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Explanation of symbols

The chessboard with its coordinates:
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	White to move
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	Black to move




	♔

	King




	♕

	Queen




	♖

	Rook




	♗

	Bishop




	♘

	Knight
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	White stands slightly better
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	Black stands slightly better
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	White stands better
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	Black stands better




	+–

	White has a decisive advantage




	–+

	Black has a decisive advantage




	=

	balanced position




	!

	good move




	!!

	excellent move




	?

	bad move




	??

	blunder




	!?

	interesting move




	?!

	dubious move









Foreword

A step back in time…

It was March 1982, and I had just experienced my first true disappointment in chess. I had played a scholastic tournament where I had scored a not overwhelming 3 points in 7 rounds. That, however, was not the disappointment. My brother Bent, who was three years younger, had scored the same amount of points in my group and he had won a prize while I hadn’t.

I wouldn’t say that this urged me to take immediate action, but nevertheless something had to be done. Therefore, once the summer vacation hit, I decided to study chess. Not any chess, but specifically I resolved to play through all the games I could find that started with 1.c4. The reason for this choice was that one year earlier I had won a copy of the Danish translation of Raymond Keene’s book on the 1978 World Championship match, where the World Champion, Anatoly Karpov, had won a very narrow victory against the challenger, Viktor Kortchnoi.Kortchnoi, the underdog, was a fighter. This appealed to me, and he played 1.c4.

In the next two weeks, I skimmed through decades’ worth of Danish chess magazines and played over hundreds of games with 1.c4. Not having played any rated game yet, and without any clear understanding of what I was looking at, some ideas and concepts must have stuck in my head. At the very next occasion, in August 1982, I won my very first tournament with 7/7 and brought home a trophy. The key opening, of course, had been 1.c4, in which I had suddenly found new confidence. Later the same year, I played in my first adult tournament, where I scored 3/7 once again but against players with an average of slightly over 1600. Two of the full points were scored with white in the English Opening. Since then, the English Opening has featured prominently in my opening repertoire.

A leap forward – 1998

Having just finished writing my first book, The Sicilian Accelerated Dragon, co-authored with Peter Heine Nielsen, I felt the itch to write another book. Graham Burgess, who had commissioned the above book, had moved on to found Gambit Publications with Murray Chandler and John Nunn, and when I reached out to them with some book ideas they were interested. Eventually we decided that I should write about the English Opening. The result was two books: The Gambit Guide to the English Opening: 1…e5 (1999) and The Symmetrical English (2000). In the first book I employed a novel approach to presenting an opening. In addition to the standard theoretical presentation, it included an introduction to the plans and ideas covered in each chapter. This was well received. In fact, countless times since the publication of that book, people have told me that they loved this particular feature of it, asking me when I was going to write a new edition of the book. The book on the Symmetrical English didn’t use the same format – I don’t recall exactly why, possibly because Gambit had abandoned the concept. The result was therefore a more traditional opening book with plenty of analysis, some of it rather groundbreaking.

While I’m still immensely happy with the work I did back then, the books are theoretically well past their expiration date from the viewpoint of opening theory.

This is not a book on opening theory

While I think there is need for an update of the general works on the theory of the English Opening, this book is not such an update. While many types of books on the English Opening have been published since mine came out back in 1999-2000, I feel there is a need for a book that dives into the concepts that are fundamental for playing the English Opening well. Therefore, while this book does contain some game references and some theory, they mainly serve to add to the overall understanding of the opening. Also, I should add that not all variations are covered – that has not been my goal. Rather, I have aimed to cover what I felt was most important for the reader to understand the English Opening.

The goal of this book

My aim with this book is not to serve you, dear reader, with a pre-determined, narrow repertoire. I would like you to close this book with the feeling that you actually understand what ideas lie behind the individual variations, why certain moves are being played, and what the players are aiming for. This is where many opening books, including some of my own, tend to cut corners.

Therefore, once you are done studying the chapters in this book, you will have another job ahead of you. You will have to start selecting variations and putting together a repertoire, but armed with the knowledge you have acquired in this book. This should be both interesting and enjoyable because hopefully you will sit down with the feeling that you are in command of the opening rather than the opening controlling you. So, while you will not have the opening repertoire of Aronian, Carlsen or some of the countless other grandmasters who regularly play the English Opening, you will have the basic knowledge necessary to understand why they favour certain moves and ideas and what their plans and intentions are.

Thank yous

No book is ever created in a complete vacuum. Many people have helped pave the road to the final product. First, a big thank you to Allard Hoogland, who reached out to me and initiated the e-mail exchange that led to this book growing from a thought in my head to a reality. Then the amazing team at New In Chess who, through patience and keen understanding, made this book better than I thought possible.

Furthermore, I should mention the late World Championship Challenger Viktor Kortchnoi for inspiring me to take up this opening, my brother Bent for stimulating me to become better, my parents Anne-Grete and Jørn Erik Hansen, who have supported and encouraged their chess- crazy son, Peter Heine Nielsen for getting me involved in writing about chess instead of just playing it, the boys at Gambit for taking a chance on me writing about this opening, and my better half Stephanie, who has had endless patience when deadlines were creeping uncomfortably close, and who has let me enjoy the freedom to express myself creatively in books.

Carsten Hansen

Bayonne (NJ), May 2018





PART I

1.c4 e5

1.c4 e5
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CHAPTER 1

Early …♗b4

1.c4 e5 2.♘c3
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1.1) 2…♗b4

1.2) 2…♘f6 3.g3 ♗b4

1.3) 2…♘c6 3.♘f3 ♗b4

There are a number of variations in the English Opening in which Black opts for an early …♗b4. These are related to the Rossolimo Attack in the Sicilian (1.e4 c5 2.♘f3 ♘c6 3.♗b5) and even the more recent idea of 1.e4 c5 2.♘c3 ♘c6 3.♗b5. What they have in common is that they are intended to exchange the queen’s knight, to disrupt the opponent’s intended flow of the game. In our case the aim is mainly to keep the d5-square under control and hand White a pawn structure that is somewhat less flexible and dynamic.

White can react in two ways:

A) Decide this idea is nothing to be concerned about and let Black hand over the bishop pair by exchanging on c3;

B) Avoid the doubling of pawns on c3 by playing ♘d5.

Both arguments have their merits, but in the critical lines White tends to avoid the exchange by playing ♘d5.


1.1) 1.c4 e5 2.♘c3 ♗b4

[image: images]

The most important of the lines covered in this chapter is 2.♘c3 ♗b4, which has become a major weapon for Black and has made many players seek resort in the lines starting with 2.g3, which we will cover in Chapter 11.

1.1a) 3.g3

This is the move that Black’s second move is designed to meet.

White has tried a couple of queen moves here, which just like in the ♗b5 Sicilian are not particularly strong:

A) 3.♕b3, and here Black has tried:

A1) 3…♗xc3 4.♕xc3 ♘c6 (4…d6!?) 5.♘f3 d6 6.d4 ♕e7 7.d5 ♘b8 8.g3 ♘f6 9.♗g2 0-0 10.0-0 a5 11.b3 ♘bd7 12.♕c2 with chances for both sides, although with the pair of bishops on White’s side, Black has to be a little careful, Gasanov-Postny, Gjakova 2016;

A2) 3…♘c6 4.e3 ♘f6 5.♘ge2 0-0 6.a3 ♗xc3 (6…♗e7 is perfectly playable and equal) 7.♘xc3 ♖e8 8.d3 b6 9.♗e2 ♗b7 10.0-0 d5 11.cxd5 ♘a5 12.♕c2 ♘xd5 13.b4 ♘xc3 14.♕xc3 when White’s chances are preferable, Eljanov-Bologan, Poikovsky 2013;

A3) 3…a5 4.♘d5 ♘c6 5.g3 ♘f6 6.♗g2 0-0 7.e3 ♘xd5 8.cxd5 ♘e7 9.♘e2 c6 10.a3 ♗d6 11.♘c3 cxd5 12.♘xd5 ♘xd5 13.♕xd5 ♕b6 14.0-0 was played in the game Morozevich-Vitiugov, Tromsø 2013, and now 14…♗c7 15.d4 d6 16.a4 would have left White marginally better.

B) 3.♕c2, and here:

B1) 3…♘f6 4.♘f3 ♕e7 5.♘d5 ♘xd5 6.cxd5 c6 7.e3 0-0 8.♗d3 g6 9.a3 ♗d6 10.♗c4 b5 11.♗a2 ♗b7 and Black already has a comfortable game, Ljubojevic-Timman, Platja d’Aro blitz 2017;

B2) 3…♘c6 4.e3 ♘f6 5.a3 ♗xc3 6.♕xc3 d5 7.cxd5 ♕xd5 8.b4 ♗e6 9.b5 and now instead of 9…♘d4?, which is unnecessary and not particularly good, for example 10.♗b2 0-0-0 11.♖c1 ♖d7 12.exd4 exd4 13.♕c5 ♕e4+ 14.♘e2 b6 15.♕b4 ♖e8 16.f3 ♕h4+ 17.g3 ♕h5 18.♔f2 ♗d5 19.♗g2 and White is winning, Charbonneau-Caruana, PRO League INT rapid 2017, Black should have played 9…♘e4 10.♕c2 ♘a5 11.♗b2 ♘d6 with a comfortable game.

3…♗xc3 4.bxc3

The other recapture should be harmless for Black but the Latvian grandmaster Normunds Miezis has made it his main weapon against 2…♗b4.

On 4.dxc3 Black replies 4…d6, and here White has:

[image: images]

A) 5.e4 ♘c6 6.♘f3 ♘ge7 (or 6…h6 7.♘h4 ♘ge7 8.♕h5 g6 9.♕e2 ♗e6 10.h3 ♕d7 11.♗g2 a5 12.b3 a4 13.b4 ♘a7 (Miezis-V.Popov, Stockholm 2010) 14.♗d2 ♕c6 15.♗f1 ♘ac8 16.♘g2 ♘b6 17.♘e3 with more or less equal chances) 7.♗g2 ♗e6 8.♕e2 h6 9.♘d2 ♕d7 10.h3 0-0 11.♘f1 ♖ae8 12.b3 f5 13.exf5 ♘xf5 14.♘e3 ♘cd4 15.♕d1 ♘xe3 16.♗xe3 ♘f5 17.♕e2 ♘xe3 18.♕xe3 b5 and Black has taken the initiative, Miezis-Hector, Germany Bundesliga 2010/11;

B) 5.♗g2 ♘c6 (5…♘e7 6.♘f3 ♘bc6 7.0-0 0-0 8.e4 h6 9.♗e3 ♗e6 10.c5 d5 11.exd5 ♘xd5 12.♕e2 ♖e8 13.♖ad1 ♕c8 14.♗c1 ♘f6 15.♘d2 a5 16.a4 ♗g4 17.f3 ♗h5 is about even, Charochkina-Baklan, Sitges 2014) 6.c5 ♘f6 7.cxd6 cxd6 8.e4 ♗e6 9.♗g5 0-0 10.♘f3 ♗c4 11.♘d2 ♗e6 12.♕f3 ♗g4 13.♕xg4 ♘xg4 14.♗xd8 ♖fxd8 15.a4 ♘f6 16.a5 and White has minimal pressure, but ultimately Black should be okay, Granda Zuniga-Grigoryan, Atarrabia rapid 2016.

