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 Preface
 
 Discussing a complete defence for the black pieces is no easy task, and nowadays the large amount of theory out there makes it even harder. After writing my first two books, Opening Repertoire: The Fianchetto System and Opening Repertoire: The Queen’s Gambit, Byron Jacobs at Everyman Chess suggested the French as a subject for another book. I decided to take on the challenge and the result is in your hands now.
    


    Why the French? It is one of the most reliable ways for Black to meet 1 e4, a defence played by several world champions, and a tool that will help you improve not only in the opening phase, but also your positional and strategic chess understanding.


    Unlike my previous two books, this work is in the Move by Move series and so is not a complete opening repertoire. That said, you will find many interesting ideas and will also be covered against White’s main choices. My primary goal was to write a book that allows you to grasp the main ideas behind the French, to reach the middlegame with a solid foundation while not depending too much on “exact theory”. For this reason the book is not a comprehensive coverage of all possible variations - this is impractical and would make the book enormous! Instead, the focus is on strategic plans, positional understanding and putting the reader to the test by having to answer questions during the games.


    Throughout this project good use was made of Stockfish 10, along with Mega Database 2020 and the ChessBase Online Database.


    


    
      I must also acknowledge and thank Everyman Chess and Byron Jacobs for giving me the chance to write my first three books, as well as Alicia Paddon for her endless support.

      

      Damian Lemos,

      London,

      February 2021

      


      

    

  


  
    


    
      
 Chapter One

      Unusual Lines
 
 We start our journey by analysing a few sidelines before diving into the main lines of the French Defence. The first game is definitely one of my favourites; it shows the kind of middlegame and endgame I always look forward to playing as Black.

      

      Game 1
 E.Alekseev-A.Grischuk
 FIDE Grand Swiss, Isle of Man 2019

      

      1 e4 e6 2 d4 d5 3 Bd3!?
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    Despite not being as popular as others, this move is played at all levels and the resulting positions are quite interesting. As usually happens with sidelines, accurate play is required.


    3 ... dxe4


    The simplest response by Black, playing in Rubinstein Variation fashion, as we will see in the next chapter. Furthermore, White will have to move the light-squared bishop thrice in the opening.


    Developing the g8-knight is imprecise in view of 3 ... Nf6 4 e5 Nfd7 5 c3, which would give White extra options such as f2-f4 (since Nf3 has not been played yet). White can also play Nge2 and Nd2-f3, which is a well-known manoeuvre in the Tarrasch Variation. Structures like this are the subject of future games in this book.


    4 Bxe4 Nf6 5 Bf3


    The point of White’s opening choice. The bishop puts some pressure on Black’s queenside by eyeing the b7-pawn.


    5 ... c5


    Black’s main alternative is to go for ... e6-e5, a plan I like a lot, especially considering White has a bishop on f3. What’s more, Black keeps the possibility of ... c7-c6, thus blockading the white bishop’s diagonal. For example: 5 ... Nbd7 6 Ne2 e5 7 Nbc3 Bd6!?, when I strongly recommend studying the game V.Onischuk-Wang Hao, Al Ain 2015.


    6 Ne2


    The logical follow-up. Taking on c5 gives the initiative away: 6 dxc5 Qxd1+ 7 Bxd1 Bxc5 can only be better for Black who is ahead in development while all of White’s pieces are placed on the first rank!


    6 ... Be7


    Grischuk had already had this position against Carlsen back in 2012. In that game he played 6 ... cxd4 and then:


    a) 7 Nxd4 can be met by 7 ... Bc5 (or 7 ... Be7 8 0-0 0-0 9 Re1 Qc7 with chances for both sides) 8 Be3 Nbd7! (protecting the c5-bishop is a good idea to avoid any discovered attacks by White; also ... Ne5 is now a possibility, targeting the f3-bishop) 9 0-0 0-0 with equality.


    b) 7 Qxd4 (hoping to trade queens in order to increase the pressure on Black’s queenside)
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    b1) 7 ... Qxd4?! 8 Nxd4 a6 (stopping Nb5 comes at a high price) 9 Nd2!, followed by Nc4 and a2-a4-a5 with a comfortable advantage for White due to domination of the queenside.


    b2) 7 ... Nbd7 8 Nbc3 Bc5 9 Qf4 Qe7 10 0-0?! (10 Qg3 is preferable) 10 ... Bd6 11 Qh4 Ne5 12 Bg5 h6 13 Be4 0-0 14 Bxf6 Qxf6 15 Qxf6 gxf6 16 Rad1 Be7 was Ma.Carlsen-A.Grischuk, World Blitz Championship, Astana 2012, where Black had the long-term chances due to the bishop pair and flexible kingside pawn structure.


    b3) 7 ... Bd6 8 0-0 Nc6 (Black can also consider avoiding the endgame by means of 8 ... Qc7 9 Nbc3 Nc6 10 Qh4, when 10 ... Be7, 10 ... Be5, 10 ... a6 and 10 ... Ne5 are all playable; not 9 ... Bxh2+?? 10 Kh1 and Black will lose the bishop very soon) 9 Bxc6+ bxc6 10 Rd1 Be7 11 Qxd8+ Bxd8 12 c4 was seen in S.Shyam-M.Mchedlishvili, World Blitz Championship, Dubai 2014. After 12 ... e5 13 b3 it is fair to say that White’s position is easier to play, but Black bishop pair shouldn’t be underestimated.


    7 Nbc3 0-0
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    8 dxc5


    Let’s take a look at the alternatives:


    a) 8 d5 exd5 9 Nxd5 Nc6! (maintaining the lead in development should be a high priority for Black; 9 ... Nxd5 10 Qxd5 Nc6 11 Qxd8 Rxd8 is equal according to the engines, though White still needs to be careful as the f3-bishop is not well placed) 10 0-0 (not 10 Nxe7+? Qxe7 and ... Rd8 is coming next with a clear advantage) 10 ... Nxd5 11 Qxd5 (or 11 Bxd5 Nb4 12 Bb3 Qxd1 13 Rxd1 Bf5) 11 ... Qxd5 12 Bxd5 Nb4 13 Bb3 Bf5 and Black’s development advantage is paying off.


    b) 8 0-0 Nc6 9 Be3 cxd4 10 Nxd4 allows 10 ... Ne5! (exploiting the position of White’s bishop) 11 Be2 Qc7, when ... Rd8 is an annoying idea, as well as ... Nc4 or ... Neg4. If 12 Bf4 then 12 ... Nf3+! picks up the bishop pair, and 12 Ndb5 doesn’t help after 12 ... Qb8.


    c) 8 Be3 can be met by 8 ... Qa5! (as we’ve seen, ... Rd8 is a good way to attack White’s centre) 9 a3 Rd8 10 Qb1 (not the greatest move for White, but leaving the queen on the d-file is even worse) 10 ... Nc6 and Black had a slight advantage in I.Kovalenko-P.Ponkratov, Izhevsk 2013.


    8 ... Qxd1+ 9 Nxd1
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    Question: Apart from the natural 9 ... Bxc5 is there anything else Black can


    play here?


    


    9 ... Nbd7!


    Answer: This in-between move is much more efficient for Black. As in other lines, with 10 ... Ne5 coming next the f3-bishop is not ideally placed.


