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  Preface
 
Chess, like life, isn’t a fair game. Not only can we blow a brilliancy with a one-move howler, but our opponents can be rather ‘unsporting’ in the opening. We might want White to allow us to wheel out our favourite Sicilian Dragon or main line King’s Indian, but in reality he often won’t. That doesn’t, however, stop the majority of players from only preparing as Black the sharper and more theoretical parts of their repertoire. Quite simply, such an approach is illogical. Being prepared for the flank openings is more work than learning the latest twist in the Naj-dorf, but it is still work that needs to be done.

  Most readers will have struggled at some point against one or both of 1 c4 and 1 Nf3; two rather tricky moves to meet if one has never really studied them. I can’t guarantee that my recommendations against them will suit everyone, but at the very least they should get the reader to think about these openings and to map out a repertoire against them. As we face the English somewhat less often than 1 e4 or 1 d4, the emphasis is on supplying Black with some fairly solid but still quite dynamic set-ups against it. For those who prefer something more lively, there’s usually also a tricky secondary option designed to get the White player away from the sort of positions they tend to dwell successfully in.

  This work is by no means solely devoted to the English and to that favourite transpositional device of the grandmaster, 1 Nf3. We all know players who frequently wheel out something even more offbeat, and usually score pretty well with their choice of the Bird’s (1 f4), 1 Nc3 or whatever. Against us it will not be so easy for them to rack up another win since we will either respond solidly and avoid falling for their positional traps, or surprise them with something quite rare and complex. It would indeed be scandalous here not to consider openings like the Nimzowitsch-Larsen Attack (1 b3); such openings fully deserve to exist and we must treat them with respect. Furthermore, they are no less ‘interesting’ than 1 e4 or 1 d4; just less explored and of a different character. After all, two of the best (in terms of both thorough coverage and independent analysis) openings books of the past decade have been devoted to these flank openings, namely Keilhack’s Knight on the Left: 1.Nc3, and Jacobs and Tait’s Nimzo-Larsen Attack.

  

  
    I hope that this work will help readers to never again flounder helplessly when White doesn’t begin 1 d4 or 1 e4, and that they will also gain an appreciation of the rich subtleties which lie beneath many of these flank openings. Finally, I am indebted to both John Emms and James Vigus for their kind help with this work, as well as to the ever-helpful staff of both the Cedars Library, Middlesbrough, and the Dewar Hogan Library, London.

    

    Richard Palliser,

    Harrogate,

    December 2006

  


  

  

  Chapter One 
White Fianchettoes and Plays Nf3

Introducing the Symmetrical English

  1 c4 c5
[image: ]

  The English can be a tricky creature to face. It is an extremely flexible choice and I suspect that many of its victims don’t realize just how flexible it is. White can follow up by opting for either a simple and positional set-up or a simple and aggressive set-up, and he might even prefer something more complex and theoretical. In response we will examine 1 ... c5, the Symmetrical Variation. Before any readers’ eyes glaze over, it must be pointed out that this response, which was a great favourite with both Tal and Fischer, is actually somewhat more interesting than its name might imply!

  Move orders are especially important in the English, and the Symmetrical is no exception. Chapters One and Two deal with several white systems after a kingside fianchetto, and these retain a loyal following, especially at club level. They are traditionally reached via the move order 1 c4 c5 2 Nc3 Nc6 3 g3 g6 4 Bg2 Bg7, but readers should equally expect to see White prefer 1 c4 c5 2 g3 g6 3 Bg2 Bg7 4 Nc3 Nc6.

  As we will examine further in Chapter Ten, 1 ... c5 is a very flexible response to 1 Nf3 should Black be a Sicilian player. If White then follows up with 2 c4 we are back in this chapter after 2 ... Nc6 3 g3 e5 4 Bg2 g6 5 Nc3 Bg7, but should he prefer either 3 Nc3 or 3 d4 in that sequence, we find ourselves in Chapter Three or Chapter Four respectively.

  The variations covered in Chapters Three and Four are characterized by an early Nf3 from White. These lines are generally much more popular at international level than at club level, although all readers should still make sure that they know how to respond to both the 1 c4 c5 2 Nf3 Nc6 3 Nc3 of Chapter Three, and the 1 c4 c5 2 Nf3 Nc6 3 d4 of Chapter Four.

  In the so-called ‘pure’ Symmetrical lines (in which both sides fianchetto), we will concentrate on employing the so-called Botvinnik set-up: Black follows up his kingside fianchetto by clamping down in the centre, and especially on the d4-square, with ... e5. This set-up is fairly easy to play and can be employed against all of White’s options in Chapters One and Two, although I’ve also given some tricky secondary options for those who prefer a more complex game. We will begin by examining 1 c4 c5 2 Nc3 Nc6 3 g3 g6 4 Bg2 Bg7 5 Nf3 and then:
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  A: 5 ... e5

  B: 5 ... d6!?

  C: 5 ... a6!?


  A)

  1 c4 c5 2 Nc3 Nc6 3 g3 g6 4 Bg2 Bg7 5 Nf3 e5

  [image: ]

  Black sets up the Botvinnik formation and his initial plan is fairly simple, being to complete development. Having played ... Nge7, ... 0-0, ... d6 and ... Be6 he will be able to seek counterplay, often with ... d5 leading to a Maróczy Bind position, although Black may also play on the queenside (with ... b5) or on the kingside (beginning with ... f5). Of course, White won’t be idle while all this is going on and Black must take care not to cede unopposed control of d5, as well as not to allow White a strong queenside initiative based on the b4-break.