4…d6

Some alternatives are:

A) 4…f5 5.♗g2 ♘f6 6.d3 (or 6.♖b1 ♘c6 7.♘f3 0-0 8.0-0 ♕e8 9.c5 b6 10.♗a3 bxc5 11.♗xc5 d6 12.♗a3 e4 13.♘d4 ♘xd4 14.cxd4 ♗e6 and here a draw was rather prematurely agreed in Bu Xiangzhi-Zviagintsev, Ergun 2006; I honestly think White has the upper hand and could have played on) 6…0-0 7.♘f3 ♘c6 8.0-0 d6 9.♖b1 ♖b8 10.♘e1 ♕e8 11.♘c2 ♗d7 12.♘e3 ♘e7 13.♘d5 ♘exd5 14.cxd5 b6 15.f4 e4 16.c4 with an interesting strategic battle on the board and chances for both sides, Wang Hao-Vitiugov, Ningbo rapid 2010;

B) 4…♘c6 5.♗g2 d6 6.e4 (6.d3) 6…♘ge7 7.d4 0-0 8.♘f3 b6 9.0-0 f6 10.♗e3 ♘a5 11.c5 ♕e8 12.♕e2 ♗e6 13.♖fb1 ♕h5 with the type of pawn structure for both sides that is quite common for this opening variation, Novikov-Caruana, Russia tt 2010.

5.♗g2 ♘e7 6.d4

While perfectly natural, this move leaves the c4-pawn somewhat exposed, a bit like the Sämisch Variation in the Nimzo-Indian where White has put his bishop on g2 instead of the more favourable d3-square. At the same time, Black has already weakened his light squares by putting his pawns on d6 and e5. The more solid 6.d3 is also an option, when Black has tried:

A) 6…c5 7.f4 ♘bc6 8.♘f3 0-0 9.0-0 exf4 10.♗xf4 ♘g6 11.♗d2 f6 12.♕c2 ♗e6 13.h3 ♕d7 14.♔h2 ♖ae8 15.♖f2 d5 16.cxd5 ♗xd5 with a comfortable game for Black, Kovalenko-Colovic, PRO League INT rapid 2017;

B) 6…♘bc6 7.♘f3 (or 7.f4!? ♘g6 8.♘f3 exf4 9.♗xf4 ♘ce5 10.0-0 ♘xf3+ 11.♗xf3 0-0 12.♕d2 ♖b8 13.♗g5 ♕e8 14.♗g2 f6 15.♗f4 ♗d7 and Black appears to have equalized, Andriasyan-Godena, Aix-les-Bains 2011) 7…0-0 8.0-0 h6 9.d4 ♘g6 10.e4 b6 11.♖e1 ♗a6 12.♗f1 ♘a5 13.♘d2 c5 14.d5 ♗c8 15.♗d3 f5 16.exf5 ♗xf5 17.♗xf5 ♖xf5 with another Nimzo-Indian-like position where the chances are more or less equal, G.Jones-Grandelius, Reykjavik 2013;

C) 6…0-0 7.♘h3 c5 8.0-0 ♘bc6 9.♖b1 b6 10.f4 ♗g4 11.♘f2 ♗e6 12.e4 exf4 13.♗xf4 ♕d7 14.♕c2 ♘g6 15.♗d2 ♘ge5 16.♖be1 ♖ae8 17.♗f4 ♘g6 and once more, Black has at least equalized, Kovalenko-Swapnil, PRO League INT rapid 2017.

6…♘bc6 7.♘f3 0-0 8.0-0

[image: images]

8…f6

8…f5 9.e4 fxe4 10.♘g5 ♗f5 11.g4 ♗d7 12.♗xe4 h6 13.♘h7?! (this is clearly too optimistic; instead 13.♘h3 ♘a5 14.f3 ♗c6 would have been about equal) 13…♖f7 14.d5 ♘a5 15.f4 ♘xc4 16.♕d3 b5 17.f5 ♔xh7 18.f6+ ♔g8 19.g5 (Ni Hua-Moiseenko, Saratov 2011) and here 19…♕f8 20.fxe7 ♖xf1+ 21.♕xf1 ♕xe7 22.♕g2 hxg5 23.♗xg5 ♕f7 would have been very good for Black.

9.♗a3 ♖b8

[image: images]

10.c5

White has to open the position for his bishops. Another try is 10.e4 b6 11.♖e1 ♘a5 12.c5 ♘c4?! (Black must have missed the 13th move we suggest in the note to White’s next move. Instead 12…dxc5 13.dxe5 ♗g4 would have been perfectly okay) 13.♕b3 (White could have played 13.cxd6! ♘xa3 14.♕b3+ ♔h8 15.dxe5 fxe5 16.dxe7 ♕xe7 17.♘xe5 when he is a pawn up and has a good game) 13…♗a6 14.♘d2 d5 15.♘xc4 ♗xc4 16.♕d1 b5 17.dxe5 fxe5 18.c6 d4 19.cxd4 exd4 20.♗xe7 ♕xe7 21.♕xd4 ♖bd8 22.♕xa7 ♖d2 and Black’s activity compensates for the missing pawn, Haskamp-Schmittdiel, Königslutter 1988.

10…d5 11.dxe5 fxe5 12.e4 dxe4 13.♘d2 ♗f5 14.♕b3+ ♕d5 15.♘xe4 ♕xb3 16.axb3 ♖bd8 17.b4 a6 18.♖fd1 ♗g4 19.♖e1 h6 20.♗f1 ♗e6

With an interesting queenless middlegame where both sides can claim a share of the chances, although I would prefer White with the bishop pair and more harmonious pawn structure, Ostojic-Tancik, Serbia tt 2011.

1.1b) 1.c4 e5 2.♘c3 ♗b4 3.♘d5
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1.1b1) 3…♗a5

This is the most provocative of all Black’s responses, forcing White into a sharp and, for the English Opening, non-characteristic type of position. Another choice is 3…a5. Here White has a few very different directions:

A) 4.a3 ♗e7 5.d4 is similar to 3…♗e7 but with a2-a3 and …a7-a5 included. I’m not sure whether this favours Black or White, e.g. 5…exd4 6.♘f3 ♘f6 7.♘xe7 ♕xe7 8.♘xd4 0-0 9.e3 d5 10.cxd5 ♘xd5 11.♗e2 ♖d8 12.♕c2 c5 13.♘b5 ♘c6 14.0-0 ♘f6 15.f3 ♗e6 16.e4 b6 17.♗g5 h6 18.♗h4 a4 19.♖ae1 – the computer calls this equal but the position is difficult to assess. Black has to play actively to avoid getting squeezed and White has some issues and weaknesses as well, Aronian-Nakamura, St Louis blitz 2014;

B) 4.g3 ♘e7 (4…♘f6 5.♘xb4 axb4 6.♗g2 0-0 7.d3 c5 8.♘f3 ♘c6 9.0-0 d6 10.h3 h6 11.b3 ♗e6 12.♗b2 ♕c7 13.e3 ♖a6 14.d4 ♗f5 and Black has neutralized White’s bishops and secured a comfortable game, Kovchan-Moiseenko, Rivne 2016 – note that this line was reached with White playing 4.♘xb4 axb4 5.g3 ♘f6) 5.♗g2 ♘xd5 6.cxd5 0-0 7.e3 d6 8.♘e2 c6 9.0-0 cxd5 10.d4 a4 11.a3 ♗a5 12.♕xa4 ♘c6 (Nepomniachtchi-Adhiban, Berlin blitz 2015) and here 13.♗xd5 ♗g4 14.♕c4 ♘e7 15.♗g2 d5 16.♕b5 seems like the best option for White, who can claim a small plus.

4.b4 c6 5.bxa5 cxd5 6.cxd5

[image: images]

6…♕xa5

If Black plays 6…♘f6?! then White can attempt to hang on to the pawn with 7.♕a4! (or 7.♗b2 d6 8.e4 0-0 9.f3 ♘h5 10.♘e2 f5 11.d3 ♕xa5+ 12.♕d2 ♕d8 13.0-0-0 fxe4 14.dxe4 ♘a6 15.g4 ♘f4 16.♘xf4 ♖xf4 17.♗e2 ♘c5 and here it is clear that White has had too little regard for normal opening principles, Milanovic-Todorovic, Montenegro tt 2012) 7…0-0 (one of the points behind the previous move is that if Black now plays 7…♘xd5 then 8.♕e4 regains the pawn with a good game, e.g. 8…♘e7 9.♕xe5 0-0 10.♗b2 f6 11.♕d6 ♘bc6 12.e3 ♔h8 13.♘f3 ♘f5 14.♕f4 ♘fe7 15.a6 and Black’s opening has been a failure, leaving him with an inferior pawn structure and White with the bishop pair, Slobodjan-Bluvshtein, Havana 2004) 8.e4 d6 9.♗a3 ♘e8 10.♗b5 ♘d7 11.♖c1 ♘c5 12.♗xc5 dxc5 13.♗xe8 ♖xe8 14.♖xc5 ♗d7 15.♕b3 b6 16.♖c3 bxa5 17.♘f3 ♖b8 18.♕c2 and Black does not have adequate compensation for the sacrificed pawn, Gofshtein-Vydeslaver, Tel Aviv 2002.

7.e4

About 1.e4 Fischer once wrote ‘best by test’. This is also the case here. The alternative 7.♕b3 is playable but hardly critical, e.g. 7…♘f6 8.♘f3 d6 9.♗a3 ♘e4 10.e3 ♘d7 11.♗b5 a6 12.♗xd7+ ♗xd7 13.♕xb7 ♖c8 14.♕b3 ♗b5 15.♗b4 ♕b6 16.♖b1 ♘c5 17.♗xc5 ♕xc5 and Black has adequate compensation for the pawn as White’s king is struggling to get to safety, Soffer-Manor, Israel tt 2000.

7…♘f6 8.f3

This weakening pawn move secures the centre and allows White time to complete his development behind the central pawn mass.

8…0-0

Black’s 8…d6 may look like a mere transposition, but it stops White’s intended development of the kingside knight to h3, however, White doesn’t need this come hell or high water, for instance: 9.♘e2 (9.♗b2!? intending 9…0-0 10.♗c3 ♕d8 11.♘e2 can also be considered) 9…0-0 10.♘c3 a6 11.♕a4 ♕d8 12.♗e2 ♘bd7 13.d4 b5 14.♕b4 a5 15.♕b2 b4 16.♘d1 exd4 17.♕xd4 ♗a6 18.♗xa6 ♖xa6 19.♘e3 ♘c5 20.♘f5 ♖e8 21.0-0 and White has a clear advantage which can turn into a winning one if he can get the centre pawns rolling forward, M.Gurevich-Adianto, Batumi rapid 2001.

9.♘h3

The knight is intended to jump onward to f2, helping to cover the king from annoying checks (mainly on b6) and safeguard the centre while the rest of the development gets completed. While the text is entirely logical, White has tried a couple of other moves as well:

A) 9.♔f2!? d6 10.d4 ♘bd7 11.♗b2 ♖e8 12.♘e2 b5 13.a4 b4 14.♘c1 ♗a6 15.♘b3 ♕b6 16.a5 ♕b7 17.♖c1 – while not devastatingly better for White, this is a bit uncomfortable for Black as he lacks good opportunities for counterplay, Tukmakov-Raetsky, Lausanne 2005;

B) 9.♘e2 ♘a6 10.♘c3 ♘c5 11.♗b2 d6 12.♘b5 ♕d8 13.♗e2 a6 14.♘c3 ♘h5 15.g3 ♕b6 16.♖b1 ♗h3 and Black has equalized, Schlosser-Raetsky, Cappelle-la-Grande 2003.

9…d6 10.♘f2 ♗d7 11.♕b3 ♘a6 12.♕a3 ♕b6

[image: images]

13.♗xa6

White gives up his bishop pair to complete his development.

13…bxa6 14.0-0 ♖ab8 15.d3 ♖fc8 16.♖e1 a5 17.♗e3 ♕b4 18.♕xb4 axb4 19.d4

White can also consider capturing the pawn on a7: 19.♗xa7 ♖a8 20.♗e3 ♖c2 21.♖eb1 ♖axa2 22.♖xa2 ♖xa2 23.♔f1 and White wins the b-pawn, leaving him up a pawn in the endgame.

19…exd4 20.♗xd4 a5 21.♖ec1 ♗b5?!

This is a decision I disagree with as it gives White the opportunity to wreck Black’s pawn structure. Instead 21…♘e8 22.♘d3 ♘c7 23.♔f2 ♘b5 seems reasonable when I’m not sure who is better in the endgame.

