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  Introduction

In 1 d4 openings, Benoni systems are categorised by an early attack on White’s d4-pawn with ... A7-A5, against which White replies d4-d5. Black’s e-pawn may stay on its original square, it may undermine the centre with ... 57-56, or it may even pass it by with ... 57-55, thus switching the play to the flanks. And here we have the root of the fundamental difference between the Benoni and the related King’s Indian Defence: in the latter the d4-pawn is attacked with ... 57-55, while the advance ... A7-A5 is optional and has a supporting role.

  The original Benoni occurs when Black immediately advances with ... A7-A5 (1 d4 c5 2 d5). The ... c7-c5 advance delayed by a move leads to the original Benoni only in some cases (for instance, 1 d4 Nf6 2 c4 c5 3 d5 e5, or 1 d4 Nf6 2 Nf3 c5 3 d5 d6). More often in practice the formal Benoni construction transposes to other openings. We will cover later examples of the ... A7-A5 advance only in some exceptional cases (for example, 1 d4 Nf6 2 c4 c5 3 d5 b5 – the Volga Gambit; 1 d4 Nf6 2 c4 e6 3 Nf3 c5 4 d5 b5 – the Blumenfeld Gambit).

  The Benoni name has a very strange origin. If there had been some geographical relationship or a link to the name of a chess player, at least there would be some reasonable explanation. However, this is not the case; instead the name ‘Benoni’ has a haphazard derivation. The little-known theoretician Aaron Reinganum published a book entitled Ben-Oni or Defences against Gambit Moves in Chess in 1825, and this was the first book to propose meeting 1 d4 with 1 ... A5. Ben-Oni was chosen for the book title only because of its eastern origins. This word means ‘son of sorrow’ or ‘son of death’. Biblical myths refer to On, a city in ancient Egypt where the God of death, Osiris, ruled.

  Reinganum did not give examples of games with 1 d4 c5. The game Hanstein-Von der Lasa (1841) is the first one that is known to us. In general, the Benoni was not popular in the 19th century; the dictator of opening fashion, Bilguer, even put a question mark to 1 ... A5. Only in the 20th century did strong players start to employ the Benoni; even Alekhine played 1 ... A5, and with success. On the other hand, he wrote: ‘I consider this move to be one of my chess sins.’ And also: ‘There are good reasons to consider this move unfavourable even after 1 ... Nf6 2 Nf3. At the very first step ... A7-A5 we face an obvious positional mistake because White quickly gains an advantage by advancing with his central pawns.’ However, Alekhine’s opening views failed the test of time to a significant extent.

  

  
    In the middle of the 20th century the Benoni entered a new stage. The Volga Gambit (1 d4 Nf6 2 c4 c5 3 d5 b5) became an independent opening. Players started to use the Modern Benoni, which had been tested by the famous American GM Frank Marshall. Finally, the Classical Benoni turned from a dubious experiment (that is how Alekhine saw it) into a sound opening.

    

    Alexander Raetsky & Maxim Chetverik,

    Voronezh,

    May 2005

  


  
    


  

  Chapter One
The Volga Gambit Accepted

Introduction to the Volga Gambit
The opening moves in the Volga Gambit are 1 d4 Nf6 2 c4 c5 3 d5 b5 (Diagram 1)
 [image: ]

  Diagram 1 (W)

  Black plays 3 ... b5

  
  with the idea of the pawn sacrifice 4 cxb5 a6 (Diagram 2).
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  Diagram 2 (W)

  The Volga Gambit

  
  The move 4 ... a6 is the key concept of the Volga (in the first game in which 4 cxb5 was tried – Thorvaldsson-Vaitonis, Munich, 1936 – it was met with 4 ... 56, which is the Volga/Blumenfeld hybrid, covered in Chapter 4).

  
  The name ‘Volga Gambit’ was proposed by the famous Soviet theorist Romanovsky, based on an article in Chess in USSR in 1946. The author of this article, Argunov, lived in Kuibyshev (now Samara), a city on the River Volga. The alternative term for this opening is the Benko Gambit, named after the well-known Hungarian grandmaster Pal Benko, who became an American citizen. Benko never missed an opportunity to promote the gambit. In particular, during simultaneous exhibitions he offered his opponents the chance to play White in the hope they would allow the gambit, while in 1973 Benko published his book The Benko Gambit. We certainly acknowledge Benko’s achievements, but he was a pioneer neither in theory nor in practice. As far back as 1948 Lundin played this gambit against Szabo. It’s true that in this game Black was not successful in the opening, but the examples of Golombek-Sefc (1949) and Rabar-Milic (1955) are quite ‘modern’.

  In the 1970s the Volga Gambit gained in popularity; in fact it became one of the most topical openings in chess theory and was adopted by the following grandmasters: Vasiukov, Browne, Tseshkovsky, Miles and Vaganian. In the 1980s Kasparov employed it from time to time, while in the 1990s Adams, Topalov, Ivanchuk, Shirov, Khalifman, Bareev and many other grandmasters became fans.

  The triumphal procession of the Volga Gambit is easy to explain. As general opening theory progressed, the advantage of the first move was no longer so feared. While against 1 e4 the Sicilian Defence became a full-blooded opening with practical chances for Black, there was no similar counteraction against 1 d4. The Volga Gambit didn’t exactly become the ‘Sicilian’ against 1 d4, but it did cause a commotion in its early days. Black parts with his pawn but gains a long-term initiative that often continues even after a queen swap. Nowadays White has learnt how to fight against the Volga Gambit; even so, it is not going to leave the scene.

  We think it is reasonable to divide the Volga Gambit into three chapters. After 1 d4 Nf6 2 c4 c5 3 d5 b5 4 cxb5 a6 the continuation 5 bxa6 gives White an extra pawn, which his opponent will be unable to win back in the near future. This is what we would term the ‘Real Volga Gambit’ and is discussed in this chapter. In Chapter 2 we deal with lines where White avoids 5 bxa6. Conventionally speaking, with 4 cxb5 White has already accepted the pawn sacrifice but, unlike in the Real Volga Gambit, whether it is possible to win it back depends on the specific events in the next few moves. Finally, moves other than 4 cxb5 lead us to the Volga Gambit Declined (Chapter 3).

