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Explanation of symbols

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



	♔

	King



	♕

	Queen



	♖

	Rook



	♗

	Bishop



	♘

	Knight
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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



	ch

	championship



	zt

	zonal tournament



	izt

	interzonal tournament



	ct

	candidates tournament



	tt

	team tournament



	ol

	olympiad



	m

	match




 

 

Explanation of coloured features in diagrams:

[image: Img] Green: good move, structure, plan or square

[image: Img] Blue: options, ideas, possibilities

[image: Img] Red: the piece or square is threatened or weak






Preface

Welcome to Keep It Simple: 1.e4 – 2.0!

This book provides a complete repertoire for the white pieces, based on the most popular and ‘best by test’ opening move 1.e4.

Before we discuss the contents, some words about me. My name is Christof Sielecki, I am an International Master and a professional chess teacher and content creator. I started this profession in 2014. I offered chess lessons to individual students and groups online and over the board.

This focus has changed, mostly due to the first edition of Keep It Simple: 1.e4, released in 2018, a groundbreaking course for Chessable and for me. It was the first course to feature video, the first to be converted to a printed book (also with New In Chess), and the reason why I am a full-time course creator now. The reception of the course was outstanding. Even after almost five years since the release, students play the suggested lines and use the course to build and improve their opening repertoire.

Since 2018, I have created a dozen courses for Chessable, including two more Keep It Simple courses. One about 1.d4 for White, one to handle the black pieces. Keep It Simple for Black was released at Christmas 2021 and thus a late entry for the Chessable Awards. It won prizes for ‘Course of the Year’ and ‘Opening Course of the Year’, which felt like a late Christmas present to me! The students loved the key changes that I had made, compared to earlier courses. The most common request that I received was: ‘Make a new version of KIS 1.e4, in the style of KIS for Black’. Well, here it is!

Let’s talk about the concept of ‘Keep It Simple’ and this book.

– The chosen lines are easy to learn and practical. I want to follow simple recipes, if possible. In some cases, I suggest more ambitious lines or moves that pose more problems for our opponent. Some of the lines are sharp and tactical. Simple does not mean ‘boring’!

– It must be possible to find your way even if you forgot your lines. The book provides guidelines and rules of thumb to understand the concepts better. This makes it easier to find your way, even if you have forgotten your move-by-move preparation.


– All chosen opening lines are fully sound and playable for a wide range of players. All the lines are well-founded on sound principles and not ‘refutable’, not even by very strong opponents that prepare for the game. I suggest mainstream openings that can be played on all levels: from your local town championships to online speed chess to classical time control games against titled opponents.

– We have about the same number of variations as in KIS for Black, but even more explanations and guidance. I focus on lines that strike a balance between best play/master level, and lines that regularly occur in amateur games. The book does include high-level theory, but also keeps an eye on typical early mistakes or wrong concepts that are employed by amateur players.

Some topics are best presented together. To have a better grip on the large number of chapters, the book is grouped into sections that each have an Intro/Overview. These Intros explain how the chapters tie together and why the selected lines were chosen.

Here is a list of the sections and a brief overview of the repertoire choices.

A. 1.e4 e5: Open Games – 10 chapters

I suggest playing the Ruy Lopez 1.e4 e5 2.♘f3 ♘c6 3.♗b5, a major change from the first edition. The Ruy Lopez is a great opening that will lead to exciting games. It is a very versatile opening that teaches you a lot about chess in general. It’s not a ‘simple’ opening, but I have selected lines that make it accessible to you.

B. 1.e4 c5: Sicilian Defence – 8 chapters

We fight the Sicilian with a combination of ♗b5 lines and a delayed version of the c3-Sicilian (Alapin). The key lines are the Rossolimo Variation 1.e4 c5 2.♘f3 ♘c6 3.♗b5, the Moscow Variation 1.e4 c5 2.♘f3 d6 3.♗b5+, and the line 1.e4 c5 2.♘f3 e6 3.c3. This approach avoids the ‘Open Sicilians’, while still challenging Black. The first edition was based on the same concept, and there was no reason to change it. All the chapters are fully updated and improved, though. There are several changes and much more instruction and strategy pointers.


C. 1.e4 e6: French Defence – 3 chapters

I suggest fighting the French Defence with the Tarrasch Variation 1.e4 e6 2.d4 d5 3.♘d2, a change from the first edition, which featured the Exchange Variation. The Tarrasch exerts more pressure, while keeping our theoretical workload reasonable. The resulting positions also harmonize well with our choices against the Sicilian and the Caro-Kann, as we frequently play against the Isolated Queen’s Pawn.

D. 1.e4 c6: Caro-Kann Defence – 2 chapters

I suggest playing the Exchange Variation against the Caro-Kann, a new addition to the repertoire. I got interested in this line while writing my KIS for Black course, which featured the Caro-Kann from Black’s perspective. I noticed that Black’s job is not easy and felt the Exchange is an excellent weapon for White in the KIS context.

E. 1.e4 d5: Scandinavian Defence – 3 chapters

The theory of the Scandinavian has not changed much in the last years. My basic recommendations have not changed, as the ways to an advantage for White are well-known. There are several improvements and simplifications compared to the first edition, though.

F. 1.e4 d6/g6: Pirc and Modern Defences – 3 chapters

This section features various lines based on ...d6 and ...g6, like the Pirc and Modern Defences. I suggest playing an aggressive system, based on an early f4.

G. 1.e4: other replies – 2 chapters

This section covers Black’s rare first moves, from Alekhine’s Defence to 1...♘c6 and 1...b6.

It is also important to note that it is possible to only employ the material from certain sections of this book. You can, for example, easily combine your favourite lines from the first edition with new ones presented here.

Enjoy the course and your games with 1.e4 !

Christof Sielecki
 Dinslaken, Germany, September 2023






SECTION A

Open Games: introduction

1.e4 e5 2.♘f3

[image: IMg]

We start this book with 1...e5, Black’s symmetrical answer to 1.e4. Openings arising after this reply are often called ‘Open Games’, but whether the game will open up soon depends a lot on both players’ choices. You will meet 1.e4 e5 frequently – 30% of the games sounds about right.

White has many options against 1...e5 – what to play? I suggest 2.♘f3, when we have a split between 2...♘c6 (by far the most popular), 2...♘f6 (The Petroff), and rare lines.

Against 2...♘c6, I recommend in this repertoire 3.♗b5, the Ruy Lopez. This might come as a surprise, as the Ruy Lopez does not have a reputation of being a ‘simple’ opening. I agree that it is more complex than other openings, but it depends greatly on the choices both players make afterwards.

Learning a repertoire based on the Ruy Lopez is worth the effort for numerous reasons:

1) It leads to interesting and fighting positions. In most lines, there are no early trades and simplifications.

2) It’s versatile. Against some defences, we can play aggressively in the centre (c3 & d4). In other cases, the position will be more closed, and we can drum up an attack on the kingside after shifting our pieces to this side of the board. The Ruy is a great opening to learn a variety of middlegame structures.

3) It’s easy to modify later. Based on the framework you learn in this book, you can easily expand and change parts of it later.

These points are key considerations for me.

‘Keep it Simple’ does not mean: ‘Make it Boring!’. Learning the Ruy Lopez is time well invested – you will get interesting positions, challenge your opponent, and will learn a lot about chess.

We will start with an overview of the Ruy Lopez. Black has many options against it. The best way to understand the various options is by viewing them on a conceptual basis.

Black’s best defensive approach in the Ruy Lopez

The best defences for Black are 3...a6 4.♗a4 ♘f6 and 3...♘f6. In both cases, Black attacks our unprotected e-pawn. This approach looks very natural and logical. The knight is developed to its best square, and White has to worry about the e-pawn. In both cases, I recommend covering the e-pawn by playing d3.

The lines 3...a6 4.♗a4 ♘f6 5.d3 and 3...♘f6 4.d3 are closely related and share multiple ideas.

