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Introduction – The Correct Sicilian

With this book, I continue my discussions of the Sicilian Defence. Some while ago, I wrote a monograph on the system 2.c3, and almost a quarter of a century ago, I wrote about the so-called Cheliabinsk Variation 1.e4 c5 2.Nf3 Nc6 3.d4 cxd4 4.Nxd4 Nf6 5.Nc3 e5, or, as it is known in the West, the Sveshnikov Sicilian.

Including in this new work the present chapter The Correct Sicilian, I will try to show that the move 1…c5! is the best answer to 1.e4. The reader will get to know my system of opening principles, of which there are eight in all, four each for White and Black; I call this the Sveshnikov System. What is new in this system? Most of all, the opening principles are set out in order of their significance, and separated between White and Black, each of which are formulated slightly differently. This is because each side must fulfil his own slightly different task in the opening.
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Later, I plan to write books on the following topics:

1) White’s ways of avoiding the La Bourdonnais System, 1.e4 c5 2.Nf3 Nc6 3.d4 cxd4 4.Nxd4 e5! – which today, I consider Black’s best. In this work, I will consider the following lines:

1a) 1.e4 c5 2.Nf3 Nc6 3.b4?

1b) 1.e4 c5 2.Nf3 Nc6 3.Nc3?! e5!

1c) 1.e4 c5 2.g3? d5!

1d) 1.e4 c5 2.Nc3 Nc6 3.Nge2

1e) 1.e4 c5 2.Nc3 Nc6 3.g3

2) The La Bourdonnais and Cheliabinsk Variations

3) The Rossolimo System 1.e4 c5 2.Nf3 Nc6 3.Bb5!

In general, it is interesting to ask when and where the Sicilian came into existence, and how it acquired its name. I fear that we will not be able to obtain exact answers to these questions. Thus, it is well-known that the Spanish Opening was invented by the Spaniard Ruy Lopez (in English-language literature, it is known under his name – the Ruy Lopez). But the Sicilian? On the island of Sicily, which these days is part of Italy, there was an independent state even before the days of the Roman Empire. It turns out that chess reached Sicily significantly earlier than Italy or Spain, but sadly, almost nothing has been preserved of the efforts of the early Sicilian chess players.

In recent years, I have visited Sicily several times, read lectures to local players, and have been surprised that they do not run tournaments in honour of the Sicilian Defence. (As is well known, the most famous Sicilian Defence tournament, in which the players were obliged to play the opening in every game, was dedicated to the 60th birthday of Lev Polugaevsky. So here is a paradox: nowadays, chess is a small thing in Sicily, but the Sicilian is the most popular opening in the world!

Earlier, it used to be said that without understanding the Spanish, one could not become World Champion. This is an absolutely correct thought, because the Spanish is the best opening for White. In the same way, the Sicilian is the best opening for Black. Therefore, I should like to offer this theory: nowadays, it is impossible to become World Champion without understanding both the Spanish and the Sicilian!

But now let us formulate the principles which, in my view, one should follow, in searching for the best moves in the opening.

When playing White:

1) seize the centre,

2) develop the pieces,

3) safety,

4) attack weaknesses.

For Black the principles are almost the same, but are formulated slightly differently, and are placed in a different order of importance:

1) fight for the centre,

2) safety,

3) develop the pieces,

4) defend and do not create weaknesses.

Note that White, in the opening, tries to seize the centre, whilst Black fights for it, so as to prevent the opponent from carrying out his plans. White should attack weaknesses, whilst Black should defend them and try not to create any more.

In accordance with the opening principles outlined above (and this is also confirmed by centuries of experience), after 1.e4, there are only two moves that can claim to be the best reply: 1…e5 and 1…c5. I consider 1…c5 to be the strongest, and in order to show why, I will compare it with 1…e5 ‘point by point’.

1) Visually, the move 1…e5 is a greater battle for the centre. But in reality, Black’s potential prospects after 1…c5 are greater, because he retains the possibility of including two pawns in the battle for the centre – the d- and e-pawns.

2 and 4) Safety is also greater for Black after 1…c5, because he does not create a weakness in the form of the pawn on e5. Obviously, it is much harder to attack the c5-pawn than the one on e5, which can be attacked immediately with 2.Nf3.

3) Developing the pieces is definitely easier after 1…e5, because the diagonal of the f8-bishop is immediately opened. But we have already stated that safety (principle 2) is more important for Black than development (principle 3)!

