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  Preface
As a youngster, my first opening against 1 e4 was the Caro-Kann. Later on my repertoire was extended with the Petroff, and during those years I achieved decent results with both of them. Still, there were moments when I felt a little bored with my opening positions after 1 e4, as if some part of chess was missing in them. Then one day I got hold of Mark Taimanov’s Winning with the Sicilian, and suddenly I learned that there was more to this opening than the theoretical labyrinths of the Dragon, the Najdorf and the Sveshnikov. Apart from Taimanov’s bold strategical decisions, ingenious manoeuvres and stunning counterattacks, the Sicilian structure in which they were executed made a deep impression on me. Soon I took my first, unstable Sicilian steps, incidentally in Taimanov’s own pet line with ... Nc6 followed by ... Nge7. Having acquired some basic knowledge, I then picked up one of its neighbour systems, the Kan. That was in 1996, and ever since then my preference for the Kan has been rather constant – in a few hundred tournament games, it has been ‘betrayed’ on just a handful of occasions. Needless to say, I am enjoying this opening, and so far my results with it have been quite encouraging (64%, it seems).

  In this book I intend to share with the reader some of my knowledge and enthusiasm for the Kan. If that makes yet another chess player follow in Taimanov’s footsteps, or stay within them, then my efforts will not have been in vain.

  

  
    I would like to thank John Emms for valuable advice and information. Finally, thanks Alexandra for your great patience.

    Johan Hellsten,

    Riobamba, Ecuador,

    October 2008

    

  


  
    


  

  

  Introduction

  
 In this introduction we will discuss some general aspects of the Kan, and take a brief look at the different structures and set-ups involved. But before that, a few words about this book.

  

  Characteristics of this Book

  
 Style
Despite the intuitive character of the Kan, this book is written in a concrete style, move by move. However, in order to explain what is actually happening on the board, I have used a lot of verbal comments. The content has been structured into complete games, which should help the reader to get a feel for the positions ensuing from this opening.

  

  Volume
I have tried to cover most moves, so my apologies if the reader occasionally feels that he is drowning in variations. On the other hand, in order to get a general grip of the Kan, it is not necessary to dive into each and every sub-variation. Going through just the main line of each game is a good first step. Later on you can revert to a particular variation, e.g. the pet line of your next opponent, and study it in detail.

  

  Repertoire
The opening lines suggested in this book are the ones that I use myself. Throughout the repertoire I have avoided perpetual checks and transpositions to endgames where Black is left without practical winning chances. Moreover, the number of extremely tactical lines has been limited to a minimum, in order to avoid exposure to computer-aided home preparation. Instead, the focus of this repertoire is on fighting positions which favour the best player, or the one with superior knowledge of the type of position involved. On several occasions I have covered more than one option for Black, for the sake of flexibility.

  

  Limitations
This book focuses on the initial position of the Kan, arising after 1 e4 c5 2 Nf3 e6 3 d4 cxd4 4 Nxd4 a6. Moreover, Chapter 6 also features the different move order 3 Nc3 a6 4 g3 followed by an imminent d2-d4. On the other hand, the book does not include systems like the Closed Sicilian, the Alapin, or the King’s Indian Attack, while early sidelines like 3 c4 and 3 b3 have also been excluded for reasons of space.

  

  Technology
I have used Chess Assistant 8.1 for the elaboration of this book, and mainly Rybka 2.4 for analytical assistance.

  Having sorted out these issues, now let’s move over to the Kan.

  

  Characteristics of the Kan
In short, the Kan is a sound and flexible opening. Here are some of its general characteristics:

  

  No weaknesses
One attraction of the Kan is the absence of long-term weaknesses in Black’s camp. No weakened d5-square or French bishops to worry about, unless Black for some reason agrees to such.

  

  Little space
On the other hand, in the Kan we should get used to operating on the last three ranks, leaving the fifth one as a battlefield. That might not be to everybody’s taste; however, once you notice the great potential for counterattacks in this opening, any symptoms of claustrophobia should slowly vanish.

  

  Castling on the same flank
To be honest, Black’s position in the English Attack, not to mention the Yugoslav Attack in the Dragon, has never been my cup of tea. With both sides on the attack, the game becomes extremely tense, and factors like calculation and home preparation often matter more than general understanding. In the Kan, fortunately enough, castling on opposite flanks is quite a rare phenomenon. Moreover, by keeping the king on e8 for a while, Black can often confuse any maniacal attackers.

  

  Few piece exchanges
One of my main problems with the Caro-Kann and the Petroff was the risk of early simplifications which could lead the game into rather sterile positions. I was very pleased to discover that in the Kan, you often don’t exchange a single piece until move 25-30. As a consequence, the game becomes very rich in strategic content, and specific knowledge of the typical positions becomes essential.

  

  Delay in development
In the Kan, White usually obtains a lead in development after the first 10-15 moves. This implies that any early opening or sharpening of the position tends to disfavour Black, who has fewer forces mobilized. For this reason, Black should proceed carefully in the initial phase of the game, with a certain focus on developing moves. Pawn grabbing, queen odysseys etc, leave those to White! The reward comes later – once Black gets all his pieces into play, the Sicilian structure usually secures him good prospects.

  

  Flexibility
In his excellent work Sicilian Kan, John Emms mentions that compared to some other Sicilian lines like the Dragon, the Najdorf and the Sveshnikov, the Kan is more of a ‘system’ in that Black tends to react similarly regardless of how White plays. Extending this thought, once the Black player acquires some kind of system feel, he can alternate between different sub-variations within the Kan, make slight adjustments of the move orders etc, and still end up in the same, familiar type of position. Evidently, such flexibility makes the opponent’s opening preparation a bit more difficult.

  

  Low amount of opening theory
Just like the Najdorf, the Scheveningen, the Dragon and others, the Kan guarantees a fight in a Sicilian structure, where White has to play very accurately in order to keep the initiative, or even maintain the balance. On the other hand, compared to the above lines, the amount of opening theory in the Kan is relatively low, and there is a lot of unexplored terrain awaiting you. Again quoting Emms, ‘the Kan is more likely to appeal to a player who is keen to think for himself from an early stage, rather than one who is reliant on the comfort zone of twenty or so moves of solid theory.’

  

  Transpositions
In the Kan, the number of theoretical lines that exceed 20-25 moves is rather low. On the other hand, both sides have a great number of alternative choices at an early stage of the game, let’s say from moves 7 to 15. For this reason, transpositions from one line to another are very frequent here. Throughout this book I have included a lot of different move orders, with references to the ‘stem line’ within the current game, in another game or even in another chapter.

  

  Structures and Set-ups
Next we will take a brief look at some typical structures arising in the Kan, together with their related set-ups.

  

  1) Classical Sicilian Structure
[image: ]

  This structure may occur in several other Sicilian variations, such as the Scheveningen, the Najdorf and the Rauzer. White has more space, but Black enjoys a semi-open c-file and two central pawns. Generally speaking, a natural plan for White is a kingside attack (presuming a black king is on g8), either with pawns or pieces. Black on the other hand basically tries to resist the enemy attack, while organizing counterplay on the queenside or in the centre.

  

  2) Hedgehog Set-up
[image: ]

  Within a classical (‘standard’ is another possible adjective) Sicilian structure, Black can arrange his pieces in a few different ways. In the Rauzer, for example, the queen’s knight is predestined to c6, whereas in the Scheveningen, Black often develops his light-squared bishop to d7, from where it can reach c6 after a knight swap on d4.

  In the Kan, on the other hand, we usually put our queen’s knight on d7, while the light-squared bishop is deployed on b7 after a preparatory ... b7-b5 (or occasionally ... b7-b6). Such an arrangement allows Black to command the h1-a8 diagonal, leaves the c-file clear for the heavy pieces, and allows active measures like ... Nd7-c5 and ... b5-b4 later on. However, Black also exposes himself to a possible a2-a4 softening up the queenside, so he should choose the opportunity for ... b7-b5 with some care.