  
 The Real Volga Gambit
1 d4 Nf6 2 c4 c5 3 d5 b5 4 cxb5 a6 5 bxa6 Bxa6 (Diagram 3)
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  Diagram 3 (W)

  The Real Volga Gambit

  The pawn balance is irrevocably broken; Black has given up his pawn and it is not clear how to win it back. Black’s advantage in development may seem to give some compensation for his pawn: White does not have any developed pieces while at least two black pieces are developed. Moreover, the queen’s rook has obtained an excellent operating line and can also be considered a developed piece. However, in the Real Volga Gambit there is almost no forcing play ‘move to move’; the position is closed and the kings are safe. That is why Black’s advantage in development is actually of minor importance. Instead Black hopes to prove that he has compensation for his pawn via quite predictable means:

  1) Frontal pressure on the a- and b-pawns down the semi-open files. The fianchettoed bishop on g7 is of invaluable help here – it is often exchanged for the c3-knight to win the pawn back. Black’s queen and knight frequently invade White’s camp, occupying b4, c4, and d3. Black’s initiative is regularly supported by the pawn break ... A5-c4.

  2) Undermining the centre with ... e7-e6 is normally in accordance with the general plan. After dxe6, ... fxe6 Black forms an impressive pawn centre.

  White should be aware of Black’s plans, but he does not have to wait for their successful completion – he has his own possibilities:

  1) He can seize space on the queenside with a2-04, strengthening the b5-square for a possible knight invasion.

  2) He can break through in the centre with e4-e5, releasing the latent energy of his position.

  3) He can attack Black’s king – usually combined with e4-e5 in the late middlegame. However, unfortunately for White this does not happen very often. The attack may be successful if Black becomes too involved in his activities on the queenside.

  Having acquired an extra pawn, generally White must now react defensively to Black’s play. Nevertheless, he has a choice of development schemes on the kingside. After 6 Nc3 g6 the king’s evacuation to the side with 7 e4 Bxf1 8 Kxf1 (Diagram 4), g2-g3 and Kf1-
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  Diagram 4 (B)

  White loses castling rights

  
  g2 is considered the main line, which is reviewed in the following section and Games 1-4. The king tour to h2, which is similar to the main line, is covered in Games 5 and 6, while Game 7 sees a pirouette of the knight (7 Nf3 g6 8 Nd2) in order to recapture with this piece on f1 after e2-e4 and retain the right to castle. The aggressive Murey Variation, 7 f4 occurs in Games 8 and 9, and finally the light-squared fianchetto is covered in the final section (Games 10-13).

  
 The Main Line
1 d4 Nf6 2 c4 c5 3 d5 b5 4 cxb5 a6 5 bxa6 Bxa6 6 Nc3 g6 7 e4 Bxf1 8 Kxf1 d6 9 g3 Bg7 10 Kg2 0-0 (Diagram 5)
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  Diagram 5 (W)

  The Main Line

  This is one of White’s most popular strategies against the Volga Gambit. With 7 e4 White created a pawn centre but at the cost of losing the right to castle. White’s king is forced to hide on the wing and g2-g3 provides it with the shortest way to escape. The weakening of the light squares is not that significant because the light-squared bishops have been swapped and Black’s forces take aim at the queenside. After the knight develops to f3 we have the basic tabiya for the Real Volga Gambit.

  Supporting e4-e5

  11 Nf3 Nbd7

  The manoeuvre ... Ng4-e5 worries White a little; that is why in practice we often see the prophylactic 12 h3. However, according to recent theoretical surveys, it is not worth expending time on this prophylaxis. Instead the continuation 12 Re1 (Diagram 6) supports the breakthrough e4-e5.
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  Diagram 6 (B)

  
  In addition, the rook can successfully defend the queenside along the second rank with Re2.

  Black now has a choice between three plans:

  1) 12 ... Ra6 followed by ... Qd8-a8 (Game 1). Now QA2 and a2-04 neutralises Black’s pressure on the queenside to a considerable extent (see the note to Black’s 14th move). The alternative option with ... e7-e6 (played in the main game) allows Black to start play in the centre. However, it does not appear to equalise.

  2) 12 ... Qa5 is considered in Game 2. The power of the queen prevents White from starting active play on the queenside. However, e7 lacks protection and 13 e5!? looks quite promising. The exchange on e5 allows a formidable battery of the major pieces along the e-file (Sotnikov-Gershon). Instead 13 ... Ng4 withstands White’s action owing to control over the important e5-square.

  3) Unlike the two plans above, 12 ... Ng4 (Game 3) is not possible against 12 h3. Here White chooses 13 f4 with a deliberate positional consolidation.

  When Ne2 is played instead of Nf3, the game transposes to a rare deviation from the main line (see Game 4). The knight on e2 supports its colleague on A3, and both the main game and Korchnoi-Borik demonstrate the typical plan on the queenside with a2-04 and Nc3-b5. On the other hand, the advance e4-e5 is not such a threat any longer.

  Sometimes masters and even grandmasters (Seirawan, Suba, Gulko ... ) employ the peculiar move 9 g4!? (see the notes to Game 4). With this ‘extended fianchetto’ White seizes space on the kingside while hoping that his king will not suffer. Indeed, White has nothing to worry about if he plays carefully. However, taking care of safety means he does not have time to force a stable opening advantage.

  
 Statistics
In the main line White scores 55%; with the deviation Nge2 – 46%; with 9 g4 – 47 %.

  
 Theoretical?
Yes, of course.

  
 Theoretical Status
Respected. The continuation g2-g3 and Nf3 makes fans of the Volga Gambit very worried. It is noticeable that Black runs the risk of failing to draw against very skilful grandmasters and to win against weak players who have studied the main line. The combination of g2-g3 and Ng1-e2 has not been as thoroughly studied but it is also respectable, but nowadays we do not take the eccentric 9 g4 too seriously.

