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Preface







 White’s many anti-Sicilian systems have been around for a while and I’m afraid that they’re here to stay. Some players inwardly sigh every time they face one, but there’s no need for such a reaction. Handling the anti-Sicilians successfully as Black is not all about employing a lot of slow, solid lines; on the contrary, Black can often fight for the initiative as we will see in this book. That does not mean that every recommendation will be dynamic and exciting; just the majority! Quite often a solid secondary system has been included, either to spoil White’s fun (if he’s after a massive hack, switching to a calm approach is not so silly), or to help Black avoid being move ordered (e.g. the c3 Sicilian doesn’t have to begin with 2 c3; 2 Nf3 e6 3 c3 being a more cunning approach).





White has a number of rather popular anti-Sicilian systems, including the fairly theoretical 2 c3 and the aggressive Grand Prix Attack. Indeed while researching this work, I kept being reminded just how many new ideas there have been in the anti-Sicilians over the past decade: some being very early surprises, such as 2 a3 and 2 Na3, others rather ambitious ones, like 2 c3 d5 3 exd5 Qxd5 4 d4 Nc6 5 Nf3 Bg4 6 dxc5!? (a line which is both fun to analyse and full of some promising novelties for Black, as we’ll see in Chapter One). As such I’ve decided to make this work accessible to all Sicilian players by covering every single white alternative to 2 Nf3, rather than just include White’s theoretically more important systems both with and without 2 Nf3. This has enabled at least two systems to be thoroughly explored against each of White’s main alternatives to 2 Nf3; one of which at least I hope will appeal to the reader.





Throughout the emphasis has been on presenting ‘fresh’ lines where possible, although I have updated coverage from early anti-Sicilian works on a few rather promising variations. As well as trying to explain the key ideas for both sides throughout, I’ve supplied a fair amount of analysis and up-to-date coverage in places, as well as much discussion of that modern bane, move orders.





I’ve enjoyed researching and analysing the vast majority of lines in this work. Indeed I must admit to quite looking forward to my Sicilian games in which White avoids 2 Nf3! The systems covered here are often dynamic, sometimes quite unexplored and generally should be quite fun to play, if not for White to face. Above all, we are fighting against White’s desired game plan, not becoming depressed and meekly submitting to a dull positional disadvantage. There’s a reason why the majority of top grandmasters play 2 Nf3 and 3 d4. It’s now time to teach your opponent just why that is by posing him practical and theoretical problems in his favourite anti-Sicilian system.







Richard Palliser,
 York,
 June 2007
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Chapter One




The 2 c3 Sicilian



1 e4 c5 2 c3





The c3 Sicilian is perhaps the most annoying of all the anti-Sicilians, at both international and club level. This is chiefly because it isn’t such a bad opening, I’m afraid: not only does White want to build a pawn centre, but both main lines (2...Nf6 and 2...d5) allow him some chances for aggression, although they can also become frustratingly quite drawish should White be so inclined.



In a bid to unbalance the play we really need to force White to undertake some strategic risks. As such we will focus on 2...d5, not 2...Nf6. The latter remains very popular and is the more common choice against leading c3 standard-bearer Tiviakov, but it is nowadays rather theoretical and contains some fairly drawish variations. Furthermore, when up against his favourite opening the leading Dutch GM counters with 2...d5.



As the c3 Sicilian is so popular and because it can also arise via a 2 Nf3 move order (as will be discussed later in Line C), we will consider two options for Black after 2...d5 3 exd5 Qxd5 4 d4:
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 A: 4...Nc6 5 Nf3 Bg4!?



B: 4...Nf6 5 Nf3 e6




 The former has received some recent attention and is a good practical try: should White respond too routinely, Black will emerge with a favourable set-up against the IQP. The latter is more solid and yet can sometimes become quite an unbalancing choice: White often gains some kingside possibilities in returning for accepting a weakness on d4 or c3; a fair trade should Black be seeking a double-edged game. Note too that Line B also contains some discussion of the move order 4...Nf6 5 Nf3 Nc6 (or 4...Nc6 5 Nf3 Nf6).




 A)



1 e4 c5 2 c3 d5
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3 exd5



Black’s 2...d5 ended White’s hopes of constructing an ideal centre and the text, followed by accepting an IQP, is an almost unanimous response. Instead 3 d3 is extremely tame, although Black must then avoid falling for a psychological trap, and one prevalent throughout the anti-Sicilians in general, namely not to become overconfident and play to ‘punish’ White. Here Black should be content to have equalized so easily, while remembering that he is not yet better: White, by moving first, can often get away with a number of quiet or even slightly strange moves.



After 3 d3 Black enjoys free development and play might continue 3...Nc6 (the wholly independent approach is 3...dxe4 4 dxe4 Qxd1+ 5 Kxd1 Nf6, although one must be aware that these queenless middlegames require Black to be happy with a complex manoeuvring struggle; 6 f3 a6 7 Be3 b6 8 Nd2 Nc6 9 a4 Nd7! 10 f4 Bb7 11 Ngf3 e6 12 Bd3 Na5 13 Ke2 Rc8, preparing...c4 and...Nc5, was a good way to deploy the black pieces in J.Hickl-F.Gheorghiu, Altensteig 1987)
4 Nd2 Nf6 5 Ngf3 (5 f4?! is rather premature: 5...e5 6 f5?! g6 7 Qf3 gxf5 8 exf5 h5! 9 g3 Qd7 10 Bh3 Ng4 was already somewhat better for Black in C.Timmins-J.Nunn, Sheffield 1991), and now Black has a choice of reasonable and not especially theoretical King’s Indian Attack lines to choose from, including 5...e5 and 5...g6 6 g3 Bg7 7 Bg2 0-0.



A more misguided approach, but one not unknown at lower club level is 3 e5?!. This allows Black a promising version of the French with his light-squared bishop deployed outside the pawn chain; for example, 3...Nc6 4 d4 (a cunning white player might omit this, but after 4 f4 Bf5 5 d3 e6 6 Be2 h5! 7 Nf3 Be7 8 0-0 Nh6 9 a3 Bg4 10 b4 Nf5 Black’s instructive play had given him the edge in any case in P.Blatny-M.Stangl, Brno 1991)
4...cxd4 5 cxd4 Bf5 6 Nf3 e6 7 Bd3 Bg4! (targeting the base of the pawn chain is Black’s aim) 8 Be2 Qb6 9 Be3 Nge7
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10 Nbd2 Nf5 11 Nb3?! a5 12 a4 Bb4+ and now the unpleasant 13 Kf1 was the only way for White to avoid losing a pawn in Ru.Jones-R.Palliser, York 1995.