[image: IMg]

In the first version (see diagram), Black gains the additional option ...b5, which changes the position considerably. This leads us to the first four and most important chapters about the Ruy Lopez.

3...a6 4.♗a4 ♘f6 5.d3


After 5...b5 6.♗b3, Black has two main ways to develop his king’s bishop.

[image: IMg]

- 6...♗c5 is a popular option. It is the most active development of the king’s bishop. This move is the subject of Chapter 1.

- 6...♗e7 (Chapter 2) is a more modest development, avoiding possible pins by White (♗g5 is a key idea in A).

Black has two more ways of reacting to 5.d3: after White has reliably covered e4 with 5.d3, the threat of 6.♗xc6 and 7.♘xe5 is serious. 5...d6 and 5...♗c5 both defend the e-pawn – the bishop move is based on 6.♗xc6 dxc6 7.♘xe5?? ♕d4, when Black wins. These two lines, as well as a few minor lines after 5...b5 6.♗b3, are covered in Chapter 3.

In the Berlin Defence 3...♘f6, after 4.d3 (Chapter 4) Black’s situation is different.
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Since 4...a6 is too late now as White can take on c6 and e5, Black has to do something about the e-pawn. Therefore, 4...d6 and 4...♗c5 are the moves here. We handle these options in the same style as in Chapter 3. There are plenty of parallels and transpositions. These lines are less dependent on concrete move-orders but more based on concepts and understanding. We save a lot of learning effort as White in this way, as we have a framework of ideas that work against two important defences by Black.

Black’s old-fashioned defences

[image: IMg]

[image: IMg]

3...♗c5 (Chapter 5, diagram left) is called the Classical Defence. Black fails to put pressure on e4, allowing us the aggressive reply 4.c3, intending d4 next. It’s important to understand that 3...♘f6 4.d3 ♗c5 is a much better version of ...♗c5, as we have already played d2-d3. In the Classical, we manage d2-d4 with a tempo on Black’s bishop. White can count on advantage in the Classical, based on this concept. In the chapter on the Classical, we also study the much rarer 3...a6 4.♗a4 ♗c5 5.c3 and the even more exotic 3...a6 4.♗a4 b5 5.♗b3 ♗c5 6.c3 – they all share the same ideas and are best evaluated in one chapter.

Chapter 6 is about the Steinitz Defence 3...d6 (see right diagram) and the Steinitz Deferred 3...a6 4.♗a4 d6. The early ...d6 does not put any pressure on our e4-pawn and blocks Black’s f8-bishop. This allows us to open the position favourably with a quick d4. The Original Steinitz is a bad defence for Black, while the Deferred is a bit trickier to handle. We need the correct move-orders to open the game favourably.


Risky/odd defences for Black

[image: IMg]

Black can play in gambit style with 3...f5 (the Schliemann Gambit) and 3...a6 4.♗a4 f5. The second version is known to be bad for Black, while 3...f5 has the reputation of being risky but playable. I suggest a reply that is easy to handle and looks good for White. These lines are discussed in Chapter 7.

We have a final chapter for the Odds and Ends in the Ruy Lopez, including defences like the Bird (3...♘d4), the Cozio (3...♘ge7) and the Smyslov (3...g6): Chapter 8.

The Bird is dubious, as it weakens Black’s pawn structure and loses time. The Cozio and Smyslov don’t put any pressure on our centre and give us some leeway. I suggest a pragmatic solution based on a quick d2-d4, a similar concept as against the Steinitz.

This makes eight chapters on the Ruy Lopez.


Other options for Black on move 2

1.e4 e5 2.♘f3 ♘f6, the Petroff Defence (Chapter 9), has a reputation of being a super-solid opening for a reason.

[image: IMg]

Black responds to our attack on e5 with a counter-attack on e4 and does not mind playing a symmetrical position. I suggest fighting the Petroff with 3.♘xe5 and opting for the Classical main line. It allows us to play for an advantage without taking undue risks.

1.e4 e5 2.♘f3: other moves (Chapter 10).

[image: IMg]

Well, the only good move in this chapter is 2...d6, the Philidor Defence. White will have an advantage here, but it is still better for Black than the shady gambits 2...d5 and 2...f5 that I will cover too.






CHAPTER 1

Ruy Lopez: 3...a6 4.♗a4 ♘f6 5.d3 b5 6.♗b3 ♗c5

1.e4 e5 2.♘f3 ♘c6 3.♗b5 a6 4.♗a4 ♘f6 5.d3 b5 6.♗b3 ♗c5

[image: IMg]

This chapter covers one of Black’s main paths in the Ruy Lopez after 3...a6 4.♗a4 ♘f6 5.d3, namely the line 5...b5 6.♗b3 ♗c5. Compared to 6...♗e7 (see Chapter 2), Black elects to develop their bishop to a more active square. This changes the position considerably, compared to 6...♗e7, which is less ambitious.

One change is White’s option of ♗g5, which establishes a pin now. We will use this motif in some lines, but our starting move is different and somewhat surprising at first sight. We will start with 7.♘c3. This move looks strange, given the plan of playing c3 and d4, which should still be on our agenda.

The point of 7.♘c3 is first to play ♘c3-d5 and then continue with c3 and d4, depending on Black’s response. I like this idea much, compared to the more familiar concept of playing c3 and continuing with the knight tour ♘b1-d2-f1-g3. In the variation 1.e4 e5 2.♘f3 ♘c6 3.♗b5 a6 4.♗a4 ♘f6 5.d3 d6 we need to play 6.c3 and go for this plan. This type of play wouldn’t be terrible here, but we can be more cunning by playing 7.♘c3. You will see that Black has many pitfalls to navigate.

How should Black react to our move? They must consider our ideas ♘d5 and ♗g5 – allowing both moves can easily spell trouble for Black. The knight jump to d5 is annoying in itself, as Black would like to capture it, but in reply both exd5 and ♗xd5 can be problematic. Our bishop is not badly placed on d5 and usually White will recapture with it.

Conceptually speaking, Black has three moves that look reasonable – right now or on the next move. They can think of ...d6, ...h6 and ...0-0, but combining them correctly is tricky. Black has to navigate several pitfalls. Let’s check some possible options. Our job is easy, as we want to play ♘d5 next in all cases.

[image: IMg]
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As we will see in line A), capturing the knight is unattractive for Black.

B) Black can castle early, but it can turn out to be risky: 7...0-0 (diagram left) 8.♘d5 h6 9.c3 d6? is a common sequence, but it leads to huge problems for Black – more on this fun line later! This position may also arise if Black starts like in C, but castles soon after. I cover all early ...0-0 lines from the 7...0-0 move-order and will mention the possible transpositions.

C) Black can combine ...h6 and ...d6: 7...h6 8.♘d5 d6 and 7...d6 8.♘d5 h6 lead to the same position (diagram right). This prevents early ♗g5/♘d5 combos and delays castling for a moment. This strategy can be continued with the sophisticated 9...♖b8, which is the main line of this chapter.


A) 7...d6

Black can start with this move if they intend to delay castling, as after 8.♘d5 the best choice is 8...h6 – this line is examined via 8...h6 9.♘d5, though (line C).

8.♘d5

We stick with our concept and go for the knight jump. The pin 8.♗g5 h6 9.♗xf6 ♕xf6 10.♘d5 ♕d8 11.c3 is less challenging for Black, but it is certainly a healthy alternative. After 8.♘d5, Black’s choice is limited, as we threaten ♗g5 with much greater effect.
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Let’s make a list of moves:

1) It is not surprising that 8...h6! is the best option, which leads to the main lines of our chapter – 7....h6 8.♘d5 d6 is the move- order I chose to examine it;

2) 8...0-0? 9.♗g5 is a terrible idea when Black can’t avoid the destruction of their kingside. I examine this option via the move-order 7...0-0 8.♘d5 d6? 9.♗g5, please have a look there for more carnage;

3) 8...♗e6? 9.♗g5 is not as terrible as B, but still great for White. Black’s damaged structure can’t be repaired;

4) That leaves 8...♘xd5 to study. It’s better for White, but we have to avoid a pitfall.