  

  Game 1
P.Horvath-A.Sziebert
Budapest 2002

  

  1 d4 Nf6 2 c4 c5 3 d5 b5 4 cxb5 a6 5 bxa6 g6 6 Nc3 Bxa6 7 e4 Bxf1 8 Kxf1 d6 9 g3 Bg7 10 Kg2 0-0 11 Nf3 Nbd7 12 Re1 Ra6

  This is one of the ideas for generating counterplay; the rook both vacates a8 for the queen and protects the d6-pawn.

  13 Qc2!?

  Also interesting is 13 h3 Qa8 and now:

  a) 14 Re2 e6!? 15 Bf4 exd5 16 exd5 Nh5 17 Bg5 h6 18 Be3 Nb6 19 Qd3 Na4 20 Rd1 (or 20 Nxa4 Rxa4 21 a3 Rb8 and Black has great counterplay) 20 ... Nxc3 21 bxc3 Rxa2 22 Rxa2 Qxa2 23 Nd2 Rb8 24 Nc4 Rb3 25 Nxd6 Rxc3 26 Qe4 Nf6 27 Qe7 Kh7 with equal chances, M.Suba-C.Matamoros, Seville 2002.

  b) 14 Bg5 Nb6 15 Qd2 Na4! (Diagram 7)
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  Diagram 7 (W)

  The thematic ... Na4

  
 NOTE: The manoeuvre ... Nb6-a4 is one of the main strategic ambitions for Black in the Volga Gambit. Once the c3-knight is gone White has trouble keeping his queenside together and Black has definite compensation.

  
 Still a pawn ahead

  
  Here V.Shishkin-V.Malakhatko, Kiev 2001 continued 16 Re2 Rb8 17 Nd1 e6 18 dxe6 fxe6 19 Qc2 d5 (19 ... Nxb2?! would be too soon; after 20 Nxb2 Rxb2 21 Qxb2 Nxe4 22 Rb1! Bxb2 23 Rexb2 White has a large advantage – we do not see any sensible way for Black to save the queen) 20 e5 Ne4 21 b3 Nb6 22 Bf4 c4! and Black had wonderful counterplay.

  13 ... Qa8 14 a4 e6!?

  After 14 ... Rb8 15 b3 Ne8 16 Bg5 White is doing well: 16 ... Rab6 17 Rab1! (17 Nd2 c4!? 18 bxc4 Rb2! 19 Qd3 Nc5 20 Qe3 Qa5 would give Black compensation) 17 ... c4 18 bxc4 Bxc3 19 Rxb6 Nxb6 20 Qxc3 Nxa4 21 Qa1 and White was just a pawn up in Z.Gyimesi-K.Van der Weide, Vlissingen 2002.

  15 Nb5 Qb7 16 Bf4 exd5

  Black needs to play actively now that he has sacrificed a pawn. After 16 ... Ne8 17 Rad1 e5 18 Bc1 Nc7 19 Nxc7 Qxc7 20 b3 White would be ready for Nf3-d2-c4 with a clear edge, as the g7-bishop would have little use here.

  17 exd5 Nxd5 18 Bxd6 Rc8 19 Rad1 Nb4

  19 ... c4 20 Re4 N7b6 21 Be5!? would give White a chance to eliminate the strength of the g7-bishop.

  20 Qb3 Nc6 (Diagram 8) 21 Re3
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  Diagram 8 (W)

  
  Maybe 21 Bf4!? was stronger. After 21 ... Nce5 22 Qd5 Qxd5 23 Rxd5 Nxf3 24 Kxf3 White has good chances in the endgame, though Black has quite active counterplay too.

  21 ... Rb6?!

  This is somewhat clumsy. When White’s queen improves her position, Black’s rook will just be ill-placed on b6.

  21 ... Nce5!? 22 Bxe5 Nxe5 23 Qc2 Nxf3 24 Rxf3 Rf6 25 Qe2 Bf8 is less clear; White still has this extra pawn, but he needs to find a way to get out of the pin comfortably.

  22 Qd5 Nf6

  22 ... Bxb2 is met strongly with 23 Be7! Nxe7 24 Qxb7 Rxb7 25 Rxe7 Rd8 26 Nd6, when Black is suffering.

  23 Qxc5 Ng4 24 Red3

  Or 24 Re4!? Nf6 25 Ree1 with a clear edge.

  24 ... Nce5!? 25 Qxc8+!?

  Also strong is 25 Bc7!? Nxd3 26 Qxb6 Qxb6 27 Bxb6 Nxb2 28 Ra1 Nc4 29 Bd4 when White has good winning chances with his extra pawn.

  25 ... Qxc8 26 Bxe5 Qc2 27 Rd8+ Bf8 28 R1d2 Qxa4 29 Nc3 Qa1 30 Bd6?

  White misses 30 Bd4! Qa5 31 h3 Nh6 32 Nd5, after which the threats of Nf6+ and Ne7+ are decisive.

  30 ... Rxd6 31 R2xd6 Qxb2 32 Nd1 Qb7

  The endgame is a little worse for Black, but he manages to equalise over time.

  33 R6d7 Qc6 34 Rd5 Kg7 35 h3 Nf6 36 Rd3 Be7 37 R8d4 Bc5 38 Rc4 Qb5 39 Rdc3 Bb6 40 Rc2 Qd5 41 Ne3 Bxe3 42 fxe3 Qd3 43 R4c3 Qe4 44 Re2 Qb7 45 Rc4 Qa6 46 Rec2 Nd5 47 Kf2 Qe6 48 e4 Nf6 49 e5 Nd7 50 Kg2 Nxe5 51 Nxe5 Qxe5 ½-½

  
 Game 2
M.Gurevich-M.Ivanov
French League 2001

  

  1 d4 Nf6 2 c4 c5 3 d5 b5 4 cxb5 a6 5 bxa6 g6 6 Nc3 Bxa6 7 e4 Bxf1 8 Kxf1 d6 9 g3 Bg7 10 Kg2 0-0 11 Nf3 Nbd7 12 Re1 Qa5 13 e5

  White can also prevent ... Ng4, but then Black makes good use of the tempo. 13 h3 Rfb8 and now:

  a) 14 e5 dxe5 15 Nxe5 Nxe5 16 Rxe5 Rb7 17 Qf3 Ne8 18 Re2 Nd6 19 Ne4 Nf5 20 Bd2 Qd8 21 Bc3 Nd4 22 Bxd4 Bxd4 with counterplay for the pawn in S.Savchenko-K.Van der Weide, Dieren 1999.

  b) 14 Qc2 Ne8 15 Bd2 Nc7 16 Re2 Qa6! (Diagram 9)

  [image: ]

  Diagram 9 (W)

  a6 – a good place for the queen

  
 NOTE: Once the light-squared bishops have come off, Black’s queen is usually very well placed on a6.

