but you get the picture.) I’ve learned, sometimes from painful experience, that it’s often very dangerous to generalize in chess – there are some occasions where a knight performs a heroic job on the edge of the board – but even so this is a guideline that’s worth remembering.

    

    Question: Where on the board does the knight control the fewest squares?

    Answer: Perhaps unsurprisingly, in the corners of the board (a1, a8, h1 and h8). For example, a knight on h1 controls only two squares: f2 and g3. It could be said that here the knight is performing to only a quarter of its capabilities.


    I should point out that the difference in mobility isn’t as dramatic when we are talking about the long-range pieces: the queen, the bishop and the rook. For example, on the e4-square the queen controls 27 squares on an empty board; in any of the four corners this number is 21. This is only a 22% reduction in mobility, comparing very favourably with the knight’s 75%.

    

    Question: Which piece has the same mobility regardless of its placing on an empty board?

    Answer: The rook: it controls 14 squares whether in the centre, on the edge or in the corner.


    Just staying on the subject of piece mobility a little while longer, I recall when I was much younger being shown the following position, one that made a lasting impression on me:


    [image: ]

    



    Black’s knight cannot move without being captured; it’s totally dominated by the bishop on d4. I remember former British Champion Chris Ward using the term ‘corralling’ here, which I think sums it up quite nicely.


    Let’s try switching the pieces around.
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    The bishop still prevents the knight from moving safely to four squares, but because the knight is in the middle of the board it has four other squares available: e6, f5, f3 and e2. You could even say that the knight dominates the bishop more than the bishop dominates the knight: the bishop only has three safe squares in d1, d7 and e8.

    

    Question: If on the first move of a game White wanted to develop the g1-knight, which square would be most appropriate: f3 or h3?


    Answer: 1 Nf3! is much stronger than 1 Nh3.


    [image: ]


    On f3 the knight controls eight squares in total. Not only that; two of these are the central squares d4 and e5. In contrast, 1 Nh3 would leave the knight controlling four squares, of which only f4 is central. The value of the move 1 Nf3 is underlined by its popularity: according to my database 1 Nf3 is the third most popular opening move for White.

    
 Controlling the Centre: The Easy Guide
 The quickest and easiest way to battle for control of the centre from the start of the game is by placing pawns in the middle.


    Question: Can you suggest any opening pawn move for White that controls two central squares?


    Answer: By playing 1 e4! ...


    [image: ]


    


    ... White stakes a claim for the d5- and f5-squares. Likewise, after 1 d4! the pawn controls both e5 and c5.


    Progress has been made! By answering this question we have ‘discovered’ White’s two most popular opening moves in chess history: 1 e4! and 1 d4!. I should point out that there’s more to these two moves than simply to control the centre, but more about that in Chapter 2. I should also mention that both 1 e3 and 1 d3 also control two central squares, but these moves are far less popular because they gain less space.

    
 The Classical Centre
 Question: If White were allowed to make two unopposed moves at the beginning of the game, what would be a good option?


    Answer: 1 e4! followed by 2 d4!, or 1 d4! followed by 2 e4!.
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    With these two moves White has staked a claim for the squares c5, d5, e5 and f5; he is well on the way to central domination! This ideal formation for White is known as the ‘classical centre’.

    
 Preventing the Classical Centre
 Okay, this is all well and good, but of course Black is also playing the game and is allowed to have a move in between. Let’s say White plays the opening move 1 e4 (I think it’s time to stop adorning this and 1 d4 with an exclamation mark – I think you’ve already guessed that I like them).


    Question: Given the assumption that White wants to play the move 2 d4 to create the ideal centre, and Black cannot physically prevent this, are there any moves that Black can play that will disrupt White’s ‘ideal centre’?


    Answer: Yes! Black needs to be in a position to capture either the e4- or d4-pawn on his second move. Black could get ready to capture the pawn on d4 with 1 ... e5 or 1 ... c5 (this would be a trade as White’s queen could recapture) or alternatively he could attack the undefended e4-pawn with 1 ... d5, 1 ... f5 or 1 ... Nf6.


    More discoveries: the moves 1 ... e5, 1 ... c5, 1 ... d5 and 1 ... Nf6 are all perfectly good opening replies to 1 e4, and are seen in countless games at all levels. The only move you’re very unlikely to spot a grandmaster playing is 1 ... f5?, which loses a pawn to 2 exf5 and weakens the black king (I’ll chat more about the problem of the f-pawn later).


    I think it’s time to name one opening, and we might as well start at the very top. Let’s look at the position after 1 ... c5.


    [image: ]


    


    1 ... c5 is known as the Sicilian Defence, or – especially by ambitious players who don’t believe in ‘defending’ with Black – simply the Sicilian. This is the most widely-played opening, one that even many non-chessplayers have heard of.