  We will resort to this set-up throughout the book, in particular within Chapters 2-4 and 7-8. Here I am referring to Black’s set-up as the Hedgehog, even though the archetypical definition of a ‘Hedgehog’ supposes a white pawn on c4.

  

  3) Enhanced Hedgehog Set-up
[image: ]

  Sometimes in the Kan, Black improves the safety of his king by a second fianchetto. Such a measure also leaves the dark-squared bishop on a more active location. Usually this happens when White has played both Bd3 and f2-f4, since in the opposite case the d6-pawn might become exposed. Please note that this fianchetto is often executed in delayed fashion; i.e. Black first develops the bishop to e7, then proceeds with ... 0-0, ... Re8, ... g7-g6 and finally ... Bf8-g7. This is indeed a key idea in the Kan, one that has served Black players on innumerable occasions.

  The ‘enhanced’ Hedgehog will appear several times in this book, especially in Chapter 2. Moreover, we will often resort to it when facing the aggressive Maroczy bind (see below) as well.

  
 4) Maroczy Bind
[image: ]

  By moving the white c-pawn two steps forward, we reach a structure that is usually referred to as the Maroczy bind. White now enjoys an improved pawn formation, which allows action on all parts of the board. This structure is a much less frequent guest in the Sicilian than the previous one, but on the other hand it often appears in the English, and occasionally in the Indian defences.

  
 5) Aggressive Maroczy Bind
White can treat the Maroczy bind in two, quite different ways. In the first case, he plays Bd3 and f2-f4, with a kingside focus just like in the classical Sicilian.
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  Black, for his part, could simply reuse the Hedgehog outlined above. Such positions are often regarded as critical for the whole Kan. In our repertoire, we will mainly reach them when the white king’s knight has already settled on b3. This means that some of White’s most dangerous resources, such as the f4-f5 thrust, become a little less effective.

  The aggressive Maroczy bind is the main subject of Chapter 9.

  
 6) Classical Maroczy Bind
A completely different kind of game arises when White’s f-pawn remains on f3 (see diagram overleaf). Having reinforced the vital e4-pawn, White may now focus on the queenside and the relative weaknesses on b6 and d6. Black, for his part, awaits the right moment for a liberating ... d6-d5 or ... b6-b5 thrust. Such positions are often referred to as Hedgehog positions.

  We will meet the classical (or ‘standard’ as it is also known) Maroczy bind in Chapter 10, and occasionally in Chapter 9.
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  By the way, there actually exists a third kind of Maroczy bind, with moves like Qe2, Rd1, Nf3, Bf4 etc, hitting the d6-pawn. However, such a set-up makes more sense when Black has opted for an early ... g7-g6 and ... Bg7, which is not the case in the Maroczy-related part of our repertoire.

  

  
    Finally, I should mention that in some parts of this book, Black deviates from the customary Hedgehog set-up. For example, in Chapters 1, 5 and 6 he will usually develop the queen’s knight to c6 instead. On such occasions, I will do my best to explain the reasons for this decision.

  


  

  

  

  Chapter One
5 Nc3 Qc7: Introduction and 6th Move Sidelines

  
 1 e4 c5 2 Nf3 e6 3 d4 cxd4 4 Nxd4 a6 5 Nc3

  This natural move indicates that White is looking for a typical Sicilian battle, with a probable focus on Black’s king. Moreover, it also implies that he will not be bothered by a possible transposition to the Scheveningen or the Taimanov.

  5 Bd3 and 5 c4 are the other main continuations, and these will be examined in Chapters 7-10.

  5 ... Qc7

  A flexible choice. By covering the e5-square, Black gets ready for ... Ng8-f6. Moreover, thanks to his 2nd and 4th moves, the queen cannot be harassed by the enemy knights from b5 or d5. As for the development of our other pieces, we do not pass any information to White yet.

  In order to obtain a more complete picture of the position, let’s check the alternatives:

  a) 5 ... Nf6? at once obviously runs into 6 e5, when the opening is a complete failure for Black.

  b) 5 ... d6 leads to some kind of flexible Scheveningen, where Black has not yet committed either knight. In contrast, in most Kan lines the ... d7-d6 move is postponed for a while, and sometimes even skipped. Such an approach has the merit of enabling active measures like ... Bf8-c5 and ... Bf8-b4, while in the event of a future knight swap on c6, Black keeps the option of ... dxc6 straightening out his pawn structure.

  c) 5 ... b5 is more active than the text, but more risky as well. After the customary 6 Bd3, Black faces the following dilemma: if he plays ... d7-d6, then a2-a4 hitting his queenside gains strength, since after the reply ... b5-b4, the bishop on f8 won’t defend the b-pawn anymore. On the other hand, without playing ... d7-d6, Black can’t easily develop his kingside forces, considering that ... Ng8-f6 at any moment allows e4-e5. In concrete terms, Black usually reacts to 6 Bd3 by either 6 ... Qb6 repulsing the enemy knight from the centre, or 6 ... d6 speeding up his development. I used to play 6 ... Qb6 but after 7 Nf3! I no longer feel comfortable with the black position, due to the dilemma mentioned above. As for 6 ... d6, play may continue 7 0-0 Nf6 8 Qe2 (or 8 Re1) followed by 9 a4, attacking Black’s queenside structure. One of the drawbacks of this particular variation (5 ... b5 and 6 ... d6) is that White doesn’t need to expose his kingside by f2-f4 in order to create activity, since he already has enough targets on the other flank. As we will soon see, that is not the case after 5 ... Qc7.

  d) 5 ... Nc6 is perfectly possible. Nevertheless, that probably means saying goodbye to the Kan, at least in its classical fashion with the knight heading for d7. Instead the game is more likely to acquire a Taimanov flavour. By the way, with the Taimanov I am referring to a Sicilian with ... e7-e6 and an early ... Nc6, e.g. the one arising after 1 e4 c5 2 Nf3 e6 3 d4 cxd4 4 Nxd4 Nc6. As for the difference between the Kan and the Taimanov, please let me quote Emms again: ‘Naturally the Kan can transpose into the Taimanov and vice-versa. The concept that really separates the two openings is that in the Kan Black either delays or forgoes the move ... Nc6 unless it is really beneficial.’ The name ‘Paulsen’ is also used in some circles, but I have refrained from it in this book in order to avoid confusion.

  Now let’s finally return to our main line with 5 ... Qc7.
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  6 Bd3

  The most active continuation.

  6 Be2 leads to a somewhat slower game, and we will study this move in Chapter 5.

  6 g3 followed by Bg2 is also possible, as in most other Sicilians. This line is the subject of Chapter 6, where we will also check the related move order 3 Nc3 a6 4 g3.

  6 f4, 6 g4, 6 Qf3, 6 Be3 and other minor 6th move options are covered in Games 1-5 of the current chapter.

  6 ... Nf6

  Having parried the e4-e5 threat, Black resumes his development.

  7 0-0

  The most common choice. 7 f4 and 7 Qe2 are two aggressive options which we will cover in Chapter 2.

  After 7 0-0 this book’s repertoire offers a choice between the classical 7 ... d6 (Chapter 3) and the modern 7 ... Bc5 (Chapter 4). Nowadays the latter enjoys more popularity, but the former is equally solid.
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  From a practical viewpoint it is quite convenient to have two different, but strategically related lines to rely on. Moreover, with 7 0-0 d6 in the repertoire we obtain more flexibility when facing 7 f4 or 7 Qe2, while knowledge of the 7 0-0 Bc5 variation will prove useful within some lines of the 5 Bd3 Bc5 Kan.