3...Qxd5 4 d4 Nc6
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5 Nf3



By far White’s most common move, but occasionally he prefers one of:



a) 5 dxc5 is a radical capture which is becoming quite popular in the form of 5 Nf3 Bg4 6 dxc5 (and is also seen following 4...Nf6 5 Nf3 Bg4), but I must admit that I’ve always considered the immediate capture on c5 to be a risky bluff. Black should not recapture on c5, thereby giving White reasonable chances for an edge, but prefer the critical 5...Qxd1+ 6 Kxd1 e5, gaining dangerous compensation after 7 b4 (7 Be3 enables Black to target the bishop: 7...Nf6 8 Nf3 Nd5! 9 b4 a5 10 b5 Nd8 11 c6 Nxe3+ 12 fxe3 bxc6 13 Nxe5 Bc5 saw Black retain good compensation in A.Zakharov-V.Isupov, Novgorod 1997, and 8 f3 Nd5 9 Bf2 Bf5 10 Nd2 0-0-0 also gives Black active and dangerous play) 7...a5! (Black should strike against the white queenside like this, whereas 7...Nf6 8 Bb5! a5 9 Nf3 is somewhat more awkward for him)
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8 Bb5 (the only way to maintain the extra pawn; 8 b5 Nd8 9 Be3 Nf6 10 Nf3 Ng4 was already a little better for Black in B.Goberman-M.Hartikainen, Helsinki 1997) 8...Bf5!? (more active than the older and still quite viable 8...Bd7) 9 a3 (shoring up b4, whereas 9 Bxc6+ bxc6 10 Nd2 Nf6 11 Ngf3 Nd5 12 Nxe5?! Nxc3+ 13 Ke1 axb4 saw that key pawn fall, leaving White in huge trouble in S.Bayat-S.Paridar, Teheran 2004; perhaps White should try the untested 9 Nf3!?, attacking e5, but after 9...axb4 10 Bxc6+ bxc6 11 cxb4 0-0-0+ Black retains fair compensation:...Nf6-d5 and...Bd3 may follow, while White will struggle to coordinate his undeveloped pieces) 9...Nf6. White’s problem is not only his king position, but that any exchange on c6 will leave him perpetually weak on the light squares. M.Stolz-R.Valet, Neukloster 2001, continued 10 Nf3 axb4 11 Bxc6+ bxc6 12 cxb4 Nd5
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13 Bb2 (Lane has suggested 13 Nxe5?! Nxb4 14 Nc3, but this leaves c5 weak and after 14...Nd3! 15 Nxd3 0-0-0 Black is better since 16 Na4 Bxd3 17 Bd2 Rd4 18 Nb6+ Kb7 continues to misplace White’s pieces; 13 Bd2 might be better, although it’s not then so easy for White to develop his king’s knight and 13...f6, followed by...g6 or even...g5, retains good compensation) 13...f6 14 Nbd2 and now there was nothing wrong with the game’s 14...Be7 15 g3 Bd3, but Black could also have played more adventurously with 14...g5!? 15 Nc4 0-0-0; a combination of the ideas of...Bd3,...Nf4, and...g4 with...Bh6 will cause problems.



b) 5 Na3 is a solid and reasonable idea once Black has played...e6, but without that move is pretty toothless: 5...cxd4 6 Nb5 Qd8 (sensible, but does White really have enough compensation after 6...Qe5+!? 7 Be2 dxc3 8 Nf3 Qb8 9 0-0 Nf6?; S.Daniliuk-S.Abramov, Smolensk 1992, continued 10 Re1 cxb2 11 Bxb2 e6 12 Rc1 Bb4 13 Be5?! Nxe5 14 Nc7+ Ke7 15 Nxe5 Ba5! and White was struggling)
7 Nf3 a6 (another ultra-safe move) 8 Nbxd4 Nxd4 9 Qxd4 Qxd4 10 Nxd4 e5 11 Nf3 f6



[image: ]



12 Bc4 Bc5 and Black had a comfortable position in D.Doncevic-M.Suba, Palma de Mallorca 1992.



c) 5 Be3 received some attention during the mid-nineties, but is another move which Black can highlight as being a little premature. He enjoys a pleasant choice with the critical option being 5...e5!? 6 c4 (6 dxc5?! Qxd1+ 7 Kxd1 Nf6 was considered in variation ‘a’, above)
6...Qd8 7 d5 Nd4 8 Nc3 Nf6 9 Bd3 Bd6 10 Nge2 0-0 which gave Black both a reasonable game and a most un-c3-Sicilian-like position in M.Wahls-J.Gallagher, Biel 1994. More solid and common is 5...cxd4 6 cxd4 e5 7 Nc3 Bb4, reaching a position which often occurs with Nf3 played instead of Be3. There 8 Bd2 gives White good chances for an advantage, but in our position Black should be able to equalize quite easily:
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8 Nf3 (or 8 dxe5 when 8...Qxe5 is fine, but also possible is 8...Qa5!? 9 Nf3 Nge7 10 Qb3 0-0 11 Bc4 b5! 12 Bd3 Bg4 and Black had unbalanced the position fairly successfully in G.Plunge-V.Malisauskas, Katowice 1995; likewise 8 a3 Bxc3+ 9 bxc3 Nge7!? – rather than the equal 9...exd4 10 cxd4 Nge7 – 10 c4 Qe4 11 Ne2 Nf5 12 d5 Ncd4 posed White early problems in H.Richards-M.Carlsen, Lysaker 2002) 8...exd4 9 Nxd4 Nge7! (again the best square for the king’s knight, covering c6 and hoping to later come to f5; Black enjoys comfortable equality here since White lacks a good way to remove the active black queen from d5) 10 Qd2 (10 Nxc6 is perhaps a better equalizer, although Black might consider the 10...Bxc3+!? 11 bxc3 Qxc6 12 Qd4 0-0 13 Qc5 Nf5 of M.Boe Olsen-G.Henriksen, Danish League 1999) 10...Nxd4 11 Bxd4 0-0 and Black was already slightly for preference in J.Palkovi-I.Almasi, Budapest 1995. Almasi’s notes suggest that now White should have possibly tried 12 0-0-0!? Bxc3 13 Bxc3, offering the a-pawn for some unclear kingside prospects, whereas 12 Nxd5 Bxd2+ 13 Kxd2 Nxd5 14 Rd1 Rd8 leaves White’s king a little misplaced.



