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  Foreword

I first met Martin Lokander at the Nordic Championships in 2008, back when we were both quite young. Already Martin’s love for chess and in particular the openings was very clear. Being, at least in those days, very similar myself, we got to know each other and since 2010 we’ve been doing quite a bit of opening work together. Having worked on and off with Martin for around five years, I’m still regularly fascinated by his endless creativity. In positions where I think that I’ve looked at everything, he usually comes up with moves and ideas that I would never have found even with the aid of a strong computer. A good example of this can be found in Game 24, where the move 13 ... Qf5 seems to breathe new air into an otherwise very boring line.

  Of course, modern day chess preparation is not only about finding new ideas in cutting-edge theory. At least as important is to know the history and dig deep into forgotten or semi-forgotten lines. At the very top-level Aronian is famous for that, while in the Open Games Nigel Short also comes to mind. It has been shown again and again how well-established evaluations are based on good wins in the past, but where it is actually possible to improve the play of the losing side. Throughout this book I found a lot of references to old games that I didn’t know myself, clearly indicating that Martin knows his stuff.

  For example, the 10 ... Be6 of Game 36 shows that we shouldn’t just follow what everybody else plays nowadays, but rather look for ourselves and at the history books with fresh and critical eyes. While I don’t think objectively speaking 10 ... Be6 is at all better than the usual 10 ... c6, it poses some practical problems for the white player, likely resulting in a time advantage and some psychological initiative for Black – the kind of advantages that I myself have obtained so many times by the use of Martin’s ideas.

  One of the strongest assets of this book is that Martin continually looks not only for the best moves and lines, but also for the most practical ones. Here it should be mentioned that his style of play consists of always fighting for the initiative with both colours. And while I am certain that the lines suggested are objectively sound, they might not suit the driest of players. As for myself, I always enjoy a good initiative. Not only is it very unpleasant for the opponent having to solve complex and unexpected problems early on with White, but it is also simply much more fun to play aggressively as Black.

  Such an approach sometimes involves some risk, as in the line 1 e4 e5 2 Nf3 Nc6 3 Bc4 Nf6 4 d4 exd4 5 e5 Ng4 6 0-0 Be7 7 Re1 d6, but the good thing is that the risk is no less on White’s side. Incidentally, I would personally be initially disgusted by the move 8 exd6 cxd6 here which seems to make no sense at all, but Martin never trusts the first impression and after digging a bit deeper, it’s clear that the counterplay obtained by Black fully compensates for his weakened structure.

  

  
    All in all, I can warmly recommend this book for anyone interested in playing the Open Games with either colour. Even for those who don’t, the sheer number of new ideas should make it an enjoyable and inspirational read.

    

    Nils Grandelius,

    Malmö, Sweden,

    October 2015

    

  


  
    


  

  Introduction

We all encounter worries and doubts about our opening repertoires. I’ve had them for many years, I still have them, and I know that I will have them 30 years from now. In fact, deciding which openings to play and study is an entire journey in itself and everyone has their own path to getting to a position they enjoy playing.

  Most of my friends learned a solid opening in their youth, and they’ve kept playing it constantly ever since. My own opening journey has been much more rocky and time-consuming, but I think I’ve learned a great deal along it. In the course of my eight years as an ambitious junior, I’ve had the Ruy Lopez, the Caro-Kann, the French, the Modern, two different types of Scandinavian, the Alekhine, Owen’s Defence and four different types of Sicilian as my main weapons as Black against 1 e4. Yes, they were not one-time surprise weapons; they were actually all my main weapons.

  Of course, studying and playing all those openings required a lot of time and energy for preparation, but in return I’ve had many practical advantages over the board. I’ve very seldom been caught in my opponent’s preparation and I’ve won many games due to my preparation.

  In 2011, I reached a turning point when I watched Jan Gustafsson’s excellent two-volume DVDs on the Marshall Attack and the Open Games. I didn’t watch everything from beginning to the end, but I studied it a little here and there, and eventually I found that I enjoyed these positions much more than my Sicilian Najdorf.

  Ever since, I’ve had 1 e4 e5 as a big part of my repertoire and even though I occasionally enjoy playing something different, it’s very comforting to have something to lean on. The following game is an excellent example of how Gustafsson’s video helped me.

  

  Game 1
H.Logdahl-M.Lokander
Stockholm 2011

  
1 e4 e5 2 Nf3 Nc6 3 Nc3 Nf6 4 Bb5

  The Spanish Four Knights.

  4 ... Nd4

  Gustafsson’s recommendation. As you later shall see, my recommended move is 4 ... Bc5.

  5 Ba4

  Luckily, I was way too weak for my opponent to be interested in 5 Nxd4 exd4 6 e5 dxc3 7 exf6 Qxf6 8 dxc3, which is a well-known idea to reach a very drawish position.

  5 ... Bc5! 6 Nxe5 0-0 7 Nd3 Bb6 8 e5

  [image: ]

  This is all well-known theory and if I remember correctly my opponent had already played this position in the database. At this point, I sank into deep thought and after 10 minutes I played the very unusual ...

  8 ... c6!?

  ... with a deep sigh.

  My opponent probably thought that this was some kind of unsound over-the-board inspiration. After all, 8 ... Ne8 is the theoretical move. Had I played 8 ... c6 instantly there was no way White would have dared to capture the piece, but since I spent 10 minutes ‘thinking’, it probably wasn’t prepared. At least that’s what he thought.