  Before moving on with this chapter, we should observe that there is a small price to be paid for the flexibility accomplished by 5 ... Qc7: Black will be somewhat behind in development for the foreseeable future. This means that any early sharpening or opening of the position will usually favour White, who has more pieces mobilized. With this discrete warning sign in mind, let’s now proceed to the games.

  Games 1-2 cover the 6 f4 variation. After the subsequent 6 ... b5 7 Bd3 Bb7, in Game 1 we will study a set-up with 8 Qe2, whereas Game 2 deals with 8 Qf3.

  Later on in the chapter, Game 3 handles 6 g4, Game 4 takes a look at 6 Qf3, and finally Game 5 covers 6 Be3.m

  
 Game 1
S.Naudier-P.Velikov
Besancon 2003

  

  1 e4 c5 2 Nf3 e6 3 d4 cxd4 4 Nxd4 a6 5 Nc3 Qc7 6 f4
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  A typical Sicilian move that has somehow gone out of fashion. White grabs space and prepares subsequent action on the kingside.

  6 ... b5

  A logical reply. Black hurries to play ... Bb7 in order to seize the weakened h1-a8 diagonal.

  6 ... d6 preparing 7 ... Nf6 is playable too. Indeed, after 7 Bd3 Nf6 we would reach Game 7. However, the problem (from a Kan perspective) is that White also has 7 Be2 transposing to the Classical Scheveningen.

  6 ... Nc6 leads to the Taimanov.

  7 Bd3

  The most active square for the bishop.

  7 Be2 Bb7 8 Bf3 is a different set-up.
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  The bishop is installed on f3 in order to challenge its counterpart on the long diagonal. As a reply I suggest 8 ... Nc6 (the line 8 ... Nf6 9 e5 b4! has worked well for Black in practice, but 9 Qe2!? preparing e4-e5 might be more critical) and now:

  a) After 9 Be3 Rc8 10 Nb3 (avoiding 10 0-0 Bc5 with an easy game for Black) 10 ... Na5! (heading for c4) 11 Nxa5 Qxa5 12 Qd3 Nf6 13 0-0 b4 14 Nd1 Qc7 15 Rc1 Qc4! Black was fine in V.Hort-V.Eingorn, Dortmund 1988.

  b) 9 Nxc6 Bxc6! (the most active recapture; 9 ... Qxc6 and 9 ... dxc6 both transpose to the Taimanov) 10 Be3 (after 10 0-0 Bc5+ 11 Kh1 b4!? – exploiting the fact that Nc3-a4 is unavailable – 12 Ne2 Nf6 13 Ng3 h5! 14 Re1 – or 14 e5 Ng4 – 14 ... h4 15 Nf1 h3 followed by ... Qb7, Black had a strong initiative in J.Aagaard-E.Mortensen, Copenhagen 1997) 10 ... Nf6 11 Qd4 (after 11 e5 b4! 12 Na4 Bxf3 13 Qxf3 Nd5, the knight is a giant on d5) 11 ... Be7. Black has no particular problems here, e.g. 12 e5?! Bxf3 13 gxf3 (or 13 exf6? Bxf6) 13 ... Nh5 14 f5 Rc8! with a slight edge – Eingorn.
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  7 ... Bb7 8 Qe2

  The seemingly natural 8 0-0?! runs into 8 ... Bc5 9 Be3 (or 9 Nce2?! Nf6 10 e5 Qc6! 11 Rf2 Ng4! 12 Nxc6 Nxf2 13 Qf1 Nxc6 and Black wins material – Emms) 9 ... Qb6! 10 Nce2 Nf6, when both 11 b4?! Bxb4 12 Nf5 Bc5! and 11 e5 Ng4 favour Black.

  8 Qf3 followed by Be3 is the main alternative, and this is the subject of Game 2.
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  The set-up with Bd3 and Qe2 contains some poison. Having overprotected e4, White gets ready for a queenside assault with a2-a4 in case Black goes ... d7-d6. Moreover, by delaying 0-0 he avoids tactical surprises along the g1-a7 diagonal (compare 8 0-0?! above).

  8 ... Nf6

  With the bishop in control of the long diagonal, Black can finally develop the knight to its best square. This position may also be reached by the move order 5 Nc3 Qc7 6 Bd3 Nf6 7 f4 b5 8 Qe2 Bb7.

  Let’s take a brief look at the alternatives:

  a) 8 ... d6?! should be avoided in view of 9 Bd2! preparing a2-a4, a plan that is difficult to parry on this occasion. One example from practice: 9 ... Nf6 10 a4! b4 (after 10 ... bxa4 11 Rxa4 White has a clear advantage due to Black’s shattered queenside) 11 Na2 e5 (quite unsound, but 11 ... a5 12 c3! bxc3 13 Nxc3 with a knight coming to b5 again spells problems for Black) 12 Nb3 Nc6 13 Nxb4 Nxb4 14 Bxb4 exf4 15 Bc3 Be7 16 0-0 with an overwhelming advantage in E.Mortensen-J.Hellsten, Copenhagen 1997. At least this experience put the a2-a4 plan in a safe place in my memory!

  b) 8 ... Nc6 9 Nxc6 Qxc6 transposes to the Taimanov. As for the other 9th move recaptures, 9 ... Bxc6?! is met by 10 a4 b4 11 Nd5! with an initiative, while the untried 9 ... dxc6!? planning ... c5-c4 probably runs into 10 a4! b4 11 Nd1 (heading for c4) 11 ... c5 12 Ne3 Nf6 (or 12 ... Qxf4?! 13 Nc4 Qc7 14 0-0 with clear compensation for the pawn; but 12 ... Ne7!? followed by ... Nc6 deserves attention) 13 Nc4 Be7 14 0-0 0-0 15 b3 followed by 16 Bb2 with a slight White advantage.

  9 Bd2

  White prepares a2-a4, as well as long castling in some cases.

  9 0-0? loses material after 9 ... Bc5! 10 Be3 Qb6 intending 11 Qf2 Ng4.

  9 a3?! in order to stop ... b5-b4 rarely makes sense in the Kan.
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  It’s simply not worth a tempo preventing a move that Black will often try to do without anyway. The game J.Hector-E.Agrest, Skelleftea 1999, continued 9 ... Nc6!? (also possible is 9 ... d6 10 0-0 Nbd7 followed by ... Be7 and ... 0-0, with a probable transposition to Game 14, note on 11 a3) 10 Nf3 (or 10 Nxc6 Bxc6 11 e5 Nd5 12 Ne4 Be7 13 0-0 0-0 intending ... f7-f5, with similar play to the 10 ... Nd5 line investigated below) 10 ... b4! 11 axb4 Nxb4. Paradoxically Black has carried out the very move that White was aiming to prevent. From now on, White’s attacking attempts can often be neutralized by a timely swap on d3. After 12 0-0 Be7 13 Kh1 0-0 14 Bd2 Rab8 15 Ng5 (or 15 e5?! Nfd5 16 Be4 f5! 17 exf6 Nxf6 etc) 15 ... Nxd3 16 cxd3 h6 17 Nf3 Bc6 Black had a pleasant game.

  9 e5 is a logical reply to 8 ... Nf6. Here I like 9 ... b4! 10 exf6 (after 10 Ne4 Nxe4 11 Bxe4 Nc6 12 Nxc6 Bxc6 13 Bxc6 Qxc6 Black is fine, for example 14 0-0 Bc5+ 15 Kh1 0-0 16 f5 f6! with counterplay) 10 ... bxc3.