  This variation with 5 ... e5 is often known as the Wedberg Variation, after the Swedish grandmaster who has employed it extensively. However, a whole host of other players connected to Scandinavia have played a key part in its development, especially Pia Cramling, Nick De Firmian and Thomas Ernst. Their efforts have helped to show that Black can gain a perfectly acceptable and sound position after 5 ... e5, as well as that it is hard for White to kill the game off should he wish to.

  We will begin by considering the key motifs of this variation, based around the main line after 5 ... e5 (Line A1), before returning to consider some tricky move order options of White’s (Line A2).

  

  A1)

  1 c4 c5 2 Nc3 Nc6 3 g3 g6 4 Bg2 Bg7 5 Nf3 e5 6 0-0 Nge7 7 d3 0-0
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  8 a3

  Both sides have simply continued their development thus far, but now White wishes to expand on the queenside. Black doesn’t want to allow that, but he does want to force White to invest an extra tempo (with Rb1) before halting the expansion with ... a5.

  8 ... d6

  The best move order. As 9 b4 isn’t yet a threat, there’s no need for 8 ... a5; only after 9 Rb1 should the a-pawn be advanced.

  9 Rb1 a5 10 Ne1

  Re-routing the knight to c2, not just to support the b4-advance, but also with the aim of manoeuvring onward to e3 and d5. To appreciate why this is such a popular plan we should examine the alternative, 10 Bd2. From d2, the bishop plays a part in facilitating the advance of White’s b-pawn, but the problem with this move order is the clever semi-waiting move 10 ... Rb8!.
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  Black’s point is that White still cannot advance his b-pawn and so would like to play 11 Nd5, but that can be met by an undermining 11 ... b5 or by 11 ... Nxd5 12 cxd5 Ne7, with a good game for Black in both cases.

  White has tried to continue after 10 ... Rb8 with 11 Ne1, but practice has shown that the inclusion of the moves Bd2 and ... Rb8 is fairly useful for Black who should play for ... d5: 11 ... Be6 12 Nc2 (once again 12 Nd5 is well met by 12 ... b5 when 13 Nxe7+?! Nxe7 14 cxb5 Rxb5 15 b4 axb4 16 axb4 c4! saw Black’s superior central control and space give him slightly the more comfortable position in I.Csom-R.Hartoch, Skopje Olympiad 1972; White might prefer to maintain the tension with 13 b3, but 13 ... h6!? 14 Nc2 f5 15 b4 axb4 16 axb4 bxc4 17 dxc4 e4 also failed to bring him any advantage in A.Gershon-P.Eljanov, Kharkov 2002) 12 ... d5 (consistent, although De Firmian’s 12 ... Nd4!? 13 b4 axb4 14 axb4 b6 is an unexplored and reasonable alternative) 13 cxd5 (13 b3 is again a solid alternative, but also one which allows Black a choice of plans, including the equally solid response 13 ... b6!?, after which 14 e4 dxe4 15 dxe4 Nd4 16 Nd5 Nec6 17 Nxd4 Nxd4 18 b4 was very equal and agreed drawn in B.Gulko-T.Shaked, US Championship, Denver 1998) 13 ... Nxd5.
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  Taking stock, we can see that Black has achieved his desired Maróczy Bind formation and White must seek counterplay with an advance of his b-pawn, although if poorly timed this can play into Black’s hands. Over the years White has tried a number of approaches here, but without ever really troubling the second player:

  a) 14 Ne4 b6 15 b4 axb4 16 axb4 Ndxb4 17 Nxb4 Nxb4 18 Bxb4 cxb4 19 Rxb4 f5 20 Nc3 e4! 21 Nb5 Qe7 22 Qb1 Ra8! saw the b4-advance only help Black’s cause in P.Stempin-P.Cramling, European Team Championship, Haifa 1989.

  b) 14 Ne3 Nxe3 15 Bxe3 Nd4 (Black often makes good use of the d4-square in this variation) 16 b4 axb4 17 axb4 gives Black a pleasant choice between 17 ... c4 and 17 ... cxb4 18 Rxb4 Qa5.

  c) 14 Nxd5 Bxd5 15 b4 (or 15 Bxd5 Qxd5 16 Ne3?! Qe6 17 Qc1?! Nd4! 18 Re1 Nb3 19 Qc2 a4! 20 Rbd1 b5 21 Bc1 f5 and Black’s initiative swept everything before it in the game H.Teske-N. De Firmian, Hamburg 1993) 15 ... Bxg2 16 Kxg2 b5!? (rather than meekly agreeing to an exchange on b4, Black strives to seize the queenside initiative himself)
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  17 bxa5 Nxa5 18 Ne3 and now Black can consider the ambitious 18 ... f5!?, as well as 18 ... Re8 19 Qc1 Bf8 20 Bxa5! Qxa5 21 Nd5 Re6 22 e4 Qa4! 23 f4 Qd4 which was about equal in L.Evans-A.Karpov, San Antonio 1972.