  9 exf6?! Re8+ 10 Kf1 Qxf6

  Black has great compensation for the sacrificed piece, as Gustafsson had showed in his video. White’s development is gummed up and it’s not easy for him to untangle.

  11 h3 d6

  At this point I must admit that I forgot my preparation and I should have preferred 11 ... d5.

  12 Nd5?

  This looks promising, but it quickly backfires. White should probably play 12 g3! Bf5 13 Nf4 when he might be able to untangle with d3.

  12 ... cxd5 13 Bxe8 Bf5!

  

  [image: ]

  Black has sacrificed an entire rook, yet White is completely defenceless.

  14 Ba4 Nxc2!

  The key idea. Black threatens to capture d3 with mate on f2, so White is officially busted. The rest of the game isn’t very interesting.

  

  
    15 Nf4 Qd4 16 Qf3 Qxa4 17 b3 Qb5+ 18 Kg1 Nxa1 19 Bb2 Nc2 20 Nxd5 Bg6 21 h4 Re8 22 h5 Re1+ 23 Kh2 Rxh1+ 24 Kxh1 Qf1+ 25 Kh2 Bxf2 26 g4 Bg1+ 27 Kg3 Bh2+ 0-1

    

    I played Logdahl again a few months later and we contested a g3 Vienna where I once again won a good game thanks to Gustafsson’s DVD. The next time Logdahl played me he avoided 1 e4 altogether.

    

    Why Should I Play 1 e4 e5?
The best thing about 1 e4 e5 is the wide variety of positions that can arise from it. Certain openings are closely related to certain structures, such as the French and the Sicilian, whereas 1 e4 e5 leads to a broad variety of structures which develops your chess as a whole.

    

    Isn’t it Risky to Play 1 e4 e5?
My first fears when I was about to start playing 1 e4 e5 was actually not the Ruy Lopez. Even though it’s theoretically the most challenging choice, learning how to play against all of White’s gambits and attacking ideas in the Open Games seemed like a much more daunting task.

    As I eventually realized, this fear was somewhat exaggerated. I shall not lie; White has a few lines that Black needs to be aware of. However, in my experience, as long as Black has some clue about what he’s doing, he’ll be fine. In fact, against most tries the ambitious player can even fight for an advantage.

    

    What’s the General Theme Behind this Book?
In this book, I’ve tried to present a high-level repertoire for Black against the Open Games. I’ve tried to pick variations where Black is aggressive and quickly fights for the initiative, but I would never recommend something that in my opinion gives White an objective advantage. These are not variations one would try once or twice. The variations are aggressive, but most importantly they are strong and theoretically sound.

    Another factor I’ve tried to include is a practical one. Whenever possible, I’ve tried to introduce new ideas that are at least as equally strong as the established ideas. At the beginning of this project I didn’t think I would be able to discover as many new ideas as I did, but it still shows that even in today’s society, where information is available within seconds, new ideas are still being developed.

    

    What Should I Play Against the Ruy Lopez?
Covering the Ruy Lopez would require an entire book itself, and during the process of this book I’ve largely played 1 ... e5 in the hope that I wouldn’t face the Ruy Lopez. There are in fact many good variations in the Ruy Lopez. I’ve tried a lot of them, but there are still many I haven’t tried. Indeed, I’ve played 15 different variations of the Ruy Lopez as Black with decent results, so the choice is really yours!

    Now, let’s get down to business and I wish you great success with 1 e4 e5!

    

    Martin Lokander,

    Stockholm, Sweden,

    October 2015

    

  


  
    


  

  Chapter One
The Quiet Two Knights

1 e4 e5 2 Nf3 Nc6 3 Bc4 Nf6 4 d3
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  I want to begin by looking at this line because it’s an opening that requires some understanding to play well. The positions that arise are very typical for 1 e4 e5 in general and many positions resemble the Ruy Lopez. When I started playing 1 e4 e5 in 2011, I didn’t put any time into these variations because I thought Black would be fine with natural developing moves. It didn’t take very long until my opponents noticed my terrible statistics and so they kept playing it against me. It wasn’t until recently that I started looking at this opening seriously and I discovered that it isn’t as boring as I used to think.

  

  The Bishop on c4
A huge amount of the existing theory in the Italian Game, Two Knight’s Defence and the Ruy Lopez is based on a single piece, White’s light-squared bishop. Many players know the typical moves and manoeuvres, but it’s important to understand why the moves are played. The bishop on c4 is obviously an actively placed piece, but it’s also exposed. It’s a very common idea to play ... Na5 and exchange off this bishop if given the chance.

  

  Game 2
O.Dolzhikova-L.Trent
Oslo 2013

  
1 e4 e5 2 Nf3 Nc6 3 Bc4 Nf6 4 d3 Be7 5 0-0 0-0 6 Nc3!?

  This natural developing move isn’t very common, perhaps because of its somewhat dull reputation. I once played the Sicilian Dragon just to avoid facing this variation, but after looking at it closer, I’ve realized that Black has plenty of chances to fight for the win. We will look closer at this move in Game 4.

  6 ... d6

  This looks obvious, but some might not realize that Black’s last move carries a strategical threat.

  7 h3

  I was shocked to learn that this move has been played over 1,500 times! Black scores a stunning 63% after the next move. White is afraid of ... Bg4 and ... Nd4, but that’s not what she should be worried about.