    10 Nd4


    The alternatives are not promising for White either:


    a) 10 b4?! a5 11 c3 Ne5 and Black attack is quite strong despite queens being off.


    b) 10 c6 Ne5! also looks dodgy for White: 11 Nd4 (if 11 c7 Nxf3+ 12 gxf3 b6 13 Ndc3 Bb7 14 Rg1 Rfc8 or 11 cxb7 Nxf3+ 12 gxf3 Bxb7 and in both lines Black’s position speaks for itself) 11 ... Nxf3+ 12 gxf3?! Rd8 13 Be3 Nd5 and White’s position keeps getting worse and worse.


    10 ... Ne5


    Once again the in-between move works well for Black!


    11 Be2


    If 11 b4, the Queen’s Gambit Accepted concept also works here: 11 ... a5! 12 c3 axb4 13 cxb4 Nd3+ and White can’t keep the extra pawn. 11 c6 transposes to 10 c6 above.


    11 ... Bxc5 12 Nb3 Be7


    A queenless position and a slight advantage in development: Black’s opening was definitely a success! Instead, 12 ... Bb6 gives White a reason to play a quick a2-a4-a5 in order to grab space on the queenside, not to mention that the bishop blocks Black’s own queenside pawns from advancing.


    13 Nc3 Bd7 14 0-0
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    Question: Now one of the most common dilemmas in chess has arisen:


    which rook should Black move - and where?


    


    14 ... Rfc8!


    Answer: Other moves can be considered as well, when the position would still be fairly equal. The text move is a deep one: all of Black’s pieces are now looking at the queenside, the a8-rook supports ... a7-a5 and, last but not least, the black king is also ready to join the action via f8 if required.


    15 Rd1 Bb4 16 Bd2 Nc4 17 Bxc4


    White has to surrender one of the bishops. 17 a3 Be7 does not change much since 18 Bc1 loses a pawn to 18 ... Nxa3!.


    17 ... Rxc4


    Now Black has a long-term advantage with the bishop pair. For those who are familiar with the Queen’s Gambit there is another concept you will notice here: Black can go for a minority attack on the queenside.


    18 a3
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    Question: Assess this position and choose between 18 ... Bxc3 and 18 ... Be7.


    


    18 ... Be7!?


    Answer: Black plays it safe waiting for the right moment to pull the trigger. Taking on c3 gives the bishop pair away and also requires the accuracy of an engine: 18 ... Bxc3!? 19 Bxc3 Nd5 20 Na5 Rc7 21 Be5 Rxc2 22 Nxb7 f6 23 Bd4 Ba4 24 Rdc1 Rac8.


    19 Na5 Rcc8


    19 ... Rc7 would be a huge mistake in view of 20 Bf4.


    20 Bf4


    Not 20 Nxb7? because, unlike the line analysed above, White is not controlling the b8-square. After 20 ... Rab8 21 Na5 Rxb2 White’s position is falling apart.


    20 ... b6 21 Nb7 Bc6 22 Nd6 Rd8 23 Ndb5 a6 24 Nd4 Be8!
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    Keeping both bishops while stopping moves like 26 Na4. A minority attack on the queenside is likely to follow next.


    25 Nb3 Rdc8


    Black avoids trading pieces so as to be able to put maximum pressure on the queenside.


    26 Bd6 Bd8!?


    Grischuk knows the position is going to open up sooner or later and that is probably the reason why he kept the bishop pair intact. Besides, the dark-squared bishop will be helpful in the queenside assault we are about to see in the game:


    27 Nd4 b5 28 Rd3 Ba5


    Transferring the knight to b6 deserves attention: 28 ... Nd7!? 29 Rad1 Nb6 30 b3 Bf6 and it won’t be easy for White to maintain stability on the c-file.


    29 Nde2 Bb6 30 Rad1 Bc6 31 Bf4 Nd5 32 Be5 f6 33 Bg3


    33 Bd4 Bc7! is a scenario we have seen before: White does not succeed in trading bishops, and Black is little by little seizing a space advantage.


    33 ... Nxc3 34 Nxc3 e5
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    35 h3


    I would only consider a freeing attempt like 35 Nd5 if White gets some play in return. Unfortunately, after 35 ... Bxd5 36 Rxd5 Rxc2 there is not much to show for the pawn deficit.


    35 ... Bd4 36 Kh2 a5


    I recommend taking notes on how Grischuk improved his pieces in the pre-endgame stage. His opening play was good, but what really makes the difference is his middlegame play.


    37 f4


    Active play is White’s best bet. An instructive endgame arises after 37 b4 axb4 38 axb4 Be8 39 Ne2 Bg6 40 R3d2 Bb6 41 c3 Rd8 42 Rxd8+ Rxd8 43 Rxd8+ Bxd8, where Black will play ... Kf7 next, going all the way to c4 with a decisive advantage.


    37 ... b4 38 fxe5 fxe5 39 axb4 axb4 40 Ne2 Be4
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    Black’s strategy is showing dividends at last. White is going to lose material.


    41 Nxd4


    White has no choice but to give up the exchange. After 41 R3d2 Be3 42 Rd7 Rxc2 43 Bxe5 Bh6! 44 Re1 Re8 Black has a crushing attack.


    41 ... Bxd3 42 Rxd3 exd4 43 Rxd4 Rxc2 44 Rxb4 Re8 45 Rb8 Rxb8 46 Bxb8 Rxb2


    Black went on to win this endgame in another twenty moves.


    47 Be5 Re2 48 Bb8 Kf7 49 Kg3 Ke6 50 Kf3 Rb2 51 Bc7 Rb3+ 52 Kf2 Kd5 53 Bf4 Ke4 54 Bd6 Rb2+ 55 Kf1 Rc2 56 Bb8 g6 57 Bh2 Ke3 58 Bg1+ Kd2 59 Bb6 Kd1 60 Bd4 Rc4 61 Be3 Rc7 62 Bd4 Rf7+ 63 Bf2 h5 64 g3 g5 65 Kg2 Ke2 66 Bb6 g4 67 hxg4 hxg4 0-1


    A positional model by super-GM Grischuk!

    

    Game 2
 M.Tissir-R.Kasimdzhanov
 Calvia Olympiad 2004

    

    1 e4 e6 2 Nf3!?


    One of the many alternative lines White can play against the French. The position below can also arise via 2 d4 d5 3 Nc3 Nf6 4 e5 Nfd7 and now 5 Nf3, rather than the main moves 5 f4 and 5 Nce2 which we will examine in Chapter Four.


    2 ... d5 3 Nc3 Nf6 4 e5 Nfd7 5 d4 c5 6 dxc5
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    As we will see later in this book, White often prefers to build a solid pawn chain in the centre with pawns on c3/d4/e5. Here c2-c3 is obviously not possible because the knight is in the way, so White has nothing better than to relinquish part of the centre.


    6 ... Nc6!


    Development comes first! By playing this natural in-between move Black more or less forces White to defend the e5-pawn with the c1-bishop.


    7 Bf4


    Nothing is gained from 7 Bb5 Bxc5 8 0-0 0-0 since after 9 Bf4 the bishop has no business on b5, while taking the c6-knight only helps Black by bringing a flank pawn towards the centre.


