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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



	!

	good move



	!!

	excellent move



	?

	bad move



	??

	blunder



	!?

	interesting move



	?!

	dubious move



	#

	checkmate



	ch

	championship



	zt

	zonal tournament



	izt

	interzonal tournament



	ct

	candidates tournament



	tt

	team tournament



	ol

	olympiad



	m

	match



	cr

	correspondence
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Preview exercises, questions and quizzes have 1-5 stars next to the diagram to indicate the level of difficulty of the position.

More stars indicates a higher level of difficulty.






Foreword

Nick and I have known each other for as long as I can remember. Although he is a few years older than me, we started playing chess competitively around the same time and we had many encounters about a decade ago. I still vividly recall the Dutch Youth Championships under 20 in 2013. I was leading the tournament after five rounds with the maximum score, but in the sixth round Nick caught up by defeating me. Eventually he won the event, while I finished second. That one still hurts! Already back then, Nick was good with words since in his winner’s speech he consoled me by mentioning that I had played better chess than him.

From those battles across the board, we formed a close friendship. Over the years we spent a lot of time working on chess together, as well as speaking about various other topics. I have always had high regard for Nick’s understanding of the game, while perhaps he is lacking some calculation skills to elevate his game to the next level. His playing style being positional in nature, I would often jokingly nickname him as a ‘structure-guy’, as his priority number one was to keep his structure intact. On the other hand, I have personally been favouring dynamic play instead, often playing with my pawn structure in ruins. Since this book is about understanding pawn structures, asking me to write the foreword surely has to be a major blunder!

Besides being an avid chess player, Nick always had a talent for writing and speaking. Having finished his studies in philosophy, he often has interesting and striking ideas about life and chess which he can bring across in an eloquent way. By writing a chess book he was able to combine his talents, so this decision definitely has to be a double exclamation move, compensating for the aforementioned blunder.

The road to chess improvement is a highly abstract one, and no one to this date has figured out what exactly is the best way to become a better chess player. What is certain is that chess is an extremely complicated game which cannot be solved by the most advanced computers, let alone humans. Since we have limited processing capabilities, we can use heuristics or laws to guide us in the process of finding the best move. An understanding of the Hidden Laws of Chess is critical for laying a solid positional foundation.

I hope you will thoroughly enjoy this book, as Nick’s writing makes it a very pleasant read. Do not forget to solve the exercises either, since challenging yourself is necessary to become a better player.

Jorden van Foreest,
 Groningen, September 2022.






The Hidden Laws of Chess1

Introduction

The wise know that we are barely evolved apes. – Alain de Botton

What does it mean to be wise? Psychologists agree that wisdom revolves around the integration of experience, knowledge, and a deep understanding of the uncertainties of life. Philosophers, on the other hand, have pointed out traditionally that wisdom is the best, highest, or deepest kind of knowledge. The wise have obtained an understanding of the Hidden Laws of reality.2

Can wisdom be translated to the chessboard? In 2012, my compatriot IM Willy Hendriks published a wonderful book called Move First, Think Later. In this book, he criticises the way most chess instructors teach chess. Hendriks asserts that in our decision-making over the board, we see a move, then look for its ramifications and finally conclude whether it is good. In his view, many chess teachers have it backwards. They claim that you first have to look at the ‘characteristics’ of a position and that good moves flow from this process naturally. On Hendriks’ account, the processes of spotting moves and evaluating characteristics happen at the same time. Therefore, pretending that this is not the case is counterproductive.

[image: IMg]

Hendriks is particularly critical of the way in which many chess authors have extracted chess wisdom. Let’s look at the diagram given above. In this well-known position of the Najdorf Sicilian, White is setting up a pawn storm on the kingside. Black is supposed to react with 13...d5!, counterattacking in the centre. With correct play, this should lead to an approximately even game. Chess trainers would immediately shout: ‘ah there we go again, the famous maxim: if your opponent attacks on the wing, counterattack in the centre!’. Obviously, this turns out to be good advice here. But is this maxim good advice in general? Hendriks set up an experiment. He drafted a selection of 110 games in which White played the move 17.g4 – a clear sign that White is aiming for an attack on the flank. In about two-thirds of the games, a counterattack in the centre was simply impossible. A counterattack in the centre was a bad idea in 22 cases, in 10 games it was all right, and it was the best idea in only 2 games. Thus, on Hendriks’ account, what we can learn from the above chess position is not some form of chess wisdom, but rather that the key to the position is the move 13...d5!.