  Combining Bd2 (without first going to g5) and Ne1 doesn’t appear too challenging for Black, which may help to explain why White has recently been exploring other avenues after 10 Bd2 Rb8: 11 Qa4!? (Markowski and Mikhail Gurevich have both employed this a fair bit and theory is yet to decide on Black’s most accurate response; White has also tried 11 Qc1!?, but after 11 ... b6 12 Bh6 f6! 13 Ne1 Be6 14 Bxg7 Kxg7 15 Nc2 d5 16 cxd5 Nxd5 17 Ne3 Nde7! Black’s bind ensures him of a reasonable future) 11 ... Bd7 (an alternative which may catch on is 11 ... Be6!?, based on the point that 12 Ng5 Bd7 13 Nge4 Nd4 14 Qd1 Bc6 should be fine for Black, and certainly 15 b4 axb4 16 axb4 cxb4 17 Rxb4 f5 18 Ng5 h6 19 Nf3 Ne6!? 20 Qb1 g5! supplied counterplay in M.Gurevich-A.Maksimenko, Yugoslav Team Championship 1996; Markowski has thus preferred 12 Nb5, against which I feel Black should follow Gershon’s lead with 12 ... d5!? 13 Ng5 Bd7 14 Qc2 d4) 12 Nb5 (the alternative is 12 Rfc1, but that allows Black to carry out his plan: 12 ... Na7! 13 Qd1 b5 14 cxb5 Nxb5 15 Nxb5 Bxb5 16 b3 Bc6 and Black didn’t have any problems in M.Drasko-T.Ernst, Tallinn 1989) 12 ... Na7!? (Kasimdzhanov’s 12 ... Nf5 13 Qd1 Ncd4 is a solid and very sensible alternative) 13 Bxa5 Qe8 14 Bc7!? (critical; Black regains his pawn with at least equality after 14 Qc2 Nxb5 15 cxb5 b6) 14 ... Ra8
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  15 Qc2 (interestingly Markowski has tried 15 Qxa7 Rxa7 16 Nxa7 Qa8 17 Nb5 Bxb5 18 cxb5, although whether this was by accident or design I’m not sure; it will be worth seeing if he repeats this, especially as it doesn’t appear that the queen sacrifice should offer White the advantage, such as after 18 ... d5!? 19 Bxe5 Bxe5 20 Nxe5 Qa5 21 Nd7 Rd8 22 Nxc5 Qxb5 23 b4 b6 24 Nb3 Qa4 and Black’s queen remains active enough) 15 ... Bxb5! 16 Bxd6! (White is committed since 16 cxb5? Nxb5 17 Bb6 Ra6 18 a4 Rxb6 19 axb5 Qxb5 leaves him a clear pawn in arrears) 16 ... Bc6 17 Bxc5 Nac8 18 Bb4 Qd7 19 Bc3 Qe6 20 Ra1 Nd6 wasn’t too clear in E.Mednis-H.Schussler, Palma de Mallorca 1989. White has three pawns for the piece, but currently they aren’t too dangerous and, with the ... e4-advance on the cards, Black is slightly for preference.

  Before we return to the text move 10 Ne1, we should note that White can also begin with the move order 10 Bg5 f6!
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  11 Bd2 (or 11 Be3 Be6 and again 12 Ne1 is standard) 11 ... Be6, but then he doesn’t have anything better than 12 Ne1 and we’ve transposed to Line A12 below.

  Note Black’s accurate tenth move in this sequence: Bg5 should almost always be met with ... f6, and most certainly not with ... h6. The point being that White wants to exchange his bishop on e7, after which he has a good chance of bringing a knight to d5, while his queenside play is much faster than anything Black can muster on the kingside.

  10 ... Be6
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  We’ve now come to another divide as White must decide whether or not to prevent 11 ... d5:

  

  A11: 11 Nc2

  A12: 11 Bg5


  Instead 11 Bd2 can just be met by 11 ... d5, but White can also try to prevent that advance with 11 Nd5. Once again 11 ... Rb8! is an effective response:

  a) 12 Bd2 is well met by 12 ... b5 as we saw via the move order 10 Bd2 Rb8 11 Ne1 Be6 12 Nd5.

  b) 12 Bg5 f6 13 Bd2 b5 14 Nc2!? (this seemingly innocuous move has actually caused Black some problems in practice; instead 14 Nxe7+ Nxe7 15 b4? axb4 16 axb4 bxc4 17 bxc5 dxc5 18 Be3 Nd5! 19 Bxc5 Nc3 shortly cost White a pawn in E.Fernandez Aguado-V.Moskalenko, Barcelona 2005, and 14 f4 f5 15 Nxe7+ Nxe7 16 fxe5 dxe5 17 cxb5?! Rxb5 18 Bc3 Nd5 was another example of a misguided white exchanging strategy in C.Weiss-P.Eljanov, European Team Championship, Plovdiv 2003) 14 ... f5!? (surprisingly rare; 14 ... b4 15 axb4 axb4 16 Ra1 f5 is the alternative) 15 b4?! (perhaps White must settle for the solid 15 b3) 15 ... axb4 16 axb4 bxc4 17 dxc4 e4! 18 b5 Ne5 gave Black good play, with the g2-bishop rather blunted in A.Pekarek-K.Bischoff, Groningen 1980.

  c) 12 Nc2 b5 13 Nce3 (or 13 Bd2 a4! 14 Nxe7+ Nxe7 15 Ne3 f5 16 f4 Qd7 with a good game for Black in L.Pantsulaia-S.Karjakin, European Championship, Warsaw 2005, and no better for White is 14 Nce3 due to Wedberg’s 14 ... bxc4 15 Nxe7+ Nxe7 16 dxc4 Rb3!) 13 ... Qd7 14 cxb5?! (perhaps White should prefer 14 Bd2 which can be met by either 14 ... f5!? or 14 ... b4 15 axb4 axb4 16 b3 Bh3) 14 ... Rxb5 15 a4 Rbb8 16 Nxe7+ Nxe7 17 Nc4 (it may appear that White has secured a positional advantage on the queenside, but to assume that would also be to underestimate Black’s central control) 17 ... Nc6 18 Bd2 e4!
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  revealed that White’s plan was rather misguided in L.Barczay-W.Uhlmann, Sarajevo 1969. After the further 19 Nxa5 Nxa5 20 Bxa5, Black would have retained a sizeable advantage with 20 ... Bb3! 21 Qd2 Ba2 (Uhlmann).