  

  13 ... Ng4

  After 13 ... dxe5 14 Nxe5 Nxe5 15 Rxe5 White has achieved his strategic ambition. I.Sotnikov-A.Gershon, Biel 1996 continued 15 ... Ra7 16 Qe2 Rd8 17 Bd2 Qb6 18 Re1 Rdd7 (weaker is 18 ... Qxb2?! 19 Rxe7 Rxe7 20 Qxe7 Ra8 21 Re2, with a clear edge for White) 19 b3 Qb7 20 Qf3 Ne8 21 R5e2 and White has some advantage, though not too much.

  Accuracy required

  14 exd6 exd6 15 Bf4 Rfb8

  Or 15 ... Nge5?! 16 Nxe5 Nxe5 17 Re4! Qb6 18 Qe2 f5 19 Ra4 Rab8 20 b3 with a clear advantage for White – Dautov.

  16 Re2 Qa6

  Black has no direct route to equality. After 16 ... Bxc3 17 bxc3 Qxc3, 18 Bxd6?! Rb2 gives Black good counterplay but 18 Re7 Rd8 19 Ng5 seems to favour White; 16 ... Nge5 17 Nxe5 Nxe5 18 Bxe5 Bxe5 19 Rc1 Rb4 20 Rcc2 is slightly better for White as in the game.

  17 Rc1 Nge5 18 Nxe5 Nxe5 19 Bxe5 Bxe5 20 b3 Rb4 21 Rd2 (Diagram 10) 21 ... Rd4?!
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  Diagram 10 (B)

  
  17 Bg5 Rxb2!? 18 Qxb2 Bxc3 19 Qxc3 Qxe2 is quite unclear.

  21 ... c4!? 22 Ne2 Kg7 with reasonable counterplay is a better option. Then after 23 bxc4 Rxc4 24 Rxc4 Qxc4 25 Qc2 Qb4 26 Ng1 Ra3 27 Nf3 Bf6 28 Rd3 Qe4 29 Rc3 Qxc2 30 Rxc2 Ra5 31 Rd2 Bc3 a draw agreed in P.Van der Sterren-V.Topalov, Wijk aan Zee 1998. 25 Qb3 is a slight improvement; after 25 ... Qe4+ 26 f3 Qf5 27 Nd4 Bxd4 28 Rxd4 Rc8 Black should still draw but he has to prove it.

  22 Rcc2 Qa5 23 Ne2!

  The beginning of a very strong manoeuvre. After 23 Rxd4 cxd4 24 Ne4 matters are less clear: 24 ... f5 25 Ng5 h6 26 Ne6 Qxd5+ 27 Qf3 Qxf3+ 28 Kxf3 Kf7 and Black has reasonable drawing chances.

  23 ... Rb4 24 Ng1!

  The knight is redirecting itself towards c4.

  24 ... Qa6 25 Nf3 Bg7 26 Qe2 Qb7 27 Rd3 Bh6 28 Nd2 Qd7

  28 ... Bxd2 29 Rdxd2 Qd7 30 Qf3 also gives White excellent winning chances.

  29 Nc4 Re8 30 Qf3 f5?!

  This just creates further weaknesses. Better was 30 ... Rbb8, though after 31 Re2 Rxe2 32 Qxe2 Re8 33 Qf3 Bg5 34 Rc3 Re1 35 Rc2 White is in the driving seat.

  31 Re2 Rbb8 32 Re6! Rxe6

  32 ... Bf8 is met strongly with 33 Rde3 Rxe6 34 dxe6 Qe8 35 Qd5 and White is winning.

  33 dxe6 Qxe6 34 Rxd6 Qe4

  Also losing is 34 ... Qf7 35 Ne5 Qb7 36 Rd8+! Bf8 37 Qxb7 Rxb7 38 Nd7.

  35 Qxe4 fxe4 36 Re6 Ra8 37 a4 Rb8 38 a5 Rxb3 39 a6 1-0

  
 Game 3
A.Karpov-V.Salov
Belgrade 1996

  

  1 d4 Nf6 2 c4 c5 3 d5 b5 4 cxb5 a6 5 bxa6 g6 6 Nc3 Bxa6 7 e4 Bxf1 8 Kxf1 d6 9 g3 Bg7 10 Kg2 Nbd7 11 Nf3 0-0 12 Re1 Ng4 (Diagram 11)
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  Diagram 11 (W)

  Black plays ... Ng4

  Or 12 ... Qb6 13 h3 Ne8 14 Qc2 Nc7 15 Rb1 Rfb8 16 Bg5 Kf8 17 b3 (17 Na4 Qb4 18 b3 Nb5 is less clear – Karpov) 17 ... Qa5 18 Na4 Nb5 19 Qc1! with a slight advantage for White. Now after 19 ... Nc3 20 Nxc3 Qxc3 21 Re2 Ra6 22 Qd1 Qb4 23 Rc1 Rba8 24 Rcc2 Black hadn’t managed to generate counterplay and was getting into trouble in A.Karpov-Kir.Georgiev, Yugoslavia 1996.

  13 Bf4

  This is a very sensible move, but White has also tried more complicated ideas:

  a) 13 Nd2 Nge5 14 Qe2 Nb6 15 f4 Ned7 16 a4 should give White some play. At least after 16 ... Ra5!? 17 Nb3 Bxc3 18 bxc3 Rxa4 19 Rxa4 Nxa4 20 c4 Qb6 21 Qc2 e5 22 dxe6 fxe6 White retained some prospects in S.Atalik-K.Miton, Los Angeles 2000.

  b) 13 Qe2!? is also interesting. After 13 ... Qa5 14 Nd2, in G.Danner-K.Van der Weide, St Polten 2002 Black misplayed his hand completely with 14 ... Bxc3 15 Nc4 Qa6 16 bxc3 Nge5 17 Nxe5 Nxe5 when 18 Bh6! Rfb8 19 Qxa6 Rxa6 20 Reb1 was great for White.