    7 ... Nxc5!?


    This move is not as popular as the bishop recapture. The main line is 7 ... Bxc5 8 Bd3.
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    Question: Is there anything wrong with castling kingside?


    


    Answer: Yes! Since White has a pawn on e5 and Black lacks kingside defenders, a sacrifice on h7 is likely to work: 8 ... 0-0? 9 Bxh7+! Kxh7 10 Ng5+ Kg6 11 Qd3+ f5 12 Qg3 and Black is defenceless against White’s threats.


    Instead, 8 ... f6 9 exf6 Nxf6 10 0-0 and only then 10 ... 0-0 leads to equality. Black’s dynamic play fully compensates the potential weaknesses in the centre, such as the e6-pawn and e5-square.


    Nevertheless, I prefer 7 ... Nxc5 because it is more flexible and gives Black extra options. Not to mention that the ... f7-f6 break can still be played later on.


    8 Bd3 Be7


    Here we can appreciate another advantage of 7 ... Nxc5. Black has an eye on White’s d3-bishop and is ready to take it whenever required.


    9 0-0 0-0


    Black can also consider 9 ... g5!, a move we will examine in the next game of this book.


    10 Bg3?!
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    As GM Finkel points out, the bishop has nothing to do on g3, so it was better to play 10 Re1 instead. Then 10 ... Nxd3 (the simple 10 ... Bd7 followed by ... Rc8 and ... Qb6 looks even better; I don’t think that hiding the bishop on f1 counts as a threat for White) 11 Qxd3 Bd7 12 Rad1 Rc8 13 Nd4 Nxd4 14 Qxd4 was I.Novak-J.Lechtynsky, Decin 1973, where Black can improve by means of 14 ... Rc4! 15 Qd2 Qc7.


    10 ... Nxd3


    Other moves:


    a) 10 ... Qb6 11 a3 Bd7 12 Rb1 (if 12 b4 Nxd3 13 Qxd3 Rfc8! is a concept we saw in the previous game; it makes a lot of sense to leave the other rook on a8 since ... a7-a5 is always part of Black’s strategy) 12 ... Rfc8 13 Re1 Nxd3 14 Qxd3 (or 14 cxd3 a5) 14 ... Na5 15 Bh4 Bxh4 16 Nxh4 Nc4 was good for Black in I.Drozdov-V.Neverov, Ukrainian Championship, Kharkov 1988.


    b) 10 ... a6 11 Re1 f6!? (despite being interesting, I wouldn’t play this way as it activates White’s pieces, especially the e1-rook) 12 exf6 Bxf6 13 Qd2 Nxd3 14 Qxd3?! (14 cxd3! is better, hoping to play d3-d4 which increases the pressure on the e-file even further) 14 ... Bd7 15 Nd1 Be8!? saw Black offering the e6-pawn for activity in A.Ledger-S.Buckley, British Championship, Scarborough 1999.


    11 cxd3


    The queen recapture 11 Qxd3 is met simply by 11 ... Qb6 and ... Bd7.


    11 ... Bd7 12 Ne2 Qb6 13 Rb1 a5!


    Expanding on the queenside, whereas White does not have much on the kingside.


    14 Nf4
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    Question: White appears to be planning Nh5 and it is easy to overestimate


    his chances. How should Black respond? Choose between 14 ... Rfc8 and 14 ... f6.


    


    14 ... f6


    Answer: This is usually a good move for Black in the French, but playing it now gives White unnecessary counterplay on the e-file. The alternative seems much stronger: 14 ... Rfc8! 15 Nh5 Bf8 and I don’t see any attack for White on the kingside. Meanwhile, Black continues his queenside operations and can even consider manoeuvres like ... Ne7-f5/g6.


    15 exf6 Rxf6 16 d4


    16 Nh5 just wastes time after 16 ... Rf5 17 Nf4 Raf8.


    16 ... Raf8 17 Ne2?!


    Thanks to this we get to see one of the greatest positional sacrifices in the French Defence. It was better to play the active 17 Qd2 Bb4 18 Qe3, when the position is close to equal.


    17 ... Rxf3!?


    Of course Black has other moves such as 17 ... Be8, but the text leaves White with a kingside full of weaknesses.


    18 gxf3
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    Question: How should Black continue here in order to increase his advantage?


    


    18 ... Be8!


    Answer: There is no rush to take on f3. After 18 ... Rxf3 19 Rc1 White starts activating his pieces by means of Rc3, while 19 ... Qxb2? is strongly met by 20 Rb1 Qa3 21 Rxb7 with a big advantage. However, 18 ... Bg5, with the idea of ... Ne7-f5, is also worth considering.


    19 Rc1


    Not 19 Qb3? Qxb3 20 axb3 Bg6 21 Rbc1 Bd3 22 Rfe1 Bb4 and Black is clearly better.


    


    Question: Consider 19 ... Bg5, 19 ... Bg6 and 19 ... Qxb2. Which one is better?


    


    19 ... Bg5?


    Answer: White consolidates his position after this, so Black should opt for one of the alternatives:


    a) 19 ... Qxb2 20 Rb1 Qxa2 21 Rxb7 Qc4! (stopping White from playing Qd3) 22 Nf4 Qa6 23 Rb1 Nb4 and, although the position is far from clear, I think Black has the better of it from a practical point of view.


    b) 19 ... Bg6 20 Rc3 Qxb2 21 Rb3 Qxa2 22 Rxb7 Bf6 and again the Black side is easier to play. Piece play and the initiative are much more relevant than material!


    20 Rc3!


    White’s rook is quite useful on the third rank.


    20 ... Bh5


    Unfortunately for Black it is too late to take the b2-pawn: the greedy 20 ... Qxb2? is easily punished by 21 f4 Bf6 22 Rb3 Qxa2 23 Nc3 and the queen is trapped. Not the outcome Black was hoping for!


    21 Rb3 Qa6 22 Kg2 a4 23 Rc3
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    Question: Find the best continuation for Black.


    


    23 ... Qb5?!


    Answer: This actually helps White trade pieces off on the queenside.


    The best move was the creative 23 ... Na7, when White may have to give back the exchange since Black’s bishops are controlling a lot of squares: 24 Be5 Nb5 25 Rd3 Bg6 26 f4 Be4+ 27 Kg1 Bxd3 28 Qxd3 Bf6 with chances for both sides.


    24 b3 axb3 25 Rxb3 Qc4 26 a3?


    This is way too passive. Instead, after 26 Bd6! Rd8 27 Bf4 all of a sudden White’s position is clearly better. After all, the extra exchange counts.


    26 ... Na5 27 Rc3 Qa6 28 Ng1 Nc4 29 Qe2 Bf6 30 Rd1 Qb6 31 Rxc4


    A move that White has to play sooner or later.


    31 ... dxc4 32 Qxc4 Ra8 33 d5?!


    White has a chance to take over the initiative by means of 33 Be5!. The position remains equal according to the engines, although it requires accurate play by Black.


    33 ... exd5 34 Qxd5+ Bf7 35 Qd3 Qc6 36 Nh3 Bc4 37 Qd6 Qxd6 38 Bxd6
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    The arising endgame is better for Black. With precise play White should be able to defend but ultimately failed to do so.


