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  Introduction
1 d4 d5 2 c4

  
 Welcome to Play the Queen’s Gambit where hopefully you’ll learn to, well, play the Queen’s Gambit! Actually that sounds a little obnoxious (sorry about that!) as, unless you happen to be a despondent 1 e4 player, I’m sure that you know the rudiments of the opening already. If there are any doubts though, here is how we reach it (and the thinking at two different levels):

  1 d4

  Beginner/Improver: It’s good to put your pawns in the centre and I like the feel of this more than 1 e4.

  Advanced: Yep, 1 d4, I’ve now played this 952 times with a score of 67%!

  1 ... d5

  Beginner/Improver: I was hoping to put my other pawn in the centre but this blocking response puts paid to that idea.

  Advanced: I see, so he wants to avoid my Trompowsky!? (1 d4 Nf6 2 Bg5).

  2 c4

  Beginner/Improver: If I can lure his d-pawn away then I can get a free run at the centre.

  Advanced: Well I could play 2 Nf3 first to avoid the Albin Counter-Gambit but, that aside, this is practically forced as White can’t realistically expect to get any advantage from the likes of the Colle or London System.

  [image: ]

  And so we have the subject of this book, the Queen’s Gambit – and how cool is that: a gambit that isn’t even really a gambit! Anyway, essentially my aim was to provide an aggressive repertoire for the attacking White player and, having just finished it, I’m pretty chuffed that I seem to have achieved my goal.

  Breaking down exactly what that means: basically I take all of Black’s reasonable options and, in each and every case, provide White players with a testing but sound response. It goes without saying that I am pleased with the selections that I have made, but it could well be that even at the time of first digesting the material, the reader may not be comfortable with one (or more) of my recommendations. Obviously that is unlikely(!), but should that be the case, or should future findings cast doubts on a suggestion, then feel free to substitute an alternative from elsewhere. All I can say is that, hand on heart, I have myself played many of the white lines given within and would, as I type, be prepared to play any of them in competition right now. I can remember feeling a little shocked when a fellow chess book author once said to me: ‘What I like about you is that you are prepared to play what you have written.’ Hmm, come to think of it perhaps my disclosing everything has cost me points in the past, but, oh well, I’ve completed the book now so let’s just hope my honesty is your gain!

  I’m not going to lie to you, writing this book did entail a lot of hard work. The availability of thousands of relevant games frequently made it difficult for me to know where to draw the line, but I always tried to balance the views of ‘Couldn’t you have given a few more moves!’ and ‘How do you expect me to remember all of that?’. Where I could substitute reams of variations with a summary of plans I did, but occasionally there was no choice but to provide concrete analysis.

  To become a complete Queen’s Pawn player one also needs to be prepared for 1 ... Nf6, 1 ... f5, 1 ... e6, 1 ... d6 and a couple of others, but this book should sort you for 1 ... d5 and certainly quash those views of ‘1 d4 is boring’! I have played the Queen’s Gambit all of my life and, frankly, I can’t see that changing.

  I really hope that you enjoy this book, as well as finding it educational, and I guess that all remains is for me to wish you ‘good luck’, so I will.

  

  
    Good luck!

    Chris Ward,

    Beckenham,

    February 2006

  


  

  

  Chapter One
The Queen’s Gambit Accepted

  
 1 d4 d5 2 c4 dxc4 3 e4
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  The above position sees Black having accepted the ‘gambit’ and then White continuing with the sharpest response available. The QGA has a solid reputation and, having regularly been employed by the likes of Kramnik, Anand and even Bogdan Lalic (who never loses!), is notoriously difficult to break down. At competition level the most popular way of meeting it is slowly with the likes of 3 Nf3 and 4 e3. White quickly regains the (not so much of a) ‘gambit’ pawn but rarely obtains a significant advantage early on. Indeed such encounters can often be dull affairs and it is not uncommon to see games fizzling out into draws. Part of the reason for that is that White players shy away from the complications of 3 e4, possibly because they feel that it will be too much for them to learn or that one mistake could prove fatal.

  I like to think that in this chapter I have provided all the necessary knowledge, in terms of specific moves and ideas, for the reader to have the confidence to adopt this sharp system that immediately takes the game to Black and states a clear intention to play for a win. Yep, there’s no faffing around; White plays the Queen’s Gambit so that he can get a pawn to e4 and there is no time like the present!

