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Introduction

Hello and welcome to My First Opening Repertoire.

What do you need to master the opening phase of the game successfully?

It all depends on your playing level and your experience. If you have only recently started playing chess or are looking for a compact start in the world of openings, this book is for you. It covers a repertoire for both colours, focusing on the most essential information. After studying the book, you will know how to open the game with White, playing the most popular move 1.e4. This book provides you with all you need to know to put pressure on your opponents. With Black, we need to be ready for the opposite scenario. We must anticipate what White may throw at us and prepare reliable and active counterpunches. We will study how to confidently battle 1.e4, 1.d4 and ofter first moves.

Let’s discuss the structure of this book and how to use it. We start with a chapter about general opening principles. We want to play according to these concepts, as they apply in almost all cases. Always have these principles in mind – it pays off! If you encounter moves that you have never seen or look wrong to you, thinking about general principles helps.

The next step is to build a core repertoire, the basic moves for all the main openings. We apply the principles of opening play and see how they work against our opponents’ various responses.

Let’s have a look at how our repertoire is structured.

Part I: Repertoire for White

Section A: 1.e4 e5 Open Games – 6 Chapters

Section B: 1.e4 c5 Sicilian Defence – 5 Chapters

Section C: 1.e4 e6 (French) and 1.e4 c6 (Caro-Kann) – 2 Chapters

Section D: 1.e4: other first moves for Black – 3 Chapters

Part II: Repertoire for Black

Section E: 1.e4 c5 Sicilian Defence – 12 chapters

Section F: 1.d4 d5 Closed Games and other first moves – 5 chapters


For both sides, the emphasis is on moves you will usually face at the beginner and post-beginner levels. Therefore, we have the most detailed coverage of 1.e4 e5 for White (occurs approximately 50% of the time) and 1.e4 c5 for Black (occurs approximately 70% of the time). All lines are annotated with detailed explanations of plans and ideas. In addition, you may study the Model Games in Part III, which expand on the strategic concepts even more.

Please note that we have a reasonably substantial chapter count, but each chapter is focused on the main points and can be studied quickly. Each chapter consists of 1-4 variations. These variations are the most important to learn because they occur often or present a key concept you should know.

You will often encounter additional variations in the text, illustrating concepts and covering how they might continue after the main line ends. These lines can be studied on your first tour through the book but are not essential to get you started. You can focus on the main line first and, step-by-step, look through additional lines integrated into the text. Studying these lines is beneficial and recommended, but they can be studied later to deepen your knowledge.

After studying the core repertoire, you will confidently approach your games with potent weapons for both White and Black. After each game you play, you should analyse it to learn and to improve your game. One part should be to compare each game to your repertoire. Do you remember what you have prepared? Or did your opponent play something that was not covered? Did you employ the opening principles correctly? Working on and answering these questions will help you improve your opening play and make you a better player overall.

This book is based on the Chessbase course of the same name. We have made the necessary adaptations to make it fit better into this book format, and have also done a few updates on the course.

Alright, let’s get to work and build your First Opening Repertoire!






Opening principles

Let’s talk about the most important concepts and ideas in the opening phase of the game. We want to follow these principles, as they apply in most cases. As with every rule, there are exceptions, but it’s best if you learn the basic principles first.

ONE: Occupy the centre with pawns and control the central squares (e4, d4, d5, e5) with pawns. Controlling the central squares is a key strategic element. Controlling them has multiple benefits.

Imagine the starting sequence 1.e4 e6 2.d4 d6? – White controls the centre, which guarantees more space. White’s bishops can be placed on more active squares (like d3, e3) than Black’s. The central pawns also threaten to move forward. If Black plays a knight out to f6 or c6, White can attack it immediately. The first move, 1.e4, clearly aims to control the centre with pawns, following the first principle. The same applies to our defences with Black, where 1.e4 c5 and 1.d4 d5 gain influence on a central square.