While I agree with Hendriks’s skepticism with regards to certain chess maxims, I doubt that this is the full story. Even though I enjoyed his book a lot, in my humble opinion he was a little bit too harsh on respectable chess authors such as IM Jeremy Silman. Aren’t there any deeper truths to be discovered about the game of chess? Isn’t there any room for language in chess? Let’s turn to that question now.

Language in chess

On the chessboard, there is a battle between two armies of 16 pieces each. There is no language involved in the movement of the pieces. The quality of a move is determined by the value that it offers towards the end goal: delivering checkmate. When learning to play the game of chess, we quickly become aware of the value of the pieces. Pieces need to be preserved, as casualties allow your opponent’s army to overwhelm yours. The different pieces have different abilities. More mobile pieces such as the queen are significantly more valuable than less mobile pieces such as bishops and knights. Chess scholars have established the comparative value of pieces. Most often, the pawn is attributed a value of 1, knights and bishops have a value of 3, rooks are valued as 5 and the queen gets a value of 9. This assessment has stood the test of time and proved to be useful from the beginner level all the way to the grandmaster level. Obviously, other positional considerations can alter these assessments, but most of the time these values prove to be extraordinarily accurate guidance. The comparative values of the pieces are part of our decision process when choosing moves. Still, it’s an analysis based on numerical values. Is there any language involved in our decision process?
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To answer this question, we need to have a deeper look into our decision process. How does one decide on a move? A primary process is calculation, which can be vocalised in the following way: if I move my knight from f3 to e5 he can take it with his knight, but if he does so, I take back with my pawn, forking his bishop and knight. Therefore, the exchange is satisfactory for me. This particular exchange is completely described in alignment with the laws of chess. A legal move is answered by a legal move, etc. The description contains one special term: a ‘fork’. But the term ‘fork’ is merely used as a shortcut to describe a situation in which a piece of little value attacks two pieces of higher value. The entire exchange is satisfactory because it furthers the goal of winning the game. Does this paint the full picture or is it more complicated?

The process of deciding upon moves is chaotic. We go back and forth between several possible continuations and sometimes discard an option for superficial reasons. Language fulfills an important function in this process. In our thought process, language plays two roles: it provides guidance to help us decide which moves deserve attention and it plays a role in our judgment. We need language to evaluate positions. The game of chess is extraordinarily complex. With our limited processing capabilities, it is often impossible to calculate variations all the way until mate. Therefore, we need to create heuristics. Chess players develop an understanding of the game over time that lets them evaluate positions more and more accurately. Interestingly, even computers make use of these heuristics. Even the strongest chess computers have nowhere near the capabilities to give definitive assessments of middlegame positions. Computers also must apply judgment. Designers of chess computers have installed algorithms. Besides an assessment of the value of pieces, these algorithms contain parameters of factors such as space, mobility, king safety, threats, and imbalances. It is precisely the investigation of factors like space, king safety and imbalances that grants us access to the deeper truths of chess. These factors operate with a certain consistency. For instance, having a space advantage is most often favourable, while having an unsafe king is disadvantageous. Such claims are examples of the Hidden Laws of Chess.

What is a Hidden Law in chess? With a ‘Hidden Law’, I refer to the deeper structures that spring from a mere contingency of the rules of chess. This might sound like a mouthful of gibberish to you. What I mean is that there are certain patterns that underlie good play. Had the rules of chess been different, these hidden structures would have been different as well. On a surface level, there are Laws that comprise the comparative value of the pieces. On a deeper level there are Hidden Laws that encompass elements such as the importance of space, the quality of a pawn structure, the strength or weakness of an isolated pawn, the importance of a key square, etc.