  The reason why this section takes up such a big percentage of this book is because I believe it is so critical. Whilst I am very happy with the contents of this chapter (variations I believe applicable at all levels of play), in truth it does appear more theoretical than I would have liked. However, 3 e4 versus the QGA (along with the Semi-Slav) is as difficult as it gets in the Queen’s Gambit variations and the reader can rest assured that, generally speaking, after this chapter things will get easier!

  Okay let’s get down to the nitty-gritty. After 1 d4 d5 2 c4 dxc4 3 e4 we have:

  
 A: 3 ... e6?!
B: 3 ... b5
C: 3 ... Nf6
D: 3 ... Nc6
E: 3 ... e5
F: 3 ... c5

A)

  3 ... e6?!
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  It is possibly a little bit harsh to award this a ‘?!’ here and now, but this is certainly Black’s most passive option. Although there is still the chance for him to strike out at White’s centre through ... c5, essentially in the short run he is giving White all that he is after.

  4 Bxc4

  Of course there is nothing wrong with 4 Nc3 (developing a knight before a bishop!) but one can’t say ‘No’ to simply recapturing the pawn.

  4 ... Nf6

  Essentially my misgivings about the way Black handles the opening via 3 ... e6 is that it is too passive. Given that he has made that inaccuracy though, probably it is better for him to strike out with a quick ... c5 (i.e. on this turn or next). For starters White could then opt to transpose to Section F1 later in this chapter, but a simple Nf3 should also leave him with an edge. Note that wouldn’t be such an ambitious approach in the 3 ... c5 lines, because after trading on d4 Black could get his e-pawn to e5 in one turn.

  5 Nc3 Be7

  This also seems rather uninspired, but although 5 ... Bb4 immediately pressurizes White’s e4-pawn, Black’s dark-squared bishop has become a very important piece and without it he could easily be crushed. Each of 6 e5, 6 Qd3 and 6 Bd3 look like sensible responses. Regarding the latter, note that the d4-pawn isn’t really en prise because of the unveiling check on b5.

  Taking 6 e5 as an example, an extreme example of a horror story that could befall Black is 6 ... Bxc3+?! 7 bxc3 Nfd7 8 Nf3 0-0 9 0-0 Nc6?! 10 Re1 b6 11 Bd3 Bb7 12 Bxh7+! (typically with the pawn on e5 affording him a lovely space advantage, White will look to use the e4 square either to reroute a knight somewhere or align the queen and bishop against h7; while in the absence of Black’s dark-squared bishop he can get straight down to business via a greek gift sacrifice) 12 ... Kxh7 13 Ng5+ Kg8 (venturing into the open is no better, e.g. 13 ... Kg6 14 Qc2+ f5 15 exf6+ Kxf6 16 Rxe6 mate) 14 Qh5 Re8 15 Qxf7+ Kh8 16 Qh5+ (this leads to a forced mate, but bringing in the cavalry via 16 Re3-h3 would also promptly terminate things) 16 ... Kg8 17 Qh7+ Kf8 18 Qh8+ Ke7 19 Qxg7 mate.

  Referring to my notes to Black’s last move, after 5 ... c5 White could transpose to F1 via 6 d5 or else retain the tension with 6 Nf3.

  6 Nf3 0-0 7 0-0 a6 8 Bd3 b5 9 e5 Nd5 10 Qe2
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  Certainly not the only move available to White, but one with a simple plan. Thanks to his pawn on e5, White has an excellent square to use on e4. A white knight could park itself there with plenty of options or, as with the intention of White’s last move, the queen could go there to threaten mate on h7. Black has some defending ahead!

  
 B)

  3 ... b5

  This may be the choice of a beginner eager to protect his ‘extra’ pawn but in fact this greedy selection may not be that bad. If we reverse a move or so, upon 3 e3 (not this book’s recommendation) 3 ... b5?! I have witnessed the disaster 4 a4 c6? 5 cxb5 cxb5 6 Qf3 on a few occasions. This is a rare example of White rather having his e-pawn on e3 instead, but then of course Black may not (and indeed should not!) have played 3 ... b5.
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  4 a4

  White should get to grips with Black’s pawn structure immediately, with the obvious aim being to undermine Black’s protection of c4. If Black advances his b-pawn now White will recoup the c-pawn immediately, whilst 4 ... a6? doesn’t really support the pawn chain as after 5 axb5 Black’s a-pawn is pinned (rook to rook).