  

  A11)

  1 c4 c5 2 Nc3 Nc6 3 g3 g6 4 Bg2 Bg7 5 Nf3 e5 6 0-0 Nge7 7 d3 0-0 8 a3 d6 9 Rb1 a5 10 Ne1 Be6 11 Nc2

  Allowing Black to create a Maróczy Bind, but White hopes to be able to gain counterplay with his knights. He may combine centralizing them with playing for the b4-break, which is an important plan, just as it is in the closely-related line 10 Bd2 Rb8 11 Ne1 Be6 12 Nc2 d5.
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  11 ... d5 12 cxd5 Nxd5 13 Ne3

  Challenging Black’s control of d5. White doesn’t have to do so immediately, but he most certainly should avoid panicking with 13 Nxd5?! Bxd5 14 Bxd5 Qxd5, when the exchanges have merely served to strengthen Black’s bind and to highlight his spatial advantage.
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  Mistakes in chess often go together in pairs and here White has been known to continue further down a misguided path: 15 b4?! cxb4 16 axb4 a4! 17 b5 Nd4 18 Nxd4 exd4 19 Ba3 Rfc8 and Black has accumulated a number of useful positional advantages and should convert from here. Returning to the position after 14 ... Qxd5, White may do slightly better to settle for 15 Ne3, although Black remains for choice: for example, 15 ... Qe6 16 a4?! (or 16 Bd2 Rfd8 17 f4?! exf4! 18 Rxf4 Bd4 19 Re4 Qa2 and the white pieces were far from optimally placed in S.Bernstein-D.Byrne, New York 1961) 16 ... Rad8! 17 f3 f5 (renewing the threat of ... e4 and the white queen doesn’t really have a good square to flee to) 18 Nc4 e4 19 Bg5 Rde8 20 Kg2 Nd4 and White was under severe pressure in A.Needleman-D.Flores, Las Condes 2005.

  A much better alternative is 13 Ne4 b6 14 Ng5 Bc8 15 Ne3 which should be compared to the main line. Black’s light-squared bishop is, if anything, slightly better placed on the more flexible c8-square than on d7, and again he has a choice:
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  a) 15 ... Nde7 keeps pieces on in the theoretically approved manner, although 16 b4! (White must play actively: 16 Bd2 h6 17 Ne4 f5 18 Qb3+ Kh7 19 Nc3 Rb8 20 Rfc1 f4 21 Nf1? f3! was a good example of the dangers of playing too passively in L.Schnitzspan-K.Landa, Deizisau 2001) 16 ... axb4 17 axb4 cxb4 18 Bd2 sees White making reasonable use of his activity. Nevertheless, Black should be fine here, unless he falls for 18 ... Qd6? 19 Bxb4!, and 18 ... Rb8 19 Bxb4 Nxb4 20 Rxb4 h6 21 Nf3 Be6 22 Qb1 Nc6 23 Rb5 Na7 24 Rb4 Nc6 saw White unable to increase the pressure against b6 (and Black actually chose to play on with 25 Rb5 Na7 26 Rb4 b5!?) in P.Benko-L.Schmid, Monaco 1969.

  b) 15 ... Nxe3!? 16 Bxe3 Bb7
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  is a tempting alternative, especially when, as here, Black has been able to contest the h1-a8 diagonal. Traditionally the exchange of a pair of pieces was considered to favour White, but he has been unable to prove any advantage. Indeed Ribli even believes that White should try the radical 17 b4!? axb4 18 axb4 cxb4 19 Bxc6 Bxc6 20 Rxb4 just to equalize, although clearly quite a lot of play remains in this unbalanced position. Otherwise White can easily drift into trouble as she managed to with 17 Qa4 Qc7 18 Qh4 h6 19 Ne4 Nd4! 20 Bxd4 exd4

  [image: ]

  21 Qf4?! Qxf4 22 gxf4 Rfe8 23 Rfc1 Rad8 24 b4 cxb4 25 axb4 a4!, and Black’s passed a-pawn was a useful asset in C.Foisor-P.Cramling, Jakarta 1993.

  13 ... Nde7!
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  Overprotecting c6 so that Black can shore up c5 with ... b6. White now gains some temporary activity, but Black can be confident of shortly repelling or exchanging off any actively-placed white knights. A good alternative, which some readers may prefer due to its forcing nature, is the pawn sacrifice 13 ... Nxe3!? 14 Bxe3 Nd4 15 Bxb7!? (the only way to challenge Black; 15 b4 cxb4 16 axb4 Qc7 is already quite comfortable for the second player, and after the 17 Bxd4?! exd4 18 Ne4 of S.Meenakshi-C.Philippe, La Fere 2005, Watson recommends 18 ... axb4! 19 Rxb4 Ra7 when he feels that the passed b-pawn should become a useful asset rather than a target) 15 ... Rb8 16 Bg2 c4! when Black enjoys sufficient activity and pressure for the pawn. H.Olafsson-P.Cramling, Reykjavik 1995, continued 17 dxc4 Bxc4 18 Re1 Bb3 19 Qd2 and now 19 ... Nc2!? was a worthy alternative to the game’s 19 ... Qd6; just as in the Benko, Black’s positional compensation endures in the ending.

