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Geert van der Stricht

Catalan Opening

1.d4 Nf6 2.c4 e6 3.g3

CA 1.2

[image: images]   Sulava

[image: images]   Franic

Pula 1999

1.d4 Nf6 2.c4 e6 3.g3 Bb4+ 4.Bd2 Bxd2+

This swap is not all that popular, because Black will find it hard to get counterplay after it. He has many alternatives here. 4…Be7 and 4…Qe7 usually lead to the Queen’s Indian. For 4…a5, see the game Davies-Thomas. For 4…c5, see the games Grischuk-Yemelin and Beliavsky-Grosar.

5.Qxd2 d5 6.Bg2 0-0 7.Nf3 Qe7

After 7…dxc4 White quickly recaptures the pawn with 8.Na3, after which he boasts an attractive space advantage.

8.0-0 Rd8 9.Qc2 b6 10.Rc1!

Far stronger than developing the queen’s knight. White immediately starts putting annoying pressure on the c-file.

10…c6 11.cxd5 exd5

11…cxd5?! is met by 12.Qxc8! Rxc8 13.Rxc8+ Ne8 14.Na3, and Black won’t be able to free himself, for example 14…h6 (14…Kf8 is simply met by 15.Rac1 a6 (not 15…Qb7? in view of 16.Nb5 Nd7 17.Nd6, and White wins) 16.Ne5 f6 17.Nec4!, with an enduring initiative for White) 15.Rac1 Kh7 16.Nb5 Qd7 17.a4 a6 18.Ne5 Qe7 19.Nc7 Nxc7 20.R1xc7 Qb4 21.Rxf7, and White wins.

12.Ne5 c5

[image: images]

13.b4! c4

After 13…cxd4 White again goes 14.Qxc8! Rxc8 15.Rxc8+ Ne8 16.Bxd5 Qxe5 17.Bxa8 Na6 18.Bc6 Nc7 19.Bxe8 Nxe8 20.Nd2, with a large advantage.

14.Nxc4! Nc6 15.Qb2 Bb7 16.Ne5

More cautious is 16.Ne3, for instance 16…Nxb4 17.Nf5 Qf8 18.Rc7 Rd7 19.Rxd7 Nxd7 20.Nc3, with a pleasant little plus for White.

16…Nxe5 17.dxe5 Ng4 18.Qd4!

Less convincing is 18.f4 in view of 18…d4!, and Black gets counterplay.

18…Nxe5 19.Nc3 Qe6 20.Rd1 Nc6 21.Qf4 d4 22.Nb5 Rac8

Losing a pawn, but this also goes for 22…Rab8 23.Nxd4 Nxd4 24.Rxd4 Bxg2 25.Kxg2, for example 25…Qxe2?! 26.Rd7! Qe6 27.Rad1 Rf8 28.Rxa7, with an extra pawn for White, even though good technique is still required to win this.

23.Nxa7 Nxa7 24.Bxb7 Rc4 25.Bf3?!

Far stronger was 25.a3!, with which White consolidates his extra pawn.

25…Rxb4 26.a4 h6 27.Qc7 Rd7 28.Qb8+ Kh7 29.Rab1 Nc6!

Black is defending excellently. If he manages to activate the knight, he will have little to fear.

30.Qa8 Rxb1 31.Rxb1 Ne5 32.Bg2 g6 33.Qe4 f5 34.Qc2 d3?! 35.exd3 Nxd3 36.h3 Qd6 37.Rd1 Qc5 38.Qa2 Kg7 39.Qe2 Ne5 40.Rb1

And in this position, in which White may still have a marginal plus, the black player exceeded the time limit.

CA 1.2
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British Championship, Swansea 2006

1.d4 e6 2.c4 Nf6 3.g3 Bb4+ 4.Bd2 a5 5.Bg2 d6 6.Nf3 Bxd2+?!

This early release of the tension gives White an easy game and is not really in the spirit of this variation. It goes without saying that Black should always reckon with a swap on b4, but then the open a-file usually yields him sufficient counterplay. The seventh FIDE World Champion, Vasily Smyslov, has made important contributions to the development of this opening variation and always played 6…Nbd7 7.0-0 e5 here, putting some early pressure on the white centre.

At the time of writing, it is not entirely clear what White’s best approach is. In a recent example at the highest level, Van Wely-Babula, European Championship, Warsaw 2005, there followed 8.Nc3 0-0 9.Qc2 Re8 10.e4 exd4 11.Nxd4 Ne5 12.b3 a4!, and the black opening strategy was beautifully vindicated. He has fully-fledged counterplay.

7.Qxd2

7.Nbxd2 is another possibility, but the text is far more ambitious. White wants to develop his queen’s knight to the natural square c3, setting his sights on the weakened square b5.

7…Nbd7 8.0-0 0-0 9.Nc3 e5

The central strategy that is also typical of the Bogo-Indian. After swapping the dark-squared bishops Black wants to retain a ‘good’ bishop.

10.e4 exd4 11.Nxd4 Ne5 12.b3 Bd7

Now the counterplay with 12…a4? is not good in view of 13.f4. Compare the above-mentioned game Van Wely-Babula!

13.f4 Nc6 14.Ndb5

This thematic move is the beginning of Black’s misery. The weakness of square b5 is now shown up clearly.

14…Re8

[image: images]

15.c5!

In a higher sense, this breaking move is already decisive.

15…dxc5 16.e5 Ng4 17.Rad1 Bf5 18.Nd5 Rc8 19.h3

White could have struck at once with 19.Ndxc7! Qxd2 20.Rxd2 Red8 (or 20…Ne3 21.Nxe8 Nxf1 22.Kxf1 Rxe8 23.Nd6 Rd8 24.Rd5, and White wins) 21.Rxd8+ Rxd8 22.Bxc6 bxc6 23.Nd6, with winning play.

19…Nh6 20.Qc3 Bd7 21.Qxc5 Nf5 22.Rd3 b6 23.Qf2?!

Inaccurate. But it no longer made much difference. Maintaining the pressure on the c-file with, for example, 23.Qc4 would have been stronger, since 23…Rxe5 won’t work in view of 24.fxe5 Nxe5 25.Qe4 Bxb5 26.Rdd1 Bxf1 27.Qxf5 Bxg2 28.Ne7+, and White wins.

[image: images]

23…Rxe5?