  4 ... c6
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  Black is hoping to consolidate his extra pawn in the opening, knowing that if he can survive compensation through the middlegame then his extra material may tell in the endgame.

  5 axb5!?

  With this selection I’m going to justify the ‘gambit’ part of the Queen’s Gambit. A logical alternative is to continue the pressure on Black’s queenside pawn mass via 5 b3!?.

  The simple idea is that after 5 ... cxb3 6 axb5 cxb5 7 Bxb5+ Bd7 8 Qxb3 White will have regained his pawn. He will retain the nice pawn centre and have pressure against Black’s isolated a-pawn.

  Instead Black should continue actively 5 ... e5!? 6 axb5 with two possible continuations:

  a) 6 ... Bb4+ 7 Bd2 c3 (7 ... Qxd4 8 Bxb4 Qxa1 9 Bxc4 is a bit ropey for Black who has all of his pieces on an edge and will struggle to castle; all in all White has excellent compensation for the exchange) 8 Bxc3 Bxc3+ 9 Nxc3 exd4 10 Na4 Nf6 11 Nf3. White’s lead in development proffers a slight edge. Note how the white b5-pawn is a bit of a hindrance for Black.

  b) 6 ... cxb5 7 bxc4 b4 8 Bb2 exd4 9 Nf3 Nc6 10 Nbd2 Nf6 11 c5, seen in G.Kasparov-Bankers Trust (consulting), London 1993, is worth taking note of. Things are fairly unclear but White used his piece activity well and after 11 ... Be7 12 Bb5 Bd7 13 Ra6 Rc8 14 Qa4 Qc7 15 Nxd4 Nxd4 16 Bxd4 Bxc5 17 Bxc5 Qxc5 18 Bxd7+ Nxd7 19 Rxa7 Qd4 20 Ke2 Rd8 21 Qa1 Nb8 22 Qxd4 Rxd4 23 Rc1 arguably the greatest player that ever lived held the upper hand in an endgame that he eventually went on to win.

  The general feeling is that White should try to punish the move 3 ... b5, but if the reader would prefer 5 Nc3 there is a direct transposition available into our white repertoire against the Slav Defence (i.e. check out the move order 1 d4 d5 2 c4 c6 3 Nc3 dxc4 4 e4 b5 5 a4).

  5 ... cxb5 6 Nc3!? Bd7

  If Black loses his b-pawn then his a-and c-pawns will be weak and easily targeted. One should always look out for checks and the move 6 ... b4? implies that Black hasn’t, i.e. 7 Qa4+ Bd7 8 Qxb4.

  Black isn’t exactly spoilt for choice: 6 ... Qb6?! is strongly met by 7 b3!, e.g. 7 ... cxb3 8 Nd5! Qb7 9 Qxb3 Bd7 10 Bf4 Na6 (losing, but Black was already in trouble) 11 Rxa6!.

  7 Nf3 e6 8 Be2 Nf6 9 0-0

  Black appears to have secured his extra pawn, but given that White is deliberately playing in gambit style he is destined to come under significant pressure. Check out the illustrative game Yermolinsky-Zaltsman.

  
 C)
3 ... Nf6
[image: ]

  Immediately attacking the e4-pawn and thus ensuring that White won’t dominate quite as rapidly as he did in Section A.

  4 e5

  It is important for White to note that, although he might prefer to keep his pawn on e4 for the time being, the sequence 4 Nc3?! e5! 5 d5 b5! is to be avoided. I mention this in more detail after 3 ... e5 (see section E) as 4 d5?! Nf6 5 Nc3 b5! is of course a direct transposition.

  4 ... Nd5 5 Bxc4
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  In the above position Black would love to have time to play ... Bf5, ... e6 and ... c5, but with the standard Qb3 ready to throw a spanner in the works, alas that’s just not possible He does have a couple of choices though:

  
 C1: 5 ... Nc6
C2: 5 ... Nb6

C1)

  5 ... Nc6 6 Nc3

  White could also play 6 Nf3 Bg4 and then 7 Nc3. Clearly 7 ... Nb6? would effectively be a tempo down on our main line C2 after 8 Bxf7+! as White would have the valuable Nc3 in for free. However, the ‘nibble’ of 7 ... e6 8 0-0 Be7 9 Nxd5 exd5 10 Bb5 may not be that much, so instead we’ll concentrate on 6 Nc3.