Returning to the somewhat more important 5 Nf3:



5...Bg4!?
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This position is both less common and less theoretical than the related one with 4...Nf6 played instead of 4...Nc6, but it is also more forcing and dangerous. White must now respond in active vein should he wish to play for an advantage and we will chiefly consider:




 A1: 6 Be2



A2: 6 dxc5!?




 The former remains the main line and was once considered to give White an edge, but that is no longer so. Hence the dynamic latter has recently gained some attention, but it does allow Black to gain various advantages from his omission of an early...Nf6.



The only other way to cover f3 is 6 Nbd2?!, but after 6...cxd4 7 Bc4 Bxf3! White lacks a good capture: 8 Bxd5 Bxd1 9 Kxd1 dxc3 10 bxc3 Nf6 was effectively just an extra pawn for Black in K.Horvath-F.Lengyel, Debrecen 2001; the Fritzian 8 Qxf3!? Qxf3 9 Nxf3 dxc3 10 bxc3 e6 11 Rb1 comes up short after 11...a6!; and 8 Qb3 Qe5+ 9 Kf1 Be2+!? 10 Bxe2 Qc7 11 Nf3 e6 12 Bf4 Bd6 13 Bxd6 Qxd6 14 Nxd4 Nxd4 15 cxd4 Ne7 saw Black play it safe and retain at least an edge in N.Vlassov-G.Tunik, Moscow 1996.




 A1)



1 e4 c5 2 c3 d5 3 exd5 Qxd5 4 d4 Nc6 5 Nf3 Bg4 6 Be2
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6...cxd4



Best. White now gains the c3-square for his queen’s knight which is why this line was long out of favour, but that in itself grants Black some extra possibilities:...Bb4, for instance, may become a good way to develop.



Another line which has received some attention in the past decade is 6...e6 7 h3 Bh5 8 c4 Qd6, but I remain unconvinced after 9 d5 Bxf3 10 Bxf3 Nd4 11 0-0 e5. Against accurate white play this is about as good as things will get for Black since he lacks a good response to White’s plan of opening the queenside.



7 cxd4 e6 8 h3



White usually inserts this useful move here or after 8 Nc3 Qa5. Forcing the bishop to h5 not only buys White some useful luft for later, but also gives him a few extra tactical opportunities. Of course, White doesn’t have to play h3, but after 8 Nc3 Qa5 9 0-0 Nf6 Black should simply continue as in Line A11 below; there is no important position in which the absence of h3 and...Bh5 makes any difference to how Black should develop in these fairly quiet lines.



More critical after 8 Nc3 Qa5 is 9 d5!?, as in Line A12, and here the absence of h3 and...Bh5 does make a difference in that after 9...exd5 (9...0-0-0 10 0-0 Nf6?! is also much less effective since 11 Ng5! strikes awkwardly at f7, F.Karpatchev-A.Zhaurov, Nizhnij Novgorod 1998, but quite possibly Black can get away with 10...exd5!?; this has only been tried twice, but appears playable if unsurprisingly risky and 11 Ne5 Bxe2 12 Qxe2 Nxe5 13 Qxe5 Nf6 14 Bg5 Bd6 15 Qf5+ Kb8 left White able to regain his pawn, but without gaining an advantage in P.Smirnov-V.Isupov, Novokuznetsk 1999) 10 Nd4, 10...Nxd4 no longer convinces. Following 11 Bxg4 White’s light-squared bishop is better placed on g4 than h5 which enables him to gain the advantage with 11...Nc6 12 Qxd5 (12 0-0!? Nf6 13 Bg5 Be7 14 Bxf6 Bxf6 15 Nxd5 is a critical position with the bishop on h5 and may also be a good option; certainly 15...Be5 16 b4 Qd8 17 Re1 0-0 18 b5 Bxa1 19 bxc6 sees the light-squared bishop making its presence immediately felt) 12...Qxd5 13 Nxd5 Rd8 14 Nc7+ and now 14...Kd7 is illegal so Black is forced into 14...Ke7 when White has some advantage.



However, the absence of h3 and...Bh5 gives Black another option after 9 d5 exd5 10 Nd4, namely 10...Bd7! which appears to defuse White’s gambit:
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11 0-0 (11 Nb3 Qd8 12 Nxd5 regains the pawn, but is completely equal after 12...Be6; more ambitious is 12 Qxd5 Nf6 13 Qg5, as in S.Paridar-I.Khamrakulova, Calvia Women’s Olympiad 2004, when 13...Bb4 should be played since 14 Qxg7 Rg8 15 Qh6 Rxg2, and if 16 Bg5 then 16...Ng8, is fine for Black) 11...Nxd4 12 Qxd4 Nf6 13 Bg5 Be7 and White can’t do anything more than regain his pawn with full equality, since 14 Qe5 (14 Rad1 0-0 15 Nxd5 Qxd5 was unsurprisingly agreed drawn at this point in R.Ekstroem-Bu Xiangzhi, Bled Olympiad 2002, but Black might also play more ambitiously with 14...Be6!?) 14...Be6 15 Bb5+ Kf8 (Tzermiadianos) doesn’t really give White quite enough compensation as Black is very solid here, has a useful move available in...h6 and will aim to create some problems by activating his queen with...Qb4.



8...Bh5 9 Nc3



Another common move order is 9 0-0 Nf6 10 Nc3 Qa5, reaching Line A11 and with White having lost his critical d4-d5 option.



9...Qa5



By far the safest square for the queen (both 9...Qd6 10 d5! and 9...Qd7 10 0-0 Nf6 11 Ne5! are a bit awkward) and we now reach both an important tabiya and a further divide.
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White faces a critical choice between straightforward development and gambiting his d-pawn to seize the initiative:




 A11: 10 0-0



A12: 10 d5!?