8...♘xd5 9.♗xd5 ♗d7

This looks more logical than going 9...♗b7 and creating a self-pin. We have a nice advantage after simple play like 10.c3 or 10.0-0, followed by c3.

Let’s focus on 9...♗d7, which is a more important move.

[image: IMg]

We now have to avoid a tempting move. After 10.♘g5? Black has the amazing 10...h6!, because 11.♘xf7?? ♕f6! 12.0-0 ♖f8 sees our knight trapped on f7! The move 10...h6 is not easy to find for Black, but even 10...♕f6 is good for Black... so just avoid the knight jump.

10.♗g5!

It’s much better to use this square for our bishop! Now we have a nice advantage with easy moves, as 10...f6 11.♗d2 looks horrific for Black due to the weaknesses on the kingside. 10...♕c8 11.♘h4!

We are also substantially better after simpler moves, like 11.0-0 or 11.♗e3, but the knight jump is strong. We get ♘f5 on the map, but also ♕h5.

[image: IMg]

A challenging position for Black! As we are already in quite exotic territory, I’ll end the line here. Want to see a fun line, though? What about 11...♖b8 12.♕h5 0-0 13.♗f6! gxf6 14.♗xc6 ♗xc6 15.♘f5 ♔h8 16.♕h6 and ‘game over’!

B) 7...0-0

Castling can’t be a bad move, but we will see that Black’s job is not easy after committing the king that early. I decided to organize the move-orders in a way that all early ...0-0 positions are shown here, but Black may also play a different seventh move and castle on move 8 or 9 when we reach the same lines.

8.♘d5

[image: IMg]

We always start with the knight jump, setting up the ♗g5 and c3 ideas. Black now has to worry about ♗g5; their options are:

1) 8...d6? (B1) ignores our idea and runs into 9.♗g5, when Black’s kingside is torn apart;

2) Black’s most popular move is 8...h6 now, stopping the pin (B2). We will see that Black is in danger of losing a miniature – look forward to some fun lines;

3) 8...♘xd5 (B3) is rarely played but looks better than the alternatives. We will get a small and comfortable advantage, but Black won’t get checkmated quickly – that might happen after options 1 or 2!

B1) 8...d6?

Black ignores the ♗g5 idea, a fairly basic mistake. Let’s have a quick look at how to exploit it.

9.♗g5

Now Black is too late to save their kingside structure. Depending on Black’s reply, ♘xf6+ or ♗xf6 tears down Black’s defence.
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9...♗g4

Black has tried some other desperate defences.

1) 9...♗e6 is the most common move, trying to take our knight. We have a direct win against it: 10.♘xf6+ gxf6 11.♗h6 ♖e8 12.♗xe6 fxe6 13.♘d4! and Black loses the house;

2) 9...♘a5 is a tougher try. A convincing way to put Black away is 10.♘d2!, clearing the way for our queen to f3 or h5. After 10...c6 11.♘xf6+ gxf6 12. ♗h6 ♘xb3 13.♘xb3 ♖e8 14.♘xc5 dxc5 15.♕h5 Black won’t survive. We will open the position with f4 next.

These are two sample lines. White has multiple ways to punish Black, so there is no need to learn them by heart.

10.♕d2!

We have many winning moves, but the text is crushing and instructive. We want to play ♗xf6 and ♕h6 next.

10...♖e8 11.♗xf6 gxf6 12.♕h6

[image: IMg]

And it’s over. After 12...♖e6 White wins with just about any move, but 13.♘e3 and 13.h3 are the most convincing.

B2) 8...h6

By far the most popular move, but Black is walking a tightrope after weakening the kingside.

9.c3!

Playing 9.c3! is a standard idea in this chapter. We will usually play 7.♘c3, 8.♘d5 and 9.c3, but the exclam is set as a reminder that we don’t castle kingside for a reason.

I found some games here with 9...♖b8 or 9...♖e8, when White can play any ‘normal’ move, like castling. I suggest something else, though. Play 10.h3, intending 10...d6 11.♘xf6+ ♕xf6 12.g4, which is dangerous for Black. It’s not as powerful as the lines we will see in a minute, but still a good option.

9...d6?


[image: IMg]

The most common move by a mile, but it probably loses the game! That sounds harsh, but I don’t think Black should survive our attack. This position is very important, as it may occur via different move-orders. Black often starts with 7...d6 8.♘d5 h6 9.c3 or 7...h6 8.♘d5 d6 9.c3 and then 9...0-0, when we reach the same position. So... why is it all so grim for Black?

10.♘xf6+

It’s all about the position we will reach in a moment.

10...♕xf6 11.♗d5

An important move, pinning the knight. We force Black’s bishop to d7 when it’s difficult for our opponent to untangle. They can’t move the bishop or knight, so our attack will work well.

11...♗d7

11...♗b7 is even worse, as then we wouldn’t even need the next move and could play 12.g4! immediately.

12.♖g1!
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Boom! Yes, we will go g4-g5 and go for checkmate! This move has caught dozens of strong players off guard, including many GMs. It is one of those moves that fly under the radar, but once you see it, it makes perfect sense. The centre is stable, Black can’t move the ♘c6 or the ♗d7, and ...h6 has weakened their kingside.

B21) 12...♖ae8

Unpinning the knight, but it’s too late already.

13.g4 ♕g6

Here is a funny alternative line: 13...♘e7 14.g5 ♕g6 15.♘h4 ♕h7 16.g6 will likely lead to Black’s resignation!

14.g5 hxg5

We have already seen that 14...♘e7 15.♘h4 ♕h7 16.g6 wins quickly for White. The alternative 14...♕h5 15.gxh6 g6 16.♖g5 ♕xh6 17.♖g4 ♕g7 18.♖h4 is also crushing.

15.♗xg5
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Our immediate threat is ♘h4, followed by ♗f6. There is no way Black can survive our attack. It’s particularly nice that we didn’t need to sacrifice any material. It’s all for free!

B22) 12...h5

This looks like Black’s best try to defend.

13.h3

Black can’t stop g4 completely.

13...♖ae8

By far the best, to prepare ...♘e7.

14.g4
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Now we get to a late split. I usually want to avoid these deep lines, but here it’s fun and fascinating stuff. Black can trade on g4 now or play 14...♘e7, a stubborn defence.

B221) 14...hxg4

Black’s usual choice, but it’s not as challenging as 14...♘e7.

15.hxg4 ♘e7

Now we need to be precise, as there is only one forcing winning sequence.

16.♗g5!

It’s bad to play 16.g5? ♕g6 17.♘h4??, as 17...♕h7 attacks our knight. The way to go is playing ♗g5 and trading on e7, which makes our bishop on d5 stable again.

16...♕g6 17.♗xe7 ♖xe7 18.g5
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The winning concept. I will show you the threat by making a slow move for Black:

1) 18...a5 19.♘h4 ♕h7 20.♖h1 followed by ♕f3 to make the knight mobile and enable the jump to f5;

2) 18...♗e6 19.♘h4 ♕h7 20.♖h1 shows that White’s idea also works after a more relevant move. After 20...♗xd5 21.exd5 e4 22.d4 e3 23.f4 ♕e4 24.♕f3 ♕xf3 25.♘xf3 White is completely winning. Black’s bishop is dead, and we will still give mate on the h-file;

3) 18...♕h5 is a different try. Black avoids ♘h4 but is now hit from a different angle. White wins with either 19.♔e2! or 19.♔d2!, enabling ♖h1.

B222) 14...♘e7 15.♗g5!

We need to avoid the tempting move 15.g5? here because Black has a genius defence: 15...♕g6 16.♘h4 ♘xd5! 17.♘xg6 fxg6, and Black has good play for the queen!