  6 ... Nb6 7 Bb5
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  7 ... Bd7

  The bishop couldn’t be any more ambitious than that for the moment, e.g. 7 ... Bf5?? 8 d5 a6 9 Ba4 Nxa4 10 Qxa4 b5 11 Qf4 winning a piece.

  8 Nf3 e6

  After the premature 8 ... Nb4?!, aside from a transposition by 9 0-0 e6, White has available the thematic pawn sacrifice 9 e6!? to clog up the black kingside and free up the e5-square for a white knight.

  9 0-0 Nb4

  Feeling rather cramped, Black would love to exchange a few pieces. If this move is delayed then in fact a2-a3 may shelve it forever. If instead 9 ... Ne7 then the white bishop would take up immediate refuge on d3.

  10 Be2

  Logically, with a space advantage White wants to avoid fair swaps and, besides, in the long run (assuming Black castles kingside) White wants this bishop aligned against h7.

  10 ... Bc6 11 a3 N4d5

  There is no denying that this is a very good square for Black, but he has two knights, a bishop and a queen all vying for the right to sit there. The unlucky three will be comparatively redundant, while White can happily use the equivalent e4-square to traffic pieces freely from one side of the board to the other.

  12 Qc2!

  Upon the immediate 12 Ne4 Black has the chance to free himself a little with 12 ... Nf4!?. As the black knight on b6 is sort of superfluous, White doesn’t really want it coming on as a substitute!

  12 ... Nxc3 13 bxc3
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  Black traded on c3 because he feared the repercussions of Ne4. However, the pawn recapture on c3 means that d5 is no longer an outpost and, worse still, White has an obvious middlegame plan of advancing these central pawns. The instructive game Sakaev-Mikhalchishin saw just that happen and when it did, boy did Black’s position collapse!

  
 C2)

  5 ... Nb6 6 Bb3 Nc6 7 Nf3

  Throughout the years this has been my own pet variation and, as I’m the one writing this book, I thought that I would include it as part of the repertoire. Though it is the natural square for the knight to develop on, it does of course allow the forthcoming pin. Should you feel unsatisfied with the variations that follow then by all means conduct your own investigations into either 7 Ne2 or 6 Bd3 Nc6 7 Be3 (both designed to avoid, or at least discourage, ... Bg4).

  7 ... Bg4

  It’s really imperative that Black extracts this bishop before playing ... e6 and the only alternative 7 ... Bf5 can (if White so desires) be met by the sharp response 8 d5!?. For further insight into this position, check out the illustrative game Kouatly-Semkov.

  8 Bxf7+

  Checking through my databases I noticed that an amazing number of games are drawn via the repetitive sequence 8 Ng5 Bxd1 9 Bxf7+ Kd7 10 Be6+ Ke8 11 Bf7+, but of course I am recommending this line to try for a win!

  At first glance it looks as though Black has blundered and that this is a stunner, but life isn’t that easy!

  8 ... Kxf7 9 Ng5+ Ke8

  And certainly not 9 ... Kg8?! 10 Qxg4 Qxd4?? 11 Qe6 mate.

  10 Qxg4 Qxd4 11 Qe2!?

  It’s a case of ‘in for a penny, in for a pound’. White had effectively forced the black king to move whilst netting a pawn, but if he wants (as he does!) to keep the queens on (without them the fact that Black can’t castle is of less consequence), then it is going to cost him.

  11 ... Qxe5 12 Be3 Nd5 13 Nf3 Qf5 14 0-0
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  In return for a pawn White has a good structure, harmonious piece development and three useful files to work with. His biggest trump card though is that, in accordance with the laws of the game, Black is not allowed to castle!

  
 D) 3 ... Nc6
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  This time it is the d4-pawn that Black is targeting. Generally in queen’s pawn openings both sides are advised against obstructing their c-pawns, as the latter are generally used either to bolster their own centre or else attack the opponent’s centre. Here Black is angling for quick piece play and as I saw this employed by QGA experts Matthew Sadler and Alex Baburin on a number of occasions, I know that it is not to be underestimated.