 A11)



1 e4 c5 2 c3 d5 3 exd5 Qxd5 4 d4 Nc6 5 Nf3 Bg4 6 Be2 cxd4 7 cxd4 e6 8 h3 Bh5 9 Nc3 Qa5 10 0-0 Nf6
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Only now does Black develop his king’s knight, and in a position in which White lacks an active and good option. Not everyone likes playing against an isolated queen’s pawn (IQP) in general, but this is a pleasant version for Black, especially since White is unable to launch any sort of kingside attack.



11 Be3



Not the most active of moves, but White’s most popular choice. He has also tried:



a) 11 a3 Bd6! (just as in our main line, this is the best development of the king’s bishop) 12 Be3 is another common route into our main line. Here there is also:



a1) 12 Qb3? Bxf3 13 Bxf3 Nxd4 is an important trick to note. White loses a pawn since 14 Qxb7 Rb8 15 b4 Qe5 16 Bc6+ Kf8 wins material – another important reason for preferring to develop the bishop to d6 rather than e7.



a2) 12 Nb5 Bb8 13 b4 Qb6 is fine for Black since White will have to retreat his knight from b5.



a3) 12 Bd2 Qd8 13 Bg5 is a more important alternative, but after 13...Be7! (giving up the e5-square, but now White is forced into exchanges, whereas 13...h6 14 Bxf6 Qxf6 15 d5! exd5 16 Nxd5 would have been less pleasant)
14 Ne5 Bxe2 15 Nxe2 Nxe5 16 dxe5 Qxd1 17 Rfxd1 Nd5 18 Bxe7 Kxe7 Black had a very pleasant ending in C.Valiente-H.Hamdouchi, Yerevan Olympiad 1996.
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Such endings are generally a little tricky for White since the d5-knight amply obstructs the d-file, while e5 can become weak. In the game Hamdouchi instructively doubled on the d-file, exchanged a pair of rooks, seized space on the kingside and eventually e5 dropped off.



b) 11 Qb3 is well met by 11...Qb4!, angling for a very pleasant ending against the IQP as Black indeed gained after 12 Qxb4 (instead 12 Nb5 Rc8 13 g4 Bg6 14 Qd1?! saw White retain the queens, but not without enabling Black to develop and gain a good position after 14...a6 15 a3 Qa5 16 Nc3 Bd6 17 Be3 0-0 in J.Pisa Ferrer-B.Kurajica, San Sebastian 1993, and 12 Rd1 Rd8! 13 Be3 Qxb3 14 axb3 a6 15 g4 Bg6 16 Ne5 Nb4 17 Bf3 Nfd5 also saw White failing to make anything from his small lead in development in Y.Afek-V.Babula, Pardubice 1998) 12...Bxb4 13 Be3 (or 13 Bg5 Bxc3 14 Bxf6 gxf6 15 bxc3 Bxf3! 16 Bxf3 Rc8 17 Rfe1 Ke7 18 Rab1 b6 19 Be2 Na5 and again Black had the edge, although White managed to hold in N.Managadze-A.Tzermiadianos, Poros 1998) 13...0-0 14 Rac1 Rfd8
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15 Rfd1 Rac8 in C.Tippleston-J.Emms, British Championship, Douglas 2005.



c) 11 Bf4 Rd8!? (the more solid 11...Be7 12 a3 0-0 13 g4 Bg6 14 Qb3 Qb6 15 Qxb6 axb6 is also fully playable; in J.Weidemann-S.Andresen, German League 1993, Black improved his light-squared bishop to retain control of the key d5-square with 16 Rad1 Bc2! 17 Rd2 Bb3) 12 Qb3 Qb4 is very similar to variation ‘b’, above. In R.Maullin-R.Palliser, York 2007, White tried the creative 13 g4 Bg6 14 Bb5!? a6 15 Bxc6+ bxc6 16 Be5, but after 16...c5! 17 Bxf6 gxf6 18 d5 c4 19 Qd1 Black could have gained the advantage in this rather murky position with the cold-blooded 19...Bc5 20 Nd4 Qxb2! 21 Qa4+ Kf8 22 Qxc4 Qb4.



d) 11 g4
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is an advance White sometimes employs in the 4...Nf6 5 Nf3 Bg4 6 Be2 variation, but here it fails to impress; for example, 11...Bg6 12 Ne5 Bb4!? 13 Bb5 (or 13 Nxc6 bxc6 14 Qa4 Qxa4 15 Nxa4 Be4! 16 a3 Bd6 17 Nc3 Bd5 and Black had no problems whatsoever in S.Vajda-L.Vasilescu, Bucharest 2000) 13...Bxc3 14 Nc4 Qc7 15 bxc3 0-0 16 Ne3 Rfd8 17 Bb2 Ne4 left Black very solid and White’s minor pieces not especially well coordinated in this hanging pawn position in S.Diaz Castro-M.Al Modiahki, Andorra 2003.



e) Finally, 11 Ne5?! Bxe2 12 Nxc6?? is a horrendous mistake, forgetting all about the concept of the desperado: 12...Qxc3! 13 Qxe2 Qxc6 left White a clear piece in arrears in D.Rodriguez-Su.Polgar, Tunja 1989.



Returning to 11 Be3:



11...Bd6!
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Not a standard development of the dark-squared bishop in IQP positions in general, but a good one in this particular case in which Black’s queen and light-squared bishop are both actively deployed. Black wants to take control of the e5-square and may even, should White play too slowly, be able to re-route his c6-knight via e7 to d5, the ideal blockading square. Instead the less active 11...Be7 is well met by 12 Qb3 Qb4 13 g4! Bg6 14 Ne5 0-0 15 g5! (S.Smagin-J.Armas, German League 1990).