A better attempt would have been 23…Nxe5! 24.fxe5 Bxb5 25.Nf6+ Qxf6 26.exf6 Bxd3, even though White is still winning after 27.Rd1, for example 27…Rcd8 28.Rxd3 Rxd3 29.Qxf5.

24.Rfd1

White’s position is so strong that he doesn’t even need to accept the rook sacrifice, because Black no longer has a defence against the danger on the d-file.

24…Re6 25.Ndxc7 Re7

Or 25…Rxc7 26.Nxc7 Qxc7 27.Rxd7, and White wins. He will soon play Bxc6 and Rd8+.

26.Nd5 Re6 27.Nxb6 Rb8

And without waiting for White’s reply, the black player resigned.

CA 1.2
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Russian Team Championship, Sochi 2004

1.d4 Nf6 2.c4 e6 3.g3 Bb4+ 4.Bd2 c5!?

This idea is known from the Bogo-Indian, and is also interesting here. Many black players use it to avoid the long theoretical variations, and are quite happy to make this slight positional concession.

5.Bxb4 cxb4 6.Bg2 0-0 7.e4

7.Nf3 takes us into the Vitolinsh Variation of the Bogo-Indian.

7…d6 8.Ne2 e5 9.a3

A thematic idea in this variation. White creates play on the queenside. For 9.0-0, see the game Beliavsky-Grosar.

9…Na6 10.axb4 Nxb4 11.Qd2 a5 12.0-0 b6 13.Na3 Ba6 14.Rad1 Qe7 15.f4 Rac8

15…exd4 is strongly met by 16.Nxd4, with the point of 16…Nxe4? 17.Nf5 Qe6 18.Qd4 Qxf5 19.Bxe4, and White wins an exchange.

16.b3 Rcd8 17.Nc3 Bb7 18.Nab5 Bc6?

[image: images]

19.Nxd6!

A little combination that already yields White a winning advantage.

19…exd4 20.Qxd4 Nd7 21.e5 Bxg2 22.Kxg2 Nc5 23.Nd5 Nxd5 24.cxd5 f6 25.Rfe1 fxe5 26.fxe5 Rxd6

The least of all evils, but the rest is only a matter of technique, and can safely be left to the white player!

27.exd6 Qxd6 28.b4! axb4 29.Qxb4 h5 30.Qd4 Ra8 31.Re2

And Black resigns, because he is sure to die a slow and agonizing death.

CA 1.2
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Portoroz 1996

1.d4 Nf6 2.c4 e6 3.g3 Bb4+ 4.Bd2 c5 5.Bxb4 cxb4 6.Bg2 0-0 7.e4 d6 8.Ne2 e5 9.0-0 Nc6 10.a3! bxa3 11.Nxa3 a5

11…Qb6 is met by 12.Qd2 exd4 13.Nb5, with a clear advantage for White, according to the white player.

12.Qd2 b6 13.Rfd1 Ba6 14.b3 Re8 15.Nc2 Qc7?! 16.Ne3 g6

[image: images]

With his last move, Black thought he had prevented the threat of Nf5, but…

17.Nf5! Bc8

17…gxf5 fails to 18.Qg5+, of course, when White wins back his sacrificed piece with interest.

18.Qg5

Also strong was 18.dxe5 dxe5 19.Qd6 Qxd6 20.Rxd6 gxf5 21.Rxf6, with a large advantage for White, according to Beliavsky.

18…Bxf5 19.exf5 Kg7 20.fxg6 hxg6 21.Nc3! Nxd4?

Failing to see the point of White’s previous move! Beliavsky has indicated that the alternative 21…Nh7 would not work either: 22.Nb5! Qd7 23.Qh4, with a winning advantage for White.

22.Qxf6+

Black resigns. He loses decisive material after 22…Kxf6 23.Nd5+ and 24.Nxc7.

CA 1.3
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Amsterdam 2004

1.d4 d5 2.c4 c6 3.Nf3 Nf6 4.Qb3 e6 5.g3 dxc4 6.Qxc4

[image: images]

This position usually arises from the Catalan in the following way: 1.d4 Nf6 2.c4 e6 3.g3 d5 4.Nf3 dxc4 5.Qa4+ c6 6.Qxc4.

6…b5

A frequently played and much-appreciated system. Black temporarily weakens his queenside but is intending to free his game with an early …Bb7 and …c5.

7.Qc2

Another option that is very common here is the retreat 7.Qd3, with which White keeps up the pressure on pawn b5, forcing Black to play the preparatory move …a6 in order to be able to realize …c5. The drawback is that in some lines the queen is more vulnerable on d3.

7…Bb7 8.Bg2 Nbd7

Black is poised to play the freeing move …c6-c5.

9.a4

A standard reaction in this variation, but not necessarily the best one. Frequently played alternatives are 9.0-0 and 9.Nc3.

9…bxa4?!

This move is right up White’s street. 9…a6 is more solid, but Black can also react actively with 9…c5!, with the point that 10.axb5 will be met effectively by 10…cxd4 11.0-0 e5, with unclear play, according to Anand. In Bruzon-Anand, Wijk aan Zee 2005, there followed 10.0-0 (instead of 10.axb5) b4 11.Bg5 Rc8, and Black had a comfortable position.

10.0-0!

White is in no rush to recapture the pawn and is aiming for the quickest possible mobilization of his pieces.

10…c5 11.Rd1 cxd4 12.Bg5!

White continues to go for the quickest possible development.

12…Bc5 13.Nxd4 Bxg2 14.Kxg2 Rc8?!

A bit careless. Black would have been better advised to take his king to safety at once with 14…0-0.

15.Nf3 Qb6

Now 15…0-0 already runs into the annoying 16.Bxf6 gxf6 17.Qxa4, and White has a clear advantage. The weakness of the black kingside is bound to make itself felt sooner or later.

16.Bxf6 Nxf6 17.Qxa4+ Qc6

[image: images]

18.Rc1

Simple and winning. Now Black will no longer be able to extricate himself from all the pins.

18…Qxa4 19.Rxa4

Black resigned, since he no longer has a defence against the threatened 20.Rac4, and White wins material.

CA 1.3
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Solin 1998

1.d4 Nf6 2.Nf3 d5 3.c4 e6 4.g3 dxc4 5.Qa4+ Bd7 6.Qxc4 c5

Kortchnoi once said: ‘In the Catalan, Black has two problems to solve: the development of his queen’s bishop and the backward c-pawn.’ So with this and his next move, Black tries to free his game in one fell swoop. Note that the text is not possible if White has not played Nf3 in this position, but Bg2.