  4 Nf3 Bg4

  4 ... Nf6?! is inaccurate. Sure White could play 5 e5 Nd5 6 Bxc4, but 5 d5!? Nxe4 6 Bxc4 Nb8 7 0-0 looks like fantastic play for a measly pawn.

  5 d5

  Black was continuing to pressurize this pawn and, although 5 Be3 isn’t ridiculous, in my opinion this is the best time to advance it.
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  5 ... Ne5

  An expert in the 3 e4 QGA, Alexander Huzman, appears to rate quite highly the initiative White gets after 5 ... Bxf3 6 gxf3!? (leaving the queen at home and thus ensuring that a knight doesn’t park itself on d4) 6 ... Ne5 7 f4 Nd3+ 8 Bxd3 cxd3 9 Qxd3 c6 10 Nc3, although of course 7 Bf4 is fine also, transposing to my next notes.

  6 Bf4 Ng6

  Instead 6 ... Nxf3+ 7 gxf3 Bd7 doubles the pawns whilst preserving the bishop, but after 8 Bxc4 it isn’t easy for Black to complete his development, e.g. 8 ... g6 9 Qb3!? b6 10 d6!. If 6 ... Bxf3 7 gxf3 Nd3+ 8 Bxd3 cxd3 9 Qxd3, next up are Nc3 and 0-0-0 with a possible Qb5+ or Qb3 if allowed. White’s lead in development and central control outweigh the weakness of the doubled f-pawns.

  7 Be3 Nf6 8 Nc3
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  Now Black must make a decision with his e-pawn and so we have:

  
 D1: 8 ... e6?!
D2: 8 ... e5

D1)

  8 ... e6?! 9 Qa4+!

  This check is something (like all checks really) that White should always bear in mind.

  9 ... Qd7 10 Qxd7+ Kxd7

  Upon 10 ... Nxd7 an old theoretical recommendation runs 11 Bxc4 exd5 12 Nxd5 Bd6 13 Nd4 c6 14 Nc3 Nde5 15 Bf1! Bd7 16 h3 f6 17 0-0-0 Bc5 18 f4 Nf7 19 g3, but actually the simple 11 Nd4 also looks good to me. White will definitely regain the pawn on c4 whilst the black bishop will justifiably feel nervous on g4.

  11 dxe6+ Bxe6 12 0-0-0+

  White’s knights may win Black’s bishops (Nd4 or Ng5 should certainly figure soon), the c4-pawn will soon be bagged, whilst the black king will be awkwardly placed.
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 D2)

  8 ... e5 9 Bxc4 a6

  It is important that Black covers the b5-square. For example 9 ... Bd6 10 Bb5+ Bd7 11 Qb3 would provide White with a risk free edge. He will wind up with the better bishop and have pressure against his opponent’s queenside.

  10 Be2

  Played as a prelude to relocating the f3-knight (probably to c4, although c5 or a5 via b3 may become realistic propositions). A trade of light-squared bishops would be a case of ‘bad’ for ‘good’ as far as White is concerned.

  10 ... Bd6 11 Nd2 Bd7

  Of course White could have flicked in 0-0 last turn, but if we stop at this position, essentially White has a decision to make. Most common is to castle kingside and attack on the queenside, but it is possible for him to get fruity on the kingside too. Both scenarios are covered in the illustrative games section.
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 E)

  3 ... e5
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  Throughout the years this has probably been the most popular response in tournament play. Black frees his dark-squared bishop while simultaneously striking out at the white centre. Note that White is not interested in taking this pawn now and entering an arguably inferior endgame.

  4 Nf3

  For the record, whilst 4 d5?! might be an instinctive response here, it is in fact an error. Not only does it concede the c5-f2 diagonal to the enemy bishop but, concretely, the sequence 4 ... Nf6 5 Nc3 b5! is most satisfactory for Black who is more than happy to trade his b-pawn for White’s e-pawn.