TWO: Develop your minor pieces. In their starting positions, our knights and bishops do nothing. We want to activate and ‘develop’ these pieces. The knights are usually best placed closer to the centre, which makes f3/f6 and c3/c6 natural spots for them. From these squares, they control central squares and have more influence overall, looking at eight squares.

It is rarely a good idea to develop knights to the edge of the board, where they reach fewer squares (only four from a3, for example). We also want to activate our bishops. Developing the kingside bishop is usually a higher priority, as we wish to castle to this side of the board.

THREE: We want to castle quickly, usually to the kingside. The move 1.e4 emphasizes kingside development, as it immediately opens up the f1-bishop. We are much closer to kingside castling than to queenside castling, which occurs less frequently.

We will castle kingside within the first 6-7 moves in most of our repertoire. There are exceptions, but as a general rule: try to castle quickly. It secures your king’s position and makes it much easier to play in the centre, as you don’t have to worry about your king’s safety.


I mentioned exceptions to the rule: some variations of the Sicilian Defence heavily depend on concrete play (see FIVE), and we will see exciting cases of Black’s king being safe on its starting square. Our 1.d4 d5 portion of the repertoire will usually feature a quick ...0-0, particularly if White opts for a main reply.

FOUR: Don’t lose time in the opening. Moving the same piece multiple times in the opening is usually wrong. Involving as many pieces as possible in the early struggle is crucial. We want to ‘invite everyone to the party’. If one side has all their pieces in play while the other has just repeatedly moved the same one, it’s easier to start an attack. It’s just a group of attackers against one defender!

A specific case of losing time is moving the queen too early and too often. An example is 1.e4 d5 2.exd5 ♕xd5 3.♘c3, the Scandinavian Defence. Black loses time with their queen. They have to move it again, neglecting the other pieces. Now, Black should move the queen to a safe square. If they play 3...♕d4?, we happily play 4.♘f3, attacking the queen again. We get the knight development for free, while the queen is just moving around without any improvement for Black’s position. We want to avoid multiple moves with the same pieces and early queen adventures!

FIVE: Pay attention to threats. We need to always consider what our opponent has in mind and what their concrete ideas might be. Refrain from mindlessly following the rules above, and consider what your opponent may have in mind. Is there a concrete threat?

A drastic example is the following sequence: 1.e4 e6 2.d4 ♕h4?, when Black jumps out with their queen on the second move. The move 3.♘f3 follows all the rules, but Black has 3...♕xe4+, grabbing our pawn with a check. If we play 3.♗d3 or 3.♘c3 instead, our pawn is secured, and we can still play ♘f3 in the future, gaining time on Black’s queen. Black has violated rule FOUR, but we don’t want to ignore the threat to our pawn.

I want to look at a second example: After 1.e4 e5 2.♘f3, we attack Black’s e-pawn. Black has to take this attack into account. If Black plays 2...♗c5?, they follow basic principles but ignore the concrete idea. We play 3.♘xe5, winning the centre pawn for nothing. We needed to move the knight the second time, but taking the pawn was more than enough justification.


These are the five basic open principles that you need to know. If your opponent plays opening moves that violate these principles, you should check if you see a direct refutation (rule FIVE). If you don’t, stick to the first four principles and make sensible moves that increase your central control, improve your pieces, and keep your king safe. Sometimes, silly-looking moves can’t be immediately refuted. Accumulate smaller advantages and strike later once you are fully mobilized.






Explanation of Symbols

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



	♔

	King



	♕

	Queen



	♖

	Rook



	♗

	Bishop



	♘

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



	+–

	White has a decisive advantage



	–+

	Black has a decisive advantage



	=

	balanced position



	!

	good move



	!!

	excellent move



	?

	bad move



	??

	blunder



	!?

	interesting move



	?!

	dubious move



	#

	mate




Explanation of coloured arrows in diagrams:

[image: Img] Green: options for White

[image: Img] Blue: options for Black






PART I

Repertoire for White






SECTION A

Open Games

1.e4 e5
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The symmetrical reply 1.e4 e5 is Black’s most popular move. We played 1.e4 for a good reason, and Black argues that the same reasoning applies to the second player. Having a well-thought-out plan against 1...e5 is crucial because you will frequently face this move.