If you look at the games of the strongest players in recent years, you will see that the move 1…c5 predominates, and Black’s results are very good. [Translator’s note: But since Kasparov’s retirement, the move 1…e5 may have surpassed 1…c5 in popularity.]
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Let us take a step further. What plans after 1.e4 c5 does White have? Following our principles above, it is clear 2.Nf3 is the strongest move here. However, we will also look at other possibilities. The main ones, and the most popular, are 2.f4 and 2.c3.

A) The move 2.f4 was played successfully a number of times by Alexander McDonnell, England’s strongest player in the first third of the 19th century, in his first match against the great French player, Louis-Charles Mahé de la Bourdonnais (London 1834). Traditionally, many English players play 2.f4, and the whole variation is sometimes known as the Grand Prix Attack, because it was widely used on the English weekend tournament Grand Prix circuit. But why did McDonnell refrain from 2.Nf3? Because De la Bourdonnais several times replied 2…Nc6 3.d4 cxd4 4.Nxd4 e5! 5.Nxc6 bxc6, and the Englishman struggled to equalise in the opening, with white! So McDonnell played 2.f4 not out of choice, so much, but as the result of what we might now call a process of elimination!

The move 2.f4 is quite logical; in my opinion, it is the second or third strongest move behind 2.Nf3. In this introductory chapter, I will not go into details about the move, since the whole of the book you are holding in your hands is devoted to it!

B) 2.c3. I recently wrote a substantial book on this subject. In Russian and Italian, it appeared as two volumes, in English as one, but very large volume. Here I will be very brief – Black has two reliable paths to equality: 2…d5 and 2…Nf6.

After 2…d5 3.exd5 Qxd5 the queen comes under attack, and White retains some initiative, neutralising which requires some effort. The second move, in my view, is stronger, because in this case, Black does not exchange off the weak pawn on e4, but forces it to advance to e5, after which it will be attacked with tempo, while Black continues to develop his pieces.

Here are the main lines of this system: 2.c3 Nf6! 3.e5 Nd5
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B1) 4.Nf3 Nc6 5.Bc4 Nb6 6.Bb3 (6.Bb5 a6! 7.Be2 d6 8.exd6 e5 or 6.Be2 d6 7.exd6 e5 – with mutual chances in both cases) 6…c4 (6…d5 7.exd6 Qxd6 is also not bad) 7.Bc2 Qc7 8.0-0 (8.Qe2 g5 9.h3 Bg7 10.0-0 Nxe5 11.Nxg5 d5 with good counterplay for Black) 8…Nxe5 9.Nxe5 Qxe5 10.Re1 Qc7 11.Na3 e6 12.Nb5 Qc5 13.a4 a6 14.Nd4 Be7 15.a5 Nd5 16.b3 cxb3 17.Bxb3 Nf4 18.Qf3 Qc7 – with mutual chances.

B2) 4.d4 cxd4 5.cxd4 (it was known long ago that 5.Qxd4 e6 6.Nf3 Nc6 7.Qe4 f5 is harmless for Black) 5…d6 (the pawn should be attacked at once; White is better after 5…Nc6?! 6.Nc3 Nxc3 7.bxc3 d6 8.f4) 6.Nf3 (Black is also fine after 6.exd6 Qxd6 7.Nc3 Nc6 8.Nf3 Be6!?) 6…Nc6 7.Bc4 (the endgame after 7.Nc3 dxe5 8.dxe5 Nxc3 9.Qxd8+ Nxd8 10.bxc3 Bd7 is harmless for Black; incidentally, he can also avoid the queen exchange with 8…Be6!?) 7…Nb6 8.Bb5 (a sharp position, in which Black’s chances are not worse, arises after 8.Bb3 dxe5 9.d5 Na5) 8…dxe5 9.Nxe5 Bd7 10.Nxd7 (little is promised by both 10.Nc3 Nxe5 11.dxe5 Bxb5 12.Nxb5 Qxd1+ 13.Kxd1 Nd5=, and 10.Bxc6 Bxc6 11.Nxc6 bxc6 12.0-0 g6 13.Re1 Bg7 14.Bg5 0-0!, and it is already White who must think about maintaining equality: 15.Bxe7 Qxd4 16.Qxd4 Bxd4 17.Nd2!=) 10…Qxd7 11.Nc3 e6 12.Qg4 – and dynamic equality reigns on the board.