    38 ... Rd8 39 Rc1 Bb5 40 Bb4 Bc6 41 Re1 Kf7 42 Re3 Rd5 43 Bc3 Bd8 44 Re5 Rd3 45 Re3 Rd7 46 Bb4 g5 47 Kf1 Rd1+ 48 Ke2 Rh1 49 f4 gxf4 50 Nxf4 Rxh2 51 Nd3 Bb5 52 Rf3+ Ke6 53 Re3+ Kd7 54 Ke1 Rh1+ 55 Kd2 Bg5 56 f4 Rh2+ 57 Kd1 Bh6 58 Nc5+ Kc8 59 Rc3 Bc6 60 Nd3 Kd8 61 Bd6 Rh1+ 62 Ke2 Rh2+ 63 Kd1 Rh3 64 Kc2 Be4 65 Kd2 Bf5 66 Bc7+ Ke8 67 Be5 Bf8 68 Nb4 Rxc3 69 Kxc3 h5 70 Bf6 Kf7 71 Bg5 Ke6 72 a4 Bg7+ 73 Kd2 Be4 74 Ke3 Bb1 75 Nd3 Kd5 76 Ne5 Bc2 77 a5 Bf8 78 Bd8 Bf5 79 Kf3 Bb4 80 Bb6 h4 81 Ng4 Ke6 82 Ne3 Bd2 83 Bd8 Be1 84 Ke2?! h3 85 Kf3??


    Presumably a time-pressure blunder. 85 Nf1 still holds.


    85 ... Be4+! 0-1

    
 Game 3
 A.Haast-R.Van Kampen
 Wijk aan Zee 2015

    

    1 e4 e6 2 Nf3 d5 3 Nc3 Nf6 4 e5 Nfd7 5 d4 c5 6 dxc5 Nc6 7 Bf4 Nxc5 8 Bd3 Be7 9 0-0 g5!
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    I really like this game because it shows us how flexible the French can be. Black develops a kingside attack, while the king remains safe in the centre!


    10 Bg3 h5 11 h3


    White is forced to advance a pawn in front of his king, something that is definitely going to help Black in a future attack by means of ... g5-g4.


    11 ... Qb6 12 Rb1


    We can see that Black’s opening was quite a success, especially after White plays a passive move like the text.
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    Question: Choose between 12 ... Bd7 and 12 ... Nxd3.


    


    12 ... Bd7


    Answer: Not a bad move. However, it was much better to take on d3 first, gaining the bishop pair and thus making the kingside attack even stronger: 12 ... Nxd3 13 cxd3 (or 13 Qxd3 Bd7, when both ... h5-h4 and ... g5-g4 are still on the table for Black) 13 ... g4! 14 hxg4 hxg4 15 Nh2 Bd7! 16 Nxg4 0-0-0 and, despite being a pawn down, Black has a clear advantage. I see plans like ... Rh7 and ... Rdh8, or ... Rdg8 and ... Nd4.


    13 b4?!


    White should have kept the light-squared bishop by means of 13 Be2.


    13 ... Nxd3 14 Qxd3 g4 15 hxg4 hxg4 16 Nh2 Rh5!


    An excellent rook lift, putting pressure on e5. According to the engines, 16 ... Nxb4 is also good, though this move auto-pins the knight and is not easy to play in practice.


    17 Rfe1


    After 17 Nxg4 0-0-0 it feels like Black’s attack is already unstoppable.


    17 ... Nxb4!
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    I’d like to quote IM Shah Sagar here: “A bold decision by Robin. It is not easy to enter into a pin voluntarily. But nothing terrible is happening and the queen can go to a5 on the next move.”


    18 Qd2 Qa5 19 Ne2 Nc6! 20 Qxa5 Nxa5 21 Nxg4


    In a way White has managed to stop Black’s kingside attack. Unfortunately for White, the resulting pre-endgame finds Black with the bishop pair and a healthier pawn structure. In particular, White has chronic weaknesses on the queenside in the a- and c-pawns.


    21 ... Rc8 22 c3 Rc4!?


    It is interesting to see how Black makes great use of his rooks in this game.


    23 f3?!


    Here 23 Nf6+ Bxf6 24 exf6 would improve White’s drawing chances by playing an opposite-coloured bishop endgame.


    23 ... Rh8!


    Now Black can meet 24 Nf6+ with simply 24 ... Kd8.


    24 Bf2 b6 25 Bd4 Nc6


    Or 25 ... Kd8!? 26 Nf6 Bc8, preparing ... Ba6, when White’s knight is not doing much on f6.


    26 Kf2 Kd8! 27 Rec1 Ba3 28 Ne3 Ra4 29 Rc2 Ke7 30 g4 Rc8 31 f4 Nxd4?


    This helps White get rid of the c3 weakness. It was simpler to play 31 ... Rh8 32 f5 Kd8 and White’s position is falling apart sooner or later, especially if he keeps on advancing his pawns.


    32 cxd4 Kf8 33 Rxc8+ Bxc8 34 f5


    All of a sudden Black has lost all the advantage. Not only has White eliminated the weak c-pawn, he has also managed to develop an initiative on the kingside.


    34 ... Ba6 35 Rb3??


    After 35 fxe6 fxe6 36 Nf4 White is not worse at all.
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    Question: The text is an unfortunate mistake, allowing Black to win on the spot.


    Can you find the winning move?


    


    Answer: 35 ... Be7!


    Most of White’s pawns are hanging after this.


    36 Nc3 Rxd4 0-1


    


    
      There is no way to avoid further material loss, so White resigned.

      


      

    

  


  
    

    
      
 Chapter Two

      The Rubinstein Variation: 3 Nc3 dxe4
 
 The Rubinstein Variation with 3 ... dxe4 is definitely a solid and reliable way for Black to reach equality! This move is one of Black’s three main options against 3 Nc3 and has the advantage that it can also be played against 3 Nd2, reaching the same positions.
    


    We’ll concentrate on the traditional continuation 4 Nxe4 Nd7, followed by ... Ngf6. This will be examined in Games 5-8. First, let’s take a quick look at an alternative line.

    

    Game 4
 A.Zontakh-M.Abatino
 Cutro 1999

    

    1 e4 e6 2 d4 d5 3 Nc3 dxe4 4 Nxe4 Bd7


    This is the Fort Knox variation. It reminds me of a Caro-Kann Defence. Black intends to follow with ... Bc6 in order to trade off the bad bishop sooner or later and reach an ultra-solid position.


    Another option is 4 ... Nf6 5 Nxf6+ Qxf6 6 Nf3, which is playable for Black but I don’t really like the idea of getting the queen out this early in the game.