We need to play 15.♗g5, similar to 14...hxg4 15.hxg4 ♘e7, when 16.♗g5! is important, as well!

15...♕g6
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Now we have a strong sequence that is tough to figure out, and therefore included here:

16.gxh5! ♕xh5 17.♗f6 ♘g6

After 17...g6 we should preserve our bishop with 18.♗b3 when Black’s weaknesses will be too serious to defend. The move 17...♘g6 is a tougher nut to crack.
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You can treat this position as a puzzle. With the right move, White can get a large/winning advantage; everything else is even good for Black.

18.♘xe5!!

BOOOM! What a move! Black has two possible replies, but they won’t save them:

1) 18...♕xd1+ 19.♖xd1 ♘xe5 20.♖xg7+ ♔h8 21.♖xf7+ is immediately over;

2) 18...♖xe5 19.♕xh5 ♖xh5 20.♖xg6 ends with an extra pawn for White and a dominating position. Black has avoided mate, though!

B3) 8...♘xd5

Rarely played, but a good move. We get a small advantage, but not more.

9.♗xd5
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Our bishop is nicely placed on d5, exerting some pressure. Black may often dismiss 8...♘xd5, as they feel this position looks too uncomfortable.

9...♖b8

This looks best. Black has to unpin the knight sooner rather than later. Now we can’t play 10.♗xc6 dxc6 11.♘xe5?? due to 11...♕d4, the usual tactical defence we see so often in the Ruy.

10.0-0

I suggest to castle first and then decide what to do. Black still has some untangling to do.

10...♕e8

Black prepares ...d6 with this slightly artificial move.

11.c3

We want to prepare d3-d4, of course. At this particular point, there are some interesting alternatives, like 11.♗e3, but playing according to a central strategy is a logical choice. We are slightly better here, as we will manage to play d4 and have more options, like a4, to open the a-file.

C) 7...h6

Black starts with the h-pawn, stopping our pinning idea. I am using this order to investigate the concept of delaying castling for Black.

8.♘d5

[image: IMg]

We play the knight jump against 7...d6, 7...0-0 and here – easy to remember. We have to investigate two main moves, but one is a transposition:

1) 8...d6 9.c3 is the main move, delaying castling. A different way to get there is 8...♖b8 9.c3 d6, which we will examine shortly;

2) 8...0-0 9.c3 is a very relevant alternative, examined via the move-order 7...0-0 8. ♘d5 h6 9.c3, which is dangerous for Black to handle.

8...d6

Black delays castling, a good strategy.

9.c3

The knight tour ♘c3-d5 was not played to give up on this central expansion, it remains a key part of our strategy. Now Black has to navigate a dangerous pitfall.
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If they play the natural move 9...0-0? we have 10.♘xf6+ ♕xf6 11.♗d5 ♗d7 12.♖g1! to transpose to the great attacking line we examined via the 7...0-0 move- order. As you can imagine, this happens a lot in practice.

What should Black do instead?

1) 9...♗e6 (C1) is a logical alternative, which intends to get rid of the knight with ...♗xd5 next. We have a fascinating choice against this idea – hang on;

2) 9...♖b8 (C2) looks like a good move and was recommended by Jan Gustafsson in his 1.e4 e5 course on Chessable. Black delays castling and removes the rook from possible problems on the long diagonal. This way, the c6-knight gets mobile after a trade on d5.

Both moves address a common problem for Black: the strong d5-knight. Other moves don’t address this issue and can quickly lead to problems. A funny line to demonstrate this is 9...♗g4?! 10.h3 ♗h5? (relatively best is 10...♗e6, but that was not the idea) 11.♘xf6+ ♕xf6 12.♗d5, which forces an unfortunate king move for Black! I also found some games with 9...♗a7, when 10.♘xf6+ ♕xf6 11.♗d5 ♗d7 12.a4 gives White a strong initiative with simple means.

C1) 9...♗e6

Black develops their bishop with a clear intention: chop off our strong knight. We have an interesting choice now: the simple way to play is capturing f6 and playing for a minimum edge or allowing the capture on d5.

I struggled a bit here about what to recommend. I found a fascinating idea after 10.0-0 that I would play in a game, but it might not be everybody’s cup of tea. So I decided to go for 10.♘xf6+ as my main suggestion, but here is the alternative idea I was talking about:

10.0-0 ♗xd5 11.exd5 ♘e7 is usually answered with 12.d4, when chances are about equal. The move I suggest is 12.♘h4!?, which sacrifices the d-pawn.
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Black has to be very careful now. Here are some ideas.

1) 12...♘exd5? 13.d4 ♗b6 14.♘f5 shows a key idea. Our knight is a monster on f5. Now 14....0-0? 15.dxe5 dxe5 16.♗xd5 ♘xd5 17.♕xd5 is a problem for Black, so they can’t castle and have to defend g7 with the king... not good!;

2) 12...♘fxd5? 13.d4 ♗b6 14.♖e1 is also great for White;

3) 12...g5? 13.♘f3 is too risky for Black. d3-d4 will open the game and expose their weaknesses;

4) 12...0-0 is critical when Black intends to take on d5 later. White has some interesting options now. If we play 13.♕f3, Black can still go 13...♘fxd5!, as 14.♗xd5 ♘xd5 attacks our h4-knight. One interesting idea is 13.♔h1!?, when 13...♘fxd5 14.♕g4 ♕c8 15.♕g3 ♔h7 16.f4 is a possible way. White has compensation for the pawn, but I was unsure if I should recommend this as my main suggestion. It’s complicated stuff, and these sample lines are just the tip of the iceberg. It’s always good to have some choice.

Let’s return to our simpler option now.

10.♘xf6+ ♕xf6 11.0-0
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It’s interesting to check Jan Gustafsson’s notes in his course. He mentions 9...♗e6 and evaluates 10.♘xf6 ♕xf6 11.0-0 as a tiny edge for White. This is the reason why he prefers 9...♖b8.

Let’s examine the situation. A key element is the two bishops on b3 and e6. Black could take on b3 or allow us to capture on e6. The easy part is evaluating 11...♗xb3 12.axb3, as it must be a bit better for White. Our rook always eyes the a-pawn, and we have more opportunities in the centre. The configuration of pawn c3 vs ♘c6 always makes it easier for us to play for d3-d4. Black probably rather wants us to capture on e6, so they prefer to castle:

11...0-0

It’s important to note that Black commits to 12.♗xe6 fxe6 now, as the queen recapture runs into a fork. If they want to avoid this structure, 11...♘e7 can be considered. 12.♗xe6 ♕xe6 13.d4 ♗b6 14.♖e1 is still a bit better for White. We have more space and ideas on the queenside, like a2-a4.

The position after 10.♘xf6+ ♕xf6 11.0-0 is a bit easier to play for White – this is a good example.

12.♗xe6 fxe6

Black has to accept the doubled pawns as 12...♕xe6?? 13.d4 is bad news.

13.b4 ♗b6 14.a4
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This type of position is well-known from many lines of the Ruy and the Italian. White is slightly better because Black’s structural problems are more important than the f-file. White always has ♗e3 or ♖a2 to secure f2, and we will try to open the a-file at a good moment.

C2) 9...♖b8

Black prepares to capture the knight, followed by ...♘e7.

10.d4

White has alternatives here – mostly 10.0-0, of course. I prefer the immediate 10.d4, as it poses more concrete problems.

10...♗a7

Black doesn’t want to give up the centre, of course. Now we need to be cunning. What about our e-pawn? Do we need to defend it?

11.♗e3
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No, we don’t. It turns out that 11...♘xe4 is not to be feared now.

Black has a range of moves here.

11...♘xe4 (C21), 11...0-0 (C23) and 11...♘xd5 (C22) are covered below.