How do these Hidden Laws compare to chess wisdom that has been captured in chess literature? To a certain extent there is overlap, but the Hidden Laws of Chess are recognizable when three features are present:

• they operate in a lawlike manner

• they operate under the surface

• they are context-dependent

With the ascription of ‘a lawlike manner’, I simply refer to the likelihood that a certain heuristic is applicable. When applying the Hidden Laws of Chess in this book, there is a reasonable probability that they provide good guidance in positions with certain features. The idea that a flank attack should be answered by a strike in the centre is seldom good advice. So this principle doesn’t operate in a lawlike manner. Hence, the banal chess wisdom that we saw earlier is excluded. In addition, the Hidden Laws of Chess are operating under the surface. In this sense, the Hidden Laws are distinct from what we might call the ‘Obvious Laws’ of chess. These Obvious Laws of chess include the benefits of development, the merits of king safety and the perks of capturing pieces. Indeed, the Hidden Laws and the Obvious Laws have in common that they are both operating in a lawlike manner, but the former are considerably more difficult to discover. You don’t need to be a serious student of the game to extract the wisdom of the Obvious Laws of chess. Finally, the Hidden Laws are context- dependent. Good chess strategy may vary immensely in different types of positions. That’s why this book is divided into eight chapters, featuring eight different types or aspects of pawn structures.

In this book, my objective is to explore these Hidden Laws of Chess. My goal is not to provide cheap wisdom of the sort that Hendriks warned us about, but to provide actionable tips and ideas that you can apply to elevate your game. Ideas that form the foundation for a solid positional understanding. A mastery of the Hidden Laws of Chess contributes to sound judgment – and sound judgment leads to good moves, which ultimately leads to better results.

In his work, Hendriks mentioned the work of another fine author: Dražen Marović. Marović tried to save the maxim: ‘when attacked on the wing, strike back in the centre’, by adding: ‘only if you can!’ An alternative solution would be to create a more modest formulation that includes a term such as ‘sometimes’. Hendriks astutely points out that a weakening of these formulations makes the chess teacher less authoritative and less convincing. In sports coaching, there is a dilemma between honesty and not promising too much. Since I value honesty, I will immediately admit that the Hidden Laws that will be revealed in this book aren’t categorical laws – they contain exceptions! And since we are now in the business of making confessions, I’d like to add another disclaimer. To improve in chess, it is still most effective to train chess patterns by solving (tactical) exercises, rather than focusing on the positional aspects of the game. But if you already have a solid tactical foundation, or if you supplement the content of this book with doing tactics, I can guarantee that you will make progress. And remember, if this book somehow doesn’t make you wiser about chess, perhaps you will learn something else. Maybe all chess teachers are charlatans after all?

Have a great read!

Nick Maatman,
 Groningen, September 2022






Practice, Practice, Practice

Practice is a vital part of chess improvement. This book offers you plenty of opportunities to put your chess-playing brain to work. Before each chapter, there will be a Preview Exercises section. In this section, you can test your prior knowledge of the topic at hand. The exercises feature important positions from the chapter and are numbered 1-6, so you can easily find the exercises and their solutions back as they are presented during the chapter. Note that these positions can be quite challenging, as they are mostly derived from grandmaster games. Next to the diagrams there are stars (ranging 1-5), where more stars indicates a higher level of difficulty. It is not a big deal if you have trouble finding the right answers because we will carefully discuss the answers in the chapter.

After each chapter, there is a Quiz section. Most exercises in the quiz feature positions that test your knowledge of The Hidden Laws that you have learned during the chapter, while some positions may contain tactical patterns in positions that feature a characteristic pawn structure. The exercises in the quiz again contain a number of stars that represents the level of difficulty.

On top of these exercises, I will challenge you on multiple occasions to find a solution to a position. These positions are followed by a Question and also supplemented with a number of stars, indicating their level of difficulty. If you want to extract the most value out of this book, pause and take your time! Note that you don’t have to solve all the exercises at once, but you can also go back and forth between solving and reading.

Enough of these peripheral matters, let’s start!






CHAPTER 1

Preview exercises
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CHAPTER 1

Space advantage

We’ve grown used to wonders in this century. It’s hard to dazzle us. We’ve grown used to the idea of space, and perhaps we forget that we’ve only just begun. – Ronald Reagan3

In the eighties, NASA continued their quest to explore space. This project encountered many setbacks. In 1986, seven astronauts went aboard a space shuttle on their mission to leave the atmosphere of the Earth and enter outer space. Their dreams ended in tragedy. Soon after the launch, the space shuttle exploded. No one survived. After another fatal mission in 2003, the Space Shuttle Program was abandoned altogether. Nowadays, space programs have developed a lot. Many scientists are already dreaming of a human visit to Mars.4 Maybe one day we will colonise the universe.