22.♗xf6 gxf6 23.♘g4 ♖xc1+ 24.♖xc1 a4 25.♔f2 ♔g7 26.♘e3

With and endgame where I prefer White, Javakhadze-Raetsky, Istanbul 2012.

1.1b2) 1.c4 e5 2.♘c3 ♗b4 3.♘d5 ♗c5

Another provocative reaction by Black, who once more invites an intensification of the tension with another pawn advance.

4.e3

This is the prudent choice, intending to follow up with d2-d4 at an appropriate time.

A) White, of course, has jumped in the deep end with 4.b4 as well, and now:

[image: images]

A1) 4…♗f8 5.♗b2 c6 6.♘e3 ♗xb4 7.♗xe5 ♘f6 8.g3 0-0 9.♗g2 ♖e8 10.♘f3 d6 11.♗b2 ♘bd7 12.0-0 ♘e5 was played in Aronian-Anand, Leuven blitz 2017, and now 13.♕c2 ♘fg4 14.♖ab1 ♘xe3 15.fxe3 ♕e7!? leads to an interesting position with chances for both sides but where I would prefer playing White as he has more opportunities to choose different plans;

A2) 4…♗d4 5.♖b1 c6 6.e3 ♗b6 (or 6…cxd5 7.exd4 exd4 8.cxd5 d6 9.♗c4 ♘d7 10.♘e2 ♘e5 11.♗b5+ ♗d7 12.♗xd7+ ♕xd7 13.0-0 ♘f6 14.♘xd4 0-0 15.♕b3 ♘g6 16.♗b2 ♖fe8 17.♖be1 when White is temporarily up a pawn but more importantly has a potentially very strong bishop on b2, Nogueiras Santiago-Cordova, Merida 2007. If Black intends to win the pawn back, he can easily do so with 17…♘e7 18.♘c2 ♘exd5 19.h3!? followed by ♘e3 with better chances for White) 7.♘xb6 axb6 8.♘f3 e4 9.♘d4 ♘f6 10.d3 d5 11.cxd5 ♕xd5 12.a3 0-0 13.dxe4 ♕xe4 14.♗b2 ♘bd7 15.♘f3 ♕e7 16.♕d4 ♖e8 17.♗d3 ♘f8 (Aronian-Anand, Leuven rapid 2017) and now 18.0-0!? b5 19.♖bd1 ♗g4 20.♕f4 seems to promise White a small but pleasant edge with bishop pair and kingside pawn majority.

B) 4.♘f3 is another main line option for White, and now:

B1) 4…c6 5.♘c3 d6 6.e3 (or 6.g3 ♘f6 7.♗g2 0-0 8.0-0 ♖e8 9.d3 h6 10.♘a4 ♗b4 11.a3 ♗a5 12.b4 ♗c7 13.e4 ♗g4 14.h3 ♗xf3 15.♕xf3 ♘bd7 16.♕d1 a6 with a position where I would clearly prefer White due to his advantage in space supported by the bishop pair, but Black’s position is solid and Black has ample counterplay in …b7-b5 and …d6-d5 when needed, Caruana-Anand, London 2016), and here:

B11) 6…♕e7 7.d4 exd4 8.♘xd4 ♘f6 9.♗e2 0-0 10.0-0 d5 11.cxd5 cxd5 12.♘b3 ♗b4 13.♘xd5 ♘xd5 14.♕xd5 ♖d8 15.♕h5 ♘c6 16.a3 ♗d6 17.♘d4 ♗e5 18.♘xc6 bxc6 19.♗c4 g6 20.♕e2 ♗e6 21.♗xe6 ♕xe6 when despite being a pawn down with an inferior pawn structure, Black has compensation on account of his active pieces and White’s difficulty getting the rest of his pieces developed; as a result the chances are about even, Nepomniachtchi-Carlsen, Wijk aan Zee 2017;

B12) 6…♗b4 7.d4 ♘d7 8.♕c2 ♘gf6 9.a3 ♗xc3+ 10.♕xc3 0-0 11.♗e2 ♖e8 12.b4 e4 13.♘d2 d5 14.a4 dxc4 15.♘xc4 ♘b6 16.♘a5 ♘bd5 17.♕d2 ♕c7 18.h3 ♖e6 19.♗a3 when White has the upper hand on the queenside, while seriously having to watch out on the kingside. I prefer White; the computer calls it equal, so it is probably somewhere in-between, Caruana-Anand, Stavanger 2017.

B2) 4…e4, and here:

B21) 5.d4 ♗f8 6.♘g5 c6 7.♘c3 f5 8.h4 ♘f6 9.e3 d5?! (Black is forcing the situation in the centre a little too much, allowing White to put a lot of pressure on the fragile centre; instead 9…♗e7 10.♗d2 d6 11.♗e2 0-0 is perfectly playable for Black although I prefer White after 12.♕b3 followed by 0-0 or even 0-0-0!) 10.♕b3 a6 11.a4 ♗e7 12.♗d2 ♖a7 13.♖c1 h6 14.♘h3 ♗e6 15.♘f4 ♗f7 16.cxd5 cxd5 17.♘cxd5 and White was winning in Tomashevsky-Moiseenko, Berlin blitz 2015;

B22) White also has the fantastic-looking 5.♘g5!? available: 5…e3!
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6.d4 (the rare 6.f4!? may be worth a try; in its only outing White had a good time after 6…exd2+ 7.♗xd2 c6 8.♘c3 ♘f6 9.♕c2 d5?! 10.cxd5 cxd5? (Black should offer the gambit with 10…0-0 instead) 11.e4 ♗b6 12.e5 ♘g4 13.♘b5 when Black was completely busted in Ragozin-Vysochin, Krakow 1999) 6…exf2+ 7.♔xf2 ♗e7 8.♘f3 (or 8.♘xe7 ♕xe7 9.e4 d6 10.♗d3 ♘c6 11.♗c2 ♘f6 12.h3 ♗d7 13.♖e1 0-0-0 14.♔g1 h6 15.♘f3 – having finished castling by hand and with a strong, broad pawn centre, White has the better chances, Jonckheere-Lupynin, ICCF email 2008) 8…♘f6 9.♘xf6+ ♗xf6 10.e4 d6 11.h3 0-0 12.♗d3 c5 13.e5 dxe5 14.dxe5 ♗h4+ 15.g3 ♗e7 16.♕c2 h6 17.♗f4 ♘c6 18.♖ad1 ♕b6 19.♕e2 ♖d8 and Black’s chances are by no means worse, Zviagintsev-Moiseenko, Khanty-Mansiysk 2013.

4…♘f6

Black can also chase White’s knight with 4…c6 5.♘c3, and now:
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A) 5…♘f6 6.d4 exd4 7.exd4 ♗b6 8.♕e2+ ♔f8 9.♘f3 d6 10.♗f4 ♗f5 11.♕e3 ♘a6 12.0-0-0 and White has the better chances, Richter-Marti Cruz, ICCF email 2002;

B) 5…♕e7 6.g3 ♘f6 7.♗g2 0-0 8.♘ge2 e4 9.d4 exd3 10.♕xd3 d6 11.0-0 ♘bd7 12.♘a4 ♗b4 13.a3 ♘e5 14.♕c2 ♗a5 15.b4 ♗c7 16.♗d2 ♖e8 and Black has just about equalized, Demidov-S.Volkov, Khanty-Mansiysk rapid 2016;

C) 5…d5 6.d4 exd4 7.exd4 ♗e7 8.cxd5 cxd5 9.♗b5+ ♘c6 10.♘f3 a6 11.♗xc6+ bxc6 12.♘e5 ♗b7 13.♕h5 g6 14.♕f3 f6 15.♘d3 ♗c8 16.0-0 ♗f5 17.♘c5 ♗xc5 18.dxc5 ♔f7 19.♗e3 and White is better, because Black will struggle with his development and king safety for some time while White gets his pieces to the optimal squares, Petursson-Panchenko, Bern 1992.

5.b4 ♘xd5 6.bxc5 ♘f6 7.♗b2

Or 7.♘f3 ♘c6 8.♗e2 0-0 9.♗b2 d6 10.cxd6 cxd6 11.0-0 ♖e8 12.a4 b6 13.d3 ♗g4 14.h3 ♗h5 15.g4 ♗g6 16.♘h4 ♖c8 17.♘xg6 hxg6 18.♗f3 with an interesting position where White has the bishop pair and a rather flowing, loose pawn structure, while Black is more solidly set up with a pair of knights; ultimately, I think White has the better chances, Giri-Anand, Stavanger 2017.

7…♕e7 8.♘f3 ♘c6 9.d4

Another attempt by White was 9.♕b3, intending to meet 9…♕xc5 with 10.♘xe5 ♘xe5 11.d4, but 9…b6! 10.cxb6 axb6 11.♗e2 0-0 12.0-0 d6 13.♖fe1 e4 14.♘d4 ♘xd4 15.exd4 ♗f5 16.d5 ♘d7 17.f3 ♘c5 18.♕e3 ♖fe8 is pleasant for Black, Nakamura-Anand, Leuven blitz 2016.

9…exd4 10.♘xd4
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10…♘xd4

Or 10…♕xc5 11.♘b5 0-0 12.♗xf6 gxf6 and now rather than the blunder 13.♘xc7?? ♕a5+ 14.♔e2 ♕xc7, which was seen in Kovalenko-Bologan, Tallinn blitz 2016, White should have played 13.♕d5 ♕b6 14.♕d2 ♘e7 15.♗d3 with more than adequate compensation for the sacrificed pawn.

11.♕xd4 b6 12.♕e5 ♕xe5 13.♗xe5 ♔d8 14.♗d4 ♗b7 15.f3 ♖e8 16.♗d3 ♖e6!?
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17.♗f5?!

Here 17.♔f2!? ♖c6 18.♖hb1 seems like the better choice, leaving White with a small edge.

17…♖c6 18.0-0-0 ♗c8

Black has stabilized the situation and the chances are about even, Cheparinov-Fedorchuk, Croatia tt 2017.

1.1b3) 1.c4 e5 2.♘c3 ♗b4 3.♘d5 ♗e7
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Of Black’s options on move 3, this is the most solid and sane, and probably the best.

4.d4

White can also play the solid and steady 4.♘f3, for instance: 4…d6 5.d4 e4 6.♘d2 f5 7.♘b1 c6 8.♘xe7 ♘xe7 9.♘c3 0-0 10.e3 ♗e6 11.♗e2 ♘d7 12.b3 d5 13.a4 a5 14.♖b1 ♘f6 15.0-0 ♕d6 16.♖a1 ♖f7 17.♗a3 and White has the better chances, Inarkiev-Bologan, Poikovsky 2017.

4…d6

The immediate exchange in the centre is also available to Black: 4…exd4 5.♕xd4 ♘f6 6.♘xe7 ♕xe7 7.♕e3 ♘c6 (7…♕xe3 8.♗xe3 0-0 should also be fine for Black) 8.♕xe7+ ♔xe7
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9.f3 (9.♗d2 ♘e4 10.f3 ♘xd2 11.♔xd2 d6 12.e4 f5 13.exf5 ♗xf5 14.♘e2 ♔d7 15.♘c3 ♖ae8 16.b3 ♖hf8 17.♖e1 ♖xe1 18.♔xe1 ♘d4 19.♔d2 c6 20.♗d3 and a draw was agreed in Heimann-Erdös, Balatonszarszo 2017; Black has completely equalized) 9…d6 10.e4 ♗e6 11.♗d2 ♘d7 12.♗c3 f6 13.0-0-0 (while this looks natural and good for White, Black is actually rather comfortable here) 13…a5 14.b3 a4 15.♔b2 axb3 16.axb3 ♘c5 17.♘e2 b5! 18.cxb5 ♗xb3 19.♖a1 ♖xa1 20.♔xa1 ♖a8+ 21.♔b1 was Sebenik-Godena, Sibenik 2012, and now 21…♘e5 22.♘d4 ♗g8 seems pleasant for Black.