Let’s discuss some possible concepts that White may go for. We have already studied the general opening principles in the previous section. How do we realize the opening objectives, like rapid development and control of the centre? White has a wide variety of options, but most of them boil down to a few key decisions.

A) Can we manage to build a full pawn centre? White would love to move the d-pawn to d4 and support it with the move c2-c3, aiming to keep a pawn on d4 after Black captures on d4.

B) White may play d2-d4 without a c3-pawn supporting the centre. If Black takes on d4, White recaptures with a knight.

C) White can play more modestly, not trying to play the pawn to d4 at all.

Let’s compare and discuss these options. Plan A is difficult to realize in the early stage of the game. Lines like 1.e4 e5 2.c3?! d5! or 2...♘f6 are uninspiring, as Black has quick counterplay against e4. White has more sophisticated ways to play c3 and d4 later, though. This is a key idea in the Spanish Game/Ruy Lopez 2.♘f3 ♘c6 3.♗b5, for example. The Ruy is a great opening, but there are better ones to start with, as the play often develops quietly and is based on complex strategic considerations. The same applies to plan C.

I suggest Approach B for our repertoire: opening the centre quickly with d2-d4. I suggest developing our king’s knight first and then going for the d-pawn push. A sample sequence of moves is 1.e4 e5 2.♘f3 ♘c6 3.♘c3 ♘f6 4.d4, which is the subject of two subsequent chapters.

There are some strong arguments in favour of this concept. Here’s an overview:

• We develop our pieces to natural, active squares. Our knights will be developed quickly, and we don’t need to worry about our bishops. After the quick d2-d4, our c1-bishop will be ready to join in the game.

• It is a simple-to-learn concept that can be applied in almost all cases.

• We open the position quickly, which leads to games emphasizing tactics and attacks. This is the type of game where you want to improve your abilities and challenge yourself.

• Black might have done some opening study, but it was likely focused on other variations. Our opening concepts might be a surprise for them.

Let’s talk about the chapter structure now. After 1.e4 e5 I suggest starting with 2.♘f3, when 2...♘c6 3.♘c3
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3...♘f6 4.d4 is the line we aim for. We need to examine what happens in this main line and study earlier ways for Black to deviate.


1.e4 e5 2.♘f3 d6 (Chapter 1) is Philidor’s Defence, a passive alternative for Black. We fight it with a quick d2-d4, according to our general concept.

1.e4 e5 2.♘f3 ♘f6 (Chapter 2) is the Petroff Defence. We play 3.♘c3, which will often be answered with 3...♘c6, transposing after 4.d4 to Chapters 5 or 6.

1.e4 e5 2.♘f3 ♘c6 3.♘c3 ♗c5 (Chapter 3) may look natural for Black, but we have the shocking reply 4.♘xe5!, which leads to favourable and fun complications.

1.e4 e5 2.♘f3 ♘c6 3.♘c3 d6 and 3...♗b4 (Chapter 4) are nice for White, too. Black’s position is too passive in both cases.

1.e4 e5 2.♘f3 ♘c6 3.♘c3 ♘f6 4.d4 (Chapter 5) – Black avoids ...exd4 in this first chapter about the Scotch Four Knights. Black should take on d4 (next chapter), but we need to examine why the alternatives are inferior.

1.e4 e5 2.♘f3 ♘c6 3.♘c3 ♘f6 4.d4 exd4 (Chapter 6) is the main line of the Four Knights Variation of the Scotch Opening. This chapter covers Black’s most reliable defence to our 1.e4 e5 concept. Even after Black takes on d4, they have to navigate some pitfalls.