  13 ... Qa5 14 h3

  Also possible is 14 Rc1 with the idea of 14 ... Bxc3 15 bxc3 Qxa2 16 Rc2 Qa6 (but not 16 ... Qc4??, which gives counterplay according to Karpov, but loses directly to 17 Nd2!) 17 Rb2 and White holds on to a slight plus.

  14 ... Nge5 15 Nxe5 Nxe5 16 Qe2 Rfb8 17 Rac1 Qa6

  17 ... Rb4 18 Bxe5 Bxe5 19 Rc2 is similar to the game. Here 19 ... Rxb2?! 20 Rxb2 Bxc3 21 Rb5 Qxa2 22 Rb8+ Kg7 23 Rxa8 leads to a clear advantage – Karpov.

  18 Bxe5 Bxe5 19 Rc2 (Diagram 12)
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  Diagram 12 (B)

  A marginal edge for White

  

  NOTE: White has a small edge here. If you are not prepared to play this kind of position once in a while, then the Volga Gambit is not your cup of tea. However, White does not have great winning chances so objectively it is not a bad choice.

  

  19 ... Qxe2

  19 ... Rb4?! 20 Qf3 Bxc3 21 bxc3 Ra4 apparently wins the pawn back, but after 22 e5 Rxa2 23 Rxa2 Qxa2 24 exd6 exd6 25 Re7 White takes over the initiative and has good winning chances.

  20 Rexe2 Rb4 21 a3

  21 b3 is met with the thematic 21 ... c4! when the weak a-pawn will assure Black of equality: 22 bxc4 Rxc4 23 Nd1 Rd4 24 Rcd2 Rda4 25 f3 Bd4 26 Nf2 Bxf2 and despite being a pawn up, there is no way White can ever make progress – Karpov.

  21 ... Rb3 22 Nd1 Bd4

  After 22 ... Ra4 23 Ne3 Rxe4 24 Nc4 Rxe2 25 Rxe2 Bf6 26 Re3 Rb7 27 b3 White would have made good progress in return for the e-pawn, which cannot be used for much currently.

  23 Ne3 Bxe3 24 Rxe3 Rxe3 25 fxe3 Rb8 26 Kf3 Rb3

  26 ... f6 would allow 27 b4!? cxb4 28 Rb2 b3 29 Ke2 f5 30 Kd3 when White might still have some pressure.

  27 a4 f6 28 g4

  Or 28 Rc3 Rxb2 29 Ra3 Kf7 30 a5 Rb7 31 a6 Ra7 and Black is able to make the draw: 32 Ke2 Ke8 33 Kd3 Kd7 34 Kc4 Kc7 35 Kb5 Ra8 36 Ka5 Rf8 37 Rb3 Rb8 – Karpov.

  28 ... Kf7 29 a5 Rb5 30 a6 Ra5 31 b4 cxb4 32 Rc6 b3 33 Rb6 b2 34 Rxb2 Rxa6 35 Rb5 ½-½

  

  Game 4
D.Komarov-E.Solozhenkin
French League 1998

  

  1 d4 Nf6 2 c4 c5 3 d5 b5 4 cxb5 a6 5 bxa6 g6 6 Nc3 Bxa6 7 e4 Bxf1 8 Kxf1 d6 9 g3

  The more committal 9 g4!? shouldn’t give Black serious problems. Black should not weaken his kingside with 9 ... h5?! 10 g5 Nfd7 11 Nge2 Bg7 12 Kg2 0-0 when White can generate a real attack out of 13 f4 Na6 14 f5. Instead play continues 9 ... Bg7 10 Kg2 (10 g5 Nh5 11 Nge2 Qc8 12 Kg2 Qg4+ 13 Ng3 Nf4+ 14 Bxf4 Qxf4 15 h4 is pretty unclear as well) 10 ... Nbd7 11 g5 Nh5 12 Nge2 Qa5 13 Bd2 Ne5 14 b3 Nd3 15 Na4 Qb5 16 Bc3 Ne5 17 h4 0-0 when both players have their chances but we do not believe that this is the way to defeat the Volga Gambit. Now in M.Suba-G.Milos, Elgoibar 1993 the continuation 18 Rc1 f5 19 gxf6 Bxf6 20 Bxe5 Bxe5 21 Rc4 Rf6 22 f3 Raf8 gave Black real attacking prospects.

  9 ... Bg7 10 Kg2 0-0 11 Nge2!? (Diagram 13)
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  Diagram 13 (B)

  An alternative development

  We think that this alternative development of the knight also offers good chances of gaining an advantage.

  11 ... Nbd7

  11 ... Na6 can be met by 12 Rb1!.

  

  NOTE: This idea is becoming more and more standard; White prepares the option of putting the bishop on b2.

  
 Here A.Goldin-E.Bareev, Irkutsk 1986 continued 12 ... Qd7 13 b3 Nc7 14 f3 Rfb8 15 Qc2 Nb5 16 Nxb5 Qxb5 17 a4 Qa6 18 Nc3 c4 19 b4 Nd7 20 a5 Ne5 21 Bd2 and White had some advantage.

  12 Qc2 Ra6 13 a4 Qa8 14 Nb5 Qb7 15 Nec3

  Also interesting is 15 Rd1 Rfa8 16 Nec3 c4 17 Be3 Nb6 (or 17 ... Ng4 18 Bd4 Bxd4 19 Rxd4 Nb6 20 b3 cxb3 21 Qxb3 Ne5 and White is a little better) 18 Bxb6 Qxb6 19 Rd4 Rc8 20 Nd1 Ng4 21 Rxc4 Rxc4 22 Qxc4 Qxf2+! 23 Nxf2 Ne3+ 24 Kf3 Nxc4 25 Nd3 Bxb2 26 Ra2 and White retains some chances, V.Korchnoi-O.Borik, Vienna 1986.