5.e4 ♘f6

Or 5…♘c6 6.♘e2 f5 7.exf5 ♗xf5 8.♗e3 ♘f6 9.♘g3 ♗g6 10.♘xf6+ ♗xf6 11.d5 ♘e7 12.♗d3 ♗f7 13.♘e4 c6 14.dxc6 ♘xc6 15.0-0 ♗e7 16.♕g4 0-0 17.♖ad1 and White has a small but clear positional advantage, Marin-Narciso Dublan, Solsones 2004.

6.♘xe7 ♕xe7 7.f3 exd4

The sharp 7…♘h5 is also playable, e.g. 8.♗e3 f5 9.exf5 ♘f6 10.♘e2 exd4 11.♗xd4 ♗xf5 12.♕d2 ♘c6 13.0-0-0 0-0-0 14.g4 ♗g6 15.♘f4 ♘xd4 16.♕xd4 ♔b8 17.h4 ♗f7 18.♗d3 and draw agreed in Aronian-Shirov, Morelia/Linares 2008, although 18…♘d7 followed by …♘e5 or 18…c5!? can be considered for Black, who can’t be worse here.

8.♕xd4 ♘c6
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9.♕c3

White has achieved less with 9.♕e3, for instance: 9…♗e6 10.♗d2 ♘d7 11.♖c1 0-0 12.♘e2 f5 13.♘f4 fxe4 14.fxe4 ♘de5 (14…♖ae8 15.♗d3 ♘ce5 improves; Black has the better game) 15.♗e2 ♖xf4 16.♕xf4 ♘d4 17.♕g5 ♕f7 18.♖f1 ♕d7 and Black had excellent compensation for the exchange in Cheparinov-Hector, Helsingor 2013.

9…0-0 10.♘e2

Black is okay after 10.♗e3 ♘e8 11.0-0-0 f5 12.exf5 ♗xf5 13.♘e2 ♘b4 14.♕xb4 ♕xe3+ 15.♕d2 ♕xd2+ 16.♔xd2 ♘f6 17.♘c3 c6 18.♗d3 ♗xd3 19.♔xd3 ♖ad8 and the endgame is about equal, Baumegger-Haba, Austria Bundesliga B 2016/17.

10…♘d7

The more aggressive alternative 10…♘h5 11.g4 ♕h4+ 12.♔d1 ♘f6 13.♕e1 ♕xe1+ 14.♔xe1 ♘e5 15.♔f2 ♘xc4 16.♗g5 ♘xb2 (16…♗e6!?) 17.♘c3 ♗e6 18.♗xf6 gxf6 19.♖b1 ♘c4 20.♗xc4 ♗xc4 21.♖xb7 c5 (Jurcik-Navara, Czechia tt 2013/14) and now 22.♖d1 ♖fd8 23.♔e3 is somewhat better for White with Black being forced to defend rather passively.

11.♘f4 ♘b6 12.♗e3 ♗d7 13.♗e2 ♖ae8 14.0-0-0 ♔h8
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15.g4

White decides to go for a kingside pawn storm which will be very uncomfortable for Black.

However, another option is 15.c5!?. This seems unusual in the light of White’s king being situated on the queenside, but it seems to work, e.g. 15…♘c8 (or 15…♘a4 16.cxd6 ♘xc3 17.dxe7 ♘xe2+ 18.♘xe2 ♖xe7 19.♗c5 and White is winning) 16.♘d5 ♕d8 17.♔b1 and White is clearly better.

15…♘e5 16.b3 c5 17.♕d2 ♘c8 18.♘d5 ♕d8 19.h4 a6 20.h5

With a passive and rather depressing position for Black, Grandelius-Hector, Stockholm 2017.

1.2) 1.c4 e5 2.♘c3 ♘f6 3.g3 ♗b4 4.♗g2 0-0

Or 4…♗xc3 5.bxc3 0-0 6.e4, which transposes to our main line.

5.e4
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The weakening of the d4-square can look pretty jarring in the eyes of the inexperienced player, but it is only a temporary issue and in return White achieves great control over the d5-square. White can of course also play 5.♘f3, although 5…♘c6 will transpose to Chapter 8. The independent tries are:

A) 5…d6 6.0-0 ♖e8 7.d3 ♗xc3 8.bxc3 e4 9.♘g5 exd3 10.exd3 ♘bd7 11.♖b1 ♖b8 12.♖b2 b6 13.f4 ♗b7 14.♗xb7 ♖xb7 15.♕f3 ♕a8 and Black has a comfortable game, Khismatullin-Efimenko, Russia tt 2009;

B) 5…♖e8 6.0-0, and now:
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B1) 6…e4 7.♘d4 (or 7.♘g5 ♗xc3 8.bxc3 h6 9.♘h3 ♘c6 10.♘f4 d6 11.♘d5 ♗f5 12.f3 ♘xd5 13.cxd5 exf3 14.♖xf3 ♘e7 15.d3 ♗d7 16.♖f2 and White has the upper hand, Aronian-I.Sokolov, Hoogeveen 2003) 7…♗xc3 (7…♘c6 8.♘c2 ♗xc3 9.dxc3 h6 10.♘e3 d6 11.b3 ♘e7 12.♘d5 ♘f5 13.♕c2 ♘xd5 14.cxd5 e3 15.♗e4 (or 15.♕d3 ♕e7 16.f4 a5) 15…♕g5 16.♕d3 ♗d7 17.f4 ♕g4 with chances for both sides, Khismatullin-Golod, Yerevan 2014) 8.dxc3 d6 9.h3 ♘bd7 10.b3 a5 11.a4 ♘c5 12.♗e3 b6 13.♕c2 ♗d7 14.♖ad1 ♕e7 15.♘b5 ♗e6 16.♗g5 (16.g4!?) 16…♗f5 17.♗xf6 gxf6 18.♘d4 ♗d7 19.♘b5 ♗xb5 20.cxb5 ♕e5 with even chances, Mamedov-Wang Hao, Huai’an rapid 2016;

B2) 6…c6 7.d3 h6 8.♗d2 ♗f8 9.e4 d5 10.exd5 cxd5 11.♘xd5 ♘xd5 12.cxd5 ♕xd5 13.♗c3 ♕d6 14.d4 exd4 15.♘xd4 ♘a6 16.♕h5 ♘c5 17.♖fd1 with a position that somewhat resembles a Catalan where things are becoming complicated for Black; White has a small but clear advantage, Laznicka-Sethuraman, Grosseto Prugna 2015.

5…♗xc3 6.bxc3

The recapture with the b-pawn is pretty standard. However, while the d-pawn recapture is usually frowned upon it remains an option that needs to be examined. After all, White gets good control of the centre, and particularly the …d7-d5 break has been prevented.

6.dxc3 d6, and now:
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A) 7.♕e2 ♘bd7 (7…a6!? 8.a4 a5! 9.♘f3 ♘a6 10.0-0 ♘c5 11.♘d2 ♗e6 12.b3 ♕d7 13.♖d1 ♕c6 14.h3 ♕b6 15.♖b1 ♘fd7 and Black has a comfortable game, Harikrishna-Carlsen, Bilbao rapid 2007) 8.♘f3 a6 9.0-0 b5 10.♗g5 bxc4 11.♕xc4 a5 12.♖fd1 ♗a6 13.♕a4 ♘c5 14.♕c2 ♘e6 15.♗e3 ♕e7 16.♘h4 g6 17.h3 ♘h5 with chances for both sides, A.Mastrovasilis-Ly, Riga 2016;

B) 7.♘e2 a6 8.a4 ♗e6 9.b3 ♘bd7 10.0-0 ♘c5 11.♗g5 h6 12.♗xf6 ♕xf6 13.♘c1 ♕g6 14.♖e1 f5 15.exf5 ♕xf5 and Black has grabbed the initiative, Mamedov-Harikrishna, Bilbao 2014.

6…c6

This move is aimed at forcing through …d7-d5 right away, but Black can also consider a different approach, e.g. 6…d6 7.d3 ♘bd7 8.♘e2 ♘c5 9.h3 ♗d7 10.♗g5 a6 11.0-0 h6 12.♗e3 b5 13.cxb5 axb5 14.f4 ♕e7 with an interesting battle ahead, Werle-Acs, Germany Bundesliga 2007/08.

7.♘e2
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White can try to prevent …d7-d5 by playing 7.♕b3 but it should be clear that Black is fine, for instance:

A) 7…b6 8.♘e2 (or 8.d3 h6 9.f4 exf4 10.♗xf4 ♖e8 11.♘e2 d5! 12.cxd5 cxd5?! (12…♘bd7!? 13.d6 g5 14.♗e3 ♗a6 15.♖d1 ♘e5 16.c4 ♘fg4 17.♗g1 ♕xd6 with chances for both sides) 13.e5 ♗g4 14.♘d4 ♘bd7 15.0-0 ♘c5 16.♕c2 and White has the better chances, Movsesian-Bok, Germany Bundesliga 2013/14) 8…♗a6 9.d3 d5 10.exd5 cxd5 11.cxd5 ♗xd3 12.c4 ♗e4 13.f3 ♗g6 14.0-0 ♘bd7 15.♗a3 ♘c5 16.♕e3 ♕d7 17.♗xc5 bxc5 18.♘c3 and White has a small but clear advantage, Bachmann-Quesada Perez, Havana 2010;

B) 7…♘a6 8.♗a3 d6 9.♘e2 ♖b8 10.0-0 ♖e8 11.♖ad1 ♗g4 12.♖fe1 ♘c5 13.♕c2 ♕a5 14.♗b4 ♕a6 15.f3 ♗e6 16.d4 b6 17.f4 ♘g4 18.♘c1 ♘b7 19.d5 ♗d7 20.dxc6 ♗xc6 and Black is doing fine, Sethuraman-Harikrishna, Gibraltar 2016.

7…d5
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This opening of the centre seems contradictory to what we have learned about positions involving knights and bishops. Black opens the position despite the fact that White possesses the bishop pair, but he hopes to demonstrate that his active pieces and easy development will make up for this.

8.cxd5 cxd5 9.exd5 ♘xd5 10.0-0 ♘c6 11.♖b1
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White is starting active play of his own by forcing Black to acknowledge the fact that he cannot push forward until the protection of the b7-pawn has been sorted.

11…♘b6

Black blocks the b-file, threatening to play …♗c8-f5-d3 with a clamp on White’s position.

The alternatives are:

A) 11…♖e8 12.d3 ♘b6 13.♗e3 ♗g4 14.♕c2 ♖e7 15.♘c1 ♗e6 16.♖b5 ♘d5 17.c4 ♘xe3 18.fxe3 ♖c8 and while White’s position is active and his pieces look well-placed, Black has a harmonious set-up with a superior pawn structure; the chances are fairly even, Naiditsch-Topalov, Halkidiki 2011;

B) 11…♖b8 12.d4 (or 12.♗a3 ♖e8 13.♖b5 ♗e6 14.♕b1 ♕d7 15.♖e1 a6 16.♖b2 b5 17.d3 ♗f5 18.♕d1 ♗h3 19.♗h1 ♗g4 and Black has excellent control – this is exactly what Black is striving for when opening the centre and precisely what White should avoid, Budnikov-Naumkin, London 1993) 12…♗g4 13.f3 ♗f5 14.♖b5 ♕d7 15.dxe5 ♖fd8 16.♕d2 ♕e6 17.♘d4 ♘xc3 18.♘xe6 ♖xd2 19.♗xd2 ♘xb5 20.a4 ♘a3 21.♘c5 ♘c4 22.♗f4 b6 23.e6 ♖c8 24.exf7+ and draw agreed in W.Taylor-Joao, ICCF email 2004; two strong correspondence chess players.