Let’s examine the dedicated chapters now!






CHAPTER 1

Philidor’s Defence

1.e4 e5 2.♘f3 d6
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Black covers the attacked e5-pawn with their d-pawn. This defence is called ‘Philidor’s Defence’, named after the strongest player of the 18th century, François-André Danican Philidor. He coined the famous quote ‘Pawns are the soul of chess’, which, for the first time, acknowledged that pawns and their formations play an integral role in chess.

He also advocated the defence 1.e4 e5 2.♘f3 d6, which is the subject of the current chapter. The move 2...d6 defends the e5-pawn, but does not develop a piece and locks in the f8-bishop. Compared to Black’s main options, 2...♘c6 or 2...♘f6, the king’s bishop can’t join in the game early on, for example, on the squares c5 or b4 (compare to lines like 1.e4 e5 2.♘f3 ♘c6 3.♘c3 ♗c5 or 1.e4 e5 2.♘f3 ♘f6 3.♘c3 ♗b4).

Therefore, Philidor’s Defence has the reputation of being slightly passive, as Black voluntarily limits their options. How do we play against it? White’s main candidate moves are 3.♘c3, 3.♗c4 and 3.d4. While the first two are good moves that follow basic principles (development), the third option is the strongest. The immediate 3.d4 attacks Black’s e-pawn and exerts more pressure, often leading to an inferior reply.

Let’s investigate Black’s options once the move is on the board.


3.d4
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This is White’s strongest move. We open the centre, prepare the development of the c1-bishop, and attack Black’s e5-pawn. What should Black do now? Let’s have an overview:

A) 3...♗g4? is a mistake, but still it is frequently played. Black goes for a tempting pin, but it falls short. Have you seen the famous ‘Opera Game’, contested between Paul Morphy and the duo of two noblemen during an opera performance in 1858? It started with this exact move sequence! We will see that Morphy’s play from the 19th century is still recognized as the best way to punish Black’s mistaken opening concept.

B) 3...exd4 is Black’s best and most popular move. They give up the e5-pawn and decide to capture our d-pawn. After 4.♘xd4, White still enjoys some advantage, as we will see.

C) 3...♘c6 is much better than 3...♗g4?, but it gives us a wide range of good moves. I suggest playing 4.♘c3, which leads to a position that we investigate via 1.e4 e5 2.♘f3 ♘c6 3.♘c3 d6 4.d4, with a nice advantage. White has some other good options, like the logical moves 4.♗c4 or 4.♗b5, but playing 4.♘c3 fits our concept best.

Please note that taking on e5 is not as promising as it looks at first sight. After 4.dxe5 dxe5 5.♕xd8+ ♔xd8, Black has lost his castling rights, but this is less of an issue after queens were traded. In general, I advise against trading on e5 in this central configuration (e4 and d4 versus e5 and d6), as we trade a more active pawn for a passive one and therefore help Black to gain scope for their pieces, in particular the king’s bishop, which is limited by the d6-pawn.

D) Other moves are rare and are best met with healthy development: we play our knight to c3, develop the bishop to c4 and castle kingside next.

 


A) 3...♗g4?
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Black pins our knight, but this move is a well-known mistake since Morphy’s game from 1858! Let’s check how to refute it.

4.dxe5!

We usually don’t want to trade on e5, but this is an exception. It is important to see that concrete move sequences always beat general concepts – this is a good example. Let’s check why the capture is strong.

4...♗xf3

Black gives up the bishop pair and speeds up our development, a welcome sight. The alternatives don’t convince me either:

1) 4...dxe5? 5.♕xd8+ ♔xd8 6.♘xe5 is fantastic for White. We win the most important pawn on the board, spoil Black’s castling rights and even gain time by attacking Black’s g4-bishop;

2) Black can try 4...♘c6 or 4...♘d7, but in both cases, we can take on d6 and enjoy an extra pawn.