  14 Ne4

  Trying to play as actively as possible, but again there are alternatives:

  a) 14 Bd2 Rb8 reaches a position which can also come about if Black meets 10 Bd2 Rb8 11 Ne1 Be6 12 Nc2 d5 13 cxd5 Nxd5 14 Ne3 with 14 ... Nde7 (we only considered 14 ... Nxe3 in the note to move 10). Play might then continue 15 Nb5!? (or 15 Na4 b6 16 b4 axb4 17 axb4 Nxb4 18 Bxb4 cxb4 19 Rxb4 Bh6 with a roughly equal position when C.Partos-N.Ioseliani, Biel 1990, was agreed drawn) 15 ... Qd7 16 Nc4 b6 when the white knights are well placed, but it is not especially easy for White to further improve his position and Black should be fine.
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  One example continued 17 b4 (or 17 Rc1 Rfd8 18 Bg5 f6 19 Be3 Nf5! 20 a4 Nxe3 21 fxe3 f5 and the position remained quite complex in O.Dumitran-A.Negulescu, Bucharest 1995) 17 ... Rfd8 18 Qc1 axb4 19 axb4 Nd4 (19 ... e4!? also deserves attention because 20 Bxe4?? loses material to the fiendish 20 ... Bxc4! 21 Qxc4 Ne5) 20 Nxd4 cxd4 21 Qa3 Rdc8 22 Rfc1 b5 23 Na5 and now in B.Larsen-R.Felgaer, Pinamar 2002, Black would have been at least holding his own against the Danish legend had he prefaced ... Nd5 with 23 ... Bd5 and an exchange of light-squared bishops.

  b) 14 Nc4 Rb8 15 Bg5 f6 16 Be3 b6 17 f4!? is a pawn break White may well play if he feels that he needs to be doing something. It is, however, at best double-edged and here 17 ... Nd5! 18 Bd2 f5! 19 Kh1?! Nxc3 20 Bxc3 Bxc4! 21 dxc4 e4 was an instructive exchange to blunt the g2-bishop and ensure Black of the advantage in A.Kolev-J.Gdanski, Budapest 1993.

  c) Finally, 14 Qa4? is another move which Black should be happy to see. After 14 ... Nd4! the white queen must scuttle back whence she came since both 15 b3?? b5 16 Nxb5 Bd7 and 15 Nc4?? b5 16 Nxb5 Nxe2+! 17 Kh1 Qxd3 cost serious material.

  14 ... b6 15 Ng5 Bd7
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  White has ‘succeeded’ in forcing Black’s light-squared bishop to move again, but his knight will shortly have to leave g5 and Black should be able to patiently unravel. A couple of examples should help to highlight the main plans:

  a) 16 Nd5 Ra7!? (there’s also nothing wrong with the simpler 16 ... h6 17 Nxe7+ Qxe7 18 Ne4 Rac8) 17 Nxe7+ Qxe7 18 Nf3 Rd8 19 Qb3?! a4! 20 Qc2 (20 Qxb6?? Rb8 traps the queen) 20 ... Be6 21 Bg5 f6 22 Be3 Rc8 23 Rbc1 f5 and White was rather passive, while Black was well co-ordinated and all set to further advance in M.Schieferstein-V.Epishin, Bad Zwesten 1997.

  b) 16 Nc4 h6 17 Ne4 Be6 18 Bd2 (probably White’s best set-up) 18 ... Rb8 19 a4 Nd5 20 Ned6 Kh7 21 Kh1 f5 (Black can play around the d6-knight) 22 f4 exf4 23 gxf4 Ndb4 led to a tough and balanced struggle in H.Danielsen-P.H.Nielsen, Copenhagen 1996.

  

  A12)

  1 c4 c5 2 Nc3 Nc6 3 g3 g6 4 Bg2 Bg7 5 Nf3 e5 6 0-0 Nge7 7 d3 0-0 8 a3 d6 9 Rb1 a5 10 Ne1 Be6 11 Bg5
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  With this White usually hopes to prevent an early ... d5. It was thought that he could do so by retreating (after 11 ... f6) to either e3 or d2, but a recent discovery has cast doubt on that assertion in the case of the latter.

  11 ... f6!

  Preventing the desired exchange on e7, whereas 11 ... h6?! 12 Bxe7 Qxe7 13 Nc2 with a pleasant edge is, of course, what White is after.

  12 Bd2

  A major alternative is Andersson’s 12 Be3 when the potential pressure against c5 prevents 12 ... d5. This line was recently endorsed for White in Tony Kosten’s The Dynamic English (albeit via a 5 a3 move order – more on this in Line A1 of Chapter Two) and so Black players should familiarize themselves with what follows: 12 ... Qd7 13 Nc2 a4! (a principled response, although 13 ... Bh3!? is a good alternative: 14 b4 Bxg2 15 Kxg2 axb4 16 axb4 b6 17 Bd2 f5 is fine for Black, as at the least was 14 Bxh3!? Qxh3 15 Ne4 Qd7 16 f4 f5! 17 Ng5?! h6 18 Nh3 b6 in L.Oll-P.Cramling, Dos Hermanas 1992) 14 b4 axb3 15 Rxb3.