  [image: ]

  This position was reached in the game V.Tseshkovsky-M.Brodsky, Krasnodar 1999. Generally speaking in the Kan, Black should be careful with opening up the centre due to his delayed development. However in this case, his decision is justified by the fact that White has played f2-f4, weakening the kingside and restricting the bishop on c1. There can follow 11 fxg7 (or 11 0-0 gxf6, with ... Rh8-g8 as a future resource) 11 ... Bxg7 12 Nf5 Bf6!? (the game went 12 ... Bf8 13 0-0 Rg8 14 Ng3 cxb2 15 Bxb2 Rxg3!? 16 hxg3 Qb6+ 17 Kh2 Qxb2 18 Rab1 Qf6 19 Rxb7 Qh6+ 20 Kg1 Bc5+ 21 Rf2 Qg7! with complications, but the text seems simpler) 13 b3 Nc6 14 Ba3 (or 14 0-0 Nb4 15 Ba3?! a5 and Black has all the play). Brodsky might have rejected this position because the enemy pieces are eyeing the d6-square. However, after 14 ... Nd4! 15 Nxd4 (or 15 Nd6+ Qxd6! 16 Bxd6 Nxe2 17 Kxe2 Rg8 with an initiative) 15 ... Bxd4, maybe followed by ... Qa5 and ... 0-0-0, Black has the more pleasant position.

  Now back to the main game, and 9 Bd2.
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  9 ... Be7

  A sound developing move.

  9 ... d6?! 10 a4 transposes to 8 ... d6?!.

  9 ... b4 was employed on a few occasions by the prominent Kan expert Sergei Rublevsky. After 10 Na4 (10 Nd1 is also possible, redirecting the knight to the kingside) 10 ... d5 11 e5 (there is also 11 exd5) 11 ... Ne4 12 Be3 Nd7 13 0-0 Ndc5 14 Nxc5 Bxc5 15 Nb3 Be7! Black avoided the exchange of his ‘good’ bishop, with decent chances in V.Bologan-S.Rublevsky, Dortmund 2004. The knight is excellent on e4, but the bishop on b7 has seen greater days. The text seems more flexible to me, and it is also has the merit of being less explored.

  9 ... Bc5!? comes with the idea of chasing away the active enemy knight from d4. After 10 Nb3 Be7 11 a3 (or 11 e5 Nd5 12 Ne4 Nc6 followed by 0-0, with a solid game) 11 ... d6 12 a4 b4 13 Na2 a5 14 c3 bxc3 15 Nxc3 Nc6 16 Nb5 Qb8 17 0-0 0-0 intending ... Nb4, Black had no major problems in R.Mamedov-B.Predojevic, Moscow 2008. Perhaps, 9 ... Bc5 is the simplest solution here.

  10 e5

  10 a4 b4 11 Na2 might seem more consistent after the previous bishop move to d2. However, after 11 ... 0-0! (11 ... Qb6!? is another good option) 12 c3 (after 12 Nxb4 Qb6! 13 e5 Ne8 14 c3 Bxb4 White loses a piece, while 12 Bxb4 Bxb4+ 13 Nxb4 Qxf4 gives Black the upper hand due to the weaknesses on e4 and e5) 12 ... bxc3 13 Nxc3 Nc6 it is actually White, for a change in the Kan, who is slightly behind in development. There can follow 14 Nxc6 Bxc6 15 Rc1 (or 15 Bxa6 Nxe4! blowing up the enemy centre) 15 ... Qb7 and Black has no problems.

  10 ... b4

  Again Black employs this counterstrike in order to fight for the light squares in the centre. Despite the fact that things worked well for him in the game, I am not sure about this decision, taking into account White’s possible improvement on his next move.

  10 ... Nd5!? looks simpler and better. Comparing this to 9 e5 Nd5, the insertion of Bc1-d2 and ... Bf8-e7 should be in Black’s favour, as it gets him closer to castling, whereas the white bishop might have had a better destiny on e3. Play may continue 11 Ne4 (11 Nxd5?! Bxd5 12 Be4 Qb7 is excellent for Black) 11 ... Nc6 12 Nxc6 Bxc6 (on 12 ... dxc6!? White probably answers 13 a4! stopping ... c6-c5) 13 0-0 (or 13 0-0-0 b4! with 14 ... Bb5 next, in order to weaken the white queenside and swap the strong bishop on d3) 13 ... 0-0.
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  Black has a sound pawn structure and well-placed pieces, so from now on he should just avoid getting mated! Fortunately, the location of both kings on the same flank somewhat reduces the potential of White’s attack. There can follow 14 Rf3 (14 f5? fails to 14 ... Qxe5; and after 14 Qh5 g6 15 Qh6 f5! 16 exf6 Nxf6 17 Ng5 Bc5+ 18 Kh1 Qb7 Black has quite some counterplay, e.g. 19 Rg1 d6! intending 20 ... Ng4, or 19 Qh3 Rae8! 20 Bc3 Re7 21 Rae1 Nh5 with an active position) 14 ... f5! 15 exf6 Nxf6 16 Nxf6+ (or 16 Rh3?! Nxe4 17 Bxe4 Bxe4 18 Qxe4 Qc5+ followed by ... Qf5, with a pleasant endgame) 16 ... Bxf6 17 Rh3 h6 (not 17 ... g6? 18 Rxh7! Kxh7 19 Qh5+ etc) 18 Qg4 Bd4+! 19 Kh1 Rf6 and Black holds, e.g. 20 c3 Bb6 21 Rg3 d6 followed by the move ... Raf8.

  Now let’s return to the game.
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  11 Ne4?!

  This cooperative move lets Black relieve the tension by exchanging some pieces.

  11 Na4?! Nd5 followed by ... Nc6 is nothing for White either.

  11 exf6 seems critical. After 11 ... bxc3 (not 11 ... Bxf6?! 12 Ncb5! axb5 13 Nxb5 with a clear initiative) 12 fxe7 (or 12 Bxc3?! Bxf6 13 0-0 Qb6! 14 Qf2 Nc6 with a pleasant endgame) 12 ... cxd2+ 13 Qxd2 Qd6 (13 ... Qc5 allows 14 Nb3!? Qxe7 15 Na5 harassing the bishop) 14 c3 Nc6 15 Nxc6 Bxc6 16 0-0-0 Qxe7 17 f5 0-0 18 Rhf1, White has a slight initiative.

  11 ... Nxe4 12 Bxe4 Nc6!

  As usual in similar structures, the exchanges work in Black’s favour.

  13 Nxc6

  Preferable was 13 Nf3 keeping more pieces on the board. Black could now try 13 ... f5 14 exf6 gxf6!? (14 ... Bxf6 15 0-0-0 0-0 is also possible) 15 0-0-0 (or 15 f5?! d5!) 15 ... 0-0-0, with a dynamic position that offers chances for both players.

  13 ... Bxc6
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  In the absence of knights, White’s anticipated kingside attack is less likely to succeed. On the other hand, Black keeps his usual positional trumps: the semi-open c-file and a superior pawn structure.

  14 c3

  A reasonable move in order to get rid of the backward pawn.

  14 ... bxc3 15 Bxc3 0-0 16 0-0 f5!
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  This excellent pawn advance secures the black king for the rest of the game. Other moves, such as 16 ... Qb7?!, allow 17 Bxc6 Qxc6 18 f5! with some activity for White on the kingside.

  17 Bxc6

  After 17 exf6 Bxf6 White is under slight pressure, and at this point he is probably regretting the f2-f4 push.

  17 ... Qxc6 18 Rac1 Qb5!?

  More natural seems 18 ... Rfc8, but there is nothing wrong with seeking the queen exchange.

  19 Qd2

  Black also has a nice position after 19 Qxb5 axb5 20 a3 Rfc8 21 Rfd1 Rc7. Next he could consider a timely ... g7-g5 in order to create weaknesses in White’s camp. Velikov actually achieves this idea later on in the game.

  19 ... Rfc8

  Black has all the play. From now on Velikov slowly outplays his opponent.