7.dxc5

The critical test for Black. White continues to try and hang on to his c-pawn, even at the cost of a slightly artificial position. Nor is this set-up free of danger, as we will see further on. Of the quiet alternative 7.Bg2 Bc6 8.0-0 Nbd7 it is known that it yields nothing for White.

7…Bc6 8.Be3 Nbd7 9.Nc3 Rc8 10.Bg2 Nd5

Black can also capture on c5 at once with 10…Bxc5 11.Bxc5 Nxc5 12.Qxc5 Bxf3 13.Qb5+ Bc6 14.Bxc6+ bxc6 15.Qa6, with a marginal plus for White.

11.Nxd5 Bxd5 12.Qg4 h5 13.Qf4 Bxc5 14.Bxc5 Rxc5

Black has won back his pawn and managed to equalize.

15.0-0 0-0 16.e4 Bc6 17.Nd4 e5

[image: images]

A nightmare for every Catalan player. The king’s bishop is often the pride and joy of the white position, but after the text Black, with his strong knight against a bad bishop, is completely in charge.

18.Nxc6 Rxc6 19.Qe3 Qb6 20.Qg5 Rc2 21.Qxh5 Rxb2 22.Qf5 Nf6 23.h3

After 23.Qxe5 Rxf2! 24.Rxf2 Qxf2+ 25.Kxf2 Ng4+ and 26…Nxe5, Black has a superior endgame.

23…Re8 24.Qf3 Rc8 25.Rac1 Rcc2 26.Rxc2 Rxc2 27.a3 g6 28.Rd1 Kg7 29.h4 Qc5 30.Bf1??

A blunder in a bad position, but it was hard enough for White to come up with something.

30…Nxe4!

White resigns, as after 31.Qxe4 Qxf2+ he will be mated.

CA 1.3
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1.d4 Nf6 2.c4 e6 3.Nf3 d5 4.g3 c6 5.Bg2 Bb4+ 6.Nc3

The sharpest reaction. White sacrifices a pawn, but gets good compensation for it. The quieter 6.Bd2 Be7 7.Qc2 0-0 8.0-0 would lead to widely known variations by transposition of moves.

6…dxc4 7.0-0 0-0

In Jobava-Gelashvili, Tbilisi 2001, there followed 7…Nbd7 8.Qc2 0-0 9.Rd1 Nd5 10.a4 Be7 11.Nd2 Nb4 12.Qb1 c5 13.dxc5 Bxc5 14.Nxc4, and White won back the sacrificed pawn with advantage.

8.Ne5 Nd5 9.Qc2 Nb6

After 9…b5 White plays the thematic 10.a4, and the black pawn chain is attacked in classical fashion.

10.Rd1 N8d7 11.Ne4 Nf6

[image: images]

12.Nd2!?

White concentrates on winning back the gambit pawn without swapping pieces. 12.Nxf6+ Qxf6 13.Nxc4 would also have yielded him a pleasant little plus.

12…Bxd2?!

The black position is already hard enough to play, but this is only making things worse. Black will find it hard to do without his king’s bishop, as we will soon see.

Also bad was 12…Qxd4? in view of 13.Ndxc4 Qc5 14.a3 Nxc4 15.Nxc4 b5 16.axb4 Qxc4 17.Qxc4 bxc4 18.Bxc6 Rb8 19.b5, and White is as good as winning.

13.Rxd2 Nfd7 14.Nxc4 Nxc4 15.Qxc4 e5 16.b3

Simple but very strong. The white queen’s bishop will soon become active on the a3-f8 diagonal.

16…Qe7 17.d5!

After this move the white bishop pair is going to reign supreme.

17…cxd5?!

More tenacious is to go 17…Nb6 18.d6! Qf6 at once, although here, too, White keeps a clear advantage.

18.Qxd5 Nf6 19.Qa5

[image: images]

A dream position for every Catalan adept. White has a murderous bishop pair and Ivanchuk now makes short work of his opponent.

19…Re8 20.Ba3 Qe6 21.Rd6 Qf5 22.Rd8 h5

Opting for a quick death. After 22…Be6 23.Rxa8 Rxa8 24.Bxb7 the win is just a matter of time.

23.Rxe8+ Nxe8 24.Qd8 Qe6 25.Be7!

After this pointed final stroke the black player threw in the towel.

CA 3.1
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1.d4 Nf6 2.c4 e6 3.Nf3 d5 4.g3 dxc4 5.Bg2 Bb4+ 6.Bd2 a5 7.Qc2 Bxd2+ 8.Nbxd2

The latest trend is 8.Qxd2, as in Kramnik-Topalov, 1st World Championship match game, Elista 2006. After 8…c6 9.a4 b5 10.axb5 cxb5 the point of White’s play was revealed: 11.Qg5! 0-0 12.Qxb5, and White won back the pawn while retaining a slight structural advantage.

8…b5

Holding on to the gambit pawn is the critical continuation, as otherwise White would be enjoying a pleasant space advantage for nothing.

9.0-0

White usually continues at once with 9.a4 c6, which boils down to transposition with the game.

9…0-0 10.a4 c6 11.b3

Making a definite gambit of it, but at the same time further exposing Black’s weaknesses on the queenside.

11…cxb3 12.Nxb3 Ba6 13.Nc5

[image: images]

13…bxa4?

This is turning into a positional disaster for Black. Correct is 13…b4!, after which White’s compensation is anything but a foregone conclusion, since Black will also assure himself of a protected passed pawn and may be able to use his foothold on c3 for the knight manoeuvre …Nf6-d5-c3.

14.Nxa6

Black was probably hoping for something like 14.Rxa4? Bb5!, followed by 15…a4, after which his decision on move 13 would have been at least partially justified. After the text Black is left with a sad ruin.

14…Nxa6 15.Qxc6 Nb4 16.Qxa4

The weak black pawns are dropping like ripe fruit. White not only has the better pawn structure, but also a powerful light-squared bishop.

16…Ra7 17.e3 Nd7 18.Rfc1 Qb8?

A blunder in an unpleasant position. With 18…Qe7, Black could have put up more of a fight, for example 19.Qb5 Rb8 20.Qxb8+ Nxb8 21.Rc8+ Qf8 22.Rxf8+ Kxf8.