I also checked 11...♘g4, when the long sequence 12.dxe5 ♘xe3 13.♘xe3 ♗xe3 14.fxe3 ♘xe5 15.♘xe5 dxe5 16.♕xd8+ ♔xd8 17.♗xf7 wins a pawn. It’s a useless pawn, though – no winning chances. Still, not a bad option if you are fine with a draw against a strong player.

The way to play for more is 12.0-0, as we don’t have to fear 12...♘xe3 13.fxe3, giving us good play on the f-file. ♕d1-e1-g3 and ♘h4 are the ideas. Note that Black’s a7-bishop stares at a pawn block on d4 now.

C21) 11...♘xe4

I only found one game featuring the pawn grab. White has too many annoying replies to make it an attractive prospect. A simple reply, leading to risk-free play for two results, starts with 12.dxe5, but there are alternatives I want to mention. They don’t promise more than the capture; they are just a lot sharper:

1) 12.0-0 is interesting. It looks like Black has to play 12...0-0, when 13.♖e1 ♗e6 14.♕d3 ♘g5 15.♘xg5 hxg5 16.dxe5 leads to complications that should result in equality;

2) 12.♕d3 ♘g5 13.♗xg5 hxg5 14.h4 gxh4 15.0-0-0 is the full caveman approach. The computer says it’s all 0.00, but this should be fun to check.

12.dxe5

This starts a sequence of trades.

12...♗xe3 13.♘xe3 ♘xe5

OK, it’s easy to spot, but still, 13...dxe5?? 14.♗d5 wins with a typical tactic.

14.♘xe5 dxe5 15.♕xd8+ ♔xd8 16.♗xf7

A long but forced line. White has a small endgame advantage now due to Black’s weaker structure.
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Black should play a ‘normal’ move now. In Kuipers-Geirnaert, Belgium tt 2017, Black tried to solve it by 16...♘xf2?, but 17.0-0! ♘e4 18.♖ad1+ ♘d6 19.c4 gave White a strong initiative.

C22) 11...0-0

This looks perfectly normal, but it has a tactical drawback.

12.dxe5
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Now Black needs to be precise:

1) 12..dxe5? is simple, when 13.♘xe5! wins on the spot;

2) The only good move is 12...♘xd5 and this is tough to figure out. Many lines hang on a thread for Black. They have to figure out that 13.♗xa7 ♘f4! 14.♗xb8 ♘xg2+ will ultimately lead to a draw, for instance. I suggest 13.exd5 ♗xe3 14.dxc6, when 14...♗f4 15.0-0 ♗xe5 16.♖e1 is slightly better for White due to our strong piece activity.

12...♘xe4? 13.♕b1!

A fun refutation that I wanted to show you. It looks like 13.♘b4 also wins, but 13.♕b1 is better and much more attractive! We attack the knight, and it has no good move! After 13...♘c5, we win with 14.♘f6+! gxf6 15.♕g6+ ♔h8 16.♕xh6+ ♔g8 17.exf6 – a great way to win a game!

13...♗xe3

Black also can’t play 13...♗f5, due to 14.♗xa7 ♘xa7 15.♗c2, when we win a piece.

14.♕xe4 ♗g5 15.h4
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White has a winning attack after 15...♗e7 16.♗c2 or 16.0-0-0, as played in the game Stijve-Kurmann, Bad Ragaz 2019. The player on the black side is a strong IM who now gave up the queen with 16...♘xe5 17.♘xe5 dxe5 18.♘f6+, which shows that Black is already very desperate.

C23) 11...♘xd5

Black realizes the core idea of ...♖b8: taking our knight.

12.♗xd5 ♘e7
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That’s the whole idea of 9...♖b8 – the knight can move now.

13.♗b3

I suggest this move instead of 13.dxe5 ♗xe3 14.fxe3 ♘xd5 15.♕xd5 0-0, which is the line in Jan’s course. Black has enough play for the pawn, and I’m not too fond of White’s compromised pawn structure. I think preserving our bishop poses more problems for Black.

I couldn’t find a game example after our move. It’s not so easy for Black, in my opinion. We will check two moves:

1) 13...♘g6?! (C231) looks solid, covering e5. But it runs into the powerful 14.h4! when Black gets under pressure;

2) 13...0-0 (C232) looks best, but is not an easy decision for Black as it offers a pawn again. We won’t take it, but more on that in a minute.

C231) 13...♘g6?!

Placing the knight on g6 would be a fine decision if both sides had castled kingside already. There are multiple reasons why we have not castled yet; here is one of them.

14.h4!

[image: IMg]

A surprisingly strong move! It’s all about the centre – we want to attack the knight with h4-h5 and undermine the support of e5.

Black is in trouble now, as this simple idea proves very effective. They can’t just ignore it; for example, after 14...0-0 15.h5 ♘f4 16.♗xf4 exf4 17.♕d2 ♕f6 18.♖f4 White wins the pawn and has a commanding position in the centre.

The engine thinks 14...exd4 15.cxd4 is relatively best, but this still gives White a large plus. We have a huge centre, and Black can’t castle easily. We can still castle queenside, an unusual sight in the Ruy.

I will examine 14...♕e7 now, which looks like a ‘human’ idea to me. Black covers e5.

14...♕e7 15.h5

Here we go. Now we still need to check one point.

15...♘f4 16.♗xf4 exf4

What to do about the e-pawn? We can cover it by playing 17.♗c2 and keep a large advantage. This is, however, not forced.

17.♕d2!

[image: IMg]

We ignore the attacked pawn. After 17...♕xe4+ 18.♔f1, we have a fantastic position. ♖e1 is coming with tempo, and ♖h4 will pick up the f-pawn. All our pieces are in the attack!

C232) 13...0-0

This looks best, but Black needs to know or figure out that 14.dxe5 ♗xe3 15.fxe3 is fine for them due to the strong move 15...♖b6!, which is not an easy task. Only the rook move is fully satisfactory for Black.

However, I don’t want to go pawn hunting with White.

14.♕d2

The sharpest move. We threaten 15.dxe5 now without allowing any structural problems after the trade on e3. We also have a second idea: the bishop sacrifice ♗xh6 !

14...exd4

Black can cover the pawn with 14...♘g6, but 15.h4 or 15.0-0-0 gives White good attacking chances. Taking on d4 is probably best, but again, not an easy decision.
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15.♗xh6!

It does not lead to an objective advantage for White, but it’s the most dangerous. Now Black has some relatively obvious ways to lose and others that lead to equal chances:

1) On 15...gxh6??, 16.♕xh6 wins on the spot. ♘g5 is a deadly threat;

2) 15...dxc3?? 16.♕g5 is also a win for White due to 16...♘g6 17.♕xg6 – we have a strong bishop!;

3) 15...♘g6 is best when 16.♗g5 ♕e8 17.0-0 leads to equal chances in the end, according to the comp. I’d still rather be White, besides the assumption of having a large advantage on the clock. The practical advantage is huge if you manage to blitz out all these moves while your opponent has to spend time finding everything.

Conclusion:

It’s not a surprise that Black obtains fair chances in the 6...♗c5 line. Black’s play is logical and according to sound principles. I think that 7.♘c3 is a good test of Black’s knowledge and abilities, though. There are many pitfalls to navigate, which often proves difficult in practice.






CHAPTER 2

Ruy Lopez: 3...a6 4.♗a4 ♘f6 5.d3 b5 6.♗b3 ♗e7

1.e4 e5 2.♘f3 ♘c6 3.♗b5 a6 4.♗a4 ♘f6 5.d3 b5 6.♗b3 ♗e7
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Black’s main path after 5.d3 is 5...b5 6.♗b3 and then either 6...♗c5 or 6...♗e7. 6...♗e7, examined in this chapter, is the more modest-looking of the two.

This is not a clear-cut assessment, though. Black’s motivation behind 6...♗e7 is not yet clear. They might want to play conservatively, based on ...d6, or aim at ...d7-d5 to open the centre.