12.d4 ♗e6

After this move, I don’t see much opportunity for White to obtain any advantage. The future World Champion has given another move a try: 12…♗f5 13.♖b3?! (here 13.♖b5!? a6 14.♖b2 ♖b8 15.♕b3 seems like a worthwhile alternative) 13…♗e6 14.d5 ♗xd5 15.♗xd5 ♘xd5 16.♗a3 ♖e8 17.♖xb7 ♕c8 18.♖b5 ♘b6 19.♖c5 ♕e6 20.♕b3 ♖ad8 21.♕xe6 ♖xe6 left Black with more harmoniously coordinated pieces and the better chances in the endgame, Nakamura-Carlsen, Oslo blitz 2009.

13.a4 ♗d5

[image: images]

14.♖b5

Or 14.dxe5 ♗c4 15.♕xd8 ♖axd8 16.♗xc6 ♗xe2 17.♖e1 ♗d3 18.♖xb6 axb6 19.♗xb7 and while according to my engine friend this is equal, it’s far from easy to play for either side.

14…♗xg2 15.♔xg2 a6 16.♖c5?!

This is definitely wrong. The best alternative is 16.♖b1 exd4 (if 16…♘c4!? 17.♖xb7 ♕d5+ 18.f3 ♖ad8 19.♕d3 exd4 20.♘xd4 ♘xd4 21.♖b4 wins back the piece but Black clearly has no problems here either) 17.♘xd4 ♕d5+ 18.♕f3 ♕xf3+ 19.♔xf3 when the chances in the endgame are about even.

16…♘d7 17.♖d5 ♘e7 18.♖d6 ♘c8 19.♖d5 ♘cb6

Black has already at least equalized, Li Chao-Wang Hao, China tt 2015.

1.3) 1.c4 e5 2.♘c3 ♘c6 3.♘f3 ♗b4

White has three main options here:

1.3a) 4.♕c2

1.3a1) 4…d6 5.♘d5

Or 5.a3 ♗c5 6.b4 ♗b6 7.e3 ♘ge7 8.c5 dxc5 9.b5 ♗f5 10.♕a4
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10…♘d4!? (this is interesting but unnecessary; after 10…♘a5! 11.♘xe5 0-0 12.♗b2 c6 13.bxc6 ♘exc6 14.♘xc6 ♘xc6 followed by …♘e5 Black has ample compensation for the pawn) 11.exd4 exd4 12.♘e2 ♘d5 13.♘g3 ♗g6? (13…♕e7+ 14.♔d1 ♗e6 is still playable for Black) 14.♗e2 d3 15.♗d1 ♕e7+ 16.♔f1 0-0-0 17.♗b2 ♖he8 18.♗b3 and White can start enjoying his extra piece, Shabalov-Mitkov, Las Vegas 2012.

5…♗c5 6.d3 ♘ge7 7.g3 ♘xd5 8.cxd5 ♘e7 9.♕b3 0-0 10.♗g2 h6 11.0-0 ♘g6 12.e3 ♗b6 13.a4 a6

Black should probably have tried something like 13…c6 14.dxc6 bxc6 15.♕c3 ♘e7 although I still prefer White after 16.a5 ♗c7 17.b4.

14.♖d1 ♕f6 15.♘d2 ♖b8 16.♕c3 ♕e7 17.♘c4 ♗a7 18.b4 f5 19.b5 f4 20.♗a3 ♘h4?

Optimistic/desperate and not very good; instead 20…♗g4 21.♖db1 would have left White with a small but comfortable edge.

21.gxh4 f3 22.♕xe5 ♕xe5 23.♘xe5 fxg2 24.♘c4

And White is clearly better, Cu.Hansen-Benjamin, Jerusalem 1986.


1.3a2) 4…♘f6 5.♘d5

After 5.a3 ♗xc3 6.♕xc3 ♕e7 7.e3 d5 8.d4 exd4 9.♘xd4 ♘e5 10.cxd5 ♘xd5 11.♕b3 c6 12.♗e2 0-0 13.0-0 ♖d8 14.♖d1 ♘f6 15.♗d2 c5 16.♘f3 ♗g4 17.♗c3 ♘xf3+ 18.gxf3 ♗e6

Black had equalized in Janssen-Medvegy, Germany Bundesliga 2009/10.

5…a5 6.g3 0-0 7.♗g2 d6 8.0-0 ♖e8 9.♘g5

[image: images]

9…g6?!

This looks forced, but my computer came with a suggestion that nearly made me spit out my coffee: 9…♘d4! 10.♘xf6+ ♕xf6 11.♕xh7+ ♔f8, and all of a sudden the point behind Black’s initial pawn sacrifice comes to light: Black is ahead in development and his pieces are better placed. White can hold the balance with 12.♕h5 ♕g6! 13.♕xg6 ♘xe2+ 14.♔h1 fxg6 with chances for both sides.

10.♘xf6+ ♕xf6 11.♘e4 ♕e7 12.d3 ♘d4 13.♕d1 ♘e6 14.a3 ♗c5 15.♘xc5 dxc5 16.b3 ♖a6 17.♗b2

White’s bishop pair and superior pawn structure guarantee him a small but obvious advantage, A.Onischuk-Adianto, Beijing 2000.

1.3b) 4.g3

White decides to ignore the fact that Black is planning to capture on c3.

4…♗xc3 5.bxc3

Recapturing with the d-pawn fails to impress: 5.dxc3 d6 6.♗g2 f5?! (I know this is Black’s intention behind 3..♗b4, but 6…h6 followed by …♗e6 and …♘ge7 improves, offering Black a pleasant game) 7.0-0 ♘f6 8.♕b3 0-0 9.c5+ d5 10.♗g5 ♖b8 11.♗xf6 ♕xf6 12.e4 fxe4 13.♕xd5+ ♔h8 14.♕xe4 and White has the clearly better chances, Azmaiparashvili-Rohde, New York 1994.

5…d6

5…♘f6 6.♗g2 0-0 7.0-0 transposes to the main line covered in Chapter 7.

6.d4

White decides to challenge Black in the centre right away. This is certainly a good argument, even though the c4-pawn in particular can become a target for Black if he manages to stabilize the centre. Instead, the patient and normal 6.♗g2 has of course also been played: 6…f5 (or 6…♘ge7 7.0-0 0-0 8.♗a3 ♘g6 9.♖b1 ♖b8 10.d3 b6 11.d4 ♗f5 12.♖b2 ♘a5 13.♘d2 c5 14.e4 ♗e6 15.♕e2 ♕f6 16.d5 ♗d7 17.♘b3 ♘b7 with more or less equal chances, Kantorik-Laketic, Chelyabinsk 1991) 7.0-0 ♘f6 8.♘e1 0-0 9.d3 ♕e8 10.♘c2 ♖b8 11.a4 b6 12.♗d2?! (White should probably have considered something like 12.♗g5 ♘a5 13.♘e3 c6 with chances for both sides) 12…♗b7 13.♖a2 ♕h5 14.h3 ♘e7 15.e3
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15…♕g6 (here Black could play 15…♗xg2!, intending to meet 16.♕xh5 with 16…♗xf1!! 17.♕d1 ♗xd3 18.♘a3 ♘d7 and Black has a clear positional advantage. And if White instead recaptures by 16.♔xg2, then 16…♕f7 is clearly pleasant for Black) 16.♕e2 ♗xg2 17.♔xg2 ♖be8 18.a5 f4 – Black has the initiative and clearly better chances, Kirov-Nikcevic, Cetinje 1996.

6…e4 7.♘d2 f5 8.♗g2 ♘f6 9.f3 0-0 10.0-0 exf3 11.♘xf3 h6 12.♕d3 ♖b8 13.d5 ♘e7
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14.♗e3?!

14.♘d4!? may improve, addressing the weak light squares in Black’s camp.

14…b6

And now rather than 15.♗d4?!, as played in Lautier-Ivanchuk, Linares 1995, White should have opted for 15.♘d4 ♘g4 16.♗f4 g5 17.♗d2 when the chances are still about even.

1.3c) 4.♘d5♗c5

A) A very aggressive reply is 4…e4, and now:
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A1) 5.♘d4 ♘xd4 6.♘xb4 ♘f6 7.♘c2 ♘xc2+ 8.♕xc2 0-0 9.b3 d5 10.cxd5 ♖e8 11.♗b2 ♘xd5 12.e3 a5 13.a3 c6, and here White went for the entertaining but wild 14.0-0-0!? (14.h3 ♕d6 15.♖c1 ♕g6 16.g3 ♗e6 17.♗d4 f5 18.♗e2 was more sane but hardly problematic for Black) 14…♕e7 15.f3 ♗f5 16.g4 ♗g6 17.f4 f6 18.h4 ♗f7 19.g5 ♗h5 20.♖e1 f5 with chances for both sides, Beeckmans-Winants, Belgium tt 2015/16;

A2) 5.♘g5 is entertaining, but not overwhelmingly good: 5…♕xg5 6.♘xc7+ ♔d8 7.♘xa8 e3 8.fxe3 ♕h4+ 9.g3 ♕e4 10.♖g1 ♕xe3 11.♖g2 ♘f6 12.♕a4 ♕e5 13.a3 ♗e7 14.e3 (Reinderman-Peng Zhaoqin, Hoogeveen 2007) and now 14…♕b8 15.b4 ♕xa8 16.♗b2 b6 would have given chances for both sides in an unclear mess…;

A3) 5.♘g1 ♘f6 6.a3 ♗e7 7.e3 ♘xd5 8.cxd5 ♘e5 9.♕c2 f5 10.d4 ♘g4 11.♘e2 0-0 12.♘c3 a6 13.♗e2 ♘f6 14.f3
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14…b5?! (Black can improve with 14…♕e8! when White cannot win the pawn on e4 with 15.fxe4 fxe4 16.♘xe4 because after 16…♘xe4 17.♕xe4 Black wins White’s queen due to 17…♗b4+. Instead 16.0-0 ♕g6 is best, although I don’t think Black has anything to worry about in this line either) 15.fxe4 ♘xe4 16.♘xe4 fxe4 17.♕xe4 ♗b7 18.♗f3 ♗h4+ 19.g3 and Black doesn’t have sufficient compensation for the sacrificed pawn, Kovacevic-Bosiocic, Porec 2016.

B) Black can also delay the retreat with 4…a5, when it isn’t in White’s interest to exchange on b4 because of the backward pawn on the semi-open a-file. Instead 5.a3 ♗e7 6.d4 d6 7.e3 f5 8.dxe5 dxe5 9.b3 ♘f6 10.♗b2 e4 11.♘e5 0-0 12.♘xc6 bxc6 13.♘xe7+ ♕xe7 14.♗e2 left White with an advantage in Malakhov-Glek, Dubai rapid 2014.

5.e3!

White has to continue aggressively to prove any kind of advantage. The solid 5.d3 doesn’t do anything to bother Black, for instance: 5…d6 6.e3 ♘f6 7.d4 ♗b6 8.♘xb6 axb6 9.dxe5 dxe5 10.♕xd8+ ♔xd8 11.♗d2 ♘e4 12.♗d3 ♘xd2 13.♔xd2 f5 14.♗c2 ♔e7 15.♔c3 ♔f6 and the chances are quite even in the endgame, Harff-Zude, Germany Bundesliga B 2016/17.

5…♘f6

5…e4?! may seem logical, but White punches back with 6.d4! ♗e7 7.♘d2 f5 8.g4! ♘b4? (8…d6 is better, intending to meet 9.gxf5 ♗xf5 10.♕b3 with 10…♖b8, although White picks up a pawn after 11.♗g2) 9.gxf5 ♘xd5 10.♕h5+ ♔f8 11.cxd5 ♘f6 12.♕h4 c6 13.♘xe4 ♘xd5 14.♕g4 and White has a strong initiative and the much better chances, Gulko-Hracek, Yerevan 1996.