5.♕xf3

We keep our pawn structure intact and place our queen on an active square. After Black’s logical reply, the queen’s position will be put to good use.

5...dxe5

Black has restored material equality but will be in deep trouble after our natural reply:

6.♗c4
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The ideal type of move. We develop our bishop to a great square and threaten mate! We will now focus on 6...♘f6, which is the most-played move and the one featured in the Opera game.

6...♘f6

Black develops a piece and stops the mate threat simultaneously. We will see that Black is in deep trouble after it, but there were no good alternatives.

A move worth talking about is 6...♕f6, when we reach an instructive moment. We should not trade the queens now, as 7.♕xf6? ♘xf6 helps Black to develop. It is a lot stronger to keep the queens on the board, playing 7.♕b3! instead. This move keeps the initiative as we attack Black’s b-pawn. We are already ahead in development, an advantage that will increase even more after 7...b6 8.♘c3, intending ♘d5 to attack Black’s queen. White is in fantastic shape here.

7.♕b3!

[image: Img]

You shouldn’t move the queen too often in the opening... unless it’s good for you! This queen move is powerful, attacking both the b7-pawn and, even more importantly, the f7-pawn, with terrible consequences.

Black can’t give up the f-pawn, as is shown by 7...b6?? 8.♗xf7+ ♔d7 9.♕e6#.

The relatively best solution is 7...♕e7, as played in the famous Opera game. White has an excellent choice now; let’s have a look:

1) 8. ♕xb7 wins a clean pawn and secures a large advantage;

2) 8.♘c3 is Morphy’s move, playing for an attack! I will briefly quote the concluding moves of the Opera game: 8...c6 9.♗g5 b5 10.♘xb5! cxb5 11.♗xb5+ ♘bd7 12.0-0-0 ♖d8 13.♖xd7! ♖xd7 14.♖d1 ♕e6 15.♗xd7+ ♘xd7 16.♕b8+!! ♘xb8 17.♖d8#. One of the most famous chess games of all time! It’s well worth studying in detail, but I don’t want to include a full analysis in the context of this course. The game has been covered hundreds of times, and you can easily find good analysis and videos on it.

 B) 3...exd4
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Black’s best move. Black has no fully satisfactory way to keep the pawn on e5 and therefore captures our d-pawn.

4.♘xd4

An easy move. We recapture the pawn and centralize our knight. A key idea of playing an early d4 is removing the e5-pawn to gain control of this central square for our knight.

4...♘f6

A logical choice and the most popular move. Black develops the kingside and attacks our pawn.

You may also meet the dubious 4...c5?, which leads to a structure that we will examine via 4...♘f6 5.♘c3 c5?, a similar idea. I suggest answering 4...c5? with 5.♘e2, which looks odd, but its idea will become clear once we examine 4...♘f6 5.♘c3 c5? 6.♘de2, which follows the same concept.

5.♘c3

[image: Img]

Easy one: we cover the pawn and develop our knight.

Now we examine Black’s best move 5...♗e7 and the mistake 5...c5?, a short-sighted attack on our knight. Black has some rare alternatives, like 5...g6, 5...c6 or 5...♘c6 – against all these set-ups, we can play as we do against 5...♗e7, by developing our bishop to f4, followed by ♕d2 and 0-0-0.

B1) 5...c5?

Black attacks our strong knight, but the cure is worse than the disease. Every pawn move involves a commitment and may weaken crucial squares or pawns.

Black’s pawn push has two drawbacks: the d6-pawn can’t be protected by a fellow pawn anymore, and it is a ‘backward pawn’ on a half-open file. We have good chances to put pressure on this pawn – ideas like a later ♗f4 and rooks to the d-file come to mind.

The second drawback is even more serious: Black has left the d5-square, a key central point, open for our pieces to use. Black can’t control this square with a pawn anymore, and we have excellent chances to establish a strong piece on this outpost square.