C) 2.Nc3. In recent times, this move has become very popular. Its basic idea is to avoid precise theoretical lines.
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From the point of view of our basic opening principles, this move is fundamentally wrong, because we are fighting for the centre in the wrong way: we are not seizing the squares d4 and e5, but are defending e4 and d5, which we already control. Now after the logical reply 2…Nc6 White has lost the square d4. In my view, the moves 2.c3 and 2.f4 are significantly more logical than 2.Nc3, as they retain for White the possibility of seizing the centre. In reply to the fashionable variation 2.Nc3 Nc6 3.Bb5 the best reply (at least, the simplest one) is 3…Nd4! (of course, 3…e5 is also good) 4.Bc4 e6 followed by …Qa5 and …b7-b5 or …a7-a6 and …b7-b5. The resulting position is complicated, but White has no advantage. I repeat, this variation is now fairly popular, I think because it has been studied less than many others.
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Instead of 3.Bb5 there is 3.g3 – this is the pure Closed Variation, much loved by World Champions Vasily Smyslov and Boris Spassky. The Candidates’ quarterfinal match Spassky-Geller (Sukhumi 1968) was very instructive for this line. Efim Petrovich adopted the plan with …d7-d6, …g7-g6, …Bg7, …Nf6 and obtained excellent positions. Then he put the pawn on e5, and again equalised. Yet another good set-up is …g7-g6, …Bg7, …d7-d6, …e7-e6, Nge7. In general, this was Geller’s plan, and he regularly obtained the advantage. However, in the end, Spassky won anyway, because Geller could not withstand the attack on his king.

Another good reply to 3.g3 is 3…e6 4.Bg2 Nf6 5.Nge2 d5 6.exd5 exd5 7.d4 cxd4 8.Nxd4 Bg4 9.Qd3 (9.f3 Be6) 9…Be7 10.0-0 0-0 – White has a small plus, but nothing real. However, I believe the plan with …g7-g6 is stronger, underlining the weakness of the square d4.

The main idea of the move 2.Nc3 is to meet 2…Nc6 with 3.Nge2. What is the subtlety of this move-order? At first glance, it looks as though it does not matter at all, since if Black wants a regular Sicilian, he can play 3…d6, 3…e6 or 3…g6, and after 4.d4 cxd4 5.Nxd4 we reach his normal line. But the point is that ‘normal’ Sicilians are incorrect! One should play the Sicilian with …e7-e5, about which we will speak later.

In my opinion, there is no refutation of 3.Nge2. Black should play 3…e5!?, giving the play a closed character, although White retains a small edge after both 4.Ng3 and 4.Nd5, as Kasparov played against me. It is hardly likely that 3…e6, intending 4.d4 d5, obtaining a French-type position, is any better, although this is also perfectly possible.
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Here the only move is 5.exd5 (5.dxc5 gives nothing because of 5…d4, and after 6.Na4 even 6…Bxc5 7.Nxc5 Qa5+ is possible) 5…exd5 6.Be3 c4 7.g3 Bb4 followed by …Nge7 and kingside castling. White has a minimal plus, but no more than that. As soon as White moves the knight from e2, we take on c3. In reply to a2-a3, the bishop can either retreat or exchange itself, because the white dark-squared bishop does not have great prospects.

Another possibility for White is 2.Nc3 Nc6 3.f4. By preventing the counterblow …d7-d5, he wants to develop the initiative on the kingside. But Black can prepare counteraction in the centre: 3…e6 4.Nf3 Nf6 (also good is 4…d5 5.Bb5 Ne7 with mutual chances) 5.e5 Nd5 6.Nxd5 (in reply to the artificial 6.Ne4 both 6…Nxf4 and 6…f5! are good) 6…exd5 7.c3 (better is 7.d4 d6 8.Bd3 cxd4 9.0-0 Be7 with equal play) 7…d6 8.d4 cxd4 9.cxd4 dxe5 10.fxe5. This was the game Sale-Sveshnikov, Dubai 2001, and here with the move 10…Bg4 Black seized the initiative. Also very logical is the plan with the fianchetto: 3…g6, 4…Bg7.

D) Worth consideration is the Sicilian gambit 2.b4. The other gambit, 2.d4, gives Black a choice: with 2…cxd4 3.c3 Nf6 he can transpose into the 2.c3 variation, or he can take the pawn: 3…dxc3 4.Nxc3 Nc6.

In my opinion, White does better to offer the Sicilian gambit after the knight has come out to c6: 2.Nf3 Nc6 3.b4.
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But here too, Black is fine, e.g.: 3…cxb4 4.d4 d5 5.exd5 Qxd5 6.c4 bxc3 7.Nxc3 Qa5 8.d5 e6 9.dxc6 Bb4! with advantage.