  20 Rf3 Bc5+ 21 Kh1 Bb4 22 h3 a5 23 Rd1 Ra7 24 Bxb4 Qxb4 25 Rd3 Qxd2 26 R3xd2 Rcc7 27 Kg1 Kf7 28 Kf2 Ke7 29 Ke3 a4 30 Kd3 Ra5 31 b3 axb3 32 axb3 Rb5 33 Rb1 g5!
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  Here it comes, finally! This thematic thrust establishes a second weakness in the white camp.

  34 g3 gxf4 35 gxf4 Rb4 36 Rf2 Rc5 37 Rbb2 h5 38 Rb1 h4 39 Rbb2 Rd5+ 40 Kc3 Rdd4 0-1

  
 Game 2
K.Landa-P.Tregubov
Russian Championship, Orel 1992

  

  1 e4 c5 2 Nf3 e6 3 d4 cxd4 4 Nxd4 a6 5 Nc3 Qc7 6 f4 b5 7 Bd3 Bb7 8 Qf3

  This queen move signals an aggressive set-up with Be3 followed by long castling. Moreover, a timely g4-g5 might help White to gain space and push back a black knight from f6.

  8 ... Nf6

  Just like in Game 1, Black opts for normal development. This position can also be reached by the move order 5 Nc3 Qc7 6 Bd3 Nf6 7 f4 b5 8 Qf3 Bb7.

  8 ... Nc6 is possible as well, with a probable transposition to the main line after 9 Be3 Nf6 or 9 Nb3 Nf6.

  9 Be3

  Generally speaking in the Kan, Be3 is a harmonious follow-up to Qf3, whereas Bd2 seems to fit better with Qe2. One possible explanation is that the Qe2 set-up normally aims for e4-e5, so the bishop might get in the way on e3. On the other hand, with the queen on f3 the e4-e5 plan becomes less likely (unless White later goes Qg3 or Qh3), so the bishop is usually better placed on the more active e3-square.

  9 g4 at once could be met by 9 ... b4! and now:

  a) After 10 Na4 Nc6 11 Nb3 (or 11 Be3 Nxd4 12 Bxd4 Qc6 13 Nb6 Rd8 with heavy pressure against the e4-pawn) 11 ... d5 12 e5 Nd7 (12 ... Ne4!? is also interesting) 13 Qf2 (not 13 Be3? d4!) 13 ... g5! Black grabs the initiative, for example 14 0-0 gxf4 15 Bxf4 Ncxe5 16 Rae1 Bd6 with excellent central control.

  b) 10 Nce2 d5 11 e5 Ne4 reaches some kind of a French structure.
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  At a first glance, such a transformation of the position might seem unfavourable for Black, taking into account the blocked centre and the limited range of the bishop on b7. However, a closer look reveals some other facets in the position:

  • The knight on e4 is quite annoying for White, and as we will see below, it cannot be easily removed.

  • White’s weakened kingside can be exploited by a timely ... g7-g5, with an indirect attack on the important e5-pawn.

  • The centre is not infinitely blocked, in the sense that any movement of the d4-knight would allow a releasing ... d5-d4, with the b7-bishop becoming in charge of the long diagonal.

  After 12 Ng3 Nc6! 13 Be3 (neither 13 Nxc6 Qxc6 nor 13 Nde2 Nc5 cause Black any problems) 13 ... Bc5 14 Nxc6 (14 Nxe4? loses a piece after 14 ... dxe4 15 Bxe4 Bxd4) 14 ... Qxc6 Black has decent counterplay, e.g. 15 0-0-0?! Nxg3 16 Qxg3 d4! 17 Bd2 Qa4 with material gains.

  The game J.Gunnarsson-A.Kveinys, Reykjavik 2007, instead continued 12 Be3 Nd7 13 g5 (13 0-0-0 allows 13 ... g5!? 14 Rhf1 0-0-0 with unclear play) 13 ... Be7 14 h4?! (more prudent was 14 0-0-0 Ndc5 15 Kb1, when Black could try 15 ... 0-0-0 followed by ... Kb8 and ... Rc8, with counterplay) 14 ... Ndc5 15 0-0 (or 15 0-0-0 Nxd3+ 16 Rxd3 a5! followed by ... Ba6) 15 ... h6! (the white king now proves exposed) 16 Kg2 hxg5 17 hxg5 f6! 18 Rh1 0-0-0 with a strong initiative.

  After this slight digression into 9 g4, it is time for us to return to the position after 9 Be3.
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  9 ... Nc6

  Now that e4-e5 is not likely for a while, Black takes the opportunity to speed up his piece development.

  9 ... d6 is also playable, reaching a position that is analysed in the note on 9 Be3 in Game 7. Nevertheless, when confronted with the current move order it makes some sense to postpone (or even omit) ... d7-d6. Not only can ... d7-d5 now be played in one move (we just saw that in the 9 g4 line above), but active development with ... Bf8-c5 also becomes possible.

  9 ... b4?! is less logical in the absence of direct threats. After 10 Nce2 d5 11 e5 Ne4 12 Ng3 (the aggressive 12 f5!? also deserves attention), White obtains a clearly improved version of the 9 g4 d5 line.

  With 9 ... Nc6 we have actually transposed to a Taimanov sideline, that goes 1 e4 c5 2 Nf3 e6 3 d4 cxd4 4 Nxd4 Nc6 5 Nc3 Qc7 6 Be3 a6 7 f4 (White’s 6th and 7th moves are often interchanged) 7 ... b5 8 Bd3 Bb7 9 Qf3 Nf6. Generally I am careful with transpositions from the Kan to other Sicilian systems, due to the specific characteristics and heavy amount of theory in each and every one of them. However, this is hardly the most critical line against the Taimanov; besides, it is quite easy to grasp Black’s play here. In any case, 9 ... d6 remains a valid alternative.

  10 g4

  The most aggressive continuation. White aims to push away the knight from f6 as soon as possible.

  There are several alternatives here:

  a) 10 a4?! isn’t too consistent with a set-up that mainly aims for kingside action. One possible reply is 10 ... Nxd4 11 Bxd4 b4 12 Ne2 h5!? (the immediate 12 ... Bc5 is playable too) 13 Ng3 h4 14 Nf1 Bc5 15 Bxc5 Qxc5 16 Nd2 a5 and Black had no problems in V.Baklan-J.Hellsten, Brussels (rapid) 2000.

  b) 10 Nxc6 could be met by 10 ... dxc6!? (also possible is the Taimanov-style 10 ... Qxc6) intending ... c6-c5, for example 11 e5 c5! 12 Qe2 (safer was 12 Qg3 Nd5 with approximate equality) 12 ... c4! 13 exf6 cxd3 14 cxd3 gxf6 15 f5 Rg8! 16 Ne4 Bb4+ 17 Kf2 Qe5 with an initiative in I.Leventic-E.Dizdarevic, Osijek 1992.

  c) 10 Nb3 has a passive look but could actually transpose into a popular Sozin sideline (1 e4 c5 2 Nf3 Nc6 3 d4 cxd4 4 Nxd4 Nf6 5 Nc3 d6 6 Bc4 Qb6 7 Nb3 e6 8 Be3 Qc7 9 Bd3 a6 10 f4 b5 11 Qf3 Bb7) in the event of 10 ... d6?!. A more attractive solution, both objectively and from a practical perspective, is 10 ... d5!.
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  Black challenges the enemy centre at once, exploiting the exposed position of the queen on f3. After 11 exd5 (11 Nc5? d4 wins a piece, while 11 e5 d4! – one of the main points of 10 ... d5 – 12 exf6 dxc3 13 0-0-0?! cxb2+ 14 Kxb2 Nb4 15 Qf2 gxf6 gave Black the upper hand in Ve.Popov-I.Miladinovic, Korinthos 1999) 11 ... Nb4 12 Bd4 Nxd3+! (swapping one of White’s best pieces) 13 Qxd3 Nxd5 14 Nxd5 Bxd5 15 0-0 Rd8 Black was already a little better thanks to the bishop pair in S.Duric-M.Cebalo, Bjelovar 1979.