  [image: ]

  This position has been assessed by both Kosten and Watson (in his Symmetrical English: 1 ... c5) as giving White an edge, based on the game U.Andersson-Y.Seirawan, Linares 1983. That’s worth following for a while, if only to see how Black shouldn’t be handling the position: 15 ... Rfb8 16 Qb1 Ra6 17 Rb6 Qc7 18 Rb2 b6 19 Bd2 Qd8 20 a4 f5 21 Ne3 Nb4? 22 Rxb4! cxb4 23 Qxb4 and White had far too much positional compensation for the exchange.

  For some time Black players were put off this line, even though Seirawan’s position wasn’t actually that bad until he severely underestimated the exchange sacrifice, and how poorly that left the scope of his pieces relative to White’s. Recently Black has realized that White isn’t doing so well at all after 15 Rxb3. One idea is 15 ... Ra7!?, but probably the most accurate continuation is 15 ... Rab8!, as leading English expert John Watson has recently endorsed on ChessPublishing. P.Maletin-S.Safin, Nishnij Tagil 2005, continued 16 Qb1 (16 Qd2 Nd4 17 Rb6 d5 18 cxd5 Nxd5 19 Nxd5 Bxd5 20 Bxd5+ Qxd5 21 Rfb1 f5 also didn’t particularly impress from White’s point of view in M.Larochelle-T.Roussel Roozmon, Montreal 2004) 16 ... h6 (playing à la Roussel Roozman with 16 ... Nd4, as Watson has pointed out, is probably even better) 17 Rb6 f5 18 Nd5 and the Russian grandmaster playing White, realizing that he had no advantage, offered a draw. Play might have seen 18 ... Bxd5! 19 cxd5 Nd4 20 Bxd4 exd4 (Watson) with ideas of both ... Nc8 and ... f4.

  12 ... d5!

  [image: ]

  Black’s ideal advance, although, as we’ve already mentioned, theory for a long time was wrongly dismissive of it.

  13 cxd5 Nxd5 14 Qb3

  Both Watson and Hansen have assessed this position as clearly favouring White, and it was left to another author of the Symmetrical English, David Cummings, to point out that things were actually far from clear. 14 Qb3 is definitely critical, but clued-up White players may try something else, realizing that the complications aren’t actually favourable for them. Once again, though, 14 Nxd5?! Bxd5 15 Bxd5+ Qxd5 only serves to play into Black’s hands, with 16 b4?! well met by 16 ... cxb4 17 axb4 a4. A superior alternative is 14 Nc2, although Black can still gain a reasonable position with either Kosten’s 14 ... f5 15 Ne3 Nde7, or the 14 ... a4!? 15 Ne3 Nb6 16 Ne4 Bb3 17 Qe1 Qe7 18 Rc1 Nd7 of A.Wohl-L.Ortega, Arco 2001.

  14 ... a4!

  [image: ]

  A promising pawn sacrifice. Black should avoid 14 ... Nd4?! 15 Bxd5! Nxb3 16 Bxe6+ Kh8 17 Bxb3 when the three pieces have scored well in practice against Black’s extra queen, but he can also consider Cummings’s idea of 14 ... Qb6!?. This remains untested, but that is much more a testament to the strength of 14 ... a4, than to any problem with 14 ... Qb6. Black will follow up a queen exchange on b6 with either ... a4 or ... c4, and so White might try 15 Qc2, but then 15 ... Nd4 16 Qd1 Nc7! leaves White in trouble on b3 (or a3 after 17 b3 Ncb5) and is even stronger than Cummings’s original idea of 15 ... Nde7 16 Na4 Qb5.

  15 Qxb7?!

  Rather a case of entering the lion’s den and I would imagine that many Whites would shy away from such a move. The alternatives are:

  a) 15 Nxa4!? Nd4 16 Qd1 Nxe2+ 17 Qxe2 Rxa4 sees Black regain his pawn, but White develops counterplay with 18 f4!. Then, rather than the 18 ... b6 of C.McNab-L.Ravi, London 2001, Black should prefer 18 ... Bf5!, keeping pieces on and preparing to target d3. Play might continue 19 fxe5 fxe5 20 Rc1 Qd6 21 Nf3 e4!? 22 dxe4 Rxe4 when Black is very active and probably doing quite well after 23 Qb5 Ne3 24 Bxe3 Rxe3.

  b) 15 Qc4 Nf4 16 Qxc5 is another greedy pawn grab, essayed in K.Schlinkert-R.Wenzel, German League 1988. A simple and effective response is 16 ... Nxg2 17 Nxg2 f5 with good compensation due to White’s vulnerable kingside light squares.