Incidentally, the wing gambit makes rather more sense after 2.Nf3 d6 3.b4!?; Keres played this several times. But even in this form, the gambit only offers practical chances and is insufficient to obtain the advantage.

E) Now a few words about some second-rate continuations:

The move 2.a3?! is not really serious, because of 2…Nc6 3.b4 e5, whilst after 2.Na3 the simplest is 2…Nc6 3.Bb5 Qc7. A complicated position arises, but Black has a good game.

The move 2.b3 is hardly ever seen; the most sensible reaction, to my mind, is 2…Nc6 and …e7-e5. Fianchettoing the dark-squared bishop makes more sense after Black has played …e7-e6, but playing it at once is pointless, because Black plays …e7-e5, and the bishop will be shut out by this pawn.

After 2.g3 we reply 2…d5! 3.exd5 Qxd5 4.Nf3, and here there are two possibilities: 4…Qe6+ and 4…Bg4; both moves are good.

The simplest is 4…Bg4 5.Bg2 Qe6+ 6.Kf1 Nc6, and then retreating the queen to d7 and completing the development of the kingside. Also good is 4…Qe6+ 5.Be2 b6 followed by …Bb7.

F) Let us also look at the move 2.c4, which is played quite often.
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Black should immediately start to fight for the d4 square, weakened by his opponent: 2…Nc6 3.Nc3 g6 4.g3 Bg7 5.Bg2 d6 6.d3 e6 (so as to bring the king’s knight to e7, closer to the square d4) 7.Nge2 Nge7 8.a3 b6 9.Rb1 Bb7 10.b4 Qd7 11.0-0 0-0 with perfectly good play for Black, Rogers-Sveshnikov, Biel 1993.

Thus, we arrive at White’s main move – 2.Nf3. In my opinion, the real Sicilian starts only now; the three half-moves made by each side so far are clearly the strongest. Now Black should decide what he will do further.
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In 1988, I gave a lecture in Naberezhnie Chelni about my opening principles, to an audience of about 200 young players. I asked them to find the best move for Black in this position. They loudly replied 2…Nc6. But 20-30 of them preferred 2…d6. Then I asked the audience to explain their choice. With the move 2…Nc6, everything turned out to be quite simple: here there is the maximum fight for the centre, and maximum safety, and the best development of the pieces, without creating weaknesses. But the move 2…d6 was the choice of the older kids, mostly 1st category players, about 14-15 years old. They said the following: that is how Fischer and Kasparov played. Their arguments were based on the personal factor. It just did not enter the youngsters’ heads, that two great geniuses might make a mistake on move 2! But from a mathematical viewpoint, the move 2…d6 deserves censure.

I want to emphasise that I am not 100% sure I am right, but that is my system. I follow my own principles, when I analyse opening variations. You can believe this system or not, that is your right. By all means disagree, operate on a completely different basis. My system is the main thing I have achieved in chess, but I do not force it on anyone. I describe an algorithm for finding the best move. It helps me find four best moves in any opening, that is all. But that is the ‘Sveshnikov system’.

The move 2…d6, in my opinion, is significantly weaker than 2…Nc6.
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First of all, it is not the maximum fight for the centre. With the move …Nc6, I attack two central squares; here, I attack only one. In addition, Black shuts in the bishop on f8, and he will not be able to go any further along the f8-a3 diagonal than the square e7, and so will not be able to take part in the fight for the square e4 (whereas after …Nc6, I retain this possibility). One can compare this with the situation after 1.e4 e5 2.Nf3. Here 2…Nc6 is the strongest move, whereas 2…d6 (the Philidor Defence) is noticeably weaker, because in reply, White plays 3.d4!, seizing space in the centre. The pawn on e4 can easily be defended by Nc3, since the black bishop cannot come out to b4 and pin this knight. However, after 1.e4 c5 2.Nf3 Nc6 the move 3.d4 is mistaken, since we exchange off the weak pawn on e5, instead of attacking it. The situation in the Sicilian Defence is very similar.

About 15-20 years ago, 2…d6 was how everyone played in the Sicilian. Until the Cheliabinsk/Sveshnikov system became fashionable, 2…d6 was considered the main move. After it, the Najdorf system can be played, and the Dragon, and the Scheveningen, and the Rauzer. But I consider 2…d6 a positional error, which allows White to play d2-d4.