Besides a way of describing all the regions of our universe, ‘space’ also became a common term in chess literature. In the realm of chess, the space consists of ‘only’ 64 squares. In the starting position, both players have limited influence over the chessboard. By focusing on quick development and a strategic employment of the pawns, influence increases rapidly. If one player controls a larger area of the board than the opponent, that player is considered to have a ‘space advantage’.
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Consider for a moment the above pawn structure. The aficionados will recognise the white structure as a Maroczy Bind, which is characterised by pawns on c4 and e4, while Black has a Hedgehog set-up. Typically, when Black opts for a Hedgehog set-up, he5 operates on three ranks only. White on the other hand is granted a lot of space and he uses this to take command of the centre. White controls the first four ranks, while the 5th rank can be regarded as neutral territory. Hence, White enjoys a space advantage. Space is an important concept in chess. A surplus of space generally offers your pieces greater mobility compared to their counterparts, which can be deployed to squeeze the opponent. When Black employs the Hedgehog, he offers White a free space advantage, but he intends to eventually strike back. The main breakthroughs in Black’s arsenal that question White’s influence are ...b6-b5 and ...d6-d5. White will try at all costs to make these freeing moves unattractive.

In a well-played game of chess, a player slowly accumulates a range of advantages. One advantage forms the foundation for the next advantage. The opponent gradually loses all hope. A space advantage is a prime example of a foundational advantage that can be built upon. By seizing space, a player increases his or her area of dominance. This can come along with a wide range of perks, such as improved mobility and improved coordination. The effects of a space advantage are the topic of this chapter.

A disaster

In the first game, we look at what can happen if one side voluntarily gives up the centre. Black starts with a dubious opening that allows White to quickly launch a decisive attack.

Game 1

Alexei Shirov 2726

Piotr Kaczmarek 1870

Warsaw rapid 2008 (8)

1.d4 d5 2.c4 ♘f6?

This move, which seems like a natural developing move, already turns out to be a substantial mistake.

3.cxd5! ♘xd5 4.e4

Logically, White takes full command of the centre. However, many players opted here for the more cunning 4. ♘f3 to sidestep Black’s alternative on the 5th move.

4...♘f6 5.♘c3 e6?!

This is too timid. The alternative 5...e5! gives Black reasonable counterplay, the point being 6.dxe5 ♕xd1 7. ♔xd1 ♘g4, winning back the pawn. Instead, if White continues development with 6. ♘f3, he retains the advantage.

6.♘f3 ♗e7 7.♗d3 0-0 8.0-0 c5

A valiant move. Black finally decides to strike back in the centre. Unfortunately, the punishment will be swift.

9.dxc5 ♗xc5 10.e5 ♘d5
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11.♗xh7+!

A classic tactic. Black’s king is lured out of its basement to a place where it will be ripe for the slaughter.

11...♔h8

Of course, not accepting the sacrifice leaves Black’s position hopeless. Capturing the bishop also leads to a quick demise: 11...♔xh7 12.♘g5+ ♔g6 (12...♔g8 13.♕h5 is deadly) 13.♕c2+ f5 14.exf6+ ♔xf6 15.♘ce4+, winning back the piece with an ongoing attack.

12.♗d3 ♘c6 13.♗g5 ♘xc3 14.bxc3 f6 15.exf6 gxf6 16.♘e5!

Shirov concludes the game nicely. On the next move, the queen will slide in for a deadly check on h5.

1-0

Obviously, watching a renowned player such as Alexei Shirov beating up an amateur player in this fashion might look a bit demotivating. But don’t get discouraged! Disasters are bound to happen. Instead, we should take notice, evaluate, and come back stronger.6

Tension & mobility

We will move on to a game of former World Champion Alexander Alekhine. He successfully used a space advantage to launch an attack on the kingside.