  15 ... Na5 16 Qb5 Nb3

  [image: ]

  White’s queen remains in some danger and Black’s active pieces supply him with excellent compensation. A brief analysis quickly reveals the difficulties White faces here:

  a) 17 Qc6 Nd4 18 Qxc5? (he had to try 18 Qxe6+ Nxe6 19 Bxd5 Qd7 20 Bxa8 Rxa8, as pointed out by Kosten, when Black is only clearly better) 18 ... Ra5! forced resignation in D.Isonzo-M.Manik, Leipzig 2002.

  b) 17 Be3 Nxe3 18 fxe3 Rb8 19 Qxa4 Nd2 was a reasonable practical try, but didn’t give White enough for the exchange since Black still had good central control in C.Matamoros Franco-J.Bellon Lopez, Havana 2001.

  c) 17 Nf3!? is untried, but even this doesn’t appear to fully save White. Black can respond with Kosten’s suggestion of 17 ... Qd6! (threatening to take on c3 and then trap the queen with ... Rfb8) 18 Ne4 Qc7, maintaining excellent compensation and threatening to cut off the queen’s retreat with 19 ... Ne7. Play might continue 19 Qc4 Nf4 20 Qc2 Nxe2+ 21 Kh1 Rfc8 22 Rfe1 Ned4 23 Nxd4 and now both 23 ... cxd4 and 23 ... Nxd4 are promising.

  Therefore 14 Qb3 might well just be too risky, and so the bishop’s retreat to d2 may fall out of favour.

  

  A2)
Having considered the main line of the Wedberg or Swedish Variation, we will now return to the position after 1 c4 c5 2 Nc3 Nc6 3 g3 g6 4 Bg2 Bg7 5 Nf3 e5 and explore both White’s early deviations and alternative move orders after:

  [image: ]

A21: 6 a3

  A22: 6 d3

  A23: 6 0-0

  A21)

  1 c4 c5 2 Nc3 Nc6 3 g3 g6 4 Bg2 Bg7 5 Nf3 e5 6 a3 Nge7

  [image: ]

  Calmly developing, rather than halt 7 b4 with the common 6 ... a5. Indeed, we will always try to avoid playing ... a5 until White has invested a tempo in Rb1. Otherwise, White might be able to do something better with his extra move than Rb1.

  7 b4!?

  Critical and otherwise play tends to transpose into one of the main lines, such as with 7 Rb1 a5 8 0-0 0-0 9 d3 d6 10 Bg5 f6 11 Be3 Be6 12 Ne1 and we’re back in Line A12.

  7 ... d5!

  [image: ]

  Classically countering White’s wing play in the centre, and this is a recent idea of the Czech GM, Tomas Oral. Black can also consider 7 ... cxb4!? 8 axb4 Nxb4 9 Ba3 Nbc6 which appears a little greedy, but as Hansen points out, may well also be playable. Certainly compared to the line 5 a3 e5?! 6 b4! cxb4 7 axb4 Nxb4 8 Ba3 Nc6 when 9 Nb5 is pretty strong, the inclusion of Nf3 and ... Nge7 helps Black. He must still take care not to allow White to dominate the centre and dark squares, such as with Ng5-e4 and Nd5 or Nb5, but Black has reasonable chances to unravel. Practice has seen after 9 ... Nbc6:

  a) 10 Ne4 0-0 11 Nd6 e4!? 12 Nxe4 d5 13 cxd5 Qxd5 14 Nc3 Qh5 15 Rb1 Rd8! saw Black return the pawn to smoothly develop in J.Masculo-D.Taruffi, Graz 1978, and also possible was Hansen’s 11 ... f5.

  b) 10 Ng5 0-0 11 Nge4 was C.Troyke-V.Chekhov, Dresden 1996, when Black should have advanced in the centre with 11 ... f5 12 Nd6 e4! (Hansen), followed by either ... Ne5 or ... Be5 and ... Rf6.

  c) 10 Nb5! 0-0 11 Bd6 must be critical. At first it appears that Black might well have to give up an exchange for some but not quite enough compensation with 11 ... Nf5, but in A.Kirschner-A.Wallner, Austrian League 2006, he found something more creative: 11 ... a6!? 12 Bc7 axb5! 13 Bxd8 Rxa1 14 Qxa1 e4 15 Qc1 exf3 16 Bxf3 Rxd8 17 cxb5 Nd4 and, with Black having three minor pieces for the queen, the position was far from clear.

  8 cxd5

  The alternative is 8 bxc5, but after 8 ... 0-0 9 0-0 (9 cxd5 Nxd5 10 Nxd5 Qxd5 11 Bb2 gives Black good play after either 11 ... Qxc5 or even 11 ... e4!?) 9 ... dxc4 10 Rb1 Na5!

  [image: ]

  11 d3 Black had no problems and was rewarded with an early and easy draw against a noted theoretician in I.Stohl-T.Oral, Czech League 2000. Play might have continued 11 ... cxd3 12 exd3 Bf5 13 Ne4 Qc7, intending ... Rfd8 and ... Nd5, or ... Nac6-d4 with rough equality.

  8 ... Nxd5

  [image: ]

  9 Nxd5

  Beliavsky has suggested that White might aim for a small edge with 9 e4!? Nxc3 10 dxc3 Qxd1+ 11 Kxd1. That might well occur should Black respond too routinely, and so he should counter actively with 11 ... cxb4! 12 axb4 b5 13 Kc2 0-0, followed by ... a5 with good counterplay on the queenside.

  9 ... Qxd5 10 Bb2 0-0

  Keeping things simple, rather than allow White some play for his pawn after 10 ... cxb4 11 axb4 Nxb4 12 Qa4+ Nc6 13 0-0 Qd7 14 Qa3.