Let’s pause a moment in the position after 2…d6 3.d4 cxd4 4.Nxd4, and ask ourselves: what has White achieved here?
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Vsevolod Rauzer



The main thing is that he has achieved a lead in development. And Black? He has obtained two central pawns against one. Now the battle will centre around the question of whether White will manage to play e4-e5 and open the centre, so as to exploit his advantage in development. Often, in order to make his development lead greater, he castles queenside. All Sicilian schemes are fixated on the move e4-e5!.

For example, after 4…Nf6 5.Nc3 Nc6, which continuation is considered strongest? Undoubtedly, the Rauzer Attack 6.Bg5 ! This is the most active move, which contributes the maximum to achieving the break e4-e5. Weaker is 6.Bc4, because this does not prepare queenside castling and does not fight for the centre. The bishop contributes most to the fight for the centre if it comes to the 5th rank – in that case, it takes part in the fight for two central squares. Admittedly, from c4, the bishop targets the potentially weak spot f7, but the fight for the centre is more important all the same, and this threat is still of secondary importance. I would not be surprised if it turns out that Vsevolod Rauzer was right, and his system really does win!

In reply to the Scheveningen set-up 1.e4 c5 2.Nf3 d6 3.d4 cxd4 4.Nxd4 Nf6 5.Nc3 e6, I consider the Keres System 6.g4! a very strong reply. An attack on the king is only one of its ideas; the main thing White is after is seizure of the centre.

In the Dragon Variation, White plays in the same fashion – castles queenside, brings the bishop to c4 and attacks the enemy king. I do not believe that Black can defend. It is not part of our theme to study this particular variation, so I will simply limit myself to recommending this plan.

Now let us turn to the Najdorf Variation: 4…Nf6 5.Nc3 a6.
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Lev Polugaevsky



I think that the strongest continuation here is 6.Bg5 followed by f2-f4, Qf3, 0-0-0 and the advance e4-e5. Admittedly, the so-called English Attack, with Be3 and f3, is also quite popular. To be absolutely honest, before I started playing 2.c3, I tried to break Black’s defences in the open Sicilian, and devoted quite a lot of time to the analysis of the Najdorf Variation. In all other variations, such as the Paulsen or Dragon for example, I found a path to an advantage for White, but here I did not manage to do so. I remember that I used to analyse for 10-12 hours a day then, and it was all very interesting for me. In several variations, I found a draw, but I could not win. But that was in the 1960s and early 1970s. Now the situation has changed: with the help of computers and analysis engines, modern grandmasters have closed down whole variations. Positions where two or three pawns have been sacrificed are now capable of exact assessment. Consequently, I am convinced that sooner or later, a large advantage for White will be found in this line too. Incidentally, the Polugaevsky Variation (6…e6 7.f4 b5) is known to lose, there 8.e5 gives White a great advantage. Lev Abramovich himself, shortly before his death, in a conversation with me, said ‘Zhenya, your variation is very good, but mine only offers Black some practical chances’. I did not for one moment ask Polugaevsky about this, but he himself started the conversation! And that was the opinion of a man who played the Sicilian brilliantly as Black.

In the Paulsen Variation (2…e6 3.d4 cxd4 4.Nxd4 a6) Black tries to delay as long as possible putting his knight on f6, so as not to be bothered by the threat of e4-e5. Even more than that, Mark Evgenievich Taimanov even puts his knights on c6 and e7, so as to avoid e4-e5, but then Black has other problems.

Finally, we turn to Black’s main move – 2…Nc6!.
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What should White do now? For a long time, he automatically played 3.d4 here. But in reality, that is not a no-brainer.

The first to speak out about this was Bent Larsen, in an article published sometime in the 1960s. He asked the rhetorical question: why is the plan with d2-d4 considered strongest? Maybe on move 2, one should play f2-f4. In that article, he analysed his game against Robatsch (Halle 1963), which opened as follows: 1.e4 c5 2.Nf3 Nc6 3.d4 cxd4 4.Nxd4 Nf6 5.Nc3 e5 6.Ndb5 d6 7.Bg5 a6 8.Na3 Be6 – later this variation was named after Larsen. Bent asked: why not occasionally play a variation, even if it is not fully correct, if it gets good results? This is a normal human approach.

Nowadays the top-rated players usually skip such questions, but Bent thought about it, and he came to the same conclusion as me in the search for the best system for Black.