First of all, our knight is attacked. Where to go?

6.♘de2
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Why to e2? We block our own bishop’s development, so it does not seem that logical to move the knight back. There is a major upside, though. Looking at the pawn structure, we see that Black has weakened the d5-square. This square would be ideal for our pieces, in particular for a knight. Our c3-knight is already connected to the square. Ideally, we want to do the same with our second knight as well. From e2, we can quickly reach d5 via the f4-square.

Compare this situation with 6.♘b3, when rerouting the knight to d5 is much more difficult. You could go via b3-d2-c4-e3, which takes ages.

After 6.♘de2, a likely continuation is 6...♗e7 7.♘f4 0-0 8.♗c4, which demonstrates our basic idea. We have full control of d5 and Black suffers due to a bad bishop on e7 and a potentially weak d-pawn. To complete the picture: White has a strong alternative in 6.♗b5+, but I prefer the knight manoeuvre (♘d4-e2-f4) because of its instructional value.

 B2) 5...♗e7

Black develops the bishop and prepares kingside castling. It is a modest set-up, but Black’s position is rather solid. Both sides’ forces are not in direct contact, which gives us a range of options.
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6.♗f4

White has some good alternatives, in particular 6.g3, intending ♗g2 and 0-0. I have a different idea, though. The move I suggest is the most aggressive one. We plan to play ♕d2 and 0-0-0 next. With our king safely positioned on the queenside, we may attack the kingside by pushing our pawns (f3 and g4 comes to mind).

6...0-0

Black gets their king to safety.

7.♕d2

We continue with our plan: secure our king on the queenside and attack on the other side of the board.

7...♘c6 8.0-0-0

We have completed queenside castling and are ready to attack on the kingside. A sample line to show this idea is 8...♘xd4 9.♕xd4 ♖e8 10.f3, followed by g4 and h4, the pawn storm on the kingside. It is difficult for Black to generate any counterplay.


Conclusion:

Philidor’s Defence is fairly unpopular because it is too passive. Black’s f8-bishop remains inactive for a while, compared to 2...♘c6, when Black often manages to develop the bishop to a better spot.

Black’s relatively best option is the capture on d4, leading to the chapter’s main line. I suggest aiming for 0-0-0 here, playing as aggressively as possible. Black’s modest set-up invites more ambitious play, which we should happily go for.

This type of play is discussed in more detail in the Model Game Volokitin-Harikrishna in Part III of this book.






CHAPTER 2

Petroff Defence

1.e4 e5 2.♘f3 ♘f6
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Black goes for the Petroff Defence. Instead of covering their e5-pawn, they allow the capture and prefer starting a direct counterattack against our e-pawn.

The Petroff has a good reputation at the professional level, but is not played that often in amateur games. One reason is that some of the resulting positions are often labeled as ‘boring’, but this largely depends on the players’ ambitions.

How to battle the Petroff? White has a fundamental choice between 3.♘xe5, 3.d4 and the move I suggest, 3.♘c3. Let’s check why I prefer this move.

3.♘c3

We cover our attacked e4-pawn, a simple and good reply to the Petroff.

This move makes a lot of sense in the context of our repertoire, as 2...♘c6 3.♘c3 ♘f6 4.d4 is a cornerstone of our concept. By answering the Petroff with 2...♘f6 3.♘c3, we invite a transposition to this line. After 3...♘c6 4.d4, we reach the starting position of the Four Knights Scotch (Chapters 5 and 6). This looks like Black’s best and most reliable option, but they often play differently.

Let’s have an overview:

A) 3...♗c5? is an incorrect gambit that we will examine.


B) 3...♗b4 is the best alternative, but gives White a small advantage – we will examine this option too.

C) 3...♘c6 4.d4 leads to the aforementioned transposition and looks like Black’s best bet.

D) 3...d6 is possible, but not in the spirit of the Petroff. After 4.d4, we will reach positions that
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