12 a3



Either preparing b4 or facilitating Qb3 without...Qb4 being an awkward response. Indeed 12 Qb3 Qb4 is fine for Black:
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a) 13 Qxb4 only plays into Black’s hands and 13...Nxb4 14 Nb5 Ke7 15 Nxd6 Kxd6 16 a3 (B.Hallengren-Y.Yarmolyuk, correspondence 2005) might even be met by 16...Bxf3!? 17 Bxf3 Nbd5, eliminating any possibility of Ne5; Black is very comfortable here since White’s bishops are rather passive.



b) 13 Rfd1 Rd8!? (ambitious; 13...Qxb3 14 axb3 Nd5 is a simpler way to equalize fully, S.Starovoit-E.Fedorcov, Kiev 1998) 14 g4 Bg6 15 Ne5 0-0! (Black shouldn’t rush to remove the queens: 15...Qxb3?! 16 axb3 Bc2 17 Rdc1 Bxb3 18 Bb5 0-0 19 Nxc6 bxc6 20 Bxc6 Bb8 21 Nb5 was a little awkward in V.Ivanov-V.Isupov, Moscow 1995) 16 Bf3 Na5 17 Qxb4 Bxb4 reached a roughly even queenless middlegame in O.Lemmers-G.Van Laatum, Belgian League 1997. Both sides can, though, play to win such an ending: White due to his temporary activity and strong e5-knight; Black through calmly continuing to make exchanges.



c)
13 Nb5 Bb8 (13...0-0!? might also be played; 14 Nxd6 Qxd6 15 Rac1 Rab8 16 Rfd1 Nd5 followed by...Rfc8 is fine for Black since White again struggles to get his dark-squared bishop into the game) 14 Qxb4 (14 g4 Bg6 15 Ne5!? was a more ambitious try in T.Shaked-A.Miles, Groningen 1996, but with 15...Nd5 16 Bf3 f6! 17 Nxc6 Qxb3 18 axb3 bxc6 19 Rfc1 Kd7 Black maintained the balance; observe here how Miles correctly avoided 15...Qxb3 16 axb3 Nxe5? 17 dxe5 Bxe5 due to 18 f4 – Gallagher – targeting Black’s light-squared bishop and centralized king with a dangerous initiative) 14...Nxb4
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15 Rfc1 0-0 (the simplest; White won’t be able to maintain his rook on the seventh and Black’s additional knight is again in no way inferior to White’s extra dark-squared bishop) 16 Nc7 Bxc7 17 Rxc7 Rab8 18 Rac1 (18 Rc4 can met by 18...Nbd5 or 18...Bxf3!? 19 Bxf3 Nfd5 20 a3 Nc6 21 b4 Rfd8 22 Rac1 h6 23 b5 Nce7 which shortly led to a draw, since neither side could easily make progress in Al.Karpov-V.Isupov, Prokojevsk 1998)
18...Nfd5 19 R7c4 Nxa2! 20 Ra1 Nab4 21 Rxa7 f6 22 Rc5 Nc6 23 Ra3 Rfc8 was another roughly balanced but slightly more pleasant endgame for Black who went on to win in M.Nouro-A.Veingold, Tampere 1997.



d) 13 g4 Bg6 14 Qxb4 (the crucial difference with the dark-squared bishop being on e7 is that 14 Ne5? now fails to 14...Nxd4! 15 Bxd4 Qxd4 when 16 Qb5+ Kf8 17 Qxb7 Rb8 leaves White in trouble down the b-file and also quite possibly on the kingside) 14...Nxb4 15 Nb5 (15 Ne5 Nfd5 16 Nxd5 Nxd5 17 Rac1 Be4 18 Nc4 Bc7 19 Nd2 Bg6 20 Bf3 Kd7 21 Nc4 f6! 22 Nd2 h5! saw Black instructively beginning to demonstrate some of the drawbacks to g4 in S.Huguet-J.Oms Pallise, Andorra 2003) 15...Ke7! (with the queens off White lacks any real way to target the well-centralized black king) 16 Nxd6 Kxd6 17 Ne5 Nfd5 18 a3 Nc6 19 Nxc6 Kxc6 gave Black another comfortable endgame in F.Jenni-D.Breder, Mureck 1998.



12...0-0 13 Qb3



A fair amount of testing has shown that seizing space with 13 b4 doesn’t give White any advantage after 13...Qd8 and then:
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a) 14 Na4 Nd5 15 Qd2 Qe8!? (forcing the pace and beginning an instructive sequence) 16 Nc5 b6 17 Ne4 Bb8 18 Rac1 Nce7! 19 Ne5 (now Black forces some favourable exchanges, but White lacked an active alternative) 19...f5! 20 Bxh5 Qxh5 21 Ng3 Qe8 22 Ne2 Bxe5! 23 dxe5 was A.Tzermiadianos-S.Atalik, Greek Team Championship 1996, and now I like Atalik’s suggestion of 23...h6!?; Black’s outpost on d5 gives him good control over the position and he will play to expand on the kingside.



b) 14 Qb3 (a more common try, although perhaps Black might now consider striking against White’s queenside expansion with the untested 14...a5!?) 14...Rc8 15 Rfd1 (15 Rad1 Ne7 16 Rc1 Nfd5 17 Nxd5 Nxd5 18 Rxc8 Qxc8 19 Rc1 Qd8 was also pretty comfortable for Isupov in M.Turov-V.Isupov, Moscow 1994)
15...Ne7
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16 Bg5! (finally White finds a way to put his dark-squared bishop to good use; Black must now also accept a structural concession) 16...Nfd5 17 Nxd5 exd5 18 Rac1 f6 19 Bd2 Rxc1 20 Rxc1 Qb6 was pretty even in A.Bayev-V.Isupov, Novosibirsk 1999. Black can, though, try and make progress in such a doubled IQP position:...Bb8 and...Qd6 is one option, and he would also like to reach an endgame with good knight against bad bishop.



c) 14 Qd2 (a slightly planless move; compared with 14 Qb3, the queen doesn’t support White’s advanced queenside) 14...Rc8 15 Rac1?! a5! 16 b5 Ne7 weakened White’s queenside and gave Black a pleasant edge in J.Saunders-R.Palliser, British League 2007.



13...Ne7!?



Immediately improving the knight, but the solid 13...Rab8 is a good alternative.
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After 14 Rfd1 (14 Nb5 Qd8 15 Nxd6 Qxd6 16 Rfd1 Nd5 17 Rac1 Nce7 was fine for Black in L.Vajda-D.Breder, Pardubice 1999) 14...Rfd8 15 Qb5 (15 Rac1 is more usual and probably better when Black has a choice between Ni Hua’s prophylactic 15...h6!?, playing for exchanges with 15...Nd5, and simply doubling rooks with 15...Rd7 16 Rd2 Rbd8, as in D.Zifroni-A.Abolianin, Antwerp 1995, with an equal game in all cases)
15...Qxb5 16 Nxb5 Nd5 17 Nxd6 Rxd6 18 Kf1 f6 19 Rac1 Rbd8 White was ground down in S.Brady-L.D.Nisipeanu, Saint Vincent 2004. White’s problem in such an ending is that he is rather passive and the future European Champion gave a good demonstration of how to make progress as Black: 20 g4 Be8! 21 Nd2 Nce7 22 Ne4 Rc6 23 Rxc6 Bxc6 24 Nc3 Kf7 25 Nxd5 Nxd5 26 Bd3 g5! 27 Ke2 Rh8 28 Be4 h5 29 Bxd5 Bxd5 30 Rg1 a5 and White was being squeezed.
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14 Qxb7?!