Let us look at the position after 3.d4 cxd4 4.Nxd4.
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If we compare this with the open games, then we are effectively playing something like the Scotch Game. White has an advantage in development, so what should Black do? He has two paths. Firstly: set up barricades, such as on e6 and d6; or, secondly: try to neutralise the opponent’s lead in development by playing …e7-e5: either at once, or after first interpolating the moves 4…Nf6 5.Nc3 and now 5…e5. This is the so-called Cheliabinsk Variation, which served me faithfully for many years and achieved great popularity amongst chess players of all levels, from super-grandmaster to amateur. However, in recent years, I myself have gone over to the immediate 4…e5; this continuation I suggest naming after De la Bourdonnais, because the great French player three times played it successfully in the aforementioned match against McDonnell.

In this chapter, we will look in a little more detail at the La Bourdonnais system, but we will pass by the Cheliabinsk Variation, which is justified from the historical viewpoint!

So, 4…e5.
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Black tries to stand his ground and neutralise the white development advantage. What should White do now? If he follows McDonnell and exchanges knights, then after 5.Nxc6?! bxc6 White’s position is perhaps not worse, but he can certainly forget about any advantage. Black has an extra pawn in the centre and no problems at all with the development of his pieces.

On 5.Nf5, the simplest of all is 5…d5!, and you can take my word for it – Black has no problems here. After 5.Nf3 or 5.Nb3, the reply 5…Nf6 looks very good.

After 4…e5, the rhythm of the game changes. Black gains a tempo for the development of his pieces, but also weakens the square d5. And it is only because of this last factor, which leaps out at one’s eye, that many players, for a century or more, considered the move 4…e5 to be bad.

I remember in 1976, when during a conversation with me at the Central Chess Club in Moscow, Tigran Petrosian laughed at the fact that players could not get anywhere as White against me in the Cheliabinsk Variation. He said ‘You mean they can’t exploit the d5 square? Maybe it is time I started playing 1.e4 myself!’. In that same year, the World Champion Anatoly Karpov recommended me to choose a more solid variation – he considered the move 5…e5 to be incorrect. And Efim Geller was initially a clear opponent of the opening, loudly protesting when I read a lecture on the variation to the members of the Russian team. But in 1977, Efim Petrovich himself played 5…e5, and quite successfully, making a 20-move draw against Balashov. Soon after this, the whole chess world was playing the Chelyabinsk Variation!
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Tigran Petrosian



Thus a historical injustice was eliminated – the scepticism towards the plan with …e7-e5 in the Sicilian. But why did this prejudice come about in the first place? After all, De la Bourdonnais against McDonnell, as I have already said, got good positions and induced his opponent to switch to 2.f4. De la Bourdonnais’s success was transferred to Howard Staunton, who used this move against Löwenthal, and then Löwenthal himself decided to play this way as Black against Paul Morphy. In the opening, Morphy did not achieve anything, but he won the game in crushing style, and this game made such an impression that the whole variation immediately went into the archive. And at the very end of the 19th century, David Janowski tried to rehabilitate the variation with 5…e5 in a game with Siegbert Tarrasch, but lost. So the variation was just unlucky: there were just stronger players playing White. But the results of these games have no effect at all on the assessment of the positions!

I would also like to draw your attention to one other interesting historical fact: Howard Staunton, the best chess theoretician of the middle of the 19th century, needed 25 (!) years to realise that in reply to 4…e5, the outwardly strange move 5.Nb5! was the only way to fight for the d5-square. In 1834, Staunton annotated the games of the match between McDonnell and De la Bourdonnais, in the 1840s, he played 4…e5 himself, but only in 1859, commenting on the match Morphy-Anderssen, did he give the move 5.Nb5 an exclamation mark. That is how slowly theory developed in the 19th century.

Today, theory gives a mathematically accurate assessment of most opening variations, and only the very best of them lead to a playable endgame tablebase. Here, one cannot help remembering Emanuel Lasker, who wrote in 1936 that ‘The future of chess lies with the practical endgame’.

And now let us turn irretrievably to the theme of our book.





Part I

About 2.f2-f4





Chapter 1

A Short Historical Survey

The move 2.f4 in reply to the Sicilian Defence has been known for a long time. I think it is one of the oldest replies to 1…c5. It was seen, for example, in two games by Gioacchino Greco, dated 1620: in one the Calabresian played White, in the other Black.

François André Danican Philidor twice had to play against 2.f4. Although it would be more correct to say ‘at least twice’, because only 78 of the great Frenchman’s games have been preserved, and only 14 of those were played on even terms, whereas in the rest he gave odds – of a pawn, piece or even a rook. So two out of 14 is not such a small number! Both times, Philidor played successfully against the Englishman Atwood.