  7 ... Na5!
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  Here we go! White can’t prevent an exchange of the c4-bishop, after which Black will have an easy game and the bishop-pair. Notice how ... d6 enabled this knight lunge by protecting the e5-pawn.

  8 Bg5

  I assume White wants to control the d5-square, but this fails to worry Black. However, 8 Bb5 doesn’t help because 8 ... a6 9 Ba4 b5 forces 10 Bb3 when Black will get the bishop after all.

  8 ... c6

  Black doesn’t have to hurry; the bishop on c4 won’t go anywhere.

  9 a3

  White now threatens to save the bishop by playing Ba2. It’s time to take it.

  9 ... Nxc4 10 dxc4 Be6 11 b3 Qc7

  [image: ]

  The opening phase is about to finish. What we notice is Black’s bishop-pair and White’s semi-open d-file. It might seem like White has decent counterplay against the d6-pawn, but it’s very difficult to get to it. When looking closely, we notice that White’s knights have a hard time finding useful targets. Black’s flexible pawn structure eliminates many good outposts and we will throughout the game see how White’s knights struggle. Black has a solid advantage.

  12 Nh2

  White tries to relocate his knight, but it doesn’t turn out very well.

  12 ... Rad8 13 Qf3 h6!

  A clever move which forces some sort of commitment from White.

  14 Bxf6 Bxf6 15 Ng4 Bg5 16 Ne3 g6!

  
  [image: ]

  This nice move kills White’s counterplay. It’s obvious that White doesn’t have a good plan here and although the game continuation isn’t the best, it is difficult to suggest anything better.

  17 g4?! Qe7

  Black goes for a favourable endgame, but this might not have been the best way to punish White’s last move. 17 ... Kg7 followed by ... Rh8 and ... h5 would have been a very dangerous idea.

  18 Ne2 Qf6 19 Qxf6 Bxf6

  Black has managed to reach a favourable endgame where he can grind for hours, but I can’t help feeling White got more breathing space than she deserved.

  20 Rad1 h5 21 f3 Kg7 22 Rd3 hxg4 23 hxg4 Bg5

  An excellent square for this bishop.

  24 Ng3 Rh8 25 Kg2 Kf6! 26 Rfd1 Ke7

  [image: ]

  Black doesn’t hurry. He knows that White can’t do anything active and thus takes his time to improve his pieces.

  27 Rh1 Rxh1 28 Kxh1 Rc8!

  After trading one pair of rooks, Black no longer needs his rook on d8. Trent prepares the ... b5 break when the rook would be very well placed on the c-file.

  29 Ngf1 b5! 30 cxb5 cxb5 31 Kg2

  Black has managed to open the position and now proceeds to fix the queenside structure to his advantage.

  31 ... a5! 32 Kf2 Kd7 33 Ke1 Ra8 34 Kd1 a4 35 b4 Rh8! 36 Nd5 f5?!

  Probably a slight inaccuracy in an otherwise very well played endgame. Black should probably include 36 ... Rh3 first, to prevent White’s opportunity in the game.

  37 gxf5 gxf5 38 Ng3!

  White is still worse, but she has been invited back into the game as her knights finally find useful to work on. Unfortunately for White, the very next move spoils it.

  38 ... f4

  [image: ]

  39 Ne2?

  Dolzhikova could have taken her chance with 39 Nf5!, after which the d6-pawn finally suffers. Should Black take on f5, the d5-knight will relocate to e4 via c3.

  39 ... Rh1+ 40 Kd2 Bh4!

  Now White is busted. Black has fully penetrated White’s camp and his bishops can start working against White’s weaknesses.

  41 c3 Rh2! 42 c4

  A desperate breakthrough, trying to activate White’s passive pieces.

  42 ... bxc4 43 Rc3 Bxd5!

  Trent spots his chance and finds a nice tactic.

  44 exd5 e4!

  [image: ]

  A very nice counter breakthrough.

  45 fxe4 Bf6!

  The point. White can’t handle Black’s passed pawns.

  46 Rf3 c3+ 47 Kd3 c2 48 Nc1 Bb2 49 Rf1

  It looks like White is resisting well, dealing with both the f-pawn and the c-pawn, but Black has another pawn coming.

  49 ... Bxa3! 50 Kc3 Bxc1 51 Rxc1 f3 52 Rf1 Re2 53 Kd3 a3!

  Three pawns are more than White can handle.

  54 Rh1 a2 55 Rh7+ Kc8 56 Rh1 Kb7 0-1

  
  Before we move on to the theory, and the meat and bone of this chapter, I want to look very briefly at the following structure.

  [image: ]

  It’s a well-known idea to play ... d6 and ... Be6 to challenge the bishop on c4, but I’ve never been very fond of it. I try to avoid such a structure whenever I have good alternatives because I think White’s position is generally the more pleasant to play, especially with a pawn on c3. The half-open f-file can certainly come in handy, but Black’s pawn structure is very inflexible. Indeed, there are no useful pawn breaks, whereas White can play for a queenside initiative with b2-b4, which is why I only recommend playing ... Be6 against an early Nc3.

  Now, let’s move on to some concrete variations.

  

  Theoretical Introduction


  1 e4 e5 2 Nf3 Nc6 3 Bc4 Nf6 4 d3 Be7

  I prefer this to 4 ... Bc5, because I think it leads to more interesting positions with more scope for creativity. There’s obviously nothing wrong theoretically with the Italian Game, though, so feel free to play it if you wish.