Black is happy to see this, but the alternatives also fail to bring White any advantage:



a) 14 Bd2 Qb6 15 Qxb6 axb6 16 Rac1 saw c3 Sicilian expert, John Shaw, obtain a comfortable draw in T.Thorhallsson-J.Shaw, European Team Championship, Plovdiv 2003; Black’s control of d5 fully offsets his doubled b-pawns.



b) 14 Nb5 Bb8 15 Rac1 Nfd5 16 Bd1 a6 17 Nc3 Nxe3!? 18 fxe3 Nf5 19 Ne4 Qd5 was an interesting and pretty reasonable way to unbalance the position in O.Aktunc-A.Gilimshin, correspondence 2003.
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14...Rab8 15 Qa6 Qxa6 16 Bxa6 Bxf3 17 gxf3 Rxb2
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Black’s superior structure grants him an excellent game here. In N.Benmesbah-Zhao Jun, Shenzhen 2005, White was able to exchange his knight on d6, but after that his bishop-pair was no match for Black’s knights.



This variation is pretty comfortable for Black and not particularly hard to handle: he develops in straightforward style and chiefly just needs to remember to prefer...Bd6 over...Be7 and to meet Qb3 with, where possible,...Qb4. Unsurprisingly the leading c3 Sicilian experts have now turned to sharper and more unbalancing methods against 4...Nc6 5 Nf3 Bg4.




 A12)



1 e4 c5 2 c3 d5 3 exd5 Qxd5 4 d4 Nc6 5 Nf3 Bg4 6 Be2 cxd4 7 cxd4 e6 8 h3 Bh5 9 Nc3 Qa5 10 d5!?



A critical pawn sacrifice, although my own praxis with 5...Bg4 suggests that a number of quite regular c3 exponents either remain unaware of this gambit or simply don’t like to play a pawn down for a period of time, as White must be prepared to here. However, there is no doubt that this gambit is quite dangerous. Black doesn’t need much concrete knowledge to get by in A11, but here he is advised to make sure he is well prepared.
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10...exd5



A rare alternative which should especially appeal to those who like to undertake some analysis of their own is the sharp 10...0-0-0!?. White then has:
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a)
11 0-0 has been by far the commonest response, but may well not be up to the rigorous demands of the position. After 11...Nf6 we reach another divide:



a1) 12 Nd4 Bxe2 13 Nxc6 Bxd1! 14 Nxa5 Bb4 was very comfortable for Black in V.Milanovic-P.Genov, Yugoslavia 2001, although White should be able to equalize with 15 Nxd1 Bxa5 16 dxe6 fxe6 17 Be3 (Milanovic).



a2)
12 Bg5 Be7 13 Ne5? is misguided and 13...Nxe5 14 Bxh5 Nxd5 15 Bd2 g6 16 Be2 Nxc3 left White pretty much just a clear pawn in arrears in F.Castaldo-J.Sanchez, Bratto 2004.



a3) 12 dxc6?! Rxd1 13 cxb7+ Kxb7 14 Rxd1 is a radical attempt, but not a wholly convincing idea despite Black’s slightly exposed king. Best is probably 14...Bc5! followed by...Rc8 (or 15...Rd8 in the case of 15 Bd2), whereas 14...Bb4 15 Bd2 Rd8 16 a3 Bxc3?! 17 Bxc3 Rxd1+ 18 Rxd1 Qc7 19 Rd4 gave White plenty of activity and sufficient compensation for the queen in T.Michalczak-H.Ackermann, German League 2006.



a4) 12 Ng5!? Bg6 13 Bd3 (S.Yudin-O.Loskutov, Tomsk 2004) attempts to pressurize f7, but can be defused by an excellent idea of Rogozenko’s, namely 13...Bh5!.
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Now 14 Be2 repeats, but 14 g4 is more critical when 14...Nxd5 15 gxh5 (15 Nxd5?! Qxd5 16 gxh5 Qxd3 17 Qxd3 Rxd3 18 Nxf7 Rg8 leaves both White’s advanced knight and vulnerable h-pawns in some trouble) 15...Nxc3 16 bxc3 (the sharpest option; Rogozenko’s initial analysis only mentioned 16 Qc2 Nd5 17 Nxf7 Rd7! when Black’s activity and White’s wrecked kingside supply good compensation for the exchange: one possible continuation is 18 Nxh8 Ndb4 19 Bd2 Nxc2 20 Bxa5 Rxd3 21 Rac1 N2d4 and Black’s compensation persists even after the exchange of queens)
16...Qxc3 regains the piece. Throughout this variation White should strive to play as actively as possible and so he should continue here with 17 Nxf7! Rxd3 18 Qg4 when 18...Qxa1 (18...Bc5!? 19 Qxe6+ Rd7 is a brave attempt to continue) 19 Qxe6+ Rd7
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20 Qe8+! (forcing and best, whereas 20 Rd1?! Nd4 21 Qe8+ Kc7 22 Bf4+ Bd6 23 Qxd7+ Kxd7 24 Rxa1 Rf8! gives Black the better ending) 20...Nd8 21 Nxd8 Rxd8 (21...Re7?! 22 Qa4 Qe5 23 Rd1 is extremely dangerous for Black and even 21...Be7!? 22 Qxh8 Rxd8 23 Qxh7 Qe5 doesn’t appear to bring Black any advantage after 24 Be3 Bd6 25 Rc1+ Kb8 26 Kf1) 22 Qe6+ Rd7 23 Qe8+ forces a repetition.



b) 11 Nd2!? is a suggestion of Joel Benjamin’s, the man who invented White’s d5 gambit. His analysis runs 11...Bxe2 12 Qxe2 exd5 13 0-0 Nf6 14 Nb3



[image: ]