One important difference with 6...♗c5 is that our idea of pinning the knight with ♗g5 is exclusive to the ...♗c5 set-ups. We fight 6...♗c5 with 7.♘c3 and hope to manage something like 7...d6 8.♘d5 0-0? 9.♗g5, when Black collapses. A very naive sequence, but it shows our basic plan.

When Black develops the bishop to e7, it makes little sense to play for this idea, as ♗g5 is not a pin. Therefore, we need a different approach to 6...♗e7, as the same patterns don’t work. The way to go is 7.a4!, attacking Black’s queenside. We will still frequently employ the move ♘c3 here, but with different ideas in mind.

It’s important to remember that we start attacking Black’s b-pawn immediately. We will castle kingside soon, but it’s more accurate to start with 7.a4. What is the difference?

Let’s compare to 7.0-0. Now Black’s b-pawn is not threatened, and they have a main choice between 7...0-0 and 7...d6. If they play 7...0-0 and we go 8.a4, the situation is the same as after 7.a4 – Black has the three options I mention below. However, if Black chooses 7...d6, they gain the additional option to answer 8.a4 with 8...♗d7 – a better bishop placement than on b7.

Of course, 7.0-0 is not a bad move. It transposes to 5.0-0 ♗e7 6.d3 b5 7.♗b3, one of White’s main Anti-Marshall weapons nowadays. But we can take advantage of our move-order by playing 7.a4 to reduce Black’s options.

After our move, Black has three answers. They all lead to distinctly different positions and each one involves its own individual, small concession.
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A) 7...b4 changes the queenside pawn structure. Black gains space and controls c3 (no ♘b1-c3-d5 ideas) but creates some weaknesses, like the c4-square.

B) 7...♖b8 gives us the a-file after 8.axb5 and a small advantage.

C) 7...♗b7 is the most popular move. One general objection against this move is that Black directs their bishop against a well-protected pawn on e4. It can be misplaced on its post – Black needs to be precise to prevent this scenario.

Interestingly, Black often gets close to equal chances from the engine, but White scores heavily against all three moves. To my mind, White’s play is a lot easier. I have played the black side of these lines frequently and never put in any serious study. The consequence was lots of suffering due to inaccurate play. Black needs to know some key points. Otherwise, they will often struggle.


A) 7...b4
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This pawn advance changes the structure considerably. Now any ideas of ♘c3 are out, but Black gives us control of c4, which could be a great square for a knight or a bishop.

There is one essential move that we have to play, though. I suggest making it immediately so that you remember you must play it in this pawn structure:

8.a5!

Moving the pawn to a5 is an essential part of our strategy after Black has decided to advance their b-pawn. We accomplish multiple goals with the pawn move:

1) The most important one: it stops ...♘a5. Black was not yet threatening the knight jump, but once e5 is covered, it is on. With ...♘a5, they will hit our bishop and can continue with ...c5 to expand on the queenside.

Here is an example: 8.0-0 d6 9.h3?! (still 9.a5! was good) 9...♘a5! 10.♗a2 c5, which helps Black a lot.

2) Related to point 1: Black’s queenside is tough to coordinate. The knight is not ideal on c6, and it has no good target squares to aim for.

3) We gain the a4-square for our pieces. Moving the bishop or rook to a4 can be an idea much later, putting pressure on the b4-pawn or on the queenside.

8...0-0

Black can also start with 8...d6 and castle on the next move; it makes no difference if they intend to play the pawn to d6. We examine 8...0-0 as the main move, as Black may go for dubious Marshall-style play on the next move.

9.0-0

It looks most natural to castle first, but I see no problem with starting with 9.♘bd2; our knight wants to go to c4 in the end.
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After castling, Black’s best is 9...d6 (A2), but we will also check the dubious move 9...d5?! (A1), in the style of the Marshall Attack.

A1) 9...d5?!

Black tries to play as actively as possible, but it doesn’t work out well, as we will see. I will devote some coverage to this move, as the arising complications are good to know and instructive.

10.exd5

Black’s problem will be the weak e5-pawn, making the capture the strongest move by far.

10...♘xd5 11.♖e1
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We attack Black’s e-pawn, but we don’t have to capture it if Black wants to sacrifice it. A key problem for Black is the queenside pawn formation, which gives us ideas like ♘b1-d2- c4 or ♗a4 at the right moment to increase the pressure on the pawn. We will see this approach against Black’s best move 11...♗b7 (A13), when we have an alternative option to grabbing the pawn immediately.

I will also check 11...♗g4 in this chapter (A12); a natural choice and the most popular move in practice. The third move I want to examine is 11...♗f6 (A11), trying to defend the pawn.

A11) 11...♗f6

A passive move to defend the pawn. We gain a large advantage now, using the perfect squares e4 or c4 for our knight.

12.♘bd2

On the way to e4 or c4. It’s tough to give Black advice here – they usually try 12...♗g4 in online games, so we’ll check this move.

12...♗g4 13.h3 ♗h5

It’s always an interesting question: play g4 or not in such a situation? Here it works perfectly:

14.g4 ♗g6 15.♘c4
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Attacking e5 is the strongest move. We attack e5 three times already, and we have ♗a4 to put even more pressure on Black. This would be very effective against ...♖e8, of course. Black also has to watch out for h3-h4-h5 or g4-g5. The move g4 gives us more options and has no drawback, as Black is far away from threatening our king.

A12) 11...♗g4

The most popular move – Black goes for a pin. We need to be aware of a typical tactical motif: should we play 12.h3 now? Or is it better to develop our knight?

12.♘bd2

The problem of 12.h3? is that Black has 12...♗xf3! 13.♕xf3 ♘d4!, which leads to complications that result in an equal position. We don’t need to worry about it all that much, as 12.♘bd2 gives us a huge advantage. We develop the knight to enable ♘xf3 after capture and prepare ♘c4 to add more pressure on e5.

12...♘d4
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13.♗c4!

After 13.♖xe5 ♘xb3 14.♘xb3 we are better, but it’s not as convincing as keeping our bishop. There is too much pressure on e5 anyway – Black is running out of tricks. Let’s have a look at the coolest line:

13...f6?

Black can play something like 13...♗f6 14.h3 ♗xf3 15.♘xf3 ♘xf3+ 16.♕f3 c6 17.♗d2, but it’s an awful position. We have great bishops, weaknesses to attack and easy ideas to improve. ♖e4 and ♖ae1 next look good. However, after 13...f6, it’s a ‘White to play and win’ exercise.
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14.♘xd4!

BOOM! If you read the notes to more twelve, this will come as no surprise. Always check if a pin on the queen can be handled by simply ignoring it. Here it works perfectly.

14...♗xd1

It will be a longer line, but let’s have some fun.

15.♘c6 ♕d7 16.♘xe7+

We have to take here, as 16.♗xd5+ ♔h8 wins for Black.


16...♕xe7

Or 16...♔h8 17.♘xd5 ♗xc2 18.♘xb4, leading to a similarly depressing position for Black.

17.♗xd5+ ♔h8 18.♖xd1!

It’s much better to take the bishop. After 18.♗xa8? ♗xc2, our structure is not as stable as we want it to be.

After 18.♖xd1 we have three minor pieces for the queen and a great position. Our pieces have stable squares and they coordinate well. Our bishop is great on c4, the rook goes to e1, and our knight has multiple good options. ♗e3 and ♘d2-b3- c5 come to mind. The route via f1 to e3 is interesting too.

If you wonder how bad this position is for Black: Stockfish is on +5 for White.

A13) 11...♗b7
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This looks like Black’s best try, giving up the e-pawn immediately. Should we grab on e5, or do we have a better option? This is not a clear-cut decision, I think. I will give the ‘not taking’ option as the main one, but will provide some info on the capture, too.

12.♘bd2

Our idea is ♘c4 next, using the weak squares and trying to capture e5 under more convenient circumstances.