  The main diversion now takes place here:

  
 E1: 4 ... Bb4

  E2: 4 ... exd4

E1)

  4 ... Bb4+

  Aside from our two main lines, to aid in further understanding of this variation, I do just want to briefly mention a couple of other possibilities:

  a) 4 ... Bg4?! 5 Bxc4 Nc6 (or 5 ... Bxf3 6 Qxf3 when as mate is threatened on f7, rather than winning the pawn on d4, Black looks set to lose a pawn on e5) 6 Qb3!. Not for the first (or last) time in this chapter we see this as a key inclusion. White hits b7 and another tender point that in one practical game Black seemed not to notice: 6 ... Bxf3 7 Bxf7+ Kd7 8 Qe6 mate 1-0 I.Starostits-J.Gasparini, internet (blitz) 2004. Oops!

  b) 4 ... Nf6 5 Bxc4 Nxe4 6 Nxe5 Nd6 7 Bb3 Be7 8 0-0 0-0 9 Nc3 Nc6 10 Nxc6 bxc6 11 Qf3 Bb7 12 Be3 Bf6 13 Rfd1 Qd7 14 Rac1 when in C.Ward-J.Adamski, Copenhagen 1998, White held all the positional cards (soon to be turned into a pawn advantage).

  5 Nc3

  Incidentally in case you were wondering, a transposition to variation E2 with 5 Nbd2?! is not available, as instead of taking on d4, Black has 5 ... c3!.

  5 ... exd4 6 Nxd4

  Some believe that 6 Qxd4 Qxd4 7 Nxd4 Nf6 8 f3 also offers White a little edge, but I prefer the text which, by the way, it should be noted carries the threat of Qa4+.
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  6 ... Ne7

  The ill advised 6 ... Qe7?! 7 Bxc4 Qxe4+ 8 Kf1 occurs in the illustrative game Furman-Taus. Instead 6 ... c5 7 Ndb5 merely accentuates how offside Black’s dark-squared bishop is. The d6-square is vulnerable and 7 ... Qxd1+ 8 Kxd1 Kd7 9 Bf4 Bxc3 10 bxc3 Nc6 11 Kc2 saw Black wind up in all sorts of trouble in G.Kasparov-COMP Elite Privat, Hamburg 1985.

  7 Bxc4 Nbc6 8 Be3
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  8 ... 0-0

  8 ... Nxd4 9 Qxd4 Qxd4 10 Bxd4 0-0 11 a3 has in practice prompted Black to have to concede his bishop for the knight.

  9 Ndb5!? Bd7 10 a3 Ba5 11 b4 Bb6 12 Bxb6 axb6 13 f4

  White is boss on the queenside and the extra centre pawn tenders him kingside aspirations too.

  
 E2)

  4 ... exd4 5 Bxc4
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  Definitely more adventurous than 5 Qxd4 when White will regain the c4-pawn but, compared to the variation 4 ... Bb4+ 5 Nc3 exd4 6 Qxd4 which may debatably offer a small edge, here Black doesn’t even have to commit his valuable dark-squared bishop to b4.

  In the position above I cannot overstate how much of a target the f7-pawn could be. Take 5 ... c5 6 Ne5 Be6 7 Bxe6 fxe6 8 Qh5+ g6 9 Nxg6 for example; 5 ... Nf6 (Black must be careful with how he develops) walks straight into 6 e5, and of course 5 ... Bg4? could punished as usual by 6 Qb3 (especially in the case of 6 ... Bxf3?? 7 Bxf7+ Kd7 8 Qe6 mate!), but 6 Bxf7+! Kxf7 7 Ne5+ is even sweeter.

  Basically then that only leaves us with two serious candidates:

  
 E21: 5 ... Bb4

  E22: 5 ... Nc6

E21)

  5 ... Bb4+ 6 Nbd2
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  6 ... Nc6

  After the stubborn 6 ... c5?! one need only take a look at the development situation to predict that Black could get punished for his greed. 7 Ne5 Nh6 8 0-0 0-0 9 Nb3 Qf6 10 Qh5 Re8 11 f4 Be6 12 a3 Bxc4 13 Nxc4 b5 14 e5 Qe6 15 Nd6 Rf8 16 Qf3, winning a piece in A.Sulypa-M.Hollerbuhl, Berlin 1998, seemed only fair!

  7 0-0 Nf6 8 e5 Nd5 9 a3!? Be7

  An old textbook line runs 9 ... Bxd2 10 Bxd2 0-0 (on 10 ... Be6 11 Bb5 White will most likely regain the d-pawn and retain his bishop pair) 11 Bg5 Nde7 12 b4 and ‘White has a clear advantage’. That’s possibly a little harsh on Black, but after 12 ... Bg4 13 Re1 it’s not clear how Black can develop his major pieces, whilst White has b4-b5 and Re4 available to help regain the d-pawn.