  5 0-0

  In Game 3 you will find coverage of those variations where White delays or avoids castling early. They are not very challenging theoretically, but still require some care by Black.

  5 ... 0-0
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  6 Re1

  White takes his time to prevent ... d5 by exerting indirect pressure on the e5-pawn. Alternatives:

  a) 6 Nc3 is a very solid way for White to develop, but one which still has to be met accurately. One critical continuation to remember is 6 ... d6 7 a3 Be6 8 Re1! which should be met with either 8 ... Nxe4!? or 8 ... Nd4. This is covered in Game 4.

  b) 6 Bb3!? is frequently played in grandmaster praxis. My first intention was to recommend 6 ... d5!?, which I still think is fine theoretically, but I stumbled across some positions I didn’t like too much. Let’s check out some critical variations after 7 exd5 Nxd5:

  b1) 8 h3 has more or less disappeared because of 8 ... a5! 9 a4 Nd4 10 Nxd4 exd4 11 Re1 Ra6!!.

  [image: ]

  Black went on to score an excellent win in S.Karjakin-B.Gelfand, Khanty-Mansiysk 2009.

  b2) 8 Re1 Bg4 9 h3 and now:

  b21) 9 ... Bxf3 is probably the best continuation theoretically. After 10 Qxf3 Nd4! 11 Qxd5 Qxd5 12 Bxd5 Nxc2 13 Rxe5! we reach a very complicated middlegame without queens which I think might be fine for Black, but I don’t fancy the strange positions that appear.

  b22) 9 ... Bh5 is the daring continuation. I’ve tried hard to make this work, but Black is certainly the one who has to play accurately to retain compensation: 10 g4 Bg6 11 Nxe5 Nxe5 12 Rxe5 c6 13 Qf3 Bd6! (13 ... Bf6 was played in the stem game V.Kramnik-G.Kasparov, Novgorod 1995, but this is worse) 14 Re2 f5 15 Bxd5+ cxd5 16 Qxd5+ Kh8 17 Nc3 Rc8.

  
  [image: ]

  And now I propose 18 Bg5!? which looks like an interesting novelty. Black’s compensation seems somewhat sketchy after 18 ... Qxg5 19 Qxd6 fxg4 20 Qg3. Black will probably keep finding resources in this line, but it’s simply not a very practical choice if White is well prepared.

  After 6 Bb3, I finally decided on a refinement of Black’s idea: 6 ... d6 7 c3 d5!.
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  This is a very creative idea by GM Romanishin. The move ... d5 is generally fine against an early c2-c3 and here it’s even worth spending a tempo to provoke it. Game 5 shows why 8 exd5 is dangerous for White and in Game 6 we’ll take a look at variations where White retains the tension with 8 Nbd2 or 8 Qe2.

  c) 6 c3 is often played in practice, but Black can always counter an early c2-c3 with 6 ... d5!, which you will see in Game 7 together with slightly unusual 6th moves, such as 6 a4 and 6 Nbd2.

  6 ... d6 7 a4!

  Establishing a bind on the light squares and preventing Black from seizing too much space on the queenside. This is the most challenging variation in my opinion and in the end I decided to recommend an interesting, dynamic approach which seems to offer good counterplay.

  7 c3 is also frequently played in practice, and now ... d5 isn’t possible. Black should grab space on the queenside with 7 ... Na5 8 Bb5 a6 9 Ba4 c5! whilst delaying the move ... b5 for now.
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  The bishop is probably better on c2 than on a4 and ... b5 isn’t immediately necessary. This leads to a rich Ruy Lopez-type of middlegame where the best players usually prevails. This is covered in Game 8.

  7 ... Kh8!?

  Black prepares ... Ng8 and ... f5 if White plays c2-c3, but if White puts his knight on c3 Black might have to change his strategy.

  At first, I wanted to recommend 7 ... Na5 8 Ba2 c5, but I think the structure arising after, for instance, 9 Na3 Nc6 10 c3 Be6 11 Bxe6 fxe6 12 Nc4 is slightly more pleasant for White.

  
  [image: ]

  The same goes for the immediate 7 ... Be6 8 Bxe6!? fxe6 9 c3 which is a structure I’d like to avoid.

  8 a5

  Variations where White delays or avoids c2-c3 are covered in Game 9. Game 10 tackles the immediate 8 c3, without including a5 and ... a6. This leads to some important differences that I’ve tried to highlight in the games.

  8 ... a6 9 c3

  [image: ]

  See Game 11 for coverage of this messy variation.

  
  In October 2012 I participated in the BSF IM Cup in Copenhagen, my first closed IM tournament. Unfortunately my play was horrible, but at least I gained valuable experience. In the first round I reached a typical Open Game structure as Black and my 2230-rated opponent launched a violent kingside attack with g2-g4 very early. I reacted poorly and lost, although my opponent certainly should be praised for a well-played game.

  The following game is a much better example of how Black should meet such brutal attacks. It’s likely that you will meet similar approaches at one point or another, and being aware of their existence helps you keep your cool when facing them in a game. I intend too to cover lines where White delays castling for other reasons as well, but it will soon become clear that White gains nothing from this.

  

  Game 3
J.Van der Wiel-G.Flear
Wijk aan Zee 1987

  
1 e4 e5 2 Nf3 Nc6 3 Bc4 Nf6 4 d3 Be7 5 Nc3!?

  A very natural move, if White intends to delay castling. Black would often like to open up the centre quickly (with the ... d5 break) against the uncastled king. With a knight on c3, White makes sure the centre remains closed and increases the chances of succeeding with a delayed-castling strategy.