    
 Exercises
 1) According to my definitions in this chapter, how many central squares are there?


    2) How many squares does a knight control from (a) c2, (b) e3 and (c) h4.


    3) Can you think of three opening moves for White which control the square d5?


    [image: ]


    4) After the opening move 1 d4 (see the diagram), can you think of three moves that Black could play to prevent White from setting up the ideal centre with 2 e2-e4?


    


    


    
      Solutions

      


      

    

  


  
    

    
      
        

      
Chapter Two
 Introducing Development
 
 I think we’ll begin with another clarification: in chess, ‘development’ is the term used for the process of bringing your pieces into play from their initial positions on the back rank. So if White plays the move 1 Nc3 ...
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    ... he is ‘developing’ this knight, bringing it into play. Chess writers are constantly using the terms ‘develop’ and ‘development’ when describing events in the opening phase of the game. For example, if White has more pieces and pawns in play than Black has, then White is said to be ‘ahead in development’, and perhaps Black will be trying to ‘catch up in development’.

    
 Develop Rapidly!
 Because of the way the pieces stand in the initial position, neither side is ready to lunge into an immediate attack. Apart from the knights, which have the advantage of being able to jump, all the pieces are hemmed in and held back behind the row of pawns; at least one or two of these pawns need to be moved to allow the powerful pieces out.


    More than anything, it is common sense to develop most of your pieces as quickly as possible – you can hardly expect to be successful attacking with just one or two pieces while the rest of your army is still asleep in bed. Quantity matters here: in most cases it’s better to outnumber than to be outnumbered. But quality matters too; in fact one of the main challenges facing a player in the opening is deciding on which squares his pieces will be best placed.

    
 Another Good Reason for 1 e4 and 1 d4
 [image: ]


    

    In the previous chapter we looked at one positive feature of the opening move 1 e4: the pawn on e4 controls the important central squares d5 and f5. There is, however, an even more apparent benefit to this pawn move: it clears the way for two pieces to move. Both White’s queen and light-squared bishop now have available quite a few different squares on which they could be developed.


    [image: ]


    

    1 d4 is similar in that it allows both the dark-squared bishop and the queen to develop, although notice here that the queen has fewer options than after 1 e4.


    I almost forgot to mention that with 1 e4 or 1 d4 White also creates the option of moving his king. This possibility, however, is more or less incidental. As we’ll see later, moving the king out into the open so early is not to be advised!
 

    Checkmating in Four Moves!
 My dad taught me the chess moves at quite an early age (I was five or six I think). One of the very first things he showed me was how to checkmate my opponent in only four moves. I remember being incredibly impressed by this revelation and couldn’t wait to try out this idea against the other players at the school chess club, confident that it would lead to some easy wins. Sure enough, there was simply no answer and I racked up game after game. It was almost getting tedious. Almost, but not quite; like all newcomers addicted to the game, I was never bored by winning.


    Here’s how I would checkmate my unwary opponents:


    1 e4 e5


    1 ... e5 was mentioned in Chapter 1 as a way of preventing White from setting up the ideal centre with pawns abreast on e4 and d4 – if White plays a pawn to d4 Black will now be able to capture it. Furthermore, just like 1 e4 for White, it allows Black to develop both his queen and his f8-bishop. In fact, 1 ... e5 is a very popular reply to 1 e4 at all levels of chess, and especially amongst those new to the game.


    2 Qh5
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    No messing about: 1 e4 allowed the queen to develop so why hesitate? What’s more, White already has a threat: capturing the pawn on e5.


    Question: Assuming the players are adhering to the rules of competitive chess (touch move: if a piece is touched it must be moved), which piece would Black want to avoid touching here?


    Answer: The king! The only move that Black could play is 2 ... Ke7 but this allows an immediate mate with 3 Qxe5 – one move earlier than planned!


    Attacking the white queen with 2 ... g6? doesn’t allow a mate in one but is almost as disastrous. Following 3 Qxe5+ White’s queen forks the king and rook, capturing the rook after Black gets out of check.


    2 ... Nc6!


    A good move, both developing a piece and defending the e5-pawn.


    3 Bc4
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    This is another move that makes good use of 1 e4. The bishop was free to develop so why not?


    Now comes the moment of truth. At this stage when playing with the white pieces it’s advisable to adopt your best ‘poker face’.


    3 ... Nf6??


    With the threat to the e5-pawn averted, it’s time to get rid of that pesky queen! Or so thought most of my early opponents ...


    4 Qxf7 mate!


    [image: ]


    Checkmate! White’s previous move (3 Bc4) introduced a new threat to Black’s f7-pawn – it was attacked twice and only defended once – and 3 ... Nf6?? did nothing to counter this threat. Unbeknown to me at the time, my dad hadn’t come up with some earth-shattering new invention: this checkmating plan is known as scholar’s mate and is one of the first ideas that newcomers to the game learn.