After 12.♘xe5 ♘xe5 13.♖xe5 ♘f6 14.♖e1 c5 15.♘d2 Black does not have sufficient compensation for the pawn, but they have some activity. The engines prefer the pawn grab, but 12.♘bd2 looks excellent, too. Now Black can secure the pawn, though.

12...♔h8

Black prepares ...f6 to cover the pawn.

13.♘c4 f6

[image: IMg]

14.d4!

This is the point: we open the position now so that Black’s weaknesses are more exposed. This looks uncomfortable for Black to play. It’s a tough call between this approach and the pawn grab on move 12 – choose according to your taste.

A2) 9...d6

The sensible main move, not trying to solve issues radically. Black wants to develop the bishop to e6 next, in most cases.

10.♘bd2

[image: IMg]

On the way to c4, a great spot for our knight. Now Black’s most popular move is 10...♗e6, challenging our Ruy bishop. Some other moves will likely lead to 10...♗e6 territory, as it’s such a natural square for the bishop.

Playing 10...♗g4? makes no sense for Black, as 11.h3 sends the bishop back to e6. 11...♗h5? would be even worse, as the bishop is offside and abandons the defence of the light squares on the queenside. White is much better after 12.g4 or the less committal 12.c3 ♖b8 13.♗c4, when Black is tied to the defence of a6, and we have ♘d2-f1-g3 next to challenge their bishop. Black can try to play ...♗g4 at a more opportune moment, though.

I will first check the move 10...♖b8 (A21), which is a popular choice for Black. They don’t decide on a development option for the bishop yet, but first place the rook in a good spot.

A21) 10...♖b8

The rook move anticipates our c3 push (correct assumption!) and, on a very good day, Black might manage ...♖b5 to win the a-pawn.

11.♘c4

It’s also possible to start with 11.c3, a move we have on our agenda.

11...♗g4

This move gives 11...♖b8 some independent flavour. More commonly seen is 11...♗e6, when we return to 10...♗e6 lines.

[image: IMg]

Now we need to be precise. What’s the best move? We must remember that Black may use ...♘d4 at some point.

12.♗e3!

This is best because the alternatives don’t convince:

1) 12.c3? is a blunder, as 12...bxc3 13.bxc3 ♗xf3! is a huge problem. We have to take with the pawn, destroying our structure terminally. In this continuation, the point of ...♖b8 is clearly visible;

2) 12.h3? ♗xf3 13.♕xf3 ♘d4 is awful, too.

After the text move, we are ready to send the bishop back to e6. I want to examine an instructive idea. After 12...♕c8 13.h3 Black should drop their bishop back to e6. It’s wrong to play 13...♗h5, as the bishop is offside.

[image: IMg]

But how to exploit that offside position? We can’t play 14,g4? due to 14...♘xg4! 15.♘xg4 ♕xg4+, when Black wins.

We must prepare this, as shown in Predojevic-Urkedal, Norway tt 2018. That game continued 14.♖e1 h6 15.♘cd2 ♘h7 16.♔h2 ♘d8 17.g4, when Black was in terrible shape. The key idea is to prepare g4 by playing ♔h2 first; even ♖g1 is possible as a prep move. Black has no active idea after we have managed g4 and is condemned to wait passively. White prepared and realised f2-f4 and later won a good game.

A22) 10...♗e6

The most straightforward move. Black thinks the bishop’s best option is the e6-square, offering a trade.

11.♘c4 ♖b8

Black often combines the moves ...♖b8, ...h6 and ...♗e6 in various orders. We always want to play our pawn to c3 and prepare the central advance d4.

[image: IMg]

12.c3

I suggest playing this move right away. From a conceptual point of view, we need to play it at some point. The way to progress in this structure is playing c3 and d4, so immediately playing the essential move for this plan makes sense to me.

It is not a time-critical position, though. The moves 12.h3 or 12.♗e3 also make sense, delaying c3. We are talking more about concepts here than about forced sequences of moves. There is nothing ‘forced’ here; it’s more about planning quality.

After 12.c3, Black must decide if they want to capture on c3 or keep the pawn tension. Black usually prefers to capture, as it makes the fight against d3-d4 a bit easier. We will look at 12...h6 (A221) to see why this is the case.

A221) 12...h6

Black keeps the tension, but it allows our pawn to advance:

13.d4

[image: IMg]

Nice! We can ignore the hanging pawn, as 13...♘xe4?? 14.d5 works.

13...exd4

Trading on d4 and playing ...d5 looks like Black’s best option. We retain a comfortable advantage, though.

14.cxd4 d5 15.♘ce5!

[image: IMg]

Much better than taking on d5. Black has to be very precise now to stay in the game:

1) 15...♘xe5? 16.♘xe5 is great for White. We threaten 17.♘c6, so 16...♖c8 17.♘c6 ♕e8 18.♘xe7+ ♕xe7 19.e5 ♘d7 20.f4 would be logical. We have a large space advantage, and Black has multiple weaknesses. They can stop our f-pawn, but their whole queenside remains weak;

2) 15...♘a7! is the only move. After 16.exd5 ♗xd5 17.♘h4, we still have a dangerous initiative. Black can’t play 17...♗xb3 18.♕xb3 ♕xd4? due to 19.♘hg6!, a nice shot.

A222) 12...bxc3

Black usually decides to capture, opening the b-file and changing some tactical aspects, as our c3-pawn will be unprotected after the trade. This is a key difference to 12...h6, when we can play 13.d4! due to 13...♘xe4? 14.d5 – this fails if the c3-pawn is unprotected.

13.bxc3

[image: IMg]

Black’s job isn’t easy. They must worry about d3-d4 all the time and don’t have a clear active plan. One key issue is the c6-knight, which is unfortunately placed – a common Ruy Lopez problem.

The current position occurred in a game between Peter Svidler and Magnus Carlsen, London Candidates 2013. Magnus now went for a common plan: placing the queen on c8 and playing the rook to d8. He prepared it with ...h6, removing any worries about ♘g5. You will often see a combination of these moves (...h6, ...♕c8, later ...♖d8) as Black tries to improve their chances of playing ...d6-d5 at some point. At the same time, they must be ready to meet our d3-d4 idea.

13...h6

Always useful and often played at an even earlier stage. Controlling g5 is a small improvement for Black.

14.♖e1

[image: IMg]

It’s important to understand the difference with the comparable position without the trade. We can’t play 14.d4?? now, as 14...♘xe4 15.d5 ♘xc3 is possible.

We need to prepare d3-d4, which is how the mentioned game Svidler-Carlsen continued. 14...♕c8 15.♗c2 ♖d8 16.♕e2 ♗f8 were the next moves, reaching a crucial position. Svidler played 17.♘e3? now, which turned out to be a mistake, as 17...d5! 18.exd5 ♘xd5 19.♘xd5 ♖xd5 activated the black forces.

White should keep the knight on c4, keeping pressure on e5. This way, it’s tougher for Black to manage ...d5. It was better to continue with small improvements while keeping the knight on c4 for the moment. You can play h3 and ♗d2 first and then consider again.

An interesting plan the computer suggests is a later ♗a4, followed by ♘e3 and playing c3-c4. This suddenly changes the plan to planting the knight on d5.

All in all, these positions look a bit better for White as we have more options. We also have all the pieces on the board, keeping things interesting. It’s important always to consider if we can play d3-d4 or need more preparation.

B) 7...♖b8

Black decides to give up the a-file but avoids the concessions of the two alternatives. Black keeps the pawn on b5 and will develop their bishop on its starting diagonal in most cases. We open the a-file now and then discuss piece placement.

8.axb5 axb5

[image: IMg]

It’s not so easy to develop your a1-rook, but we’ve already managed it on move nine. In this particular case, we have gained in two ways:

1) Black always has to watch out if our rook may enter their camp. This is not an immediate factor but may become relevant later.

2) The more important consequence at the moment is different. We stop ...♘a5, which can be a key resource for Black, as you will frequently see in the 7...♗b7 lines.