  d) 10 0-0 has the merit of speeding up development. Nevertheless, Black can now simplify to a pleasant position by 10 ... Nxd4 11 Bxd4 Bc5 12 Bxc5 (or 12 Ne2 0-0 13 Kh1 Bxd4 14 Nxd4 Qc5 15 c3 b4!? with counterplay) 12 ... Qxc5+ 13 Kh1 b4!. By pushing away the knight from c3, Black increases the pressure on e4 before the opponent can play Rae1. A similar position but with the queen on e2 can arise in one Taimanov line, where 14 Nd1 or 14 Nb1 aspires to a minimal advantage. Here, however, White’s prospects are diminished by the pin of the e4-pawn along the h1-a8 diagonal. After 14 Ne2 (both 14 Nd1 and 14 Nb1 are well met by 14 ... 0-0, with ... d7-d6 and ... e6-e5 coming up) 14 ... 0-0 15 Ng3 Qd4!? 16 a3 a5! Black obtains counterplay.

  e) 10 0-0-0 is more coherent with the current set-up, and together with 10 g4 it is also the most frequent move in practice. White castles away from the powerful bishop on b7 and gets a free hand on the kingside. Black has tried several moves here, but I would suggest the same reply as in the previous sub-variation: the simplifying 10 ... Nxd4 11 Bxd4 Bc5 12 Bxc5 (the untried 12 Be5!? leads to a Rauzer-like position after 12 ... d6 13 Bxf6 gxf6 14 f5 Qe7, with unclear play) 12 ... Qxc5.

  [image: ]

  At this point White is eager to initiate kingside action. However, he still has to think about the defence of the e4-pawn, in addition to Black’s future counterplay with ... b5-b4 on the other flank. For example:

  e1) 13 a3 runs into 13 ... b4! 14 axb4 Qxb4 followed by ... Rb8, with an initiative.

  e2) 13 Rhe1 was well met in the game A.Caruso-G.Borgo, Jesolo 1999: 13 ... b4 14 Nb1 0-0 15 Nd2 Rac8 16 g4 d5 17 e5 Ne4! intending 18 Nxe4 dxe4 19 Bxe4 Qxc2+! 20 Bxc2 Bxf3 etc.

  e3) 13 g4 b4 14 Ne2 d6!? 15 g5 Nd7 also looks fine for Black, e.g. 16 h4 a5 17 h5 0-0-0!? with ... Kb8, ... Rc8, ... Qb6 and ... Nc5 as a future plan.

  e4) 13 Qg3 0-0 14 e5 (any other move allows 14 ... b4) 14 ... Nd5 15 Ne4 (or 15 Nxd5 Bxd5 16 f5 exf5 17 Bxf5 Be6 with a solid game) 15 ... Qe3+! 16 Kb1 Qxg3 (16 ... Qxf4?! 17 Nf6+ Kh8 18 Nxh7 is less clear) 17 hxg3 h6. Thanks to his opportune 15th move, Black no longer has to fear an attack, whereas White’s space advantage can soon be neutralized by ... f7-f6. The game I.Kurnosov-O.Jovanic, Kusadasi 2006, continued 18 Nd6 Bc6 19 Be4 f6! 20 Rhe1 (or 20 exf6 Rxf6 perhaps followed by ... Kf8-e7) 20 ... fxe5 21 fxe5 Ra7 22 c3 Rc7 23 Re2 Ne7 with approximate equality. Now let’s return to the main line and the position after 10 g4.
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  10 ... h5!

  Black immediately takes up the struggle for the kingside. 10 ... d6 intending 11 g5 Nd7 is completely playable, yet it would somehow justify White’s 10th move.

  11 g5

  The most consistent reply.

  Both 11 Nxc6? hxg4! and 11 h3? hxg4 12 hxg4 Rxh1+ 13 Qxh1 Nxg4 lead to material losses for White.

  After 11 gxh5?! Nxd4 12 Bxd4 Nxh5 White is suffering from a deficient kingside structure without having received anything in return. There might follow 13 f5 (both 13 Ne2 Bc5 and 13 Rf1 Bc5 14 Bxc5 Qxc5 followed by ... Nf6 give Black a slight advantage – Tregubov) 13 ... Nf4!? (another option is 13 ... Bc5 14 Bxc5 Qxc5) 14 0-0-0 b4 15 Ne2 Nxd3+ 16 Qxd3 (16 Rxd3? fails to 16 ... Rc8 17 Rd2 e5! followed by 18 ... Qc4, with a double attack on e4 and a2) 16 ... 0-0-0 (not 16 ... e5? 17 Bxe5) 17 Qe3 Re8 with excellent counterplay.

  11 ... Ng4 12 Bg1

  12 Nxc6 was tried in the game T.Tolnai-N.Fercec, Pula 1993, which continued 12 ... Nxe3! (not 12 ... Bxc6?! 13 Bd4 e5 14 fxe5 Nxe5 15 Qf5 with unclear play – Tregubov) 13 Qxe3 Qxc6 14 0-0-0 Bc5 15 Qh3 b4 16 Ne2 0-0-0! with a solid game for Black.

  12 ... Nxd4 13 Bxd4
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  13 ... e5!

  The point behind Black’s previous play. Unable to respond 14 f5, White has to accept the clearance of the dark squares, as well as the enemy knight’s safe journey home.

  14 fxe5 Bc5!

  Much stronger than 14 ... Nxe5?! 15 Qf5!, when White’s powerful dark-squared bishop stays on the board.

  15 e6?!

  Landa tries to maintain the extra pawn by tactical means.

  15 Bxc5 Qxc5 16 0-0-0 was a much safer choice. In the long run Black enjoys the superior pawn structure, but for now he should proceed with care due to the slight delay in development. I’d suggest 16 ... Qxe5 (another idea is 16 ... Nxe5!? 17 Qg3 0-0 18 Be2 Rac8 with counterplay) 17 Kb1 (17 h3? allows 17 ... Qxg5+ 18 Kb1 Ne5, while after 17 h4 0-0 the knight is excellent on g4) 17 ... Qxg5 18 Rhg1 g6 19 h3 (or 19 Qg3 Qe5!) 19 ... Ne5! followed by ... Qe7 and perhaps ... Kf8-g7. It is not easy to find any real compensation for White here.

  15 ... 0-0!?

  The most appealing option in order to start an attack on the enemy king.

  15 ... Bxd4? obviously fails to 16 Qxf7+ Kd8 17 e7+ etc.

  15 ... dxe6 was also strong, for example 16 Bxg7 Rg8 17 Bf6 Nxf6 (Tregubov also indicates 17 ... Bf2+ 18 Ke2 Bh4! with a clear advantage) 18 gxf6 Qe5 19 0-0-0 Bd4 20 Rdf1 Rg6 followed by ... 0-0-0 and ... Rdg8, with a strong initiative in T.Tolnai-V.Eingorn, Vienna 1995.

  [image: ]

  16 Bxc5 Qxc5 17 exd7

  17 exf7+? Rxf7 just helps Black, while 17 0-0-0?! loses material after 17 ... fxe6 followed by 18 ... Nf2.

  17 ... Qxg5

  Black not only regains one of the pawns, but also prevents long castling.

  18 Qg3

  After 18 Rg1?! Nxh2! 19 Qg3 Nf3+ 20 Kf1 (20 Kf2 allows 20 ... Nxg1! 21 Qxg5 Nh3+) 20 ... Qf6 Black gains an overwhelming advantage. 18 h3 Ne5 doesn’t solve White’s problems either.
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  18 ... f5!

  This powerful blow initiates a strong attack against the stranded king on e1.

  19 h4 Qh6 20 Qc7

  In a difficult position Landa opts for counterplay. On 20 0-0 Tregubov suggests 20 ... f4 followed by ... Qb6+ and ... Rad8, with an uphill struggle for White.