Game 2

Alexander Alekhine

Georg Marco

Stockholm 1912 (2)

[image: IMg]

Clearly, things have gone wrong in the opening for Black. White has much smoother development, facilitated by his control over the centre. How can White capitalise on his advantage? If your pieces are already occupying prime positions, it often becomes increasingly difficult to figure out what to do next. Once the development phase is completed, players must come up with a ‘plan’. Alekhine now comes up with a great idea that allows him to put more pressure on the black position.

13.♘h2!

White temporarily retreats the knight to free the f-pawn. Once the f-pawn gets involved, White’s influence over the centre will increase even further.

13...♘g8?!

Black gets ready to answer with his own f-pawn. Unfortunately, he will be late to the punch. More active would have been 13...♘h5, stopping f2-f4. However, White can then continue effectively with 14.♘g4 followed by ♕d2, harassing the pawn on h6.

14.f4 f6

We now have a situation where White controls the tension. ‘Tension’ is one of those typical terms that obtained a special definition in the realm of chess. It is often referred to in positions that contain points of stress. You can find a description of typical chess terminology at the end of this book. In this particular instance, the tension is congregating on the e5-square. White can take on e5 with both his f- and d-pawns, while Black has the option to take on either f4 or d4. Here, White is governing the tension, as a capture by Black on either f4 or d4 is undesirable. Thus, White has all the control as he can decide at will when to release the tension.

15.♕g4 exd4

Black decides to release the tension anyway, but this capture concedes even more space.

16.♗xd4 ♘c5
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17.f5! ♘xb3

After the alternative 17...g5, White wins with 18.♗xg8! ♔xg8 19.♕h5. Notice how Black’s lack of space prevents him from mobilizing defenders.

18.♕xg6+

White comes away with an important pawn. Now he has a material advantage on top of a massive positional advantage. Alekhine converts without any problems.

18...♔h8 19.cxb3 ♗d7 20.♕g3 ♖f7 21.♘g4 ♕d8 22.♘e2 ♖g7 23.♘f4 ♕e8 24.♕h4 ♕f7 25.♖d3

White’s space advantage allows him to easily mobilise more attackers, while Black is struggling to manoeuvre on the last two ranks.

25...♔h7 26.♘g6 ♖xg6 27.fxg6+ ♕xg6 28.♗xf6 ♗xg4 29.♗xe7 ♖e8 30.♖xd6 ♕g7 31.♗f6 ♘xf6 32.♖fxf6 1-0

What can we learn from this game?

A space advantage often comes along with control of the tension. The side who controls the tension has a far wider range of options.


If the defending side decides to release the tension, this can easily lead to further deterioration.

Furthermore, a space advantage can be used as a starting point to launch a strong attack, as the attacker can mobilise pieces more easily.



Coordination

Sometimes, things are a little more subtle. My friend Max Warmerdam played a beautiful game on his way to his first Dutch Championship title. Warmerdam used his space advantage to split the enemy forces, which allowed him to create threats all over the board.

Game 3

Max Warmerdam 2595

Erik van den Doel 2604

Hoogeveen ch-NED 2021 (3.2)

1.♘f3 d5 2.g3 ♗g4 3.♗g2

Even these timid-looking opening schemes are nowadays employed from time to time to pose difficult questions.

3...♘d7 4.h3

This forces Black to commit very early on. Either he goes for an inferior diagonal, or he gives up the bishop pair.

4...♗h5 5.c4 e6 6.d4 c6 7.cxd5 exd5 8.♘c3 ♘gf6 9.♘e5!?

Very interesting. White opts to command the centre before finishing his development. The threat is now to strengthen the knight with 10.f4. Nepomniachtchi employed this scheme successfully in the Candidates Tournament against Duda, Madrid 2022.

9...♘xe5 10.dxe5 ♘d7 11.f4
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11...f5?!