  First, let’s see some alternative lines.

  a) 5 Nbd2 0-0 6 Nf1?! is a common theme in this structure, but here it’s simply a mistake since Black can play 6 ... d5! 7 exd5 Nxd5 and have complete control of the centre.

  [image: ]

  After 8 Ng3 Black has many different options, but my favourite is the untried 8 ... Na5!?. Obviously Black wants to take the bishop-pair and 9 Nxe5 is very risky because of 9 ... Bb4+ when White has to lose his castling rights (although I’m not sure he wanted them in the first place). Black has more than enough compensation for a single pawn. 8 ... Bg4, as in A.Bayrak-E.Horn, Dresden 2004, is good as well.

  b) White can try to play a waiting game with 5 Nbd2 0-0 6 c3, but the move c2-c3 doesn’t work very well in an open centre. Black doesn’t have to shy away from 6 ... d5! when he has absolutely no problems at all. Black has many different ways to play this type of position and I’d just like to show you an extract from K.Szczepkowska-J.Krecji, Pobedsky 2009, where Black managed to obtain a very nice initiative on the queenside with some creative play: 7 Bb3 a5 8 0-0 Bg4 9 Re1 b5!? 10 a3 d4 11 c4 b4 12 Ba4 Nb8! 13 h3 Bxf3 14 Nxf3 Nfd7 15 Bb5?! c6 16 Ba4 Qc7 17 Bc2 Na6 18 a4 Nac5 19 b3 and by this point it was clear that Black’s creative strategy had succeeded very well. The game later ended in a draw, but his positional advantage here is beyond doubt.

  c) 5 h3 is a pet variation of GM Oratovsky. After 5 ... 0-0 he plays 6 a3 which actually isn’t bad. I like the continuation 6 ... d5 7 exd5 Nxd5 8 0-0 Nb6 9 Ba2 Qd6!?.
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  This will be followed by ... Be6 when Black has equalized, but the best player will usually win this type of position which might explain Oratovsky’s success in this variation.

  5 ... d6 6 h3 0-0

  I would rather play 6 ... Na5 to gain the precious c4-bishop, but there’s nothing wrong with the text move either.

  7 g4?!

  It would be interesting to know what van der Wiel had in mind when he went for this caveman attack. It’s probably a good idea to take a deep breath and remember the famous saying ‘The threat is stronger than the execution’, because White’s attack isn’t really dangerous and it shouldn’t succeed.

  7 ... Na5!

  Flear proceeds as usual. The bishop on c4 is eliminated and White is free to develop his so-called attack.

  8 Bb3 a6 9 Bd2 b5 10 Qe2 Nxb3 11 axb3 Bb7

  
  [image: ]

  Flear’s play is admirable. He has continued just as normal with standard development and White’s so-called attack is not nearly enough compensation for the bishop-pair.

  12 Rg1

  12 g5 Nd7 13 h4 isn’t dangerous either and after 13 ... Nb6 Black can start counterplay in the centre.

  12 ... b4 13 Nd1 d5!

  Everything looks like it comes straight out of the textbook. Flank play is met with a strike in the centre. Black is clearly in charge of the game.

  14 g5 Nd7 15 exd5 Bxd5 16 Ne3 Be6 17 Ng4 Bd6 18 0-0-0?!

  A bad mistake, but the position was already difficult.

  18 ... a5!

  [image: ]

  Now White’s king isn’t safe anywhere, and the a-file opens up very quickly. Van der Wiel probably felt the need to complicate the position, but it doesn’t work too well.

  19 Nf6+ Nxf6 20 gxf6 g6 21 Bg5 a4 22 bxa4 b3!

  A strong move, opening up the queenside as quickly as possible. White’s king is busted.

  23 Qe4 bxc2 24 Kxc2 Qd7 25 Ra1

  The white king’s shelter is close to non-existent and it’s just a matter of time until Black gets to it.

  25 ... Rfb8

  Even the cool rook-lift 25 ... Ra5!? looks decisive.

  26 Bd2 Bb3+ 27 Kb1 Bxa4 28 Ng5 Bc5 29 Bc3

  White has the sneaky 29 Nxf7!? ...

  [image: ]

  ... but Black has the nice 29 ... Qd4! which crowns his centralizing strategy. White loses heavy material after 30 Qxd4 Bxd4 31 Nh6+ Kf8.

  29 ... Bc6 30 Rxa8 Rxa8 31 Qe2 Bxf2!

  Accurate until the end.

  32 Rc1

  32 Qxf2 doesn’t work because of 32 ... Qxd3+ 33 Qc2 Ra1+! when White drops his queen.

  32 ... Bb5 33 Rd1 Ba4 34 Rd2 Bb3

  
  [image: ]

  A well-known mating pattern appears.

  35 Bb4

  35 Qxf2 leads to immediate mate after 35 ... Ra1+ 36 Kxa1 Qa4+ 37 Kb1 Qa2+ 38 Kc1 Qa1#.

  35 ... Qc6! 36 Qf1 Be3 37 Rg2 Bxg5 0-1

  

  Game 4
D.Barua-S.Ganguly
New Delhi 2009

  
1 e4 e5 2 Bc4

  The most common way for us to reach the game is through 2 Nf3 Nc6 3 Bc4 Nf6 4 d3 Be7.

  2 ... Nf6 3 d3 Nc6 4 Nf3

  After a slightly different move order than we’re used to, we’ve arrived at the key position.