14...Qc7 (this is by no means forced and in the only outing for 11 Nd2 which I could find Black preferred 14...Qb4!?; I quite like this and following 15 Bd2?! Qc4 16 Qf3 d4! 17 Ne2 d3 18 Nf4 Qe4 Black had gained some advantage in E.Rodriguez Martin-M.Monteiro, correspondence 1995) 15 Bg5 Be7 16 Rac1 when White clearly has compensation, although after 16...a6 I’m by no means certain that Black is worse. Quite possibly White only has enough initiative to regain his pawn when equality ensues, but this could really do with some tests.



c) Interestingly Rogozenko feels that 11 Nd2 is ‘dubious’, proposing instead another virtually untested move in 11 Bd2!?.
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He then gives 11...exd5 12 0-0 Nf6 13 Rc1 when White has some initiative, especially since Black must avoid 13...Kb8? 14 Nb5! and 15 Bf4+. However, 12...d4!? looks like an improvement when 13 Nb5!? (13 Ne4 Bb4 14 Bg5 Nf6 sees Black catch up in development with the point that 15 Nxf6 is met by 15...Bxf3! 16 Bxf3 Qxg5) 13...Bb4 (13...Qb6?! 14 Qb3! Nf6 15 a4 gives White a strong attack) 14 Bxb4 Qxb4 15 a3 Qa5 16 b4 Qb6
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17 a4!? (continuing in bold and critical vein; instead the sacrificial 17 Nfxd4 Bxe2 18 Qxe2 Nxd4 19 Rac1+ Nc6 20 Qg4+ Kb8 21 Qg3+ Kc8 leads to perpetual) 17...Bxf3! (trying to deflect one of the defenders of the b5-knight and preparing to meet 18 gxf3!? with 18...Rd5; unfortunately for Black the tempting alternative 17...d3 18 Bxd3 Bg6? fails to 19 a5) 18 Bxf3 Nge7 19 Re1 Kb8 remains rather unclear. White undoubtedly has quite strong queenside pressure, but Black remains fairly solid and retains his extra pawn. He would like to defend with...Nd5 or...Rd7 and...Qd8, and if White tries to defend his knight with 20 Qd3 then 20...Nxb4 21 Qb3 Ned5 is possible.



Thus it appears that the very sharp 10...0-0-0!? is quite playable, although those intending to adopt it would do well to both analyse further and keep an eye out for recent games in the critical variations ‘a4’ and ‘c’.



Returning to the main line, 10...exd5:
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11 Nd4



The gambit follow-up, but some readers may be more concerned by 11 Qxd5, especially should they be up against weaker opposition. I could only find one example of this cowardly approach on my database, albeit in a game agreed drawn on the next move. However, there Black rejected the logical 11...Qxd5 12 Nxd5 0-0-0! (Collins) which I believe to be his best. Play might continue 13 Nc3 (13 Nf4 Bxf3 14 Bxf3 Bb4+ also unbalances the position by forcing White to move his king)
13...Bb4 14 0-0 Nf6 15 Be3 Rhe8 and I slightly prefer Black. White should probably be able to maintain equality, but Black has the more pleasant position with the better-placed rooks and ideas of...Bxc3 followed by...Nd5. A weaker opponent could certainly be made to suffer for a long time as White here.



11...Bxe2



Accepting the pawn sacrifice. A major alternative is 11...Nxd4 12 Bxh5 and then:



[image: ]



a)
Mchledlishvili’s 12...Nc6 was heavily praised by both Rowson (on ChessPublishing) and Collins (in his Chess Explained: The c3 Sicilian) after the game E.Najer-J.Lautier, Khanty Mansyisk 2005, but I’m afraid that I can’t recommend this attempt to return the pawn. After 13 0-0 Nf6 14 Bg5 Be7 15 Bxf6 Bxf6 16 Nxd5 Be5, rather than Najer’s 17 Qb3, more critical must be 17 b4!, a move which I first analysed on the ChessPublishing Forum and which looks rather dangerous: 17...Qd8 18 Re1 (David Eggleston’s idea of 18 b5!? might be even better, especially since 18...Nd4 19 Bxf7+! Kxf7 20 Qh5+ Ke6 21 Rae1 Qxd5 22 f4 yields a huge attack)
18...0-0 19 b5 Bxa1 20 bxc6 Bf6 21 c7! Qd6 22 Bg4 and at the end of this fairly forced sequence White appears to be doing pretty well. Even 23 Re6 is on the cards and I haven’t been able to find a satisfactory way for Black to free his position.



b)
It may well be the case, however, that it is the modern 12...Nc6 rather than 11...Nxd4 which is suspect. Indeed the older retreat to e6 looks like a reasonable and safer alternative to our main line. Play usually continues 12...Ne6 13 0-0 (13 Qxd5 Qxd5 14 Nxd5 Rd8 15 Nc3 Nf6 16 Bd1 Bb4 gives Black enough activity to offset White’s bishop-pair) 13...Nf6 14 Re1 (with a threat which Black must parry) 14...g6 15 Bg4 Nxg4 16 Qxg4 and now Black must find (or remember) the accurate 16...Be7! (16...Qb4?! 17 Bf4! only helps White; both Rxe6 and Qf3 followed by Be5 are on the agenda) when Benjamin’s original analysis continued 17 Bh6 (the only critical try since 17 Bg5 Bxg5 18 Qxg5 0-0 gets Black’s king to safety with full equality and 17 Rxe6?! fxe6 18 Qxe6 Qa6 19 Qe5 Qf6 20 Qxd5 Qc6 21 Qe5 Kf7 wasn’t a fully convincing exchange sacrifice in S.Sivokho-R.Altshul, St Petersburg 1999) 17...Rd8 (probably best and instead 17...d4 18 Ne2 Qf5 19 Qxf5 gxf5 20 Ng3 Rd8 21 Nxf5 Rd5 22 g4! was a little better for White in Z.Hracek-V.Georgiev, Krynica 1998)
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18 Rxe6!? (White has also tried 18 Re5, but after 18...Qb4 Black should be fine if the queens come off and 19 Qe2 Qc4 20 Qd2 d4 21 Nb5?! Rd5 22 Rxd5 Qxd5 was more than OK for Black in S.Paridar-M.Amanov, Abu Dhabi 2005; 21 Ne4 improves, although then 21...Rd5! 22 Rc1 Qxa2 23 Rxd5 Qxd5 24 Rc8+ Nd8 25 Bg7 Qxe4!? 26 Bxh8 f6, a promising exchange sacrifice, is but one reasonable way for Black to handle the position) 18...fxe6 19 Re1 which he assessed as being clearly better for White. I began to doubt that assessment when I saw that the position after 18 Rxe6 was agreed drawn in E.Ghaem Maghami-Ni Hua, Calcutta 2004, if only because the Chinese grandmaster is usually very well prepared, while the Iranian has himself employed this 5...Bg4 variation. Of course, the position still had to be analysed, but after examining 19...Rd6 20 Rxe6 (20 Bf4 Rc6 21 Rxe6 Rxe6 22 Qxe6 Qb6 23 Qxd5 Rf8 isn’t an improvement for White) 20...Rxe6 21 Qxe6 Qa6! 22 Qxd5 (22 Qe5 Qf6 23 Qxd5 gives Black the extra option of 23...g5!? as well as 23...Qc6)
22...Qc6 23 Qe5 Qf6 I wasn’t able to prove any advantage for White. He has good compensation for the exchange, but by giving up a queenside pawn Black should be able to untangle with...Kf7.