6.d4 exd4 7.exd4 ♗e7

Black would do best to continue with 7…♘xd5! 8.dxc5 ♕e7+ 9.♕e2 ♘db4 10.♗e3 ♕e4 and now White is forced to play 11.♔d1!? a5
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12.a3?! (White can improve with the simplifying 12.♗d2! ♕xe2+ 13.♗xe2 ♘a6 14.♗e3 0-0 15.♔d2 when he has the upper hand in the queenless middlegame) 12…♘a6 13.♕d3 ♕e7 14.♕d5 d6 15.cxd6 cxd6 when White has the better pawn structure and the bishop pair, but the situation of his king is less favourable. In this position, I think Black has the upper hand although objectively it may not be much, R.Dimitrov-Radlovacki, Belgrade 2016.

8.♗f4 ♘xd5 9.cxd5 ♗b4+ 10.♗d2 ♗xd2+ 11.♕xd2 ♘e7 12.♗c4 d6 13.0-0 0-0
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14.♖ac1

White should play 14.♖fe1!?, and if Black then proceeds as in the game with 14…b6 then 15.♕g5 f6 16.♕e3 ♖e8 17.♖ac1 leaves White with the initiative and somewhat better chances.

14…b6 15.♗b5?!

This is a curious and rather underwhelming plan which I really struggle to make sense of. Instead 15.♕d3 ♗f5 16.♕b3 a6 would have been about equal.

15…♗b7 16.♗c6

Drozdowski-Sanal, Iasi 2014. Now 16…♕c8 17.♕g5 f6 18.♕g3 ♘xd5 19.♗a4 ♕e6 20.a3 would provide White with a measure of compensation for the pawn, although I seriously doubt if it is enough.

Conclusion

Conventional wisdom has deemed that after 1.c4 e5 2.♘c3 ♗b4 3.♘d5 ♗e7 Black has a steady path towards equality, and anything other than 3…♗e7 is a little wild but likely somewhat better for White. Subjectively speaking, I feel this is still the case, but theoretically speaking, and based on the most recent developments, this assessment seems to have been turned on its head.

As for the other two lines in this chapter, it seems clear that Black should not have too much to fear from White’s main-line attempts to control the game. However, I will recommend to White players that they seek transpositions to Chapter 8, where 1.c4 e5 2.♘c3 ♘f6 3.♘f3 ♘c6 4.g3 ♗b4 is discussed. There are several straight options to do this.




Exercises


Exercise 1.1
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Black is a pawn down, try to figure out what his compensation consists of.




Exercise 1.2
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How should Black best continue?




Exercise 1.3
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White is behind in development but has the pair of bishops. What is the best way for him to continue?








CHAPTER 2

Black plays …c7-c6 early

1.c4 e5
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One of Black’s more ambitious plans is to build a broad centre and grab the initiative right in the opening. That plan typically involves an early …c7-c6. As you will see in later chapters, Black can switch to this plan later on as well, but it is more common to go for this right away.

The two key lines are:

2.1) 2.♘c3 ♘f6 3.g3 c6

2.2) 2.g3 c6

Both lines have a lot in common but are at the same time quite different.

Black aims for rapid expansion of his centre. White, in return, can respond in two ways:

1) Counter-strike in the centre with d2-d4;

2) Allow or even entice Black to advance the pawns in the centre and then attack them with ♘f3, d2-d3, ♕b3 and similar ideas.

Which is the better strategy? That question is not easily answered. It used to be option 2, but nowadays the games by top-rated grandmasters are sending different signals, hinting that either option is equally valid and much more a matter of taste than anything else.


2.1) 1.c4 e5 2.♘c3 ♘f6 3.g3 c6
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This line is named after the Estonian, then Soviet, World Championship Candidate Paul Keres. The idea is not dissimilar to the Alapin Sicilian, 1.e4 c5 2 c3. If not disturbed, Black will play …d7-d5 and answer ♘f3 with …e5-e4.

2.1a) 4.d4

While this seems logical and very direct, often leading to Black accepting an isolated pawn, the text move isn’t necessarily best although it is very much a matter of taste.

4…exd4

Black, like in the c3 Sicilian, takes up the challenge and accepts an isolated pawn (which will arise after Black’s next move). In return White sends his queen into the centre, where it will be chased around and at least be forced to use time to get to safety.

A) The alternative is 4…e4 5.♗g2 (5.♗g5 ♗b4 6.♕b3 ♗xc3+ 7.♕xc3 0-0 8.d5! ♘xd5? (Black is tempted to win a pawn, but 8…d6 9.♗xf6 ♕xf6 10.♕xf6 gxf6 with only a small positional disadvantage is to be preferred) 9.♗xd8 ♘xc3 10.♗c7 ♖e8 11.♗d6 ♘a4 12.b3 ♘b6 – here Black has won a pawn but he will have massive problems getting his queenside pieces into play; White is clearly better, Damljanovic-S.Volkov jr, Kavala 2012) 5…d5 6.cxd5 cxd5, and now:

A1) 7.♘h3 ♗b4 8.0-0 ♗xc3 9.bxc3 0-0 10.f3 exf3 11.♖xf3 h6 12.♕f1 ♘bd7 13.a4 b6 14.g4?! (14.♖f5!? ♗a6 15.♘f4 ♖c8 with chances for both sides is a better choice; after the text move, Black is simply better) 14…♘e4! 15.c4 ♗b7 16.cxd5 ♗xd5 17.♖f5?! ♘df6 18.g5 ♘xg5 19.♘xg5 ♗xg2 20.♔xg2 ♕xd4 21.♗a3 (Aronian-Anand, Doha rapid 2016) and here Black should simply have played 21…hxg5 22.♗xf8 ♘g4 23.♖a3 ♖xf8 24.♖ff3 ♕d5 with two pawns and massive positional compensation for the exchange – Black is clearly better;

A2) 7.♗g5 ♘bd7 (or 7…♗b4 8.♖c1 ♘bd7 9.♕b3 ♗xc3+ 10.♕xc3 0-0 11.♕c7 ♕xc7 12.♖xc7 h6 13.♗xf6 ♘xf6 14.e3 ♖b8 15.♘e2 ♗d7 16.f3 exf3 17.♗xf3 ♗c6 18.♖f1 ♖fe8 19.♔d2 ♔f8 20.♘f4 ♖e7 21.♖xe7 ♔xe7 and chances are very close to equal, although White is the side applying the pressure in this position, G.Jones-Edouard, London (m/5) 2014) 8.♕b3 ♗d6 9.♘h3 h6 10.♗f4 ♘b6 11.♗e5 ♘g4 12.♗xg7 ♖g8 13.♗e5 ♘xe5 14.dxe5 ♗xe5 15.♖d1 ♗e6 16.♘xe4 ♕c8 17.♘f4 dxe4 18.♕b5+ ♘d7 19.♖xd7 ♕xd7 20.♕xe5 and White has excellent compensation for the exchange, Adams-Sethuraman, Gibraltar 2017.

B) 4…d6 usually transposes to an Old Indian Defence after 5.♘f3, whereas 5.dxe5 dxe5 6.♕xd8+ ♔xd8 isn’t something Black needs to seriously worry about.

5.♕xd4 d5 6.♗g2

6.♗g5 ♗e7 7.♘f3 c5 8.♕d1 dxc4 9.♕a4+ ♘c6 10.♕xc4 0-0 11.♗g2 ♗e6 12.♕a4 ♘d7 13.♗xe7 ♕xe7 14.0-0 a6 15.♖ad1 ♖fd8 16.e3 h6 17.h4 b5 18.♕f4 ♖ac8 (Jovic-Damljanovic, Belgrade blitz 2014) and now 19.♘e4 ♘b6 20.♘d6 ♖c7 21.♘f5 ♗xf5 22.♕xf5 c4 would leave Black with the somewhat better chances, but White is not far from equality.
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6…♗e6

From the c3 Sicilian we know that 6…dxc4 is a common idea, for instance: 7.♕xc4 ♗e7 (or 7…♗e6 8.♕a4 ♘bd7 9.♘h3 ♘c5 10.♕c2 ♗e7 (10…♕a5!?) 11.0-0 0-0 12.♘f4 ♗d7 13.♖d1 ♕c8 14.e4 ♘g4 15.♘fe2 f5?! 16.f3 ♘f6 17.e5 ♘e8 18.♗e3 ♘c7 19.f4 and White is clearly better, Donchenko-Postny, Tegernsee 2017) 8.♘f3 0-0 9.0-0 ♕a5 10.♕b3 ♘bd7 11.h3 ♘b6 12.e4 ♗e6 13.♕c2 ♖ad8 14.b3 h6 15.♗e3 ♗c5 16.♗xc5 ♕xc5 and the chances are very close to equal, Markowski-Bologan, Bastia rapid 2005.

7.cxd5 cxd5 8.♘f3 ♘c6 9.♕a4

While the pin on the knight on c6 is only temporary, the queen is also both safer and less in the way on a4 than on any other square she could be played to.

9…♗c5 10.0-0

Black need not worry about 10.♘e5, e.g. 10…0-0 11.♘xc6 bxc6 12.0-0 ♖c8 13.♗f4 ♕e7 14.♕c2 ♗b6 15.♘a4 d4 16.♗e5?! c5 17.b3 h6 18.♗xf6 ♕xf6 19.♖ac1 ♖fe8 20.♕d2, as played in Turov-Edouard, Biel 2012, where Black had the initiative and better chances.

10…0-0
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This position strongly resembles the Tarrasch Defence, had it not been for White’s curiously placed queen on a4. This should also tell us that Black doesn’t have too much to worry about here.

11.♘g5

White decides to kill the black bishop pair and hopes to take away some of the dynamics out of Black’s position. While the isolated pawn on d5 will then no longer be the same kind of weakness, White hopes to play e2-e4 at a convenient time to shake up Black’s centre.

The alternative is 11.♗g5 h6 12.♗xf6 ♕xf6 13.♖fd1 ♖ac8 14.♖ac1 ♘e5 15.♕f4 ♕xf4 16.gxf4 ♘c4 with a comfortable game for Black, Barcenilla-Laylo, Manila 2017.

11…h6 12.♘xe6 fxe6
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13.a3?!

White intends to play b2-b4 at some point, but this is a little slow.

White can also consider the aforementioned 13.e4, for instance, 13…d4 14.♕c4 dxc3 15.♕xc5 ♘d4 16.♗e3 is pleasant for White, but 13…♕b6 14.exd5 ♗xf2+ 15.♔h1 exd5 16.♗f4 ♔h8 is fine for Black.

13…♖c8! 14.e3

If White now continued with the planned 14.b4 he would soon end up in trouble after 14…♗d4 15.♗d2 ♘e5 and Black has the upper hand.

14…♕e7 15.♗d2 ♘e5

The weak light squares in White’s position scream out for a knight to jump there.

16.♖ad1?!

A more solid and better approach was to activate the bishop on d2 by 16.♘e2!? ♕f7 17.♗c3 when White’s chances are by no means worse.

16…♕f7 17.h3 ♕h5

Black has the initiative. This is the kind of position Black is angling for in the Tarrasch.

18.♕b5 ♘f3+ 19.♗xf3 ♕xf3 20.♕e2 ♕f5

With better chances for Black, who has the initiative and the better placed pieces, G.Jones-Edouard, London (m/3) 2014.