  4 ... Be7 5 0-0

  As we saw in our previous game, White earns nothing by delaying castling. 5 Nc3 d6 6 a3 is very similar to the game; Black can play in similar fashion with 6 ... Be6.

  5 ... 0-0 6 Nc3 d6

  
  [image: ]

  This is the starting position for our Nc3 coverage. We’ve already seen this position in our introductory game Dolzhikova-Trent, where we saw what happened to White’s position if Black is allowed to play ... Na5 and capture the bishop on c4. Black’s last move defended the e5-pawn and thus ... Na5 is a threat.

  7 a4

  White grabs space on the queenside while giving the bishop a safe home on a2.

  Another critical continuation is the more cautious 7 a3 Be6 8 Re1!. Black’s last move prepared the ... d5 break (having the knight on c3 doesn’t prevent it forever), so White takes precautions against the black centre. This position is critical for this variation, and Black could easily find himself in a slightly passive position if he continues by playing slow developing moves. Note too that allowing ... Bxc4 is more harmonious for White with a pawn on a3 than on a4, because there is no hole on b4. Here Black has a choice:

  a) One move is 8 ... Qd7, which looks very natural, but White can play 9 Nd5! and although Black is probably fine, White might just have a tiny edge here.

  b) Bologan mentions 8 ... Nd4!? which I think is a good, solid move. After 9 Nxd4 exd4 10 Bxe6 fxe6 11 Ne2 Black is probably fine after 11 ... c5. If Black feels uneasy with my main recommendation, he can always rely on Bologan’s move.

  c) 8 ... Nxe4!? is a surprising strike worth remembering.

  
  [image: ]

  After 9 Nxe4 (9 Bxe6 Nxc3 10 Bxf7+ Rxf7 11 bxc3 Qd7 is very pleasant for Black, who can exert pressure on the kingside) 9 ... d5 10 Bb5! (10 Neg5 dxc4 11 Nxe6 fxe6 12 dxc4 Qxd1 13 Rxd1 Rad8 is probably about equal; the e-pawns cover some important central squares and Black could even push ... e4 if White isn’t careful) 10 ... dxe4 11 Bxc6 bxc6 12 Nxe5 it looks like Black is the one who got tricked by the complications, but we’re not done yet: 12 ... Bd6! 13 Rxe4 Bd5 14 Re1 Re8. White’s rook is forced to retreat and Black can look forward to very decent Marshall-style compensation. On top of a good initiative on the kingside, Black’s two bishops can make White’s life very uncomfortable.

  7 ... h6

  Generally a useful move, although it’s not clear whether it’s necessary at this point.

  I would prefer the immediate 7 ... Be6!, after which 8 Re1 can be met in a similar fashion as after 7 a3, with 8 ... Nxe4 or Bologan’s 8 ... Nd4!?.

  8 h3 Be6

  Simple moves often do the trick. Black prepares ... Qd7, will centralize his rooks, and might even be able to strike in the centre as in this game.

  9 Qe2

  Not very challenging.

  The problems lie in 9 Re1!, after which it’s not completely clear what Black should play:

  a) After 9 ... Nxe4 10 Nxe4 d5 11 Bb5 dxe4 12 Bxc6 bxc6 13 Nxe5 Bd6 14 Rxe4 Bd5 Black finds it more tough to find a free-flowing initiative on the kingside than with the pawns on h2 and h7. White should be better.

  b) 9 ... Nd4 isn’t pleasant either because of 10 Nxd4 exd4 11 Bxe6 fxe6 12 Ne2 c5 13 Nf4!.

  
  [image: ]

  This exploits the big weakness on g6 that was caused by the ... h6 move.

  c) Maybe Black has to go for 9 ... Qd7 10 Nd5 when he’s a tiny bit worse, but there’s a long game ahead.

  9 ... Qd7

  Black could also go for simplifications with 9 ... Nd4.

  10 Be3 d5!

  Black seizes his chance and breaks in the centre. This break is very typical when White has played Be3, but it wasn’t clear what White should have done anyway.

  11 exd5 Nxd5

  [image: ]

  We have a typical Open Games position where Black has more space in the centre and White tries to prove the black centre is weak. Chances are balanced.

  12 Bb5 Nxc3 13 bxc3 Bf6 14 d4 exd4 15 cxd4 a6 16 Bc4 Na5 17 Bxe6 Qxe6

  White has managed to grab his own space in the centre, but is leaving holes behind. The c4-square is especially weak and while the engine might think the position is equal, Black is the one with the more comfortable position.

  18 Rab1 Rfe8 19 Qd3 Rad8 20 Bd2

  It looks like White has managed to trick Black by attacking both the a5-knight and the b7-pawn, but Ganguly has seen further. White’s centre is about to crumble.

  20 ... Nc4 21 Rxb7 c5!

  [image: ]

  The enormous pressure in the centre gives Black excellent counterplay.

  22 Bc3 Qc6 23 Rbb1 Na3 24 Ra1?!

  Barua cracks under the pressure and after this error Black’s advantage is indisputable. White could have kept the position equal with 24 Ba5! Nxb1 25 Bxd8 Rxd8 26 Rxb1 cxd4 27 a5! when he creates counterplay against the pawn on a6.

  24 ... Nxc2!

  [image: ]

  Ganguly doesn’t miss a chance like this.

  25 Rac1

  After 25 Qxc2? cxd4 the pin along the c-file is decisive.