Returning to the more ambitious 11...Bxe2:



12 Qxe2+ Be7 13 Nxc6 bxc6 14 0-0



A critical position. Undoubtedly White has compensation for his pawn, not least because he has the easier position to play. Black, for his part, must aim to slowly unravel his kingside and needs to be careful that White can’t easily exploit his queenside weaknesses. I believe that the black position is fully playable, but, of course, it won’t suit everyone. Hence the alternatives given in the notes to Black’s 10th and 11th moves.
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14...Rd8!?



A useful, semi-active move. Black may well want to cover e7 with...Rd7 and he also has ideas of disrupting White’s build-up with an advance of the d-pawn. Instead 14...Nf6 15 Bg5 Kf8 16 Rfe1 is quite pleasant for White; Black will struggle to both free his position and keep his queenside under control after 17 Rac1. The other option is 14...Kf8, giving up castling rights, but hoping to unravel with...Qd8,...g6 and...Kg7.



15 Bd2



White’s most popular move, but as Black isn’t troubled by discovered attacks against his queen, it may not be the most testing. Alternatively:



a) 15 Bg5 d4! 16 Bxe7 Nxe7 17 Rfe1 0-0 (the more risky 17...Qg5!? 18 Ne4 Qe5 can also be considered)
18 Qxe7 dxc3 19 bxc3 Rd2 reveals one of the ideas behind 14...Rd8; Black has full equality here.



b) 15 Re1!? prevents Black from castling, after which 15...d4!? (15...Rd7?! 16 Qg4! is awkward) 16 Ne4 Kf8 is far from clear; for example, 17 Bd2 Qb6 (unlike 17...Qd5, this wisely prevents 18 Qa6) 18 Rac1 Nf6 19 Nxf6 Bxf6 20 Qd3 Kg8 and White’s compensation persists, despite the exchange of pieces, although Black should be OK here, having avoided the threat of 21 Qa3+ and 22 Ba5.



15...d4
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Once again Black makes good use of his d-pawn. Now 16 b4 Qf5 17 Ne4 Nf6 18 Nxf6+ (18 Ng3 Qd5 19 Rfe1 Rd7 also enables Black to castle) 18...Qxf6 19 Rfe1 Rd7 20 Qg4 h5 21 Qd1 g6 22 Rc1 0-0
saw Black realize his goals and left White worse in P.Pisk-A.Motylev, Ubeda 2000.



It has thus been suggested that White should prefer an immediate 16 Ne4, after which 16...Qb5!? 17 Qxb5 (playing to open the queenside; White might also try 17 Qf3!? when 17...Qd5! continues to tie down the white forces)
17...cxb5 18 a4 was seen in S.Vysochin-J.Shaw, Cappelle la Grande 2003. Shaw now captured on a4 which allowed White some activity and probably the advantage, although notably Black was later able to gain good counterplay by making use of his passed d-pawn. However, I’m not certain why 18...b4!?, as suggested by Markovic, isn’t possible, especially since Black is happy to return a pawn to fully unravel.
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Play might continue 19 Rac1 (19 Rfe1!? retains more tension, but 19...Rd5 20 Rac1 Kd8 keeps everything covered, such as with 21 Bf4 Nf6 22 Ng5 Rf8 23 Rc7 Rd7 and, just like after 19 Rac1, White can regain his pawn on d4 with equality, but no more; here 21 Rc6 is also possible, but then 21...Nf6 22 Ng5 Rf8 23 Rec1 Ne8 covers c7 while also attacking the g5-knight) 19...Nf6 20 Nxf6+ Bxf6 21 Bxb4 (or 21 Rc7 Rd7 22 Rfc1!? Rxc7 23 Rxc7 a5 24 Rc8+ Bd8 and White can do no more than regain the pawn on d4, at the cost of allowing Black to active his centralized king) 21...Kd7 22 Rfd1 (trying to round-up the d-pawn; 22 Bc5 a6 23 b4 Ke6 is also fine for Black) 22...Rc8
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23 Rc5 (23 Bc5 Ke6 saves the d-pawn) 23...Rc7 24 Rd5+ Ke6!? 25 Rd6+ Kf5 26 g4+ Ke4 27 Re1+ Kd3 and White lacks the resources to continue hunting down Black’s king. Indeed if anything he must be careful here with...Kc2-b3 one possibility. Quite possibly White shouldn’t chase the king down the board, but in any case he can’t win d4 and doesn’t have any advantage in this ending.



Much remains to be discovered after the critical 10 d5!?, but for now Black is holding his own in a number of key positions: as well as our main line, both 10...0-0-0!? and 11...Nxd4 followed by 12...Nc6 deserve serious consideration.




 A2)



1 e4 c5 2 c3 d5 3 exd5 Qxd5 4 d4 Nc6 5 Nf3 Bg4 6 dxc5!?



Like so many lines of the c3 Sicilian, this unbalancing capture only began to receive attention once it was tried by Sveshnikov. It certainly leads to some interesting and unusual positions, but despite having been endorsed by both Rozentalis and Harley’s Play the 2 c3 Sicilian and Collins’ An Attacking Repertoire for White, I’m not convinced. Indeed the Sicilian player should be quite happy to see this variation since
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