19.Rcb1

Black resigned, because he could no longer stand the sight of the pins on the a- and b-files.

CA 3.1
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1.d4 Nf6 2.c4 e6 3.g3 d5 4.Bg2 dxc4 5.Nf3 Bd7

This system was introduced at the highest level by Kortchnoi in his 1983 match against Kasparov. Kortchnoi was of the opinion that the development of his queen’s bishop is Black’s greatest problem in the Catalan. The text is intended to be followed by a quick …Bc6.

6.Ne5

The critical move to test the black set-up. In the stem game Kasparov-Kortchnoi, London 1983, White was successful with the tame 6.Qc2, but after 6…c5 7.0-0 Bc6 8.Qxc4 Nbd7 a widely known position arises that is regarded as quite harmless these days.

6…Bc6 7.Nxc6 Nxc6 8.0-0

White will not achieve anything with 8.Bxc6+ bxc6 9.Qa4, for example 9…Qd5 10.0-0 Qb5, and Black’s ugly-looking pawn structure actually gives him dynamic possibilities.

8…Be7

Black players also often go 8…Qd7 here. In Wojtkiewicz-Ziatdinov, Philadelphia 1999, play continued 9.e3 Rb8 10.Qe2 b5 11.Rd1 Bb4 12.b3! cxb3 13.axb3 a5 14.Qc2, and White had good compensation for the pawn. No good is 8…Nxd4 9.Bxb7 Rb8 10.Bg2 Bc5 11.Nd2, with a clear advantage for White. In Gulko-Kortchnoi, Amsterdam 1989, there followed 11…c3? 12.bxc3 Nb5 13.Qc2 0-0 14.a4 Nxc3 (14…Nd6 15.Nb3 Bb6 16.a5, and White wins) 15.Qxc3 Bd4 16.Qa3 Bxa1 17.Qxa1, and White had a clear advantage.

9.Qa4 0-0 10.Rd1?!

An unfortunate move in view of the reply that now follows. A safer alternative was 10.e3, with a slight plus for White.

[image: images]

10…b5! 11.Qxb5 Nxd4 12.Qa4

Not 12.Qxc4? in view of 12…Nf3+, and Black wins an exchange.

12…Nxe2+ 13.Kf1 Nd4 14.Be3

Dangerous is 14.Bxa8 Qxa8 15.Rxd4 Qh1+ 16.Ke2 Qxc1, and Black has ample compensation for the sacrificed material.

14…c5 15.Nc3

15.Bxa8 Qxa8 again gives Black dangerous play.

15…Rb8 16.Qxa7 Rxb2 17.Bxd4 cxd4 18.Rxd4 Bd6 19.a4

On 19.Rad1, Black had prepared 19…Qb8, after which he would remain a pawn up.

19…Nd5 20.Bxd5 Be5 21.Rdd1 Bxc3 22.Bxc4 Qf6?

Far more convincing was 22…Rd2!, for instance 23.Rxd2 Qxd2, and besides the capture on a1, Black is also threatening the deadly 24…Bd4.

23.Ra2?

This loses at once. After the better 23.Rac1 Ba5 24.Bb5! White is still not in the clear, but he can at least continue to fight.

23…Qf3

And White resigned in view of the double threat of 24…Qxd1+ and 24…Qh1 mate.

CA 3.1
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1.d4 d5 2.c4 e6 3.Nf3 Nf6 4.g3 dxc4 5.Bg2 Nc6 6.0-0 Rb8 7.Nc3

This is sharper than 7.e3, since Black now gets the chance to protect the gambit pawn comfortably. But the black strategy is not entirely without risks.

7…b5 8.Ne5! Nxe5

Not 8…Nxd4?? in view of 9.Bc6+, and White will win, as after 9…Nxc6 10.Nxc6 Qxd1 11.Rxd1 he will win the rook on b8 because of the mate threat on d8.

9.dxe5 Nd7 10.Qd4

Another important move is 10.Bc6, which puts Black in an unpleasant bind. In Gleizerov-Werle, Hoogeveen 2000, there followed 10…a6 11.Qd4 Bb7 12.Bxb7 Rxb7 13.Rd1 c5 14.Qg4 Qc7 15.Bf4 Qc6 16.f3 f5 17.exf6 Nxf6 18.Qg5 Be7 19.Qxg7 Rg8 20.Qh6 Rg6 21.Qh3 b4, with reasonable counterplay for Black.

10…c5

After 10…Bc5, 11.Qg4 is annoying for Black, for example 11…Kf8 (not 11…0-0 12.Bh6, and White wins an exchange) 12.Rd1, and White has compensation for the sacrificed pawn.

11.Qf4 Qc7

In Romero Holmes-Werle, Groningen 2002, there followed 11…Bb7 12.Ne4 Qc7 13.a4 a6 14.axb5 axb5 15.Ng5 Nb6?! 16.Ra7 Nd5 17.Bxd5 exd5 18.e6!, and the white initiative was too strong.

12.a4 a6 13.axb5 axb5 14.Rd1 Nxe5?

14…Qxe5? also fails here to the combination 15.Rxd7!, because after 15…Qxf4 16.Bxf4 the rook on b8 is under attack. Black’s safest option was probably 14…Be7 15.Qg4 b4 (or 15…g6 16.Bh6, with the idea of 16…b4 17.Ne4 Qxe5 18.Bf4 Qxb2 19.Bxb8 f5 20.Qf4 e5?! (20…fxe4 21.Ra8 Qf6 22.Be5 Qxf4 23.gxf4 0-0 24.Rxc8 Rxc8 25.Rxd7 Kf8 26.Bxe4 c3 27.Kf1 Ke8 28.Rb7 c4 29.Ke1, and although things are looking pretty scary, White is calling the shots, still according to the analysis of the white player) 21.Nf6+ Bxf6 22.Qxc4 Nxb8 23.Ra7, and White wins) 16.Qxg7 Qxe5 17.Qxe5 Nxe5 18.Bf4 f6 19.Ne4 Bb7 20.Nd2, with a slight advantage for White, according to the white player in Chess Informant 89.
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15.Bc6+!

The beautiful Catalan bishop deals the decisive blow. Black is falling victim to his poor development.

15…Qxc6 16.Qxe5 Rb7

If 16…Qb6 17.Bf4.