  25 ... Nxd4 26 Nxd4 Qd6 27 Rfd1 cxd4

  After the complications, Black has ended up with a clear extra pawn, but translating an extra pawn into victory isn’t always easy. Ganguly does it excellently.

  28 Ba5 Rc8 29 Rxc8 Rxc8 30 Rb1 Qc6!

  The a4-pawn is weak.

  31 Qd1 Qc4 32 Bd2 Re8 33 a5 d3 34 Rc1 Qd5 35 Qf3 Qxf3 36 gxf3 Re2

  Black’s rook has managed to penetrate to the second rank. White now has trouble defending both d2 and f2.

  37 Rd1 Bd4 38 Be1 d2! 39 Bxd2 Rxf2 40 Kh1 Rxf3

  [image: ]

  Black’s extra d-pawn is transformed into two extra kingside pawns. The win is now a technicality, but it still requires care.

  41 Be1 Rf1+ 42 Kg2 Rg1+ 43 Kf3 Bf6 44 Kf2 Rg5 45 Rd6 Re5 46 Kf1 Re6 47 Rd7 g5 48 Bb4 Kg7 49 Bc5 Bc3 50 Bb6 Kg6 51 Rc7 Bb4 52 Rc4 Be1 53 Rc8 h5 54 Rg8+ Kf5 55 Rh8 Bc3 56 Rc8

  56 Rxh5 Kg6 is a very cute entrapment of White’s rook.

  56 ... Bb4 57 Rh8 h4 58 Ra8 Kg6 59 Rg8+ Kh6 60 Rh8+ Kg7 61 Ra8 Kg6 62 Kg2 f6 63 Kf3 Kf5 64 Rxa6 Bc5 65 Kg2 Rc6 66 Kf3 Rd6 67 Ra8 Bxb6 68 axb6 Rxb6 69 Ra5+ Kg6 70 Kg2 Rb2+ 71 Kg1 Re2 72 Rb5 Re3 73 Kg2 Re2+ 74 Kg1 Re5 75 Rb6 Kf5 76 Kg2 Re2+ 77 Kg1 Ke5 78 Kf1 Re3 79 Kg2 f5 0-1

  A great game by Ganguly.

  

  Game 5
G.Souleidis-M.Ragger
German League 2007

  
In this game we will see another way for White to deal with the threat of ... Na5, by giving the bishop a square on c2.

  
  1 e4 e5 2 Nf3 Nc6 3 Bc4 Nf6 4 d3 Be7 5 0-0 0-0 6 Bb3

  A good move. The bishop can be tucked away on c2 and White waits for ... d6 before playing c3.

  6 ... d6

  There’s some coverage of 6 ... d5 in the theoretical introduction, above, but this is my main recommendation. Once again, Black has ... Na5 on his mind.

  7 c3 d5!

  [image: ]

  What’s going on here? Black just moved his pawn to d6, and on the very next move he moves it again. Compared to 6 ... d5, we simply gave away a free tempo to White. But what’s important is the inclusion of c2-c3, which isn’t White’s dream move. It weakens the d3-pawn a lot and assures Black of good counterplay. Technically Kupreichik played it first, but Romanishin made it popular by using the variation repeatedly in 1988.

  8 exd5

  In this game we will deal with this capture. It’s more popular to maintain the tension in the centre with 8 Nbd2 or with 8 Qe2. These moves will be dealt with in our next game.

  8 ... Nxd5 9 Re1

  The usual continuation, putting immediate pressure on the e5-pawn.

  9 h3 is the calmer alternative, which eliminates the pin with ... Bg4. On the other hand, Black gets more time to consolidate his centre. 9 ... Bf5! puts pressure on White’s d3-pawn and after 10 Re1 Bf6 White would like to find a way to develop his pieces. The manoeuvre Nb1-d2-e4 would be nice to accomplish, but the d3-pawn is a constant problem. Of course, 11 Bc2 Nb6! (keeping more pressure on d3 and making sure Nbd2 is impossible) 12 Qe2 Nd5! (now White probably has nothing better than repeating the position as ... Nf4 is an issue) 13 Qf1 is playable, but White’s development has undoubtedly become quite artificial. One decent way to continue is 13 ... a5 14 Nbd2 a4, grabbing space on the queenside. Chances are about equal.

  9 ... Bg4!

  Compared to 6 ... d5, White’s weak d3-pawn makes Black’s pawn sacrifice very attractive.

  10 h3 Bh5

  [image: ]

  11 g4

  Generally the critical continuation, but White should probably stay clear of it. That said, 11 Nbd2 Nf4! is not pleasant to face either.

  11 ... Bg6 12 Nxe5 Nxe5 13 Rxe5 c6

  Black’s compensation lies in his rapid development and the numerous weaknesses in the white camp. Apart from White’s kingside, the d3-pawn is again an issue.

  14 Bxd5?!

  A mistake after which Black’s initiative becomes very dangerous. Instead:

  a) 14 Nd2 is a common idea, but here 14 ... Nf4! is a huge problem.

  b) 14 Qf3 might be the best try, but Black still seems to be better after 14 ... Bd6 (14 ... Bf6!? is an interesting alternative as well) 15 Rxd5 (trying to give back some material to consolidate) 15 ... cxd5 16 Bxd5 Qe7 when his rapid development continues to count for something and White no longer has a material advantage. Also possible here is 15 Re1 Bc7!.