  20 ... Qe3+ 21 Ne2 Bxe4!

  More convincing than 21..Rab8 22 Rf1 or 21 ... fxe4 22 Qxb7 exd3 23 Qd5+! followed by 24 Qxd3.

  22 Bxe4

  White is forced to clear the f-file, since 22 Rf1 Bxd3 23 cxd3 Ne5 would have fatal consequences for him.

  22 ... fxe4 23 Qg3 Rad8!

  Simple and strong. By mobilizing his last piece, Black ensures a lasting initiative even after the exchange of queens.

  After 23 ... Rf3?! 24 Qc7, the d7-pawn would cause some inconvenience.

  24 Qxe3

  24 Rd1? loses the exchange to 24 ... Qxg3+ 25 Nxg3 Nf2.

  24 ... Nxe3 25 Kd2 Rf3

  Even stronger was 25 ... Nc4+ 26 Kc3 Rxd7 with a dangerous attack added to the extra pawn.

  26 Rae1 Rxd7+ 27 Kc1

  White has somehow managed to reorganize his forces. Nevertheless, with an extra pawn and superior activity Black is practically winning anyway.

  27 ... b4!
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  Considering that the immediate 27 ... Rf2 allows 28 Nc3! with some activity for White, Tregubov first takes restrictive measures.

  28 c3 Rf2?!

  Preferable was 28 ... Ng2! 29 Reg1 Rf2 seizing the second rank in a more controlled manner.

  29 cxb4?

  In time trouble Landa overlooks the threat. White would keep chances of salvation by 29 Ng3 Nc4 (or 29 ... Ng2 30 Nxe4 Rf4 31 Re2) 30 Nxe4 Rxb2 31 Ng5!.

  29 ... Ng2! 30 Rd1

  30 Rhf1 fails to 30 ... Nxe1 31 Rxf2 Nd3+.

  30 ... Rc7+ 31 Nc3 e3

  The passed pawn proves to be decisive.

  32 Rd8+ Kf7 33 Kd1 Rxc3! 34 bxc3 e2+ 35 Kc1 Rf1+ 0-1

  
 Game 3
V.Tseshkovsky-E.Shaposhnikov
Voronezh 2006

  

  1 e4 c5 2 Nf3 e6 3 d4 cxd4 4 Nxd4 a6 5 Nc3 Qc7 6 g4!?
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  This energetic pawn advance is one of the latest attempts to crack the Kan. There are clear similarities to the Keres Attack, in that White gains some space and takes the first step to a future pawn storm on the kingside.

  6 ... Bb4!

  Forcing a minor concession from White on the queenside. This is the most frequent reply in practice and I think it’s the best one too. Incidentally, we will also use this bishop move against 6 g3 (see Chapter 6).

  6 ... Nf6? obviously runs into 7 g5. In a wider sense, the difficulty in developing the knight to f6 implies that Black will exert less pressure on e4 than in many other Kan lines. On the other hand, the pawn structure might favour him in the long run.

  From the other 6th move alternatives, I’d like to mention the active 6 ... Bc5!?, exploiting the delayed ... d7-d6 just like in the game.
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  After 7 Nb3 Ba7! (a logical retreat now that the typical 8 Qg4 is not available) 8 Qf3 Ne7 9 Bf4 e5 10 Bg5 Nbc6 11 0-0-0 d6 12 Bc4 Be6 13 Bxe7 Nxe7 14 Bd5 0-0 Black had a solid position in A.Savickas-A.Kveinys, Warsaw 2006. 7 Be3 seems to be more critical, followed by 8 Qd2 and 9 0-0-0 with interesting and unexplored play.

  7 Bd2

  7 Nde2?! is a respectable option in the 6 g3 line, but here it runs into 7 ... Nf6 with a double attack against e4 and g4. After 8 f3 (not a pretty move, but 8 a3 Bc5 9 Nf4 – or 9 g5?! Ng4 – isn’t much better in view of 9 ... h6 10 Nd3 Bd4! 11 Bd2 Nc6 and Black has the more active position) 8 ... h6 (simplest, in order to prevent g4-g5) 9 a3 (or 9 Be3 d5!) 9 ... Be7 (9 ... Bc5 allows the surprising 10 e5!, when 10 ... Qxe5?? loses to 11 Bf4) 10 Be3 (or 10 Bf4 d6 11 Qd2 Nc6 12 0-0-0 Ne5 and Black has no problems) 10 ... Nc6 11 Qd2 Ne5 12 Nd4 b5 13 0-0-0 Bb7 followed by ... Rc8, Black has excellent prospects. One idea is a central break with ... d7-d5; another is ... b5-b4 attacking the enemy king.
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  7 ... Nc6

  Black takes advantage of the fact that the knight on d4 is currently undefended.

  8 Nxc6

  Tseshkovsky doesn’t lose time retreating the knight.

  Again, 8 Nde2 isn’t very threatening for Black. Adorjan indicates 8 ... Nge7 (8 ... Nf6?! seems less accurate in view of 9 g5 Ng4 10 Ng3 Nge5 11 f4 and White gains space) 9 Bg2 (or 9 a3 Bc5) 9 ... d5 10 exd5 exd5 11 h3 Be6 intending ... d5-d4 and long castling. Black shouldn’t have any problems here. Moreover, we can see that the g2-g4 advance no longer makes much sense.

  8 Nb3 isn’t impressive either, for example 8 ... Nge7 9 Bg2 (or 9 a3 Bd6) 9 ... Ng6 and the weakness on f4 starts to tell.

  8 a3!? seems like a much better option, in order to decrease the enemy pressure as soon as possible. Black now has several options. My recommendation is 8 ... Bc5!? and now:
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  a) After 9 Nxc6 Black should probably reply with 9 ... bxc6 followed by ... d7-d5, just like in the game.

  b) On 9 Nb3!? I’d suggest 9 ... Ba7 in the spirit of the 6 ... Bc5 line above, for example 10 f4 b5 11 Qf3 (11 Qe2 can be answered in the same way) 11 ... Bb7 12 0-0-0 Nge7 13 g5 (or 13 Be3 0-0 14 Bxa7 Nxa7 followed by ... Rfc8 and possibly ... a6-a5) 13 ... 0-0 14 h4 b4 15 axb4 Nxb4 intending ... d7-d5, with an initiative.

  c) 9 Be3 d6 (not 9 ... Qb6?! 10 Na4) 10 Qd2 (10 Ndb5? doesn’t work due to 10 ... axb5 11 Nxb5 Qd8 12 Bxc5 dxc5 13 Nd6+ Ke7 etc; 10 Nxc6 Bxe3 11 fxe3 bxc6 12 Qd2 Bb7 13 0-0-0 0-0-0 is solid for Black) 10 ... Nge7 11 0-0-0 0-0.
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  Both sides are preparing an attack on ‘their’ flank, while the possible simplifications in the centre must also be kept in mind. Play may continue 12 g5 (after 12 Nxc6 Nxc6, both 13 Bxc5 dxc5 14 Qd6 Qa5! followed by ... Rfd8, and 13 f4 b5 14 Bg2 Bb7 intending ... Na5-c4 look fine for Black) 12 ... b5 13 h4 Rb8 (the safer 13 ... Nxd4 14 Bxd4 Bb7 followed by ... Nc6 is also possible) 14 h5 b4 15 axb4 Bxb4. At this point, Black’s attack seems more powerful, e.g. 16 g6 fxg6 17 h6 gxh6 18 Rxh6 (18 Bxh6?! Rf7 makes less sense for White) 18 ... Nxd4 19 Bxd4 (or 19 Qxd4 Qa5!) 19 ... e5! 20 Be3 Be6 intending ... Qa5, with a strong initiative.

  In any case there is plenty of room for improvements after 8 a3, and I think this is where the future of the 6 g4 variation lies.