  15 ... c4

  After 15 ... e6, 16 Rd1 exd5 17 exd5 Ne5 18 Bf4 should keep a slight plus.

  16 Ra3 Nc5 17 Be3 Nfd7 18 Bd4 (Diagram 14) 18 ... Bh6?!

  [image: ]

  Diagram 14 (B)

  Opposing bishops

  
  This inspires White to create a very strong attack on the kingside. Better was something like 18 ... Rfa8 19 f3 Nb3 20 Bxg7 Kxg7 21 Qe2 Nb6 22 e5, though White retains some pressure.

  19 h4!? Nb3 20 h5 Nxd4 21 Nxd4 Bg7 22 Nc6 Nb8 23 hxg6 hxg6 24 Nxb8 Rxb8 25 Nb5 Rc8 26 Rc3! Bxc3 27 Qxc3 e5?

  27 ... f6 was forced. Still, after 28 Qe3 e5 (28 ... g5? 29 Qf3 does not work) 29 Qh6 Qg7 30 Qh3 f5 (30 ... Re8 31 Nc7! wins) 31 exf5 gxf5 32 Qxf5 Black is in considerable trouble.

  28 Nxd6! 1-0

  
 Modifying the Main Line with h2-h3
1 d4 Nf6 2 c4 c5 3 d5 b5 4 cxb5 a6 5 bxa6 Bxa6 6 Nc3 g6 7 e4 Bxf1 8 Kxf1 d6 9 Nf3 Bg7 10 h3 0-0 11 Kg1 Nbd7 12 Kh2 (Diagram 15)

  [image: ]

  Diagram 15 (B)

  Castling ‘by hand’

  This king evacuation leads to the loss of a tempo (later on White almost always has to move his king back to g1). However, everything is okay with the light squares on the kingside and there is no manoeuvre ... Nf6-g4 to worry about. Because of this White has the breakthrough e4-e5 in his arsenal – the pawn structure f2-g2-h3 is better adapted to this advance in the centre than the main line’s f2-g3-h2. Even so, this lunge still requires proper preparation (see the note to White’s 14th move in Game 6).

  Black’s basic plans are the usual: attack the queenside pawns (see Game 6) and undermining with ... e7-e6 (see Game 5). We have some variety here thanks to the atypical advance of the f-pawn in the game Varga-Rogers (see the notes to Game 5).

  As with the g2-g3 line, with h2-h3 there is also the option of the rare Ng1-e2, a plan that Grandmaster Shulman particularly likes. He attacked on the kingside against Fominyh (see the notes to Game 5), which is unusual for the Real Volga Gambit. As mentioned previously, the more modest development of the knight doesn’t support the e4-e5 advance, and White is usually busy consolidating and improving his position on the queenside.

  
 Statistics
With h2-h3 and Nf3, White scores 54%; in the case of h2-h3 and Ne2, 66%.

  
 Theoretical?
Fairly, despite a drop in popularity.

  
 Theoretical Status
Quite well respected – Black is not ready to exploit the apparent sluggishness of his opponent. Normally, we see a manoeuvring game where White’s loss of tempo does not play a significant role.

  

  Game 5
R.Sherbakov-H.Teske
Pardubice 1999

  

  1 d4 Nf6 2 c4 c5 3 d5 b5 4 cxb5 a6 5 bxa6 g6 6 Nc3 Bxa6 7 e4 Bxf1 8 Kxf1 d6 9 h3 Bg7 10 Nf3

  Another version of this line involves developing the knight to e2: 10 Nge2 0-0 11 Kg1 Qb6 12 Rb1 Nbd7 13 Kh2 Rfb8 (Diagram 16).

  [image: ]

  Diagram 16 (W)

  Developing with Nge2

  Basically it looks to us as if Black has reasonable counterplay. Here is an example: 14 Qc2 Ne8 15 Bg5 Nc7 16 Rhd1.

  

  WARNING: 16 Bxe7?! f6 forces White into 17 e5 Nxe5 18 f4 Nf7, when he is suddenly struggling.

  
 16 ... Na6 17 Qd2 Nb4 18 a3 (18 b3?! Ra3 19 Na4 Qa6 20 Nec3 Bxc3 21 Nxc3 f6 22 Bh6 Nxa2 with an advantage for Black because of the weak b3-pawn, Y.Shulman-A.Fominyh, Minsk 1995) 18 ... Ne5!? 19 axb4 cxb4 with an unclear position.

  Not quite equalising

  
  10 ... 0-0 11 Kg1 Nbd7

  11 ... Na6 isn’t natural – the knight is not very flexible here: 12 Kh2 Qb6 13 Re1 Nd7 14 Re2 Nb4 15 Bg5 Rfe8 16 Qd2 Qa6 17 Bh6 Bh8 18 Ne1 Rab8 19 a3 (after 19 Rd1 Qc4 20 a3 Na2! 21 Nxa2 Qxa2 22 Nd3 Ne5 23 Nc1 Qa1 a draw was agreed in A.Graf-E.Ghaem Magami, Shenyang 1999) 19 ... Qa7 20 Rb1 Na6 21 b3 and we think White is a little better.

  12 Kh2 Nb6 13 Re1 Qd7

  13 ... Nfd7 has also been tried, with Black obtaining counterplay after 14 Qc2 Nc4 15 Qe2 Ndb6 16 Kg1 Qd7 17 Nd2 Nxd2 18 Bxd2 f5!? and now:

  a) 19 exf5?! Qxf5 20 Qe6+ Qxe6 21 dxe6 Nc4 and Black has the initiative.

  b) 19 Qd3!? Na4 20 Qc2 when possibly White retains some advantage.

  c) 19 Nd1 f4 20 Bc3 f3!? 21 Qd3 Bxc3 22 Nxc3 fxg2 23 Kxg2 Qb7 with chances for both sides, P.Varga-I.Rogers, Lugano 1999.