    5 Nf3 Bc6 6 Bd3 Nd7 7 0-0 Ngf6


    [image: ]


    8 Ng3


    White is not interested in trading knights since that would help Black deal with his space disadvantage. The alternatives are:


    a) 8 Ned2 (I like this square even more than g3 since Nc4 then looks very good for White, controlling both queenside and centre all at once) 8 ... g6!? (8 ... Be7 9 Re1 0-0 10 Qe2 Bxf3 11 Nxf3 sees Black trade before Ne5 becomes too annoying, but White keeps a slight advantage due to the bishop pair) 9 b3! (White is now ready to play Ba3 as soon as Black fianchettoes) 9 ... Bg7 10 Ba3 Bf8 11 Bb2 (the bishop lands on b2: after this smart manoeuvre White ends up winning a tempo; that said, taking on f8 also offers White an edge) 11 ... Bg7 and now rather than 12 Nc4, as in P.Harikrishna-J.Wegerle, European Cup, Rhodes 2013, White can consider 12 Qe2 0-0 13 Rfe1 Nd5 14 g3 Nb4 15 Be4 with a comfortable space advantage.


    b) 8 Neg5!? is quite a tricky move, inviting Black to weaken the kingside: 8 ... h6? 9 Nxe6! (here we see a well-known Caro-Kann tactic in action) 9 ... fxe6 10 Bg6+ Ke7 11 Re1 and, despite being a piece up, Black’s position already seems hopeless with the king on e7 and lack of piece coordination. However, by playing 8 ... Bd6! first and only then ... h7-h6, Black neutralizes this idea with equality.


    8 ... Be7


    Black can adopt the fianchetto approach here too: 8 ... g6 9 b3! (with the same idea as in the previous note) 9 ... Bg7 10 Ba3 Bf8 11 Bb2 Bg7 12 c4 0-0 13 Qe2 Bxf3 14 Qxf3 c6 15 Rfe1 was D.Navara-V.Kunin, European Championship, Gjakova 2016. As usually happens in the Fort Knox, White has a slight edge due to the bishop pair and space advantage.


    9 Re1 0-0 10 c3
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    10 ... Bxf3


    Black prepares a Caro-Kann set-up with ... c7-c6 next. Delaying the exchange on f3 is risky since Ne5 might be annoying. Nonetheless, let’s examine the alternatives:


    a) 10 ... b6!? (saving the bishop pair looks like an interesting option, though it doesn’t match the whole idea of the Fort Knox: ... Bd7-c6xf3 and ... c7-c6) 11 Qe2 Bb7 12 Bf4 and White is slightly better.


    b) 10 ... Re8 11 Bf4 Bd5 (Black waits for c3-c4 before taking on f3; 11 ... a5 12 Qe2 Bf8 13 Rad1 Bxf3 14 Qxf3 was good for White in I.Sokolov-M.Suba, Antwerp 1996) 12 c4! (you can argue that the d4-pawn is no longer protected, but that shouldn’t be an issue for White who is about to gain the bishop pair) 12 ... Bxf3 13 Qxf3 c6 14 Rad1 Nf8 was G.Kamsky-A.Karpov, Monte Carlo (rapid) 1996. Here White can consider 15 a3!? (preparing against Black next move) 15 ... Qb6 16 c5! Qd8 (not 16 ... Qxb2? 17 Re2 and the black queen is trapped since taking on a3 runs into Bxh7+) 17 Be5 Ng6 18 Nh5 and Black is under pressure.


    11 Qxf3 c6 12 Bg5 Qa5 13 h4!?


    White is not afraid of grabbing space on the kingside, Ideally, Black will move the kingside pawns as well, thus giving White potential targets.


    13 ... Rfe8 14 a4


    I like White’s approach of gaining space on both sides of the board. As we are about to find out, the black queen may have safety issues.


    14 ... Rad8 15 Bf4


    This innocent-looking move poses a threat to Black’s queen: White plans b2-b4.


    15 ... Qd5 16 Qe2!


    Trading queens is exactly what Black needs to deal with his space problems. After the text move Black’s queen remains a target.


    16 ... Nf8 17 Bc4 Qd7 18 h5
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    Question: A common middlegame situation arises where Black has to make


    a huge decision: whether to prevent White from playing h5-h6 or not.


    Which is the lesser evil for Black?


    

    18 ... h6?!


    Answer: Despite stopping the White pawn storm on the kingside, this move weakens the b1-h7 diagonal even further. Black should try the active 18 ... Nd5 19 h6!? Nxf4 20 Qe5 Nh3+ 21 gxh3 Bf6. White is still better but at least Black has some activity.


    19 Rad1


    It is difficult to blame White for playing such a natural developing move. Nonetheless, he could apply even more pressure with 19 Be5 Nd5 20 Ne4. Notice how any pawn move Black makes is going to weaken his position.


    19 ... a6?!


    This is just too passive, Black should have played 19 ... Nd5, when 20 Be5 an be met by 20 ... f6! forcing 21 Bxd5 cxd5 with equality.


    20 Be5 b5


    As pointed out before, advancing the black pawns actually helps White who then has more targets, in addition to the strong bishop pair.


    21 Bd3 Qb7 22 Bc2!?
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    Flexible moves like this are the ones I enjoy the most. White not only prepares a battery with Qd3 but is also ready for a rook lift to the same square.


    22 ... Rd7 23 Rd3


    White plans Ne4 followed by Rg3, when every piece is targeting the black kingside.


    23 ... Red8


    If 23 ... c5? 24 Bxf6 Bxf6 25 Ne4, White has a decisive advantage already.


    24 b4


    Not the engines favourite move. However, I feel this is a smart choice by White in practice, stopping any potential counterplay by Black on the queenside, while the c3-pawn can be easily protected.


    24 ... a5


    24 ... Nd5 25 Ne4, followed by Rg3, does not look any better for Black.


    25 bxa5 Qa6 26 Ne4 Nxe4 27 Qxe4 f6 28 Bf4 bxa4 29 Bxa4 e5


    [image: ]


    

    Question: The position is fully open and White’s bishops look ready to pull


    the trigger. Can you calculate the winning variation?


    

    Answer: 30 Bb3+ Kh8 31 Bxh6! exd4


    A nice checkmate arises after 31 ... gxh6 32 Rg3 Nh7 33 Qg6 Bd6 34 Qg8+ Rxg8 35 Rxg8 mate.


    32 Bxg7+ Kxg7 33 Rg3+ 1-0


    A great game by White, showing that an attack is usually the result of a good strategy!

    

    Game 5
 G.Kasparov-R.Ponomariov
 Linares 2002

    

    1 e4 e6 2 d4 d5 3 Nc3 dxe4 4 Nxe4 Nd7 5 Nf3


    The usual move. For 5 Bd3 see Game 8.


    5 ... Ngf6 6 Nxf6+ Nxf6 7 c3
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    Here we have one of the main lines of the Rubinstein, and there is no better way to study it than analysing a Kasparov game. The main alternatives are 7 Bg5, 7 Bd3 and 7 Bc4.


    7 ... c5


    I like this active approach. The solid 7 ... Be7 is the subject of Game 7.


    8 Ne5!


    This move became quite popular after Kasparov won with it. Moving pieces twice in the opening is not usually recommended, but there are exceptions of course. White is not showing his cards yet and still has the option of playing Be3 or Bg5, while following up with Bb5+ and Qa4 is also threatened.


    8 ... Nd7?


    I would like to quote GM Stohl here: “This gives White a raging initiative, nearly always a mistake against Kasparov.” Black should play 8 ... a6, which we analyse in the next game.