  8 ... bxc6!

  The most dynamic recapture. Black may now fight for the centre with ... d7-d5, and the semi-open b-file will be useful if White opts for long castling.
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  9 h4?!

  In view of the impending tension in the centre, this flank advance seems quite out of place.

  9 Bg2 is a rather passive move that Shaposhnikov had to face in an earlier game. He reacted nicely with 9 ... Bd6!, preventing short castling and f2-f4 at the same time. After 10 Ne2 Ne7 11 Bc3 0-0 12 Qd2 Ng6! 13 h4 Nf4 14 Bf3 Nxe2 15 Qxe2 Be5 Black had the sounder position in R.Altshul-E.Shaposhnikov, St Petersburg 1999.

  9 f4!? might be the best option here, for example 9 ... d5 (not 9 ... Bxc3?! 10 Bxc3 Qxf4 11 Bxg7 Qxe4+ 12 Qe2 Qxh1 13 0-0-0 and White gets the kind of position he is dreaming of) 10 Bg2 Ne7 11 0-0 0-0 12 Kh1 (12 Nxd5? fails to 12 ... cxd5 13 Bxb4 Qb6+) 12 ... Rb8 with chances for both sides.

  9 ... d5 10 Bg2 Rb8

  By now it’s not easy to suggest a safe place for the white king.

  11 b3 Ne7 12 h5 h6!

  A quiet move that fixes the enemy pawns on light squares and increases Black’s dark-squared control.

  13 Rh3

  Quite an artificial move, but after 13 Na4 e5 White’s position isn’t appealing either.

  A challenge familiar to any chess player is the realization of one or several small advantages. In this position, Black should convert his superior pawn structure into something more tangible.
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  13 ... d4!

  By means of a little operation, Shaposhnikov establishes a grip on the dark squares and leaves the opponent with the ‘bad bishop’.

  14 Ne2

  Perhaps 14 Na4 was a better option, for example 14 ... Bxd2+ 15 Qxd2 e5 16 Rg3 c5 17 Nb2 Be6 18 Bf1 planning to get rid of the bishop on c4.

  14 ... Bxd2+ 15 Qxd2 e5! 16 Rh4

  An amusing location for the rook, but 16 Rg3 would deprive the knight of its planned destination.

  16 ... c5 17 Ng3 Qd8

  Creating the threat of 18 ... Nc6 winning the g4-pawn.

  18 f3 Be6 19 Rh3 0-0 20 Nf5
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  20 ... Nc6!

  Thanks to his dark square control on the kingside, Black may calmly proceed with action on the opposite flank. The enemy knight is well placed on f5, but it can always be exchanged.

  21 Bf1

  The more aggressive 21 Rg3 can be answered by 21 ... c4 22 bxc4 Rb2, for example 23 g5 hxg5 24 Rxg5 Bxf5 25 exf5 Qf6 followed by ... Nb4, with strong attack.

  21 ... a5 22 a4 c4!

  Finally Black manages to open up the position, which will help him to exploit his lead in development.

  23 bxc4

  After 23 Bxc4 Bxc4 24 bxc4 Rb2 White is in trouble, for example 25 Qc1 Qb6 26 g5 d3! with a total collapse.

  23 ... Rb2 24 Qc1 Qb6 25 Bd3

  Or 25 g5 Bxf5 26 exf5 d3! with a decisive attack.

  25 ... Nb4!

  [image: ]

  Exploiting tactical motives, Shaposhnikov increases the pressure on the enemy camp. Now there is the double threat of 26 ... Bxc4 27 Bxc4 Rxc2 and 26 ... Nxc2+ 27 Bxc2 Qb4+.

  26 c5 Nxc2+ 27 Bxc2 Qb4+ 28 Kf1

  After 28 Qd2 Rxc2 29 Qxb4 axb4 followed by 30 ... b3, the endgame is grim for White.

  28 ... Qc4+

  The official record states 28 ... Qxc5 as the correct move here, but it’s hard to believe that both players would miss 29 Qxb2. Moreover, the remaining moves fit well with 28 ... Qc4+.

  29 Kg1 Rxc2

  Having regained the piece, Black now enjoys a huge advantage thanks to White’s exposed king.

  30 Qf1 Qc3 31 Rd1

  Even worse is 31 Re1? Bc4.

  31 ... Bxf5 32 gxf5 Qe3+ 0-1

  In this desperate position, White resigned. After 33 Kh1 Qf4! followed by ... Rxc5 and ... Rfc8, Black is indeed winning.

  
 Game 4
V.Korchnoi-M.Taimanov
USSR Championship, Riga 1958

  

  ‘Why include a fifty-year-old game in a contemporary opening book?’, you might ask. Well, mainly because:

  • We get a chance to see the Kan in the hands of one of the great pioneers within the Sicilian ... e6 and ... a6 systems, the legendary Mark Taimanov.

  • The typical course of events in a successful Kan is nicely illustrated: first, the enemy attack is resisted, then some pieces are exchanged, and finally our positional advantages are realized.

  • Despite the fact that it was the very first game in this variation, half a century later it still holds theoretical importance!

  1 e4 c5 2 Nf3 e6 3 d4 cxd4 4 Nxd4 a6 5 Nc3 Qc7 6 Qf3

  [image: ]

  This early queen sortie blocking the f-pawn can be explained logically. White plans a quick queenside castling, and f3 is the only square where the queen neither blocks the bishops nor exposes herself to a possible 6 ... Nf6. Moreover, a later Bc1-f4 is enabled.

  6 ... Nc6

  Quite a natural reply, now that the knight on d4 is undefended.

  Less solid is 6 ... Bc5?! due to 7 Bf4! Qb6 (neither 7 ... e5? 8 Nd5! nor 7 ... d6?! 8 Nb3 Ba7 9 Qg3! is any better) 8 Nb3 Be7 9 0-0-0 perhaps followed by Qg3, with a clear initiative for White.

  The most frequent move is 6 ... Nf6, for example 7 Bg5 Qe5 (avoiding 7 ... Be7 8 0-0-0 d6 9 Qg3 Nbd7 10 f4 with a transposition to a 6 Bg5 Najdorf) 8 Be3 Bb4 9 0-0-0 Bxc3 10 bxc3 0-0 (or 10 ... Qxe4 11 Qg3 with clear compensation) 11 Bd3 d6 12 Nb3 and White seized the initiative in I.Nepomniachtchi-S.Rublevsky, Moscow 2006. Somehow I don’t like the absence of the dark-squared bishop at such an early stage of the battle. In the game, Taimanov opts for a more solid set-up.

  7 Nb3

  Korchnoi prefers to keep all the pieces on the board.

  7 Bf4?! is now toothless due to 7 ... Nxd4 8 Bxc7 Nxf3+ 9 gxf3 b5 and, as usual, the queenless middlegame is quite pleasant for Black.

  7 Be3 could be met by 7 ... Nf6 8 0-0-0 Be7, postponing ... d7-d6 in order to interfere with the Qf3-g3 idea. I don’t see any convincing continuation for White, for example 9 g4?! Ne5 10 Qg3 Nfxg4 11 Be2 Nxe3 12 Qxg7 Ng6 13 fxe3 Qe5 14 Qh6 b5 followed by ... Bb7 and ... Rc8, with a good game for Black.

  7 Nxc6 should probably be answered by 7 ... bxc6! in order to reinforce the centre.

  [image: ]

  From now on, Black may choose between a set-up with ... d7-d5 or with ... d7-d

  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
    None of these 6th move sidelines is really dangerous for Black, if he reacts with active measures. 6 ... Bb4 (Games 3 and 5) is an important resource in order to interfere with White’s play. Against the 6 f4 variation (Games 1-2), a quick ... b7-b5 followed by ... Bb7 and a subsequent ... Nc6 makes a lot of sense.
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