  14 Qc2 e6!? (Diagram 17)
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  Diagram 17 (W)

  
  In the game this idea doesn’t really manage to equalise. Maybe 13 ... Nfd7 is preferable.

  15 dxe6

  15 Bg5 allows Black to equalise after 15 ... exd5 16 Bxf6 Bxf6 17 exd5 Bxc3 18 bxc3 Nxd5 19 Rad1 Nf6 20 c4 Ra6.

  15 ... fxe6 16 Kg1 d5 17 Ne5 Qb7 18 exd5

  18 Nd3?! would lead White into trouble after 18 ... d4! 19 e5!? (not 19 Nxc5? Qc6 20 Nd1 Nfd7 21 b4 d3 when Black wins) 19 ... Nfd7 20 Ne4 c4 and Black is taking over the initiative.

  18 ... exd5 19 Bg5 Rae8?!

  Black shouldn’t allow White to have such a strong knight in the centre. After 19 ... Nfd7 20 Nxd7 Nxd7 21 Rad1 Rf5 22 Qd2 Nb6 White’s advantage is not that great.

  20 a4 Qb8

  Slightly better is 20 ... Nfd7, although after 21 Nxd7 Nxd7 22 Qd2 d4 23 Nb5 White is doing quite well anyway. Now Black has trouble keeping his centre together.

  21 Bxf6! Bxf6 22 Ng4 Rxe1+ 23 Rxe1 Bd4

  23 ... Qb7 loses to 24 Nxf6+ Rxf6 25 a5 Nc4 26 Re8+ Kg7 27 Ne4! when besides the extra pawn White also has a very strong attack.

  24 a5 Nc4 25 Nxd5 Qxb2

  25 ... Nxa5 would also face destruction after 26 Qd2 Nc6 27 Re6 Nb4 28 Ndf6+ followed by Nd7.

  26 Ndf6+ Bxf6 27 Qxc4+ Kh8 28 Nxf6 1-0

  
 Game 6
P.Haba-M.Prusikin
Germany 2003

  

  1 d4 Nf6 2 c4 c5 3 d5 b5 4 cxb5 a6 5 bxa6 g6 6 Nc3 Bxa6 7 e4 Bxf1 8 Kxf1 d6 9 Nf3 Bg7 10 h3 0-0 11 Kg1 Nbd7 12 Kh2 Qa5 13 Re1 Rfb8 14 Qc2

  White has also played 14 Re2 but it appears to be less testing. The thing is, if Black has enough time to put all his pieces in the right places, then he is not positionally worse. For example, 14 ... Rb4 15 Kg1 Ne8 16 a3 Rb7 17 Rc2 Rab8 18 Qe2 Ne5 19 Nxe5 Bxe5 with counterplay, L.Portisch-E.Vasiukov, Manila 1974; or 14 ... Ne8 15 Rc2 Nb6 16 Qe2 Qa6 17 e5?! (too optimistic; 17 Qxa6 Rxa6 18 Rb1 f5!? with chances for both sides was more reasonable) 17 ... Qxe2 18 Rxe2 Nc4 19 exd6 exd6 20 a4 Nc7 21 Re7 Bxc3 22 Rxc7 Bxb2 23 Bxb2 Rxb2 24 Kg3 Rb3 and Black was a little better in Se.Ivanov-S.Sivokho, St Petersburg 1999.

  14 ... Nb6 15 Nd1 c4! (Diagram 18)

  [image: ]

  Diagram 18 (W)

  ... c5-c4 – aggressive play!

  
  Black is playing very aggressively, meeting the demands of the position. Slower play would give White a nice position: 15 ... Qa6 16 Bd2 Nc4 17 Bc3 Rb7 18 Kg1 e6 19 dxe6 fxe6 20 e5!? and Black is probably already significantly worse.

  16 Be3 Nfd7 17 Re2 Nc5 18 Nd2

  18 Nd4? would be met by 18 ... Bxd4! 19 Bxd4 Nb3! 20 axb3 Qxa1 21 bxc4 Nxc4! when Black is clearly better – Prusikin.

  18 ... Nb3!

  Necessary; after 18 ... Qa4 19 Qxa4 Nbxa4 20 Nxc4 Nxe4 21 Rc1 Black is running out of options.

  
  19 Nxb3

  19 Nxc4? is less testing. After 19 ... Nxa1 20 Nxa5 Nxc2 21 Bxb6 Rxb6 22 Nc4 Black has 22 ... Nd4! 23 Nxb6 Ra6 24 Re3 Rxb6, winning.

  19 axb3 Qxa1 20 bxc4 Nd7 21 Nf3 Rb7 is not clear, but it is hard to see why White should have any interest in playing like this.

  19 ... cxb3 20 Qxb3 Na4 (Diagram 19) 21 Qd3

  [image: ]

  Diagram 19 (W)

  Pressure on the queenside!

  
  21 Qc4 would allow Black to equalise with a very nice variation: 21 ... Nxb2 22 Nxb2 Rxb2! 23 Rc1 Be5+! 24 f4 Qxa2 25 Qxa2 Raxa2 26 Rxb2 Bxb2 27 Rc2 Ra3! and White does not have a shadow of an advantage.

  White could probably have still achieved a slight edge with 21 Bd2! Qa6 22 Qf3 Nc5 23 Re3 Qb7 24 Bc3 Nb3 25 Rb1 Bxc3 26 axb3 Be5+ 27 Kh1 Rc8, as indicated by Prusikin. Still, as already mentioned, Black should not fear this kind of position. Here White might have two extra pawns, but making them count is another matter.

  21 ... Nxb2 22 Nxb2 Rxb2 ½-½

7 Nf3 d6 8 Nd2
1 d4 Nf6 2 c4 c5 3 d5 b5 4 cxb5 a6 5 bxa6 Bxa6 6 Nc3 g6 7 Nf3 d6 8 Nd2 (Diagram 20)

  [image: ]

  Diagram 20 (B)

  White plays Nf3-d2

  
  This was first played in 1970 and was popular for some years. White doesn’t want to lose his right to castle and so uses his knight’s assistance. After e2-e4 and the exchange ... Bxf1, Nxf1 the knight heads for 53 (where it takes control of A4) with castling to follow. If Black plays slowly (see the note to Black’s 10th move in Game 7) White can consolidate the queenside. However, the game Bareev-Kasparov (Game 7) identifies the dark side of White’s strategy: the breakthrough with e4-e5 is not threatened, the d2-bishop is confined by its own knights, and the weakness of the d3-square affects the situation.