[image: images]

François André Danican



Game 1.1

Atwood, George
 Philidor, François

London 1794

1.e4 c5 2.f4 e6 3.Nf3 Nc6 4.c3 d5 5.e5?!

Equality is maintained by 5.d3.

[image: images]

5…f5?!

A strange move. More natural and simpler is 5…Nh6, after which the initiative passes to Black.

6.d4 Nh6 7.a3 Nf7 8.Be3 Qb6 9.Qd2

Also good is 9.b4 c4!? 10.a4 – the space advantage helps White to develop the initiative on the kingside.

9…Bd7 10.Qf2?!

White has thought up an interesting, but not fully correct combination. It was simpler to continue development: 10.Be2 Rc8 11.b4 cxd4 (11…c4!?) 12.Nxd4 with rough equality (only not 12.cxd4? because of the standard blow 12…Nxb4!, and Black wins at least a pawn).

10…c4 11.Bxc4!?

Otherwise it is hard for White to complete his development, as the b2-pawn will be hanging the whole time.

11…dxc4 12.d5 Qc7

A simple and strong positional continuation. Philidor is not seduced by the interesting complications after 12…Ncxe5!?, and correctly so; the sample variation 13.fxe5 Qb5 14.dxe6 Bxe6 15.0-0 g6 16.Nd4 Qd5 17.Nxe6 Qxe6 18.Nd2 Bg7 leads to a position with mutual chances.

13.dxc6 Bxc6 14.Bxa7 Bxf3 15.gxf3

[image: images]

15…g5!

There can be no doubt that this move encapsulates Black’s main idea. In general, in our day, this has become a typical device in French Defence positions: with the help of the flank blow …g7-g5 Black fights against the advanced pawn on e5.

16.Be3?

White should have retained the e5-pawn, and to do so, he needs to drive the enemy queen from c7: 16.Bb6. After 16…Qc6 17.Nd2 gxf4 18.Bd4 Rg8 Black is only slightly better. True, now after 19.0-0-0 there is the tempting blow 19…Rxa3!?, but after 20.bxa3 Bxa3+ 21.Kb1 Qb5+ 22.Nb3 cxb3 23.Qd2 the white position is fully defensible.

16…gxf4 17.Bxf4 Nxe5 18.Bxe5?!

This further mistake puts White on the edge of defeat. The bishop had to be retained, although after 18.Kf1 0-0-0 (also promising is 18…Ra5!?) 19.Qe2 Rd5 20.Rg1 Bc5 21.Rg3 Rhd8 22.Nd2 Qd7 Black has a serious advantage.

18…Qxe5+ 19.Qe2 Qxe2+ 20.Kxe2 h5?

It is not clear why he did not play 20…Rg8 with a large, perhaps decisive advantage.

21.Nd2 Rc8=/+ 22.Rhg1 Kf7 23.Rg2 Be7 24.Rag1 Bf6 25.Nf1 e5 26.Ne3 Ke6 27.Rd1?

White’s main trump was control of the open g-file, and now he voluntarily gives that up. A game with mutual chances would have resulted from 27.Rg6.

27…Rhg8 28.Rxg8 Rxg8 29.Nxc4 Rg2+

Stronger is 29…b5 30.Ne3 f4 31.Nd5 Rg2+ 32.Kf1 Rxb2 with advantage.

[image: images]

30.Kd3?

After 30.Kf1! Rxh2 31.Rd6+ Ke7 32.Rb6 Black would have to show ingenuity, in order not to lose. But he can still make a draw: 32…Bh4! 33.Nxe5 Bg3 34.f4 Rf2+ 35.Kg1 h4 36.Rxb7+ Kf6 with equality.

30…Rxh2–/+ 31.Rd2 Rh3 32.Ke2 b5 33.Ne3 Rh2+ 34.Ke1 Rxd2 35.Kxd2 Bg5 36.Ke2 Bxe3 37.Kxe3 h4 38.Kf2 e4–+ 39.Kg2 e3 40.Kh3 e2 0-1

Game 1.2

Atwood, George
 Philidor, François

London 1794

1.e4 c5 2.f4 Nc6 3.Nf3 e6 4.c3 d5 5.e5 f5 6.d4 Nh6

Reaching the same position as in the previous game.

7.h3 Qb6 8.b3 Bd7 9.Be3 Nf7 10.Qd2

10.Be2!?.