2.1b) 1.c4 e5 2.♘c3 ♘f6 3.g3 c6 4.♘f3

This is the most critical choice by White, although it by no means guarantees him an advantage. Frequently, however, White plays 4.♗g2 d5 5.cxd5 cxd5, and here White has several options:
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A) 6.d4 exd4 7.♕xd4 ♗e6 transposes to the first main game of this chapter;

B) 6.d3 d4 7.♘e4 ♘d5 8.♕b3 ♗b4+ 9.♗d2 ♘c6 10.♕xd5 (White can obtain a comfortable game with 10.♗xb4 ♘dxb4 11.♘f3 ♕e7 12.a3 ♘a6 13.♖c1 0-0 14.0-0 and White has the easier position to play) 10…♕xd5 11.♘f6+ gxf6 12.♗xd5 ♗xd2+ 13.♔xd2 ♗e6 14.♗e4 ♔d7 15.f4 exf4 16.gxf4 f5 17.♗xc6+ bxc6 and the endgame is very close to equal although the pawn structure induces me to prefer White’s chances, Chernyshov-Najer, Moscow 2010;

C) 6.♕b3 and now:

C1) 6…e4 7.d3 exd3 8.♘xd5 ♘xd5 9.♗xd5 ♗b4+ 10.♔f1 dxe2+ 11.♘xe2 0-0 12.♘f4 ♕e7 13.♔g2 ♘d7 (13…♘c6!? 14.a3 ♗d6 looks fine for Black) 14.♘d3 ♗a5 15.♗e3 ♖d8 16.♗f3 ♘f6 17.♗c5 ♕e8 18.♖hd1 ♗f5 19.♕xb7 and White has won a pawn, Belous-Iljiushenok, Serpukhov 2009;

C2) 6… ♘c6 7.♘xd5 ♘d4 8.♘xf6+ gxf6 9.♕d1 ♕c7 10.♔f1 ♗e6 (10…♘c2!? 11.♖b1 ♗e6 12.b3 ♖c8 13.♗b2 ♗a3 14.♗c3?! (White should have tried something along the lines of 14.♗e4 ♗xb2 15.♖xb2 ♘a3 16.e3 f5 17.♗g2 0-0 after which Black has compensation for the pawn but not more than that) 14…♘b4 15.♗xb4 ♗xb4 16.♘f3 0-0 17.♘e1 ♖fd8 18.♘d3 ♗a3 19.h3 ♖d4 20.♘e1 ♕a5 21.d3 ♖d7 22.♔g1 ♖dc7 and White is busted; the big threat is …♖c1, Hodgson-Illescas Cordoba, Wijk aan Zee 1993) 11.b3 0-0-0 12.d3 ♔b8 13.♗b2 ♗h6 14.e3 ♘f5 15.♕e2 ♗d7 16.♘f3 ♗b5 17.♘e1 ♕b6 18.♖d1 ♖hg8 19.♗c1 ♘d6 20.♔g1 f5 ½-½ Bezold-Erdös, Germany Bundesliga 2016/17; White has a cramped position and an extra pawn, Black’s pieces by contrast are all on nearly optimal squares. Black intends to break open the position with …f5-f4, which can rapidly become very unpleasant for White if he is not careful. However, after 21.♗b2 (or even 21.♕h5 ♖g6 22.♘f3 ♖e8 23.h3 and White can continue trying to consolidate his material advantage) 21…♖de8 22.a4 ♗d7 23.d4 e4 24.♗a3 White has managed to tame Black’s initiative, although there is still the issue of the king on g1 and the rook on h1.

4…e4

Black can play 4…d6, which, if White plays d2-d4 on one of the next moves, will transpose to an Old Indian. If White resists the urge to do so, then play can develop as follows: 5.♗g2 ♗e7 6.0-0 0-0 7.d3 h6 8.♖b1 ♗e6 9.b3 ♘bd7 10.e4 ♘h7 11.d4 (anyway!) 11…♗g4 12.h3 ♗h5 13.d5 ♘g5 14.h4 ♘xf3+ 15.♗xf3 ♗g6 16.♔g2 ♔h8 17.♖e1 c5 18.♗g4 with a small positional plus for White, Kovalyov-Rakhmanov, Spain tt 2017.

5.♘d4
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5…d5

Black has a few alternatives:

A) 5…♗c5 6.♘b3 ♗b4 7.♗g2 d5 8.cxd5 cxd5 9.0-0 0-0 10.d3 ♗f5 11.♗g5 ♗xc3 12.bxc3 ♘bd7 13.♘d4 ♗g6 14.dxe4 dxe4 15.♘b5 ♕a5 16.c4 a6 17.♗d2 ♕b6 (Olszewski-Janik, Katowice 2017) and here 18.♗e3 ♕c6 19.♘d6 ♖ad8 20.♕d4 b6 21.♖fd1 ♘c5 22.♖ab1 and White has the somewhat better chances;

B) 5…♕b6, and now:

B1) 6.♘c2 d5 7.♗g2 dxc4 8.0-0 ♗e6 9.♘xe4 ♘xe4 10.♗xe4 ♘d7 11.♗g2 h5 12.d4 cxd3 13.♕xd3 0-0-0 14.♗e3 ♗c5 15.♕c3 ♗xe3 16.♘xe3 ♘f6 17.♖fd1 ♖xd1+ 18.♖xd1 ♖d8 19.♖xd8+ ♕xd8 and White has, at most, a minuscule initiative in the endgame, Jobava-D.Mastrovasilis, Minsk 2017;

B2) 6.e3 d5 7.♕c2 ♗d7 8.a3 ♗e7 9.b4 0-0 10.♗g2 a5 11.c5 ♕c7 12.♘a4 axb4 13.axb4 ♗g4 14.♗b2 ♘bd7 15.0-0 ♘e5 16.f3 exf3 17.♘xf3 ♘xf3+ 18.♗xf3 ♗xf3 19.♖xf3 (Hammer-Tari, Fagernes 2016) and here 19…♘e4, intending …♗f6, looks fine for Black;

B3) 6.♘b3 a5 7.d3 a4 8.♘d2 exd3 9.♗g2 a3 10.♖b1 d5 11.cxd5 ♕a6 12.0-0 ♗b4 13.exd3 0-0 14.dxc6 ♘xc6 15.♘de4 ♘xe4 16.♘xe4 ♖d8 17.bxa3 ♗xa3 18.♗e3 ♗e7 19.♕h5 ♕xd3 (Edouard-Warakomski, Warsaw 2017) and after 20.♘c5 ♗xc5 21.♖bd1 White has the somewhat better chances.

6.cxd5

[image: images]

6…cxd5

We continue to see numerous parallels to the c3 Sicilian, and just like in that opening, Black can either recapture or more aggressively attack the knight on d4 first:

A) 6…♗c5 7.♘b3 ♗b6 8.♗g2 cxd5 9.0-0 0-0 10.d3 ♗f5? (now Black gets in trouble; instead 10…exd3 11.♕xd3 ♗e6 12.♗g5 leaves White with some pressure, but Black is still in the game) 11.♗g5! exd3 12.♘xd5! dxe2? (12…♘bd7 13.exd3 was the lesser evil although it just leaves White a pawn up) 13.♕xe2 ♖e8 14.♗xf6 ♖xe2 15.♗xd8 ♗xd8 16.♘d4 ♖e5 17.♘xf5 ♖xf5 18.♘e7+ ♗xe7 19.♗xb7 and Black resigned in Novikov-Gusev, Donskoj 2010;

B) 6…♕b6 7.♘b3 cxd5 (7…a5 8.d3 a4 9.♘d2 exd3 10.♗g2 ♗b4 11.0-0 0-0 12.♘c4 ♕d8 13.dxc6 dxe2 14.♕xe2 ♘xc6 15.♖d1 ♕e7 16.♕xe7 ♗xe7 17.♘b6 ♖a6 18.♘xc8 ♖xc8 19.a3 and here White’s pair of bishops should guarantee him the better chances, Nakamura-Bacrot, Biel blitz 2012) 8.♗g2 ♗b4 9.0-0 ♗f5 10.d3 ♗xc3 (or 10…exd3 11.exd3 (11.♘xd5!? looks good for White) 11…0-0 12.♗e3 ♕a6?! 13.♗c5?! (I fail to see how Black will have sufficient compensation after 13.♘xd5 ♘xd5 14.♗xd5 ♘c6 15.a3) 13…♗xc5 14.♘xc5 ♕b6 15.♘5a4 ♕a5 16.d4 ♘c6 17.a3 ♖ac8 18.♘c5 ♕c7 19.♖c1 and although I prefer White’s position, it should be pretty close to even, Arutinian-Hovhannisyan, Martuni 2010) 11.bxc3 0-0 12.♗e3 ♕c7 (12…♕a6 13.♘c5 ♕c6 14.c4 dxc4 15.♖c1 b5 16.dxc4 b4 17.♕b3 a5 18.a3 bxa3 19.♕xa3 and White is clearly better, Brodowski-B.Socko, Poland tt 2014) 13.♖c1 ♘c6 14.c4 dxc4 15.♖xc4 ♖ad8 16.♘d4 ♗g6 17.dxe4 ♗xe4 18.♗xe4 ♘xe4 19.♕c2 and White is clearly better, Bazela-Kovari, Slovakia cr 2000.

7.d3 ♗c5 8.♘b3

Or 8.dxe4 ♘xe4 (or 8…dxe4 9.♗e3 0-0 10.♗g2 when I like White’s position better) 9.♗e3 0-0 10.♗g2 ♘c6 11.♗xe4 ♗xd4 12.♗xh7+ ♔xh7 13.♗xd4 ♗h3 14.♕d3+ ♔g8 15.f3 ♖e8 16.♔f2 when Black doesn’t have sufficient compensation for the pawn, Grigoriants-Tari, Berlin rapid 2015.

8…♗b4

The bishop retreat 8…♗b6 is also possible, though not much of a challenge for White: 9.♗g2 (9.dxe4 dxe4 10.♕xd8+ ♔xd8 11.♗g5 ♖e8 12.0-0-0+ and White is already clearly better, Romanov-Serarols Mabras, Llucmajor 2017, but 9…♘xe4 easily improves, leaving White only slightly better) 9…♘g4 (or 9…♕e7 10.0-0 h6 11.dxe4 dxe4 12.♗f4 e3 13.f3 ♘c6 14.♗d6 ♕d8 15.♘c5 ♘e7 16.♕a4+ ♗d7 17.♘xd7 ♕xd7 18.♕xd7+ ♘xd7 19.♖fd1 ♘f6 20.f4 ♖d8 was Miezis-Sulskis, Kaunas 2009, and now 21.♗xb7 was best) 10.e3 f5 11.dxe4 dxe4 12.0-0 ♘c6 13.♘d5?! (13.♕xd8+ ♗xd8 14.♘d4 would have been about equal) 13…♗e6 (or 13…0-0 14.♘xb6 ♕xb6 15.♕d5+ ♔h8 16.♗d2 ♖d8 when Black’s pieces are more active, but White’s position is not without potential once the bishop ends up on c3) 14.♘xb6 ♕xb6 15.♕d6? (White should play 15.♘d4 ♖d8 16.♕a4 with chances for both sides) 15…♗c4 and Black had taken command in the game Neikirkh-Florian, Balatonfured 1959.

9.dxe4 ♘xe4

[image: images]

10.♕d4?!

In some way, this seems like a natural reaction to the pin of the c3-knight. The knight is protected by the queen, which simultaneously attacks the bishop on b4 and the pawn on g7. The main alternative is the more solid 10.♗d2, and now:

A) 10…♕b6 11.♘xe4 dxe4 12.♗g2 e3 13.fxe3 0-0 14.♗xb4 ♕xb4+ 15.♕d2 ♕e7 16.♖c1 ♘c6 17.♗xc6 bxc6 18.0-0 ♗h3 19.♖f4 with somewhat better chances for White although Black has decent counterplay along the open files and against White’s weakened kingside, I.Ivanov-Benjamin, Seattle 2002;

B) 10…♗xc3 11.♗xc3 0-0 12.♗g2 ♘c6 13.0-0 ♖e8 14.♖c1 ♗f5 15.♗d4 h5 16.e3 ♕g5 17.♘c5 ♖ab8 18.h3 h4 19.g4 ♗h7 20.f4 ♕e7 21.f5 – White has the initiative and Black’s bishop on h7 is currently not a happy camper, Tauscher-Leisebein, Remote email 2013.

10…♗xc3+ 11.bxc3 0-0

This was the predictable result of White’s 10th move, Black has given up his bishop pair and castled; White has received an isolated, backward c-pawn, is now behind in development and his queen is subject to attack by Black’s pieces. I don’t know what possessed Timman to enter this line instead of 10.♗d2, because this position is better for Black.