    9 Bb5! Bd6


    Black already has to be precise not to fall in a losing position. Let’s take a look at the alternatives:


    a) 9 ... a6 looks natural but is easily punished after 10 Qf3! f6 11 Qh5+ g6 12 Nxg6 hxg6 13 Bxd7+ Bxd7 14 Qxh8 and Black has no compensation for the material deficit.


    b) 9 ... Be7 10 dxc5 Bxc5 11 0-0 and, believe it or not, Stockfish gives White a decisive advantage already; of course the lead in development is the main reason.


    c) 9 ... cxd4 10 Qf3 Qf6 11 Bf4 is winning too, as Black won’t be able to get the pieces out in time. There is also the unusual sequence 11 Nxd7!? Qxf3 12 Ne5+ Qc6 13 Nxc6 a6 14 Nxd4+ axb5 15 Nxb5 with a clear advantage, as pointed out by GM Stohl.


    10 Qg4
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    10 ... Kf8


    This was probably the last move Black wanted to play. Unfortunately, others were even worse:


    a) 10 ... g6? 11 Bh6! and Black won’t survive for very long without castling.


    b) 10 ... 0-0? 11 Bxd7 Bxe5 (or 11 ... Bxd7 12 Bh6) 12 Bxc8 cxd4 13 cxd4 Bxd4 14 Bxb7 Rb8 15 Bf3 Qa5+ 16 Kf1 Bxb2 17 Bxb2 Rxb2 18 Qd4 with an extra piece. Black’s attack will be over soon, after which the rest should be a matter of technique.


    11 0-0


    Kasparov’s style! Sacrificing a pawn to exploit Black’s lack of development. The engines prefer simply 11 Bf4, when Black will have a difficult fight for equality with the king on f8.


    11 ... Nxe5 12 dxe5 Bxe5


    Black takes up the challenge, since going back to e7 does not offer him any counterplay.


    13 Bg5 Bf6


    Trading pieces off is Black best bet. Advancing the f-pawn creates long-term weaknesses: 13 ... f6 14 Rad1 Qb6 (or 14 ... Qc7 15 f4!) 15 Bc4!? fxg5 16 f4!! (this move speaks for itself, opening the f-file before pulling the trigger) 16 ... gxf4 (or 16 ... Bxf4 17 Qxg5) 17 Qg5! Bd6 18 Rxf4+ Bxf4 19 Rd8+ Kf7 20 Qxf4+ and wins.


    14 Rad1 Qc7


    After 14 ... Qe7 15 Bxf6 gxf6 (or 15 ... Qxf6 16 Qg3) 16 Qh3 h5 17 Rd2, White doubles up on the d-file with deadly effects.
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    Question: With White having so many good-looking moves it is easy not to


    find the best. How should White continue?


    

    Answer: 15 Qh4!


    Taking on f6 first would actually help Black here: 15 Bxf6 gxf6 16 Qh4 Ke7 and Black’s fortress is not easy to crack. This is why Black played 14 ... Qc7 instead of 14 ... Qe7.


    However, doubling rooks was another good plan: 15 Rd2!? a6 16 Rfd1 h5 (16 ... axb5 17 Bxf6 gxf6 18 Rd8+ wins) 17 Qh4 Ke7 18 Bf1 and White is clearly better.


    15 ... Bxg5


    After 15 ... Ke7 there’s no need to take on f6; White can focus on opening lines on the kingside instead: 16 f4 a6 17 f5! e5 (or 17 ... axb5 18 Bxf6+ gxf6 19 fxe6 Qe5 20 Rde1 Ra4 21 Qh6 ) 18 Bc4 and White is winning. The king on e7 is not safe at all now Black has a pawn on e5.


    16 Qxg5 f6 17 Qh5 g6 18 Qh6+ Kf7


    Black would love to trade queens off, but 18 ... Qg7? is not possible in view of 19 Rd8+ Kf7 20 Be8+! and wins.
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    Question: Both doubling rooks and lifting a rook lift look good for White.


    Choose between 19 Rd3 and 19 Rd2.


    

    19 Rd3?!


    Answer: The d3-square is required for White’s bishop to eye the black kingside. Hence 19 Rd2 a6 20 Bd3! is more accurate with the big threat of Bxg6+; e.g. 20 ... Bd7 21 Rfd1 Rad8 22 Bxg6+ hxg6 23 Qxh8 Rxh8 24 Rxd7+ with a winning endgame, or if 21 ... Bc6 then 22 Be4! wins, since Rd7+ will follow sooner or later.


    19 ... a6 20 Rh3


    The only way to keep the attack alive, After 20 Ba4 b5 21 Bc2 Bb7 Black has a much better version of the previous note.
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    20 ... Qe7?!


    I can’t blame Black for playing a move like this. After all the king needs more defenders and Qxh7+ happens to be a huge threat (e.g. 20 ... axb5? 21 Qxh7+! and wins).


    Moving the queen to b6 was even worse.


    

    Question: How can White punish 20 ... Qb6 - ?


    

    Answer: 21 Be8+!! (deflection works very well here) 21 ... Kxe8 (or 21 ... Rxe8 22 Qxh7+ Kf8 23 Qxg6 Ke7 24 Rd1!, cutting off Black’s king with mate to follow) 22 Qg7 Rf8 23 Rxh7 Qd6 24 Qxg6+ Kd8 25 Qb1! and there’s no way to stop Rd1.


    The best defence was 20 ... Bd7! 21 Be2 (or 21 Bxd7 Qxd7 22 Qxh7+ Rxh7 23 Rxh7+ Ke8 24 Rxd7 Kxd7 with an equal endgame) 21 ... Qe5!? followed by ... Qg5, and if Black manages to trade queens off then his position will be quite safe


    21 Bd3 f5


    This is the only good way to prevent Bxg6. This time the developing 21 ... Bd7 runs into 22 Qxh7+ Rxh7 23 Rxh7+ Kf8 24 Rxe7 Kxe7 25 Bxg6 and White has a healthy extra pawn in the arising endgame.


    22 g4


    Playing for the win! 22 Re3!? also deserves attention, whereas 22 Qxh7+ now merely leads to exchanges.


    22 ... Qf6


    If 22 ... fxg4 23 Rh4, Black has to deal with all sort of threats such as Bxg6+, Rxg4 and even f2-f3.


    23 Rd1
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    Question: Despite having no development at all, Black has a chance to put an


    end to White’s attack. How?


    

    23 ... b5


    Answer: The safest solution was 23 ... g5!. Trading queens off is a relief for Black at this point: 24 Qh5+ (or 24 gxf5 Qxh6 25 Rxh6 Kg7 and White’s attack is suddenly over) 24 ... Qg6 25 gxf5 Qxh5 26 Rxh5 exf5, when White’s advantage is symbolical.


    Instead, 23 ... fxg4 24 Re3 is inferior for Black. It is easy to make a mistake with the naked king on f7.


    24 Be2 e5


    Ambitious play by Ponomariov in turn! Black can still go for the queen trade: 24 ... g5 25 gxf5 Qxh6 26 Rxh6 Kg7 27 Rh5 h6 and it is clear to me that the attack is over, although White has a few more chances than before.