  
  [image: ]

  This prepares ... Qd6 with a very dangerous attack.

  14 ... Bd6

  14 ... Bf6 might be even better.

  15 Rg5

  Not good, but White already has serious problems as 15 Re1 cxd5 is extremely dangerous for him.

  15 ... cxd5 16 Qf3 f5!

  [image: ]

  A very strong move by Ragger. Opening the f-file is the highest priority.

  17 gxf5 Be7

  The tactical reason why 16 ... f5 works. If Black manages to open up the f-file for nothing, White will be busted.

  18 f6 Bxf6 19 Qxd5+

  [image: ]

  19 ... Rf7!

  Very strong. The natural 19 ... Kh8 isn’t as accurate as 20 Qxd8 Raxd8 21 Rxg6! hxg6 22 d4 keeps White in the game.

  20 Qxd8+ Rxd8 21 Rxg6 hxg6 22 Be3

  The reason 22 d4 doesn’t work well now is because 22 ... Bh4! wins the f2-pawn.

  22 ... Rxd3 23 Nd2 Rfd7

  Black has a comfortable extra exchange and he would love to trade a pair of rooks which would leave White’s queenside up for grabs. Winning is just a matter of technique.

  24 Rd1 Bd8!

  Black exchanges the bishop on e3 which holds White’s position together.

  25 Kf1 Bb6 26 Ke2 Bxe3 27 fxe3 b5!

  [image: ]

  White is stuck in a kind of zugzwang where only his pawns can move.

  28 h4 Kh7 29 a4 a6!

  Black doesn’t need to give White any passed pawns and Ragger went on to win after activating his king.

  30 axb5 axb5 31 e4 Kh6 32 Ke1 Kh5 33 Ke2 Rd8 34 Ke1 Re3+ 35 Kf2 Rxe4 36 Nxe4 Rxd1 37 b3 Kxh4 38 Ke2 Rb1 39 b4 g5 40 Nd6 g4 41 Nf5+ Kh3 42 Nxg7 g3 43 Nh5 g2 44 Nf4+ Kg3 45 Nxg2 Kxg2 46 Kd3 Rd1+ 0-1

  
 Game 6
A.Sitnikov-O.Romanishin
Kavala 2006

  
1 e4 e5 2 Bc4 Nf6 3 d3 Nc6 4 Nf3 Be7

  Again we meet this move order. Once more, the usual path to reaching this position is 2 Nf3 Nc6 3 Bc4 Nf6 4 d3 Be7.

  5 c3

  Another transposition. 5 0-0 0-0 6 Bb3 d6 7 c3 d5 is the ‘normal’ path to the position in the game.

  5 ... 0-0 6 0-0 d6

  As you will notice in Game 7, in this particular position (with an early c2-c3), I like the immediate 6 ... d5.

  7 Bb3 d5

  And here we are! Black’s ingenious tempo loss, played by none other than the inventor himself, Oleg Romanishin. We saw what happened after 8 exd5 in our previous game. In this game we will see what happens if White maintains the tension in the centre.

  8 Nbd2

  The most popular move.

  8 Qe2 is quite a logical move too as it protects e4, puts pressure on e5 and prepares a future Rd1. I used to find 8 Qe2 the most challenging move, until I found 8 ... Be6!, which has only been played once, back in 1990.

  [image: ]

  Now:

  a) Normal developing moves like 9 Nbd2 can never be a refutation of Black’s idea. Indeed, Black is definitely not worse after simple developing moves such as 9 ... Qd7 followed by placing the rooks in the centre.

  b) 9 Ng5 Bg4 is nothing for White either.

  c) Grabbing the pawn is the obvious challenge to Black’s idea, but this also involves some risk-taking: 9 exd5 Nxd5 10 Nxe5 Nxe5 11 Qxe5 Re8 (11 ... Bd6 is probably good as well; the nature of the position doesn’t change much) and compared to the similar Marshall Attack, Black has aggressive ideas that go beyond mating the white king. He could, of course, hunt down the king, but I also like the following approach: 12 Qg3 a5! (this pawn is a strong, advancing wedge that will weaken the white queenside even further) 13 Nd2 a4 14 Bc2 a3!.

  [image: ]

  It’s clear that White isn’t in charge. Black has full compensation.

  8 ... dxe4

  The simple equalizer. White can hardly hope for anything substantial in the symmetrical structure that arises.

  9 dxe4

  After 9 Nxe4 Black won’t be helpful by letting White get rid of his weak d3-pawn. 9 ... Bf5 is probably to be preferred, with at least equality.

  9 ... Bc5!

  A standard idea worth remembering. The bishop goes to the more active a7-g1 diagonal and frees a very natural square on e7 for the queen.

  10 h3

  10 Qe2 immediately looks more to the point, but it doesn’t change the nature of the position: 10 ... Qe7 11 Nc4 (in a very similar position, GM Slavisa Brenjo thinks White is slightly better, but he only consider the slightly passive ... a6) 11 ... a5! 12 Bc2 (12 Ba4 h6 13 Rd1 Bd7 14 Ne3 is equal as well) 12 ... b6.

  [image: ]

  This set-up was played in a similar position in E.Alekseev-M.Carlsen

  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
    6 Re1 d6 7 a4 is the theoretically most challenging variation, where I’ve recommended the dynamic 7 ... Kh8. I predict a rise in the popularity of this variation because while Black still has to play accurately to equalize theoretically, his dynamic, attacking possibilities are very attractive.
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