9.♘c3

It is also possible to play 9.0-0, but I want to suggest a different idea. We can play a quick ♘b1-c3-d5, which may pose some unexpected problems to Black. They now have the choice between castling (B2) or playing 9...d6 (B1), which can lead to the same positions, but there are some subtle differences.

B1) 9...d6

Now we have a simple solution in playing 10.0-0, when 10...0-0 11.♘d5 transposes to 9...0-0 10.0-0 d6 11.♘d5 – we jump to d5 with our knight after castling first. An alternative, though, is to start with the knight jump here, which gives us some interesting additional ideas:

10.♘d5

Now Black has to be careful, as only 10...♘xd5 looks like a fully satisfactory solution. After 11.♗xd5 ♘b4 12.♗b3, we will transpose to lines we examine via 9...0-0 10.0-0 d6 11.♘d5 ♘xd5 12.♗xd5 ♘b4 13.♗b3.

Alright, but what about castling... isn’t that a perfectly normal move? It is, but Black has some surprising problems to solve.

10...0-0 11.c3!
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Small move, great effect! What does it do? We control b4 and d4 now, limiting Black’s knight. This way, we stop ...♘xd5, as then the guy on c6 runs out of squares. This is surprisingly annoying for Black to deal with.

11...♗e6

This natural move leads to serious problems. Stockfish suggests the inhuman 11...♕d7!?, intending ...♗d8, followed by ...♘xd5 to untangle. We are better with a normal move like 12.0-0, of course. Still, this is a much better outcome than after 11...♗e6, when Black may lose quickly.

12.♘g5!

Ouch! Black can’t take on d5, so they have to either allow ♘xe6 or retreat.

12...♗d7 13.h4!

We didn’t castle for a reason! Our simple idea is ♘xf6+, followed by ♕h5 and Black resigns. White is already winning here – amazing!

13...♘xd5

Relatively best for Black, as it gives us a chance to go wrong. After 13...h6, we would play 14.♘xf6+ ♗xf6 15.♕h5!, which is similar to the line we are about to check.

14.♗xd5!

A crucial move. Worse is 14.exd5? ♗xg5 15.hxg5 ♘e7 16.♕h5 ♗f5 and Black survives. After the correct bishop recapture, our attack crashes through.

14...h6 15.♕h5

[image: IMg]

By now, Black already regrets some of their choices, I guess. Black can’t take our knight, and we threaten ♕h5-g6-h7 mate!

The early knight jump 10.♘d5 is a great option, as we pose some unexpected problems without taking any risks.

B2) 9...0-0

Black starts with kingside castling, which changes some dynamics of the position regarding the early ♘d5 ideas.

[image: IMg]

10.0-0

I suggest playing this ‘normal move’, but I want to mention that 10.♘d5 is an alternative worth considering.

If Black plays 10...d6?!, we can play 11.c3 and transpose to the line 9...d6 10.♘d5 0-0 11.c3, which is promising for White.

Black has only one good reply to 10.♘d5, which is 10...♘xd5! 11.♗xd5 ♘b4 12.♗b3 and now 12...d5!, sacrificing a pawn for activity. This leads to equal chances, it seems. I don’t think it is easy for Black to find, and it’s not a theoretically explored line, either. From a practical point of view, 10.♘d5 is a good choice.

I decided to still recommend 10.0-0, as it leads to a small advantage, and Black can force this type of position anyway by playing 9...d6 10.♘d5 ♘xd5 11.♗xd5 ♘b4, with a probable transposition to the lines we will check now.

10...d6 11.♘d5

Not the only move, of course. White has some good alternatives, like 11.♗e3 or 11.h3, keeping the tension. I suggest 11.♘d5, because we can – more or less – force the following sequence and reach a comfortable position.

[image: IMg]

11...♘xd5

Black should take now. Otherwise, we should manage to play the pawn to c3, and it will be difficult for Black to remove the knight in the future. A sample line like 11...♗g4 12.c3 ♕d7 13.h3 ♗h5 14.♖a6 shows the problems Black is facing. In the final position, we already threaten 15.♖xc6, but that’s just one problem. Black can’t get rid of our powerful knight, while we have easy moves to improve.

12.♗xd5 ♘b4

Again, clearly best, and the idea of taking on d5 on the last move. Something like 12...♗d7 13.c3 is annoying for Black. They can’t move their minor pieces, and we can improve easily. Playing ♗e3 and preparing d3-d4 is no rocket science.

13.♗b3 c5

[image: IMg]

Now we get to an important moment. Black has just played ...c5 to expand on the queenside. We should avoid a normal-looking move now, the tempting 14.c3, because Black has 14...♘xd3!, a typical tactic. It is not terrible for White, but I’m not too fond of the position after 15.♕xd3 c4 16.♗xc4 bxc4 17.♕xc4 ♗e6, when Black has compensation for the pawn. The engine likes White’s chances, but playing it with White as a human player isn’t easy. I don’t want to worry about this issue and prefer a cleaner solution:

14.♗d2

The simplest move, to my mind. We push the knight back, as Black can’t allow the capture on b4.

14...♘c6 15.h3

[image: IMg]

It’s not strictly necessary to prevent ...♗g4, but we have the time to do it, so why not? White has a nice, comfortable advantage in this position. We have a range of ideas. A simple one is playing c3 and ♗e3 and going for d3-d4. The computer also likes ♗e3, ♘d2 and ♕h5, which wouldn’t cross my mind. but looks interesting, too.

A key issue for Black is the weak d5-square. They can’t afford 15...♗e6?!, as 16.♗xe6 fxe6 leaves a weak pawn structure. A good idea to exploit it is 17.♘h2 with ♕g4 next. We also have the a-file... these little factors add up.


C) 7...♗b7

Black develops the bishop to a less than ideal square. It stares at a well-protected e4-pawn, for starters. A second drawback might be the absence from the kingside, which can make a difference. Think of a knight jumping to f5, for instance.

A key decision for us is how to develop our knight. I think both ♘c3 and ♘bd2 set-ups are fine, but I prefer ♘c3-based play. We use this idea frequently in the 5...b5 lines, and I like to use similar ideas, if possible. I have checked if there is any point in starting with 8.♘c3, but it seems better to play it one move later:

8.0-0

[image: IMg]

The immediate 8.♘c3 is best answered with 8...b4 9.♘d5 ♘a5, similar to the lines we will examine soon. In some lines, Black benefits from castling queenside, an incredible resource. Castling first works better for White.

C1) 8...d6

Black goes for a conservative set-up. This is a welcome sight for us, as our ♘c3 plan works even better against slow set-ups.

9.♘c3

The ideas are similar to 8...0-0 9.♘c3, our main line. We attack Black’s b-pawn and they need to react to our threat.

9...♘a5 10.♗a2 b4 11.♘e2 and 9...b4 10.♘e2 ♘a5 ♗a2 lead to the same positions. In the line with 9...b4, there is the additional option 10.♘d5, which is a good alternative. It doesn’t look more promising than the transposition, though.

9...♘a5

[image: IMg]

In the comparable position after 8...0-0 9.♘c3 ♘a5, we need to play the surprising 10.♗d5!, as 10.♗a2 b4 11.♘e2 leads nowhere due to 11...d5! when Black opens the centre favourably.

Here, the move 10.♗d5 would work, too. However, as Black has already played ...d6, we can keep our bishop with the simpler move 10.♗a2 in this version:

10.♗a2

Best here, in my opinion. The following line is more or less forced and promising for White.

It’s dubious to play 10.axb5?! ♘xb3 11.cxb3 axb5 12.♖xa8 ♕xa8 13.♘xb5, as the extra pawn is worthless, and we have given up the bishop pair as well.

10...b4 11.♘e2

The move 11.♘d5 leads nowhere, as Black can capture all pieces coming to d5. We want to transfer our knight to g3, eyeing the weak f5-square. A
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