17.Bg5 f5

After 17…f6 things develop very fast as well: 18.Bxf6 Kf7 19.Bh4 Rd7 20.Rxd7+ Bxd7 21.Ra7 h5 (of 21…h6 22.Rc7 Bd6 23.Qh5+ g6 24.Rxc6, and White wins) 22.Qb8, and White wins, according to an analysis by the white player.

18.Rd8+ Kf7 19.Ra8 Bd7 20.Bh6!!

White goes for a beautiful finale. He is threatening 21.Rxf8+, followed by 22.Qxg7+.

20…gxh6 21.Qxh8 Bg7 22.Qxh7

And Black resigned, since there is no way around the threat of 23.Rf8+.

CA 3.1

[image: images]   Kasimdzhanov
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Wijk aan Zee 2002

1.d4 Nf6 2.c4 e6 3.Nf3 d5 4.g3 dxc4 5.Bg2 Nc6 6.Qa4

This move is meant to indicate that White would prefer not to play any gambit variations. But here, too, Black has an attractive possibility to turn the game into a double-edged fight.

6…Bb4+ 7.Bd2 Nd5 8.Bxb4 Nxb4 9.a3!?

The sharpest option. White goes for tactical complications, but at the time of writing, it is known that White normally comes out on top. A quieter possibility is 9.0-0 Rb8 10.Nc3 a6 11.Ne5 0-0 12.Nxc6 Nxc6 13.Bxc6 bxc6 14.Qxc4 Rxb2 15.Rab1 Rb6! 16.Qc5, after which an endgame arises that, although he is a pawn down, is probably still slightly better for White.

The immediate 9.Ne5 does not yield anything, as Black plays 9…0-0 10.Nxc6 Nxc6, and now 11.Bxc6 can be met by 11…Qxd4!  (11…bxc6 is also good for Black and could happen if White had taken with the c6-bishop first on move 10: 12.Qxc4 Rb8, and now 13.b3 is not good in view of the tactical 13…Ba6! 14.Qxa6? Qxd4!) This gave rise to a nice miniature in the game Hetey-Soffer, Groningen 1995, which continued as follows: 12.Nd2 bxc6 13.Nxc4 e5 14.Rd1 Qc5 15.0-0 Bh3 16.Rfe1 Rab8 17.b3 Rb4, and White resigned in view of the fact that 18.Qa6 Bc8 would cost him his queen, while 18.Qa3 (or 18.Qa5) would lose a piece to 18…Rxc4.

[image: images]

9…b5 10.Qxb5 Nc2+ 11.Kd2 Nxa1

An important alternative here is 11…Bd7, after which White gets three pieces for the queen with 12.Kxc2 Nxd4+ 13.Nxd4 Bxb5 14.Nxb5 Rb8. According to Ribli, White has a slight plus here after 15.N1c3.

12.Qxc6+ Bd7 13.Qxc4 c5!

Black must find access to the white king in order to justify the strategy he has been following so far.

14.Qa2! Qa5+ 15.Nc3

No good is 15.b4?, as in Ivanchuk-Kortchnoi, Tilburg 1989, which continued as follows: 15…cxb4 16.Qxa1 Rc8 17.Ne5 Bb5 18.Ke3 Rc2 19.Bf3 0-0 20.a4 f6 21.Nd3 Bc4 22.Nd2 Qg5+ 23.Nf4 e5 24.Nxc4 exf4+ 25.gxf4 Qf5 26.Nd6 Qe6+, and White resigned.

15…cxd4 16.Nxd4 Rd8 17.Rxa1 e5 18.b4 Qb6 19.Nc2 Qxf2

Things are looking scary for White, but the discovered check 19…Be6+ can be met by 20.Bd5!.

20.Bd5 0-0 21.Qc4 Be6 22.Ne3 Qxh2 23.Qh4!

With the minor pieces on the board, White would normally prefer to avoid the queen swap, but in this case his own king is not particularly safe. This is why White goes for an endgame in which his minor pieces will also be stronger than the black rook and pawn.

23…Qxh4 24.gxh4 f5 25.Kc2 Kf7

After 25…Bxd5 26.Nexd5 Kf7 27.b5 Ke6 28.Nb4 White also has an enduring endgame initiative.

26.Rg1

Only at this point did the players deviate from Kasparov-Adams, Wijk aan Zee 2001, in which a draw was agreed after 26.Rd1 f4 27.Nc4 in a position where White still had the better chances.

26…Rd7

The first inaccuracy. Black could probably have reacted more actively with 26…f4 27.Bxe6+ Kxe6 28.Nc4 g6 29.Nd2, with only a marginal plus for White.

27.Bxe6+ Kxe6 28.Na4 Kf6 29.Nc5 Rd4?

There now follows an important tactical finesse, with which White takes control of the position. Correct was 29…Rc8 30.h5 Rd4 31.Kc3, as indicated by the white player, after which the position remains unclear.

[image: images]

30.Nxf5! Kxf5 31.e4+!

The real point. Now White will go for a liquidation to a winning pawn ending. The immediate 31.Rf1+?? fails to 31…Rf4, and Black wins.

31…Kf6

And now 31…Rxe4? fails to 32.Rg5+ Kf4 33.Ne6+, and White wins.

32.Rf1+ Ke7 33.Rxf8 Kxf8 34.Ne6+ Kf7 35.Nxd4 exd4 36.Kd3 h5 37.Kxd4 g5 38.hxg5 Kg6 39.b5 Kxg5 40.a4

And Black resigned in view of the following variation: 40…h4 41.Ke3 h3 42.Kf3 Kf6 43.a5 Ke5 44.b6 axb6 45.a6, and White wins.

CA 3.2
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Germany Bundesliga 2002/03

1.d4 Nf6 2.c4 e6 3.g3 d5 4.Nf3 dxc4 5.Bg2 Nbd7 6.0-0 Rb8

This system was first played in Ravinsky-Vistaneckis, Vilnius 1953.

7.Qc2 b5

This is the point of Black’s previous moves. He wants to defend the gambit pawn, even at the expense of his development.

8.a4 a6 9.axb5 axb5 10.Ne5 Nxe5 11.dxe5 Nd5 12.Rd1 Bd7 13.Nc3

White can win back the pawn with 13.Bxd5 exd5 14.Rxd5, but after 14…c6, followed by 15…Qc7, Black has an easy game.

13…c6 14.Ne4 Qc7 15.Nd6+ Bxd6 16.exd6 Qxd6!