10…0-0-0

Black could have started a clearance operation in the centre, and obtained, at a minimum, equal play. Here is an example of how play could develop: 10…cxd4 11.Nxd4 (on 11.cxd4 there is the unpleasant 11…Bb4) 11…Bc5 12.Be2 Rc8 13.0-0 Nxd4 14.Bxd4 Bb5 15.Bxb5+ Qxb5 16.Qe3 Qc6 17.Nd2 Bxd4 18.cxd4 Qc2 19.Nf3 0-0 with roughly equal chances.

11.Qf2 cxd4 12.Nxd4

[image: images]

12…Nxd4?

Why give up such an important diagonal? Better was 12…Bc5, after which White cannot win a pawn with 13.Nxf5, since after 13…Bxe3 14.Nxe3 Rhf8 15.Qd2 g5 his position is coming apart at the seams.

13.Bxd4

Now White has a stable advantage.

13…Qc6 14.Nd2

It was quite possible to be courageous and take the pawn: 14.Bxa7!?. After, for example, 14…g5 15.g3 h5 (even worse is 15…gxf4 16.gxf4 Rg8 17.Bd4) 16.h4 gxf4 17.gxf4 Rg8 18.Be2 (so as in reply to …d5-d4 to close the bishop’s long diagonal with Bf3) Black does not have sufficient compensation.

14…b6

More consequential was 14…g5 with counterplay. Now White develops a dangerous initiative on the queenside.

15.a4! Bc5 16.Bb5

Also good is 16.a5 Bxd4 17.Qxd4 g5 18.axb6 axb6 19.g3 with advantage.

16…Bxd4 17.Qxd4

White had a good alternative – 17.cxd4 Qb7 18.Qg3, with dangerous threats.

17…Qc5 18.Nf3 Bxb5

In the event of 18…Qxd4 19.Nxd4 g5 20.g3 Rhg8 21.Kf2 Black also faces a difficult defence.

19.Qxc5+ bxc5 20.axb5

[image: images]

Black probably did not mind this endgame and now he has got it. However, it is very difficult for him – the pawns on a7, c5 and e6 are weak, his pieces are passive and he has no counterplay.

20…Kb7 21.Ke2 Ra8 22.Ra6 Rhe8 23.Rd1 Nd8 24.Ne1 c4?

Effectively resigning the game. He could continue resisting with 24…Re7, although here too, after 25.c4 Black has a difficult position.

25.bxc4 dxc4 26.Rd7+ Kc8 27.Rxg7+– Rb8 28.Raxa7 Rxb5 29.Rac7+ Kb8 30.Rxc4 Rb7 31.Rb4 Rxb4 32.cxb4 Nc6 33.Nd3 Re7 34.Rxe7 Nxe7 35.Nc5 Ng6 36.Nxe6 Kc8 37.Ke3 Kd7 38.Nd4 Ne7 39.g4 Ke8 40.g5

Black resigned.

But these were just isolated episodes, and the real testing of 2.f4 came in the first half of the 19th century, in the famous match between the strongest players of France and England – Louis-Charles de la Bourdonnais and Alexander McDonnell. As far as I understand, McDonnell after 1.e4 c5 2.Nf3 Nc6 3.d4 cxd4 4.Nxd4 did not like the reply 4…e5, where he did not even obtain equality as White. The move 2.f4 allowed the Englishman to avoid his opponent’s main weapon. This was the line where they subsequently had some bitter battles.

It is probably a good idea to remind my readers, especially the younger ones, about these ‘prehistoric’ days of chess, and about its heroes. We will quote an extract from the well-known chess journalist Yakov Neishtadt’s book Uncrowned Kings:

‘Louis-Charles de la Bourdonnais was born in 1797. He was the grandson of a famous naval officer, Governor of Ile-de-France (now Mauritius), and participant of the war against the British.

We have no information about the childhood and youth of De la Bourdonnais. According to some reports, together with his noble aristocratic origins, De la Bourdonnais also inherited considerable wealth from his father. In an effort to increase this, he launched into risky business transactions. Things went badly, and in 1833 De la Bourdonnais finally went bust and then chess became his only material source. At the time (and, much later!) it was a more than dubious profession, even for the strongest players in the world, and to the end of his days, the great master conducted a difficult struggle for existence.

As secretary of the Paris chess club, De la Bourdonnais received 1200 francs per year. This was not enough for even a very modest life, and De la Bourdonnais was forced to play every day
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