  11 0-0

  Black appears to have an easy game in any case, as he also showed with 11 d3 cxb4 12 axb4 Rd8! 13 0-0 Qb5 in B.Belotti-J.Weber, Leon 2001. White was then the side with the onus to find some activity and counterplay, and with 14 Ng5!? h6 15 Ne4 Nxb4 16 Qa4 Bd7 17 Qxb5 Bxb5 18 Nc5 Bc6 19 Nxb7 Rdb8 20 Nc5 he managed to steer play into a slightly worse ending which he held.

  11 ... e4! 12 Bxg7 Kxg7 13 Ne1 cxb4

  [image: ]

  14 d3!?

  Continuing to offer a pawn. White later preferred 14 axb4 Nxb4 15 Ra4 in M.Preiss-W.Cugini, Bratto 2002, but again Black drew without too much trouble after 15 ... Qb5! 16 Bxe4 Bd7 17 Qa1+ Kg8 18 Rxa7 Rxa7 19 Qxa7 Qxe2.

  14 ... Bf5 15 Nc2

  We’ve been following A.Beliavsky-T.Oral, European Team Championship, Leon 2001, which was another success for Oral’s idea. Had he wanted a double-edged struggle Oral might have captured on a3, but instead the game continued 15 ... Qe6 16 Nxb4 Rfd8 17 Nxc6 bxc6 when White should have forced simplification and full equality with 18 Qc1.

  

  A22)
1 c4 c5 2 Nc3 Nc6 3 g3 g6 4 Bg2 Bg7 5 Nf3 e5 6 d3 Nge7

  Obviously White can now transpose to the main line of A1 with 7 0-0.

  [image: ]

  Meanwhile, should he be aiming to reach Line A12, he might prefer the move order 7 a3 (or 7 Bg5 f6 8 Bd2 0-0 9 0-0 d6 and play will usually lead to the same thing after 10 a3 a5 11 Rb1 Be6 12 Ne1) 7 ... 0-0 8 Rb1 a5 9 Bg5 f6 10 Bd2 d6 (but not 10 ... d5?, allowing 11 cxd5 Nxd5 12 Nxe5!) 11 0-0 Be6 12 Ne1, transposing to that section. White also has two independent tries:

  a) 7 h4!? is rather uncompromising, but shouldn’t overly concern Black so long as he doesn’t panic: 7 ... h6 (here, rather than 7 ... h5, so as not to weaken the g5-square; those happy to take up the challenge might prefer 7 ... 0-0!? 8 h5 d5! which is rare but far from clear, and certainly 9 cxd5 Nxd5 10 Bg5 Nxc3 11 bxc3 Qa5 12 hxg6 hxg6 13 Nd2 Qxc3 14 Rc1 Qa5 15 Bd5 Nd4 remained rather unclear in V.Petukhov-V.Filippov, Vladivostok 1995) 8 Bd2 (instead 8 h5 is obviously met by 8 ... g5, while 8 Nd5 is best met by 8 ... d6, prefacing an exchange on d5 followed by ... Ne7; White has also tried 8 e4 d6 9 Be3, but 9 ... Bg4 10 Qd2 Qd7 11 Ng1 Nd4! 12 Nd5? Nxd5 13 cxd5 Qa4! revealed his plan to be too ambitious in A.Lehtinen-T.Ernst, Stockholm 2000) 8 ... d6! (wisely not hurrying to castle since 8 ... 0-0 9 Qc1! Kh7 10 h5 g5 11 Ne4 prepares some nasty sacrifices on g5) 9 Qc1 (White has also switched to queenside play with 9 a3, but Black can hold his own there with either 9 ... Be6 10 Rb1 a5, or 9 ... a6!? 10 Rb1 Rb8 11 b4 cxb4 12 axb4 b5 as he did in B.Gurgenidze-E.Stoliar, USSR Championship, Moscow 1957) 9 ... Be6

  [image: ]

  10 0-0 (Skatchkov had earlier failed to gain any advantage after 10 Rb1 d5! 11 cxd5 Nxd5 12 Nxd5 Qxd5 13 0-0 Qd6 in P.Skatchkov-A.Vaulin, Novgorod 1997) 10 ... Qd7 11 Re1 Bh3 12 Bh1 Rb8 13 Rb1 a6 14 a4 Be6 was about equal in P.Skatchkov-B.Annaberdiev, Alushta 2005, although the black position was perhaps slightly the easier to handle with both the ... d5 and ... f5 advances on the agenda.

  b) 7 Nd2 can be met in the same way we’ll shortly see Black handle 6 0-0 Nge7 7 Ne1, namely with 7 ... 0-0 (a reasonable alternative is the simple 7 ... d6 8 Nf1 Nf5, and 9 Ne3 Nxe3 10 Bxe3 Be6 11 a3 a5 12 Rb1 Rb8! was fine for Black in E.Dizdarevic-I.Herrera, Yerevan Olympiad 1996) 8 Nf1 a6!? 9 Ne3 Rb8, when 10 0-0 b5 transposes to variation ‘b1’ in the notes to White’s 7th move in Line A23.

  

  A23)
1 c4 c5 2 Nc3 Nc6 3 g3 g6 4 Bg2 Bg7 5 Nf3 e5 6 0-0 Nge7

  [image: ]

  7 d3

  Routinely developing as per Line A1, but White has two interesting alternatives:

  a) 7 a3 can be met by either 7 ... 0-0 or 7 ... d6, but I would prefer to avoid the latter in view

  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
    17 Ned7?! Bxd7 18 Nxd7 Qxd4 19 Nxf8 Kxf8 20 Bc1 Na5 with good activity and pressure for the exchange.
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