Black has no choice but to go for the complications that now follow, since 16…Qb6 17.e4 Nf6 (17…Nb4? 18.Qc3, with a double attack) 18.Be3 is anything but attractive for him.

17.Bf4!

After 17.e4 Black would have been able to free himself tactically with 17…Nb4.

17…e5 18.e4!

The fight for the initiative has started!

18…exf4 19.exd5 c5 20.Re1+ Kf8 21.Ra7 fxg3 22.fxg3
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22…h5!

Taking over the initiative with an attack along the h-file. It is hard to say where exactly White has gone wrong, but in fact Black is already better here in view of his good piece coordination and despite having lost his right to castle.

23.Qf2 h4 24.gxh4?!

Weakening the g-file. 24.Rf1 first would probably have been more tenacious. After 24…f6 White can safely play 25.gxh4, with the idea of 26.Qg3, and the fight is by no means decided.

24…Rh6 25.Bh3?

This blunder is refuted very simply. The white king is suddenly in grave danger. Here, too, 25.Rf1 was still a better bet, even though Black has the efficient 25…Rf6, for instance 26.Qg3 Re8, and Black continues to rule the roost.

25…Rg6+ 26.Bg2 Qxd5 27.Kh1
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27…Bc6!!

Always a nice move to play. The following liquidation is forced and leaves White no more chances.

28.Rxf7+ Qxf7

Not 28…Kg8?? 29.Bxd5 Bxd5+ 30.Rf3 and White wins.

29.Qxc5+ Kg8 30.Bxc6 Rc8

White resigns, as 31.Bd5 Rxc5 32.Re8+ Kh7 33.Bxf7 won’t save the game.

CA 3.4
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Bled Olympiad 2002

1.d4 d5 2.c4 e6 3.Nf3 Nf6 4.g3 dxc4 5.Bg2 a6 6.0-0 Nc6

This is a system for the true fighting player who relentlessly plays for a win as Black by stubbornly continuing to protect the gambit pawn. White has reasonable compensation, but that can evaporate quickly if he goes about things too timidly.

7.e3 Bd7

7…Rb8 is premature in view of 8.Nfd2!, and White wins back the pawn with a clear space advantage.

8.Nc3

White could also postpone the development of his queen’s knight and go 8.Qe2 at once; see the game Wojtkiewicz-Strugatsky.

8…Bd6 9.Qe2 b5 10.e4 Be7

The logical-looking 10…e5 does not enjoy much of a reputation because it is mainly White who will be able to exploit the fact that the centre has been opened. In Vallejo-Korneev, Spanish Team Championship, Sanxenxo 2004, there followed 11.dxe5 Nxe5 12.Nxe5 Bxe5 13.f4 Bd4+ 14.Be3 Bxe3+ 15.Qxe3 b4 16.Ne2 Qe7 17.e5 Rd8 18.Qa7 0-0 19.Qxc7, and White won back the gambit pawn with advantage.

11.d5 Nb4

No good is 11…exd5? in view of 12.e5!, a thematic idea in this variation.

12.Ne5

12.dxe6 Bxe6 13.Rd1 Qc8 is very unclear, according to Gelfand.

12…exd5 13.a3!

An improvement on the immediate 13.exd5, as Karpov played against Gelfand, Dos Hermanas 1999. After 13…0-0 14.a3 Nd3 15.Nxd3 Black had the annoying intermediate move 15…Bg4!, and after 16.Qe3 cxd3 17.Qxd3 Qd7 he had solved his opening problems.

13…Nd3 14.Nxd3 cxd3 15.Qxd3 dxe4

White is clearly enjoying a lead in development after 15…c6 16.exd5, according to Gelfand in Chess Informant 8.

16.Nxe4 Nxe4

After 16…Be6 17.Nxf6+ Bxf6 18.Bc6+! Kf8 19.Qc2 White has solid compensation for the sacrificed pawn.

17.Qxe4

Or 17.Bxe4 Bh3 18.Qf3 Bxf1 19.Bc6+ Kf8 20.Bxa8 Bc4, with unclear play.

17…Rb8

After the exchange sacrifice 17…0-0!? 18.Qxa8 Qxa8 19.Bxa8 Rxa8 Black has pretty good compensation with the bishop pair and a pawn for the exchange, but White is probably still slightly better.

18.Bf4!?

After 18.Re1 Black can free himself with 18…Rb6, for example 19.Bf4 Re6 20.Qb7 0-0 21.Bxc7 Qc8, with equality.

18…0-0 19.Rfd1 Bd6?

But this is making life very easy for White. Correct was first 19…Re8! 20.Qc2, and now Black can return his extra pawn with 20…Bd6! 21.Bxd6 cxd6 22.Rxd6, with equality, for instance 22…Rb6 23.Rd4 Rbe6.

20.Bxd6 cxd6 21.Rxd6 Rb6?

This loses. Black’s only chance was 21…Qc8 22.Qf4, and White keeps strong pressure, but Black can probably still defend.
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22.Rd2!

This is winning! Black will be unable to get out of the pin along the d-file because of the poor coordination of his pieces.

22…Re8 23.Qd5 Re7 24.Bh3

Black resigns, as he is going to lose a piece.

A fine game that is a good advertisement for the Catalan. White gave the mobilization of his pieces priority over his fear of losing a pawn, and in the end his lead in development cost Black decisive material.

CA 3.4
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Las Vegas 2002

1.Nf3 d5 2.d4 Nf6 3.c4 e6 4.g3 dxc4 5.Bg2 a6 6.0-0 Nc6 7.e3 Bd7 8.Qe2 b5 9.Rd1 Be7 10.e4 0-0 11.Nc3 Qc8

Black has several alternatives here, for example 11…Bb4!? 12.Bg5 Bxc3 13.bxc3 h6 14.Bf4 Ne7 15.Ne5 c6 16.g4, with a dangerous initiative for the sacrificed pawn, Tratar-Beliavsky, Nova Gorica 1999. With the dubious 11…b4 the following miniature was played: 12.Nb1?! (this is not the idea of the Catalan, of course. Stronger is 12.d5!, for example 12…Na5 13.dxe6 fxe6 14.e5!, and White gets an advantage in view of the unfortunate positions of the black pieces) 12…Na5 13.d5 Qe8 14.dxe6 fxe6 15.Bf4 Ba4 16.Rc1 Bb5 17.Bxc7? c3 18.Qc2 Bd3! 19.Qxd3 cxb2 20.Nbd2 Rc8 21.Rab1 bxc1Q+ 22.Rxc1 Bd8, and White resigned in S.Alexandrov-B.Savchenko, Krasnodar 2004.