    25 Rhd3 Ra7?


    Note 25 ... Be6? due to 26 Rdd6, followed by Rb6 and Rdd6.


    Interestingly enough, Black has to keep on moving pawns to maintain the balance. 25 ... fxg4 was the best try. Of course this is easier said than done; capturing a pawn with no development at all looks definitely wrong. Yet, incredibly, there is no direct refutation. After 26 Rd6 Qf4 27 Rxg6 Qxh6 28 Rxh6 Bf5 the engines claim equality, even if Black still has to play a lot of precise moves in order to get there.


    26 Rd6 Qg7


    If 26 ... Qe7 27 Rxg6! or 26 ... Be6 27 Rb6 followed by Rdd6 with a winning attack.


    27 Qe3 Rc7 28 a4!
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    White attacks on both sides of the board, this time freeing the c4-square for the bishop.


    28 ... e4


    Black can’t afford to play 28 ... c4 in view of 29 Qb6!.


    29 axb5 axb5 30 Bxb5 Qe5 31 Qg5 Qe7


    If 31 ... Kg7 32 R1d5 Qe7, can you see the winning move for White? 33 Rd7! and Black can’t help losing the queen.


    32 Qh6 Be6 33 Qf4


    I am sure Kasparov played this repetition to gain a little time on the clock, approaching the move 40 time control.


    33 ... Bc8


    If 33 ... Rb8 then 34 Rxe6! Kxe6 35 gxf5+ gxf5 36 Bc4+ Kf6 37 Qh6+ Ke5 38 Rd5 mate.


    34 Qh6 Be6 35 gxf5 gxf5


    Or 35 ... Bxf5 36 Bc4+ Ke8 37 Rb6.


    36 Be2! Qf6


    Or 36 ... Rg8+ 37 Kh1 Rg6 38 Qxh7+ Kf6 39 Rxe6+! and wins. Notice how overloaded all of Black’s pieces are.


    37 Bh5+ Ke7
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    38 Rxe6+! 1-0


    Black loses more material after 38 ... Kxe6 (or 38 ... Qxe6 39 Qg7+ and mates) 39 Rd6+. A masterpiece by the former world champion!

    

    Game 6
 E.Rodriguez Guerrero-M.Roiz
 European Cup, Izmir 2004

    

    1 e4 e6 2 d4 d5 3 Nc3 dxe4 4 Nxe4 Nd7 5 Nf3 Ngf6 6 Nxf6+ Nxf6 7 c3 c5 8 Ne5 a6


    Better than 8 ... Nd7?, as Ponomariov played in the previous game.


    9 Qa4+


    Let’s examine other possibilities for White:


    a) 9 Bg5 Qc7!? 10 Qa4+ Nd7! (after 10 ... Bd7 11 Nxd7 Qxd7 12 Qxd7+ Nxd7 White has a slight advantage due to the bishop pair)
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    Practice has shown Black is doing well in this line:


    a1) 11 Nf3 cxd4 12 Qxd4 e5 13 Qh4 f6 14 Bd2 Nc5 and Black’s centre speaks for itself, M.Meszaros-Geo.Meier, Brno 2006.


    a2) 11 Bb5 cxd4 (there is really no need to sacrifice the exchange: 11 ... axb5?! 12 Qxa8 Nb6 13 Qa5 f6 14 Qxb5+ Nd7 15 Bf4 looks easier to play for White) 12 cxd4 Rb8 13 Bxd7+ Bxd7 14 Qxd7+ Qxd7 15 Nxd7 Kxd7 16 Ke2 Bd6 and only Black can be better in this endgame, A.Litwak-Geo.Meier, online blitz 2008.


    a3) 11 Bf4 Bd6 12 Be2 (after 12 Nxd7 Bxd7 13 Bxd6 Qxd6 14 Qa3 Rc8 Black had nothing to fear in H.Nakamura-V.Akobian, Philadelphia 2007) 12 ... cxd4 13 cxd4 0-0 14 Rc1 Qb8 15 Qa5 was Em.Berg-V.Laznicka, European Cup, Fügen 2006. Here Black can improve by means of 15 ... f6 16 Nxd7 Bxd7 17 Bxd6 Qxd6 18 0-0 Bc6, when Black is not worse at all. In fact, White has to be careful not to end up playing an endgame with an isolated pawn on d4.


    b) 9 Be3 Qc7 10 Qa4+ Nd7 and then:
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    b1) 11 Bb5 cxd4 12 Bxd7+ (12 Nxd7?! Bxd7 13 Bxd7+ Qxd7 14 Qxd7+ Kxd7 15 Bxd4 Kc6 is just equal) 12 ... Bxd7 13 Qxd4 Bb5 (13 ... f6 14 Nxd7 Qxd7 15 Qxd7+ Kxd7 16 0-0-0+ Kc7 17 Rd4 Rd8 18 Rc4+ Kb8 19 Bb6 gave White an edge in O.Korneev-A.Mirzoev, Sareyn 2017) 14 a4 Bd6 15 Nxf7 (15 axb5 Bxe5 16 Qa4 0-0 17 b6 Qe7 18 0-0 Rad8 led to a draw in O.Korneev-Geo.Meier, French League 2009) 15 ... Kxf7 16 axb5 axb5 17 Ke2 is slightly better for White in view of the superior structure, though it’s not easy to convert; e.g. 17 ... Qc6 18 Rxa8 (or 18 Rhd1 Rxa1 19 Rxa1 Rc8 and Black is fairly close to equality) 18 ... Rxa8 19 Rd1 Be7 20 Qf4+ Bf6 21 g4 Ra4 22 Qf3 Ra2 23 Rd2 b4 24 Qxc6 bxc6 25 cxb4 Rxb2 ½-½ A.Istratescu-Geo.Meier, Antwerp 2010.


    b2) 11 0-0-0 cxd4 12 Nxd7 (12 Bxd4 Bd6 13 Nxd7 Bxd7 14 Qc4 Qxc4 15 Bxc4 Bc6 is equal, since 16 Bxg7?! Bf4+! 17 Kc2 Rg8 is not a good idea for White) 12 ... Bxd7 13 Qxd4 Bc6 and it’s fair to say White’s position is easier; although Black should be able to equalize with precise play.


    9 ... Bd7
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    Unlike other endgames without the bishop pair (as analysed above), this one finds Black with improved pieces. In any case, it’s preferable to 9 ... Nd7 10 Be3, when it is not easy for Black to finish development.


    10 Nxd7


    Retreating the queen would make the check on a4 worthless: 10 Qb3 (or 10 Qd1 cxd4 11 Qxd4 Bb5 12 Bxb5+ axb5 13 Qxd8+ Rxd8 and Black is equal to say the least) 10 ... cxd4 11 cxd4 Be7! (White is behind in development, never mind the isolated pawn on d4) 12 Qxb7?? Rb8 13 Qxa6 Bb4+ 14 Kd1 0-0 and Black is pretty much winning already.


    10 ... Qxd7 11 Qxd7+ Kxd7!?


    Not an easy decision. It is true that the king can be useful in the centre, especially in a queenless endgame, but Black has to be careful of the white bishops. Probably the king will either castle by hand by means of ... Rd8 and ... Kc8 or else go to e7 after ... Bd6.