  10 Qb3
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  10 ... Na5

  10 ... Be6?! 11 Qxb7 Na5 12 Bb5+ Kf8 13 Qa6 leaves Black with more pawn islands and an inconvenienced king.

  11 Qa4+ Nc6

  Should he so desire (and naturally I wouldn’t recommend it!) White can simply repeat moves for a draw now, but 11 ... c6 12 Ba2 b5 13 Qxd4 Be6 14 Ne4 leaving White in control of the centre and fewer weaknesses was just inferior.

  12 Nxd4 Nb6 13 Nxc6 Nxa4 14 Nxd8 Bxd8 15 f4
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  The middlegame was short but sweet and after a few exchanges White has emerged with a favourable endgame. The illustrative game Milov-Howell justifies my assessment and scrutinizes the last few moves.

  
 E22)

  5 ... Nc6 6 0-0
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  Stopping here for a sec to collect our thoughts, White does have a lead in development and may have it in mind simply to regain the d4-pawn, but a lot of the problems that Black faces here revolve around the sensitive f7-pawn.

  6 ... Be6

  6 ... Bg4?! falls foul of 7 Qb3, whilst 6 ... Nf6 7 e5! is also awkward for Black who must be careful of his f7-pawn. Simple tactics include 6 ... Bc5 7 Ng5 Nh6 8 Nxf7 Nxf7 9 Bxf7+ Kxf7 10 Qh5+ when material equality will be restored but with Black retaining the weaker king. Or 6 ... Bd6 7 e5! and this pawn can’t be taken because of the pin that would follow on the e-file.

  7 Bxe6 fxe6 8 Qb3 Qd7

  8 ... Qc8?! may look after both the attacked pawns but does little to aid harmonious development. Indeed, none of 9 e5, 9 Rd1 or 9 Ng5 look much fun for Black to have to face.

  9 Qxb7 Rb8 10 Qa6 Nf6 11 Nbd2 Bd6 12 a3 0-0 13 b4
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  White has the superior pawn structure, though must be wary of his opponent’s piece play. The last few moves and how things might go from here are explained in detail in the illustrative game Beliavsky-Sermek.

  
 F)

  3 ... c5
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  Logically Black strikes out at the white centre. If he gets to play ... cxd4 then he could manage ... e5 in one turn. Needless to say White should not oblige.

  4 d5

  Gaining further space. In contrast to when played against 3 ... e5, this is far from being a mistake as it doesn’t concede the c5-f2 diagonal; i.e. there is now a black pawn on c5 and Black’s dark-squared bishop won’t be going anywhere fast. Black will have the option to employ a quick ... b5, but we’ll soon see the repercussions of that.

  4 ... Nf6

  Though with obvious similarities to variation F2 (4 ... Nf6 5 Nc3 b5), the immediate 4 ... b5 (illustrated below) is in fact premature.

  [image: ]

  The key difference is that White has not yet deployed his knight on c3 and so it is not around to be shot at. Now I like 5 a4! Nf6 6 Nd2!? b4 7 Bxc4 when White has occupied the useful c4-square and can look forward to expanding further in the centre. Check out the illustrative game Plaskett-Ray for more information on this deviation.

  After 4 ... e6 5 Bxc4 exd5 (5 ... Nf6 6 Nc3 transposes to variation F1) 6 Bxd5 we would reach the position below.

  An obvious difference between this and our F1 main line is that both the b1-knight and the g8-knight remain on the board. At first this may seem advantageous to Black because he can quickly hassle White’s beautiful light-squared bishop. However, a closer inspection reveals that, because of the pressure against f7 and in particular the now threatened tactic Bxf7 (the black king would be overloaded), things are actually a little tricky.

  [image: ]

  After 6 ... Qc7 (again beware 6 ... Nf6? 7 Bxf7+!) 7 Ne2 Nc6 8 Nbc3 Nf6 9 Bf4 Black can’t play 9 ... Bd6?? because of the f7 queen uncovering thing again. Hence White will have a big lead in development and a handy outpost on d5.

  5 Nc3

  With White
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