12.♗g2 ♘c6 13.♕e3

[image: images]

13…♕f6

Black continues developing his pieces aggressively, but the normal 13…♖e8 14.0-0 ♗f5 15.♖d1 ♕c8 16.♗b2 ♘f6 looks rather promising for Black.

14.0-0 ♖e8

Black could, once more, just develop his pieces to normal squares and obtain a good position, e.g. 14…♗f5 15.♗b2 ♖fe8 16.♖ad1 ♖ad8, although the chances here are very close to even.

15.f3! ♘d6 16.♕c5 ♕e6 17.♖d1!?

Timman didn’t become one of the world’s strongest players by only trying to equalize as White, even from marginally worse positions. Here, White pushes for the initiative against his less-experienced opponent although the latter keeps his head cool.

17…♕xe2 18.♗f4 ♘c4 19.♖xd5 ♘4e5 20.♗xe5 ♖xe5 21.♖xe5 ♘xe5 22.♕f2 ♕xf2+ 23.♔xf2

With an endgame that should be about even, although White has to act decisively and play actively over the next few moves in order to not end up in an inferior position, Timman-Tari, Helsingor 2014.

2.2) 1.c4 e5 2.g3 c6

With the rise of 2.g3, 2…c6 has become more prevalent as well. It actually makes a lot of sense; in the 2.c3 Sicilian Black rarely plays …g7-g6 early on.

2.2a) 3.d4

[image: images]

3…e4

Black has a couple of reasonable and commonly seen alternatives:

A) 3…♗b4+ invites an exchange of the dark-squared bishops, which, while it is understandably common in my opinion, is an inferior plan because Black will miss the bishop more than White. An argument for Black is that with his slightly more cramped position he will have one less piece in his camp. Overall, however, the equation favours White: 4.♗d2 ♗xd2+ 5.♕xd2 d6

[image: images]

The position resembles an Old Indian Defence, but the absence of the dark-squared bishops favours White because the d6-square is now a lot weaker than it would typically be in a pure Old Indian. This, however, has not stopped numerous grandmasters from playing this line as Black as it is solid and avoids immediate simplifications, allowing Black to play for more if this should be required:

6.♘c3 ♘f6 7.♗g2 0-0 8.e3 (or 8.e4 ♘bd7 9.♘ge2 a6 10.♖d1 ♕a5 11.b3 b5 12.c5 dxc5 13.dxe5 ♘xe5 14.f4 ♘ed7 15.e5 b4 16.exf6 bxc3 17.♕xc3 ♕xc3+ 18.♘xc3 ♘xf6 19.♗xc6 ♖b8 20.0-0 and White has the better pawn structure and marginally better chances in the endgame, Grigoryan-Matlakov, Yerevan 2014) 8…♖e8 9.♘ge2 ♘bd7 10.h3 ♘f8 11.0-0 e4 12.f4 exf3 13.♖xf3 h6 14.♖af1 ♘8h7 15.e4 ♗e6 16.b3 a6 17.♖3f2 ♕e7 18.g4 ♖ad8 19.♘g3 b5 20.cxb5 axb5 was played in Navara-Moiseenko, Khanty-Mansiysk 2011, and here White could grab the initiative with 21.d5 cxd5 22.♘xd5 ♕a7 23.♔h2 ♘d7 24.♕b4 although Black has a solid position;

B) 3…exd4 is similar to the lines we discussed after 1.c4 e5 2.♘c3 ♘f6 3.g3 c6, and does indeed frequently transpose to those lines. While Black will typically develop his kingside knight to f6, White in this line has more flexibility and can develop the knight to d2 or delay its development for some time: 4.♕xd4 d5 5.♗g2 ♘f6 6.♘f3 ♗e7 7.cxd5 cxd5 8.0-0 ♘c6 9.♕a4 0-0 10.♗e3 (or 10.♘c3 ♕b6 (10…♗e6!? seems less committal and better) 11.♕b5! (Black’s isolated pawn makes it attractive for White to exchange queens) 11…d4 12.♕xb6 axb6 13.♘b5 ♖d8 14.♖d1 ♗c5 15.♗f4 ♘d5 16.♗e5 ♗g4 17.♗xd4 ♘db4 18.♗xc5 bxc5 19.a3 ♘c2 20.♖xd8+ ♖xd8 21.♖c1 ♗f5 22.♘h4 ♘2d4 23.♘xd4 ♘xd4 24.♖xc5 ♘xe2+ 25.♔f1 ♗d3 26.♔e1 and White is a pawn up, Dvirnyy-Nisipeanu, Legnica 2013) 10…♘e4 11.♖d1 ♗f6 12.♕a3 ♖e8 13.♘bd2 ♘d6 14.♗c5 ♘b5 15.♕d3 ♘c7 16.♗a3 g6 (it appears that Black can improve with 16…b5!? 17.♖ac1 b4 18.♖xc6 bxa3 19.♕xa3 ♗d7 20.♖cc1 ♖xe2 when Black cannot be worse) 17.♖ac1 ♗f5 18.♕b3 ♖b8 19.e3 ♕d7 20.♗b4 ♘xb4 21.♕xb4 ♕b5 22.♕xb5 ♘xb5 23.♖c5 a6 24.a4 ♘a7 25.♘d4 ♗xd4 26.exd4 (Topalov-Svidler, Monaco rapid 2005) 26…♘c6 27.♖xd5 ♔g7 28.♖d6 ♗c2 29.♖a1 ♖ed8 30.♖xd8 ♖xd8 31.d5 ♘b4 and Black has finally equalized.

4.♘c3

White can also consider entirely changing the nature of the position with 4.d5, which isolates Black’s advanced e-pawn.

[image: images]

Generally speaking, this position should favour White because the e-pawn is rather vulnerable, but the fact that Anand and other very strong players accept such an option makes me hesitate to condemn Black’s 3rd move. In any case, the advantage, if indeed there is one for White, is quite small:

A) 4…♗b4+ 5.♗d2 ♕e7 6.♘c3!? ♘f6 and now 7.a3 is the idea behind the previous move, White gains the bishop pair, but after 7…♗xc3 8.♗xc3 d6 9.♘h3 cxd5 10.cxd5 0-0 11.♗g2 ♗f5 12.0-0 ♘bd7 13.♘f4 h6 14.f3 ♘e5 15.♕d4 ♖fc8 16.♖ad1 b5 17.♕e3 ♘c4 18.♕f2 e3 19.♕e1 ♘b6 Black had a comfortable game in Ding Liren-Anand, Bilbao 2015;

B) 4…♘f6 5.a3 (here, the untried 5.d6!? looks like a worthwhile idea after 5…♕a5+ 6.♘c3 ♕b4 7.♗f4 ♕xb2 8.♖c1 when White has plenty compensation for the sacrificed pawn) 5…cxd5 6.cxd5 ♗c5 7.♘c3 0-0 8.♗g2 ♖e8 9.♘h3 e3 10.0-0 exf2+ 11.♔h1 d6 12.♘xf2 ♗xf2 13.♖xf2 ♘bd7 14.♕d4 and with the bishop pair and a space advantage, White has the upper hand, Hammer-Navara, Novy Bor rapid 2016.

4…d5

[image: images]

This variation invariably leads to unclear complications with lots of captures, oddly placed pieces and similar issues that are difficult to accurately calculate without the help of a computer.

5.cxd5

White has also tried 5.f3, which doesn’t seem entirely convincing but is an interesting idea, for instance: 5…exf3 (5…♘f6!? may be a safer option) 6.♘xf3 ♘f6 7.♗g5 dxc4 8.e4 ♗g4 9.e5 h6 10.♗xf6 gxf6 11.♗xc4 and White’s wonderfully developed pieces and impressive centre should promise an advantage against Black’s horribly wrecked kingside, Ponkratov-Navara, Katowice blitz 2017.

5…cxd5 6.♕b3 ♘c6 7.♕xd5 ♕xd5 8.♘xd5 ♘xd4 9.♘c7+

Another try is 9.♖b1 ♗d6 (if 9…♗e6!? 10.♘c7+ ♔d7 11.♘xe6 ♗b4+ 12.♔d1 ♘xe6 13.a3 ♗d6 only Black can be better thanks to White’s poorly placed king) 10.♗g2 ♗f5 11.g4 (11.♘e3 ♗g6 12.♗d2 ♘f3+ 13.♗xf3 exf3 14.♖d1 fxe2 15.♘xe2 ♘f6 16.♗c3 and here I prefer White despite Black’s bishop pair; the bishop on c3 is very nicely placed and the remaining pieces are ready to move to good squares) 11…♗xg4 12.♗xe4 ♗f5 13.♗xf5 ♘xf5 14.♗d2 ♘ge7 15.♘xe7 ♘xe7 16.♘f3 f6 17.e3 ♔f7 18.♔e2 ♖ac8 and here Black has a small plus on account of his somewhat better pawn structure: three vs two pawn islands, Zhai Mo-Ni Shiqun, China tt 2017.

9…♔d8 10.♘xa8 ♘c2+ 11.♔d1 ♘xa1 12.♗e3

[image: images]

12…♗e6!

Black has to resist the temptation to play the ‘normal’ 12…b6?! 13.♔c1 (White could have played 13.♘xb6 axb6 14.♗xb6+ ♔d7 15.♔c1 ♘f6 16.♗d4 ♗d6 17.♔b1 when White seems to be ending up with two extra pawns but Black has a decent amount of compensation after 17…♔e7 18.♗g2 ♖d8 19.♘h3 ♘b3 20.axb3 ♗f5 and Black is not markedly worse) 13…♗c5 14.♗xc5 bxc5 15.♔b1 ♗b7 16.♗g2 ♗xa8 17.♘h3 ♘f6 18.♔xa1 ♔e7 19.♖d1 h5 20.b3 h4 21.♖c1 ♔d6 and Black has the initiative in the endgame, Maletin-Morozevich, Rostov-on-Don rapid 2014.

13.♗xa7 ♘f6 14.b3 ♗a3 15.♗d4 ♔e7 16.♘b6 ♖d8 17.e3 ♗c5 18.♘a4??

This is a hideous blunder, but unfortunately one of those that are easy to make because it looks like the logical move. However, Black rapidly develops a strong initiative that White is entirely unable to fend off. White can hold the balance after the more accurate 18.♔c1 ♖xd4 19.exd4 ♗xb6 20.♗c4 ♗xd4 21.♗xe6 ♔xe6 22.f3 b5 23.fxe4 ♘xe4 24.♘f3 ♗f6 with chances for both sides.

18…♗xd4 19.exd4 ♘xb3 20.♘c3 ♘xd4 21.♔c1 ♖c8 22.♔b2 ♘d5?!

Black could do even better with 22…♘g4! 23.♘h3 f5 24.♗g2 ♘e5 25.♗f1 ♖c5 with a terrible position for White.

23.♘ge2 ♘xe2 24.♘xe2

(Gelfand-Karjakin, Odessa rapid 2008), and despite the limited material left on the board, Black is basically winning after 24…e3! (24…♗g4 25.h3 ♗f3 26.♖g1 also looks promising for Black, but 24…e3 is more concrete) 25.fxe3 ♘xe3 26.♘c3 ♖d8 27.♗b5 ♖d2+ 28.♔a3 f5 and White has a really difficult time finding meaningful moves.

2.2b) 1.c4 e5 2.g3 c6 3.♗g2 ♘f6

Black remains patient. Of course, White now has the option to transpose to the main lines covered earlier in this chapter with 4.♘c3. Similarly, with 3…d5 Black can enter the lines covered above after 4.cxd5 cxd5 5.♕b3 ♘f6 6.♘c3 ♘c6.

4.♘f3 e4 5.♘d4

[image: images]

5…d5

Similarly to the second game in this chapter, Black has the option of attacking the knight. This wouldn’t be particularly challenging if the colours were reversed and we were looking at a c3 Sicilian. However, Black is trying to equalize or at least change the script of a normal English Opening and as such it works reasonably well: 5…♕b6!? 6.♘b3, and while …d7-d5 is still an option, Black can attempt
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