  Besides the banal 8 ... Bg7, Black has the option of 8 ... Qa5 (see the note to Black’s 8th move in Game 7). If 9 e4 Bxf1 White is unable to recapture on f1 with his knight in view of the loss of the e4-pawn, so he loses his right to castle and Nf3-d2 does not make sense any more. 9 g3 is possible, but if White had intended to fianchetto there was no need for Nf3-d2. Finally, 9 f3 prepares the advance e2-e4 at the cost of a tempo and some weakening of the dark squares.

  
 Statistics
8 Nd2 gives White 50% overall, but only 46% after 8 ... Qa5.

  
 Theoretical?
No. Since the 1970s, 8 Nd2 has been very rarely employed and almost always by pretty weak chess players.

  
 Theoretical Status
Insignificant. The continuation 8 Nd2 was introduced in the early days of the Volga Gambit; at that time White was looking for an effective weapon against a dangerous new opening. Now White has developed reliable lines and there is no more need for these artificial means.

  

  Game 7
E.Bareev-G.Kasparov
Linares 1994

  

  1 d4 Nf6 2 c4 c5 3 d5 b5 4 cxb5 a6 5 bxa6 g6 6 Nf3 Bxa6 7 Nc3 d6 8 Nd2

  The many tempi lost with this manoeuvre is to some extent outweighed by the arrival at e3 of White’s knight. Still, Black should have good chances to equalise.

  8 ... Bg7

  Black’s other option is 8 ... Qa5 (Diagram 21).

  [image: ]

  Diagram 21 (W)

  A spanner in the works

  
  Now White has various options:

  a) 9 g3 Bg7 10 Bg2 0-0 11 0-0 Nbd7 12 Qc2 Rfb8 13 Rd1 Ne5 14 h3 Nfd7 15 Kh2 Ra7 16 f4 Nc4 17 Nxc4 Bxc4 18 Bd2 Qa6 19 Re1 Nb6 20 b3 Bxc3 21 Bxc3 Bxd5 22 e4 Ba8 23 f5 with unclear play, S.Gligoric-D.Rajkovic, Vrbas 1977.

  b) 9 f3 Bg7 10 e4 Bxf1 11 Nxf1 Nfd7 12 Qd2 Nb6 13 Ne3 N8d7 14 0-0 c4 with good counterplay for Black, M.Gerusel-R.Knaak, Leipzig 1975.

  c) 9 e4 Bxf1 10 Kxf1 Bg7 11 g3 Nbd7 12 Kg2 Qa6 13 Qf1 is probably still slightly favourable for White.

  9 e4 Bxf1 10 Nxf1 Qa5

  10 ... 0-0 11 Ne3 Na6?! is inferior, with White doing well in the following game: 12 0-0 Nd7 13 Qe2 Qc7 14 Bd2 Qb7 15 Rab1 Nc7 16 b3 e6 17 a4 Rfe8 18 Nc4 Qa6 19 Qf3 Ne5 20 Nxe5 Bxe5 21 Rfd1, M.Taimanov-P.Benko, Wijk aan Zee 1970.

  11 Bd2 0-0 12 Ne3 Nbd7

  12 ... Qa6 13 Qe2 Nbd7 14 Qxa6 Rxa6 15 Ke2 might give White a slight edge in the endgame.

  13 0-0 Qa6 14 Qc2 Ne5 15 b3

  15 a4 is interesting, with White being better after 15 ... Qd3 (15 ... c4?! 16 Nb5 Rfc8 17 Bc3 would not be good for Black) 16 b3 Rfb8 17 Rfb1 Qxc2 18 Nxc2 Nd3 19 f3 Nd7 20 Kf1 f5 21 exf5 gxf5 22 Ne3.

  15 ... Nfd7

  15 ... Rfb8 allows White to get a slight edge with 16 f4 Nd3 17 Nc4 Nb4 18 Qd1, when 18 ... Nxe4 19 Nxe4 Bxa1 20 Qxa1 Qxa2 21 Qxa2 Rxa2 22 Bxb4 Rxb4 23 Rf3 leaves Black still looking for a clear way to equalise.

  16 f4 Nd3 17 a3 Bd4 18 Kh1 Rfc8 19 Rab1

  Or 19 Rad1 Nb4 20 axb4 cxb4 21 Nc4 bxc3 22 Bxc3 Bxc3 23 Qxc3 Nc5 with good play for Black, a draw being likely.

  19 ... c4!? (Diagram 22)
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  Diagram 22 (W)

  Looking for complications

  
  Kasparov is always willing to solve all problems with tactics.

  20 b4

  20 Nxc4 Nf2+ 21 Rxf2 Bxf2 22 Nd1 Bd4 23 Qd3 Bg7 was possibly better, while 20 bxc4 Bxe3 21 Qxd3 Bxd2 22 Qxd2 Qxc4 23 Rfc1 Nc5 seems to give Black good compensation, especially after 24 Rb4?! Qd3!.

  20 ... Nf6 21 Ned1 Rcb8

  21 ... Qxa3? would be wrong because of 22 Nb5 Qa2 23 Nxd4 Qxc2 24 Nxc2 Ra2 25 Nde3 Nxe4 26 Be1, when Black’s tactic clearly hasn’t worked. However, 21 ... Qb6!? is interesting; following 22 a4 Bxc3 23 a5 Qa7 24 Nxc3 Ng4 (24 ... Nf2+ 25 Rxf2 Qxf2 26 Qc1 is less clear) 25 g3 Qd4 Black has great counterplay.

  22 Ne3

  After 22 Be3 Qb6 23 Na4 Rxa4 24 Bxd4 Qxd4 25 Qxa4 Nxe4 26 Qc2 Rb5! Black has a clear edge according to Kasparov: White simply
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