    12 dxc5


    Nothing is promised from 12 Be3 Nd5 13 0-0-0 Nxe3 14 fxe3 Kc7 15 Bc4 Be7 16 Rhf1 Rhf8 with equality, as pointed out by GM Roiz.


    12 ... Bxc5
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    13 Be2


    Taking into account what happened in the game, 13 g3 looks like an improvement for White. After 13 ... Rad8 (if 13 ... Ne4 14 Bg2 Nxf2 15 b4!?, White develops a dangerous initiative) 14 Bg2 Kc8 15 0-0 the engines give White a slight edge. I feel this would be far from clear in practice. especially when Black dominates the d-file and also has active minor pieces.


    13 ... Rad8


    Once again I would like to quote GM Roiz: “It’s not easy to decide which placement of the rooks is the most optimal in this position, but I kept my mind on [the] plan of advancing my e-pawn - that’s why I chose the text move.”


    Another possibility is 13 ... Rhd8 14 a4 (White might try 14 Bf3!? Kc7 15 0-0) 14 ... a5 15 Bf4 Ke7 16 Bf3 Rd7 17 0-0 Rad8 18 Rfe1 h6 19 h4 Nd5 20 Bg3 Bd6 21 Bxd6+ ½-½ R.Kasimdzhanov-J.Dorfman, German Bundesliga 2002. I wouldn’t mind playing this endgame on as Black.


    14 Bf3 Kc8


    The alternative looks pretty safe as well: 14 ... Kc7 15 Bf4+ Bd6 16 Be3 Nd5 17 Bxd5 exd5 18 0-0-0 Kc6 and White advantage is just symbolical.


    15 Ke2


    It is a well-known endgame concept the king belongs in the centre. However, it was better to castle this time: 15 0-0 Rd7 16 a4 and the bishop pair gives White a slight but long-term advantage.


    [image: ]


    

    Question: How can Black improve his position?


    

    Answer: 15 ... e5!


    A bold move! Advancing pawns when your opponent has the bishop pair is not the easiest thing to do.


    16 g3


    Black’s idea can be seen in the following line: 16 Be3 Bxe3 17 Kxe3 e4! 18 Be2 Nd5+ 19 Kxe4 Rhe8+ 20 Kf3 Rd6. The position may be equal, but White is more likely to make a mistake, especially with his king on f3 and no development whatsoever.


    16 ... e4 17 Bg2 Ng4


    Good timing by Black, activating his pieces before White finishes development.


    18 Bh3 h5 19 Bf4 f5


    Attenuating White bishop pair and grabbing more space on the kingside. I think it is worth mentioning that Black is placing most of his pawns on light squares, thus making the dark-squared bishop a stronger piece.


    20 Raf1


    This looks extremely passive. However, other moves don’t change the position assessment; e.g. 20 Rad1 g6 or 20 f3 exf3+ 21 Kxf3 Rhe8 22 Rae1 g6 and White’s bishop pair remains neutralized.


    20 ... Rd7 21 Bg2


    As the say goes: one mistake is usually followed by another. It was better to swap at least a pair of rooks with 21 Rd1. White does not have to worry about Black taking on f2 yet since the f5-pawn is also hanging.


    21 ... Rhd8


    Now all Black’s pieces are ideally placed and prepared for a decisive attack.


    22 h3
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    All that White needs is a couple of moves to solidify his position and swap pieces off.


    

    Question: How can Black exploit White’s temporary lack of development?


    

    Answer: 22 ... e3!!


    After 22 ... Nf6 23 Bc1!? Rd3 or 22 ... Ne5!? 23 Rd1 (not 23 Bxe5? Rd2+ 24 Ke1 Rd1+ 25 Ke2 R8d2 mate) 23 ... Nd3 Black only has a big advantage. The text leaves White defenceless.


    23 fxe3


    Now Black delivers mate in five. Instead:


    a) 23 hxg4 Rd2+ 24 Ke1 Rd1+ 25 Ke2 R8d2+ 26 Kf3 hxg4 mate.


    b) 23 Bxe3 Nxe3 24 fxe3 Rd2+ 25 Kf3 g5 wins material.


    c) 23 Bxb7+ (freeing the g2-square for the king) 23 ... Kxb7 24 hxg4 Rd2+ 25 Kf3 hxg4+ 26 Kg2 Rxb2 is equally hopeless.


    23 ... Rd2+ 24 Kf3


    Or 24 Ke1 Rd1+ 25 Ke2 R8d2+ 26 Kf3 Rxf1+ and 27 Bxf1 Rf2 mate or 27 Rxf1 Nh2 mate.


    [image: ]


    

    Question: White’s king is in a mating net, but finding the method is not


    that obvious. How should Black continue here?


    

    Answer: 24 ... R8d3!


    White is in virtual zugzwang! Moving the f1-rook allows 25 ... Rf2 mate; moving the h1-rook allows 25 ... Nh2 mate; 25 hxg4 hxg4 is also mate; and otherwise Black will take on e3.


    25 b4 Bxe3


    Alternatively, there is 25 ... Nxe3 26 bxc5 Nxg2+ 27 Be3 Rxe3 mate.


    26 Bxe3 g5!! 0-1


    The final touch. Not 26 ... Rxe3+?? 27 Kf4 and White is out of the woods. Whereas now it is mate in one no matter what he does: 27 hxg4 hxg4 mate, or if 27 Re1 Black can choose between 27 ... Rf2 mate and 27 ... Ne5 mate.


    Quite an exciting game considering it was a Rubinstein Variation!

    

    Game 7
 A.Khalifman-N.Short
 Keres Memorial, Tallinn/Pärnu 1998

    

    1 e4 e6 2 d4 d5 3 Nc3 dxe4 4 Nxe4 Nd7 5 Nf3 Ngf6 6 Nxf6+ Nxf6 7 c3 Be7!?


    [image: ]


    “Old” approaches also tend to have a solid foundation. Black develops his kingside before starting his centre/queenside operations.


    8 Bd3 0-0 9 Bg5


    White can also consider the flexible 9 Qe2!?, when castling queenside is also on the cards; e.g. 9 ... b6 10 Bf4 Bb7 11 0-0-0 and now:


    a) 11 ... c5 12 dxc5 Qc8 (12 ... Bxc5 13 Bxh7+ wins the queen). Apparently Black is doing great here even after losing a pawn since there are open files/diagonals on the queenside, However: 13 Bd6! keeps the extra pawn with a clear advantage - and what is more important, Black won’t have a strong queenside attack.


    b) 11 ... Qc8 12 h4 c5 13 h5 (White goes all-in on the kingside but has to be careful: if the attack is not successful there are loads of potential weaknesses in his position, especially if an endgame is reached) 13 ... Rd8!? (13 ... cxd4 14 Nxd4 Rd8 15 Kb1 h6 was played in P.Jaracz-S.Tiviakov, German Bundesliga 2013, where White can consider 16 Rhg1!? with a promising kingside attack) 14 h6 (14 Kb1 looks like a better move order for White, intending 14 ... h6 15 Rhg1!? again, when g4-g5 is


    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    
      An amazing tactical display by former FIDE world champion Khalifman.
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