12.e5

This looks dangerous, but the other advance was a solid alternative: 12.d5 Nb4! 13.Ne5, with the typical compensation for the sacrificed pawn.

12…Nd5 13.Ng5 Bxg5 14.Bxg5 h6?
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15.Bxh6!

The black position is already fit for dismantling. His pieces lack the necessary coordination to defend their king effectively.

15…gxh6 16.Qg4+ Kh8 17.Qh4 Nxc3 18.Qxh6+ Kg8 19.Qg5+ Kh8 20.bxc3 Qd8

20…f5 won’t save Black’s skin either after the strong reply 21.d5!, for example 21…Nxe5 (or 21…exd5 22.Qh6+ Kg8 23.Bxd5+, and White wins) 22.dxe6 Bxe6 23.Bxa8 Nd3 24.Bc6, and White is winning.

21.Qh6+ Kg8 22.Be4 f5 23.Bxc6!

Simplest. White wins back the sacrificed piece while keeping his attack going.

23…Rc8 24.d5! Qe8 25.Qg5+ Kh8 26.Rd4 Rf7 27.dxe6 Qxe6 28.Bd5

And Black resigned.

CA 3.5
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Linares 2004

1.d4 Nf6 2.c4 e6 3.Nf3 d5 4.g3 dxc4 5.Bg2 a6 6.0-0 b5

This cheeky way of hanging on to the gambit pawn looks risky, but at the time of writing no refutation has been found, although Black will have to play very accurately to stay alive. This move is typical of Topalov, who goes all out to win as Black and is not afraid of taking risks.
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7.Ne5 Nd5 8.e4

Another possibility is 8.Nc3, with which there is an old miniature: 8…Bb7?! 9.Nxd5 Bxd5? 10.e4 Bb7 11.Qh5 g6 12.Nxg6 fxg6 13.Qe5 Nd7 14.Qxh8 Qe7 15.h4 0-0-0 16.Bg5 Qf7 17.d5! Re8 18.dxe6 Rxe6 19.Rad1 Bc6 20.Bh6 Kb7 21.Rxd7, and White won in Sosonko-Schneider, Buenos Aires Olympiad 1978.

8…Nf6 9.a4 Bb7 10.axb5 axb5 11.Rxa8 Bxa8 12.Nc3 c6

Dangerous is 12…b4?! in view of 13.Qa4+ Nbd7 14.Bg5!, and Black has big problems on the a4-e8 diagonal, for example 14…bxc3? 15.Nxd7, and White wins.

13.Bf4

A more frequently played option is 13.Bg5. A fine example to illustrate the dangers of the black position is Berkvens-Kritz, Germany Bundesliga B 2002/03, which continued as follows: 13…Nbd7 14.Qa1 Bb7 15.Qa7 Qc8 16.Nxd7 Qxd7 17.d5! Bd6 18.dxe6 fxe6 19.Rd1 e5 20.Bh3! Qe7 21.Be3 b4 22.Rxd6! Qxd6 23.Bc5 Qc7 24.Bxb4 Kf7 25.Qa2 g6 26.Qxc4+ Kg7 27.Qc5 Ra8 28.Nb5 Qd8 29.Nd6, with winning play for White.

13…Be7 14.Qa1 Nbd7 15.d5!

White will have to be quick to make his point. Black will make use of any waiting move to complete his development, after which the extra pawn is going to make itself felt.

15…Nxe5 16.Bxe5 cxd5 17.exd5 Bxd5 18.Bxf6 Bxf6 19.Bxd5 exd5 20.Re1+ Kf8 21.Qa3+ Be7 22.Qa7 g6 23.Nxb5 d4

And a draw was agreed. Black returns the pawn, after which the position is dead equal.

CA 3.7
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Pula 1999

1.d4 Nf6 2.c4 e6 3.g3 d5 4.Bg2 dxc4 5.Nf3 c5 6.0-0 Nc6 7.Ne5

A much-played possibility here is 7.Qa4; see the game Koneru-Stojanovic. Another idea that should not be underestimated is 7.dxc5 Qxd1 8.Rxd1 Bxc5 9.Nbd2. Black’s best bet is to meet this with 9…c3! 10.bxc3 0-0 11.Nb3 Be7, after which a dynamically balanced endgame arises. The white pressure on the queenside is offset by his poor pawn structure.

7…Bd7

For 7…Nd5, see the game Krasenkow-Smagin.

8.Na3

This move was introduced by Kasparov in his match against Andersson, Belgrade 1985. White temporarily sacrifices a pawn, for which he gets good play due to his lead in development. According to the latest theoretical insights, Black can equalize if he returns the pawn at the right moment.

8…cxd4 9.Naxc4
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9…Nxe5?!

This move is quite common, but it is already an inaccuracy, because the white king’s bishop gets stronger now. The usual move here is 9…Bc5, after which the game usually continues as follows: 10.Bf4 0-0 11.Qb3 Qc8, with roughly equal play. A recent example is Kozul-Adly, Turin Olympiad 2006: 12.Rfc1 Nd5 (this is a key move in this system, with which Black can alleviate the pressure on his position) 13.Bd2 Rd8 14.Nd3 Be7 15.Bxd5 exd5 16.Na5 Rb8 17.Qd1 Be8 18.Bf4 Ra8 19.Be5 Qf5 20.Nxc6 Bxc6 21.Bxd4, with a dynamic balance.

Also quite interesting is the immediate 9…Nd5, a move that earned little respect after it yielded Andersson a loss in his third match game against Kasparov, Belgrade 1985. After 10.Nxc6 Bxc6 11.Qxd4 Nb4 12.Bxc6+ Nxc6 13.Qc3! Kasparov would continue to exert annoying pressure. Andersson replied with the very weakening 13…f6, but computer analyses indicate that with 13…Qd4! Black should be able to hold his own tactically, for example 14.Qb3 Qd5! (idea 15…b5) 15.Rd1 Nd4! 16.Qd3 Rd8, and Black hangs on. At the time of writing, no one has tried this idea out in tournament practice yet.