The start of Black’s problems. He was probably uncomfortable about the prospects of the bishop on h5. However, there was no need to worry yet as Black had a solid alternative: 11...♗c5! 12.♘a4 (the bishop must be kicked out, otherwise White can never castle) 12...♗b4+ 13.♗d2 ♗xd2+. This is the first time that we see this important defensive idea. If you are lacking space, it is often a good idea to exchange pieces. With less pieces on the board, the side with the space advantage finds it more difficult to create threats. Here, it still looks dangerous for Black. So how can he solve the issues of the bishop on h5? As it turns out, Black has a very neat tactical solution: 14.♕xd2 ♕e7!. Black prepares ...f7-f6.
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analysis diagram



Now, the immediate attempt to trap the bishop fails beautifully: 15.g4?! (better is 15.0-0 f6 16.e6 ♕xe6 17.e4 d4 18.♕xd4 0-0, with a marginal advantage for White) 15...♕h4+ 16.♔f1 ♗g6 17.f5?? ♗xf5!. White cannot really recapture due to the horizontal pin across the fourth rank.

12.♕c2

A flexible move, which leaves Black guessing where White is going to put his king.

12...g6?!

Now, the bishop remains stuck on h5, cut off from the rest of Black’s army. Remarkably, there is no immediate plan for White to trap the bishop, so he needs to resort to positional play.

12...♕b6 is an interesting alternative. Here, 13.♕xf5 is very greedy (the calm 13.♗d2 is preferred, after which White maintains an advantage): 13...♗g6 14.♕g4 ♗c5. The black position has come to life at the cost of a pawn. Suddenly, the white position becomes very difficult to play and it won’t be easy to prove an advantage.

13.♗e3 ♕a5 14.♖c1 ♗e7 15.0-0 ♘b6 16.♔h2 0-0

[image: IMg]

The differences in coordination are visible. Due to White’s space advantage – which springs from the protected passed pawn on e5 – he was able to disconnect the black pieces. Now, it’s White’s job to further improve his position without giving his opponent any hope for counterplay.

17.♖fd1 ♖ad8 18.♗f2 ♔h8 19.a3 ♘c4 20.♖d3

White makes a series of prophylactic moves whilst preparing to advance on the queenside with b2-b4.

20...g5

Black is finally organizing some counterplay. However, an assault on the white king is unrealistic, as half of Black’s army is standing on the wrong side of town.

21.♘a4 h6 22.b3!

Warmerdam now invests a pawn to further displace the black pieces.

22...♘xa3 23.♕b2 ♘b5 24.♘c5 ♕b6!

[image: IMg]

Even though Van den Doel has been on the ropes for the entire game, he shows his class here by defending tenaciously. Obviously, it is dangerous for a queen to stand in the line of sight of an enemy rook or bishop, but when the situation is delicate, risky operations are mandatory.

25.b4!

Further securing the knight and cutting off the diagonal towards a3. Interestingly, prophylactic moves that protect the bishop, such as ♔g1 or ♗g1, give Black a way back into the game, for instance: 25.♗g1 d4! 26.♘e6 ♗a3, winning back the exchange. So here we see why obstructing the diagonal towards a3 is crucial.

25...♖f7 26.♔g1 ♖g8 27.♘e6 d4 28.♘xd4

White has finally won back the pawn, while he continues to dominate the position. Warmerdam, who played a superb game up to this point, now has some trouble finishing off.

28...♘xd4 29.♗xd4 c5 30.e6+?

Allowing unnecessary complications. The simple 30.bxc5 ♕xb2 31.♗xb2 would have been sufficient for victory.

30...cxd4 31.exf7 ♖d8
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At the cost of an exchange, Black has finally generated some coordination and activity. Obviously, White is still winning with correct play, but anything can happen in time trouble...

32.e3 ♗f6 33.♖c5 ♗xf7 34.exd4 gxf4 35.gxf4?

The mistake that gives it all away. Suddenly, all Black’s pieces are coordinating beautifully, which makes up for the material deficit. Apparently, 35.♕d2! retained a winning advantage. White will take back on f4 on the next move without allowing any concrete counterplay.

35...♕d6?

Black misses his chance. 35...a5! would have caused problems for White: 36.♖xa5 (on 36.♖xf5, there is 36...♗g6!, winning back the exchange) 36...♖xd4 37.♕f2 ♕xb4 38.♖xf5 ♖xd3 39.♖xf6 leads to an equal endgame.

36.♕d2 ♗xd4+ 37.♔h1
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White is totally back in control. The pin on the d-file is decisive.