    
 A Remedy to Scholar’s Mate
 I can’t remember exactly how long I was in blissful ignorance, thinking that there was absolutely no way to prevent scholar’s mate, but one day my dad demonstrated a remedy.


    1 e4 e5 2 Qh5 Nc6 3 Bc4 g6!
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    It was as simple as that. The pawn on g6 blocks the queen’s path to f7 and checkmate is successfully averted. How had I missed that idea? But there was more: Black had other good ways to avoid being mated.


    Question: Can you spot three more ways of defending against scholar’s mate? On each occasion Black defends the f7-pawn.


    Answer: As well as 3 ... g6, Black can play 3 ... Qf6, 3 ... Qe7 or 3 ... Nh6.
 

    The Problem with Scholar’s Mate
 Okay, perhaps I should rephrase this: it’s not actually scholar’s mate that’s the problem (checkmating your opponent in four moves is a nice problem to have); it’s what happens when you start coming up against players who either know the checkmating idea or are good enough to work out a defence over the board.


    There’s a negative aspect to White’s crude attack, and this becomes more apparent when taking a closer look. Let’s go over the opening moves again, and see what could happen if Black defended against the initial mating threat.


    1 e4 e5 2 Qh5 Nc6 3 Bc4 g6!


    3 ... Qe7, 3 ... Qf6 and 3 ... Nh6 are all possible defences, but I prefer this move because not only does it prevent the checkmate, it also attacks the white queen and thus forces it to move. Is that a good thing? Let’s see ...


    4 Qf3!


    This square is the best place to retreat the queen. Now for a second time Black is faced with the threat of Qxf7 mate.


    4 ... Nf6!
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    I really like this move: Black blocks the threat and at the same time develops his other knight. Now if White were being sensible, he would adopt the attitude of, ‘Okay, Black has prevented my two tricky mate threats; let’s begin getting some more pieces into the game’ and play 5 Ne2, but let’s see what happens if White goes ‘checkmate crazy’ ...


    5 g4??


    White is unrelenting in his assault of the f7-pawn: he wants to play g4-g5 in order to remove the knight from blocking the f-file. Surely it’s now up to Black to deal with this threat, but White is in for a shock ...


    5 ... Nd4!
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    Another attack on the white queen, but this time it’s far more serious as there is an additional threat of ... .Nxc2+, forking the king and rook and thus winning the rook in the corner.


    6 Qd1


    Moving the queen out of attack and defending the c2-pawn. White’s queen is not having so much fun anymore!


    Question: White could also defend the c2-pawn with 6 Qd3. What could Black play against this?


    Answer: Black could simply win a pawn with 6 ... Nxg4!.


    6 ... d5!
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    Now it’s Black who’s beginning to create all the threats: both the bishop on c4 and the pawn on e4 are attacked.


    7 exd5


    This capture is an obvious solution to the double threat posed by Black’s previous move, but there was one further point behind the multi-purpose idea 6 ... d5. Can you spot it?


    7 ... Bxg4!
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    Exactly! Moving the d-pawn unleashed the c8-bishop. Now this piece introduces itself to the action in no uncertain terms, grabbing a pawn and making yet another threat on White’s queen, who’s beginning to feel just a little bit harassed.


    8 Ne2??


    White’s queen actually had no safe squares to go to, so a block was the only way to deal with the threat. Unfortunately for White, he chooses the wrong one.


    8 ... Nf3+!


    Black’s fourth consecutive threat (given that checking is a special kind of threat that cannot be ignored).


    9 Kf1 Bh3 mate!


    [image: ]


    Amazing – the game ends abruptly, but it’s Black who ends up checkmating White. This position is far removed from the one where it was White threatening mate on f7, but actually this was only five moves ago!


    So where did this game go so horribly pear-shaped for White? It all started so brightly with two mate threats in a row but then Black suddenly stepped up a gear, created four consecutive threats himself and then delivered a snap mate.


    White’s downfall can be traced back to how he managed his queen. Basically, it made three moves in the game and finally ended up back on its original square; one could justifiably call this a waste of three moves! Because of this loss of time, White quickly lost the initiative and Black stormed ahead in development.


    The problem was that White’s queen was forced to move twice because it was attacked by black pieces of lesser value – on each occasion Black gained time because of this. And there lies the problem with developing the queen so early: the further advanced the queen becomes, the more prone it is to attack from enemy pieces, and this is particularly the case in the opening when there have been no piece trades and the board is cluttered. If you’re not careful with your queen handling in the opening then you could easily lose time as it gets pushed from pillar to post. And losing time is not a good idea because you are likely to fall behind in development.


    Okay, I must
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