Another very common move is 9…Be7, as in Avrukh-Grischuk, Calvia Olympiad 2004. After 10.Bf4 Black experimented with 10…Nd5?! (here, too, Black’s best bet is 10…0-0 11.Qb3 Qc8 12.Rac1 Nd5, with sufficient counterplay, as was seen in Piket-Van Wely, 3rd match game, Monaco 1997) 11.Nxd7 Nxf4 12.Bxc6 bxc6 13.Nde5 Nh3+ 14.Kg2 Ng5 15.f3, and Black got into major trouble after 15…Rc8? 16.Nxc6!, with the point that 16…Rxc6? loses after 17.Qa4 Qd5 18.Ne5.

10.Nxe5 Qb6 11.Bf4 Rd8

The white player also had a good result with 11…Bb5 in Tukmakov-Marzolo, Basel 2001: 12.b4!? Nh5 (12…Bxb4 is too dangerous after 13.Rb1) 13.a4 Nxf4 14.gxf4 f6 15.Nf3 Bc6 16.a5 Qxb4 17.Nxd4 Bxg2 18.Kxg2 Rd8 19.e3 Bc5? (here the correct move was 19…Qc4) 20.Ra4 Qc3 21.Qg4 Bxd4 22.Qxe6+ Kf8 23.Rxd4, and White had a considerable advantage.

12.Qb3 Bc5 13.Bxb7

The power of the Catalan fianchetto bishop is coming to the fore now.

13…0-0 14.Qxb6 Bxb6 15.a4 Ne8?!

An unfortunate regrouping; but the black position was already difficult to play anyway.

16.Rfc1 Bc7 17.b4!

In the meantime, White is holding several trumps: a pawn majority on the queenside and a more active bishop pair. But most striking is the difference in activity between the white and black rooks.

17…f6 18.Nxd7 Rxd7 19.Bc6 Re7 20.Bd2!

What now follows is an instructive example of the power of the bishop pair.

20…Bd6 21.Bg2 Kf7 22.Rc6 Rc7 23.Rac1 Ke7 24.b5 Rxc6 25.Rxc6 Bb8 26.Bb4+ Nd6 27.Ra6 Rd8 28.Bc5

Black has his back against the wall.

28…Rd7 29.Bc6 Rc7 30.Bxd4

And Black resigned. Not only is he a pawn down, but the white bishops totally dominate the position.

CA 3.8
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Germany Bundesliga 2003/04

1.Nf3 d5 2.d4 Nf6 3.c4 e6 4.g3 dxc4 5.Bg2 c5 6.0-0 Nc6 7.Ne5 Nd5!? 8.Nxc6 bxc6 9.Na3 c3!? 10.e4 Nb6?!

Black should have been consistent: 10…cxb2! 11.Bxb2 Nb4, and it is not clear how White should now continue. Ribli has given the following variation in ChessBase Magazine 100: 12.e5 Ba6 (12…Nd5 13.dxc5 Bxc5 14.Qc2 looks good for White) 13.Qa4 Bxf1 14.Bxc6+ Nxc6 15.Qxc6+ Ke7 16.Qb7+ Ke8 17.Qc6+, with a draw by move repetition.

11.bxc3 Ba6 12.e5!

This push is stronger than 12.Re1 cxd4 13.cxd4 Bb4 14.Re3 c5, with good play for Black.

12…Rc8 13.Re1 cxd4 14.cxd4 c5?!

14…Bb4 15.Re4 0-0 was probably safer. Black is fine.
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15.d5! exd5

Not, of course, 15…Nxd5?? 16.Qa4+, and White wins a piece.

16.e6!

This was White’s idea. The road to the enemy king is cleared!

16…Be7 17.exf7+ Kxf7 18.Rb1 Bf6?

Overlooking or underestimating White’s next move. 18…Bb7 was called for, to immediately provide extra cover for square d5. After 19.Qh5+ g6 20.Qh3 the situation is not clear.

19.Rxb6!

The consequence of White’s previous move. The black king will find no safe haven.

19…axb6 20.Qh5+ Kf8 21.Bxd5

Black resigned in view of 21…g6 22.Bh6+ Bg7 23.Qf3+, or 21…Rc7 22.Bf4, with the idea of 23.Bd6+, and White wins.

CA 3.14
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Belgrade 2001

1.Nf3 d5 2.g3 c5 3.Bg2 Nc6 4.d4 Nf6 5.0-0 e6 6.c4 dxc4 7.Qa4 cxd4!?

This move has been a rare occurrence in the last few years. More common is 7…Bd7, with the idea of 8.Qxc4 b5! 9.Qd3 Rc8, and Black has a good position.

8.Nxd4 Qxd4 9.Bxc6+ Bd7 10.Rd1 Qxd1+

The endgame after 10…Bxc6 11.Qxc6+ bxc6 12.Rxd4 is known to be better for White in view of Black’s slightly mangled pawn structure, but objectively this is still better than the text.

11.Qxd1 Bxc6

This position has been known since 1976, for instance in Tukmakov-Alburt, Odessa 1976 and Zilberstein-Rashkovsky, Novosibirsk 1976, and has arisen dozens of times in tournament practice since. Materially speaking, Black is not too badly off with a rook, a bishop and a pawn for the queen, but an important factor here is the fact that White still has the initiative. As a result, White has a clearly better score in tournament practice.
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12.Nd2

Another very common move here is 12.Qc2 in order to prevent the game continuation.

12…c3

Black cannot really defend his c-pawn, since 12…b5 runs into 13.a4 Be7 14.axb5 Bxb5 15.Nxc4 Bxc4? 16.Qa4+, as happened in Kasparov-Andersson, Niksic 1983. White has an advantage, although the black position is by no means easy to crack.

13.Nc4!

Speed is more important than a pawn here. White wants to attack the strong bishop on c5 with a quick Na5 (or Ne5). A possible swap on b2 would only speed up the white development.

13…Rd8 14.Qb3 Ne4!

Or 14…Bc5 15.Ne5 0-0 16.Nxc6 bxc6 17.bxc3, and now 17…Ne4 can be met tactically by 18.Qc4!, for example 18…Bxf2+ 19.Kg2 f5 20.Qxe6+, and Black’s position is in tatters.

15.Be3

After 15.Ne5 Black had prepared the strong reply 15…Nc5 16.Qc2 Be4.

15…cxb2 16.Qxb2 Be7 17.Bd4!

Forcing Black to weaken his position considerably.

17…f6 18.Na5 Kf7

18…Bd5 is no picnic for Black either. After 19.f3, possibly followed by e4, the bishop still comes
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