37...♗xc5 38.♖xd6 ♖xd6 39.♕c3+ ♗d4 40.♕c7 1-0

A nice game by Warmerdam. Ingenious play in the opening and early middlegame granted him a promising position. White’s central pawn formation split the enemy forces. Black’s lack of space made him struggle to find active ideas. In the meantime, White was able to manoeuvre around freely, which allowed him to seize the initiative on the queenside. Often, if you defend well, you will get an opportunity to make a comeback. Van den Doel indeed put up quite some resistance, but when his opportunity came on move 35, he missed it.

Hedgehog

Let’s move on to the Hedgehog, a set-up that we briefly discussed in the introduction of this chapter. The structure is known for its intricacies around the acquisition of space. We look at an effective strategy for White.

Game 4

José Cuenca Jimenez 2512

Renier Gonzalez 2451

Guatemala City 2019 (7)

1.c4 c5 2.♘f3 ♘f6 3.d4 cxd4 4.♘xd4 b6 5.f3 ♗b7 6.e4 d6 7.♘c3 e6 8.♗e3 a6 9.♕d2 ♘bd7 10.♗e2 ♗e7 11.0-0 0-0
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We have reached a classical Hedgehog position. This set-up can arise from a variety of openings. In this game, we started with an English Opening, but this exact position also regularly arises from the Sicilian. White now shows a very effective plan.

12.a4!

The start of a scheme that has become more and more popular. White intends to temporarily sacrifice a pawn with a4-a5 and then manoeuvre the knight around to a5. Then, Black will have less control over the dark squares and he will be left with a vulnerable pawn on the a-file.

12...♕c7 13.♖fc1

An essential preparatory move that is part of the scheme. Some players prefer to start with 12.♖fc1 and follow up with 13.a4. Usually, this just leads to a transposition.

13...♖ac8 14.a5! bxa5 15.♘b3 ♕b8 16.♘xa5 ♗a8

[image: IMg]

17.b4!?

White continues his expansion on the queenside.

17...♘e5?!

Black should initiate a tactical skirmish with 17...d5! (17...♕xb4?? 18.♖cb1 traps the queen), which is Black’s principal resource in the Hedgehog. Suddenly, all Black’s pieces are activated and the whole board is on fire. The next sequence looks quite forcing and in the end Black seems to survive: 18.c5!? (shutting down the bishop on e7, forcing Black to take with the queen) 18...♕xb4 19.c6 ♗xc6 20.♗xa6 ♖c7 21.♖cb1 ♗b7! (Black must sacrifice the queen. 21...♕d6?!, preserving the queen, seems dubious on account of 22.exd5. Now, after either 22...♘xd5 or 22...exd5, White plays 23.♘c4!, trapping the queen as it is caged in by Black’s own pieces. Hence, the only viable capture is 22...♗xd5. The line continues 23.♘b5 ♕xa6 24.♘xc7. White ends up an exchange for a pawn and should have reasonable winning chances) 22.♖xb4 ♗xb4 23.♘xb7 ♗xc3 24.♕a2 ♗xa1 25.♕xa1.


[image: IMg]

analysis diagram



After all the skirmishes, we have reached a peculiar material imbalance. 25...♖a8 26.♕f1 (White must step out of the pin immediately, otherwise he risks losing) 26...dxe4 27.♘d6 exf3 28.♗b5. White should still be slightly better, but Black is so solid that he should be able to hold.

18.♖ab1 ♘c6

18...d5!? is still possible, but it is already less convincing than on the previous move. 19.exd5 ♗xb4 20.♕d4!. White has strong centralised pieces and the pin on the b-file is annoying. 20...♕d6 21.dxe6 ♕xd4 22.♗xd4 ♗xa5 23.♗xe5 fxe6 24.c5!. The dust has settled. White has a nice positional advantage, and he went on to win in Parligras-Wang Shen, Changsha 2019.

19.♘a4!

White correctly identifies the weakness of the b6-square. Black missed his chance to free himself and now he is struggling for space.

19...♘xa5 20.bxa5 ♕c7 21.c5! d5 22.♗xa6 ♖cd8

[image: IMg]

23.e5!

This denies all activity connected to the push of Black’s d-pawn. Shutting down the a8-bishop and threatening 24.♗b6 with 23.c6 was also good, but not nearly as convincing as the move played in the game. For instance: 23...dxe4 24.♗b6 
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