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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




	∞

	unclear




	⇄

	with counterplay




	!

	good move




	!!

	excellent move




	?

	bad move




	??

	blunder




	!?

	interesting move




	?!

	dubious move




	N

	novelty









Preface

Hello to all my old and new readers.

In this book I propose to you the dangerous and underrated Hippopotamus system, a ‘universal’ defence for Black against all White’s possible openings: 1.e4, 1.d4, 1.c4, 1.f4, Colle, London, Trompowsky, Réti and minor ones.

For me this system has a great sentimental and practical value as it was my main defence in the period when I achieved three IM norms. Back in 2006, I wrote a book on this set-up which sold out quickly and is now unavailable. In the meantime the system has grown and has been noticed by many players, both at normal Open level and by top GMs. I myself gained a fourth IM norm thanks to the semi-Hippopotamus, in a key game against the ‘living legend’ Romanishin, and several students of mine have had success with this system. In short, now is the right time for a completely new work on the Hippopotamus system, supplemented by a full discussion of the semi-Hippopotamus, which was left unexplored in the earlier book.

An ever wider public is looking for clear and simple systems of play, to avoid getting lost in the endless maze of opening theory, and the Hippopotamus really fits the bill here. The book is aimed at everyone, in that the explanations are as detailed as possible. Conversely, using the opening itself will be more suitable for some than others. In the band from beginners up to Elo 1800 it can be used with light preparation, as games are decided by factors that lie outside the opening; in the 1800-2100 range, a good knowledge of the strategy and a careful study of move orders will be needed. Above the 2100 threshold, the defence is still perfectly sound but, for competitive reasons, it is kept back as a surprise weapon because it requires accurate preparation as well as deeper study by yourself with a computer.

It’s time to get down to work. Enjoy your Hippopotamus games!

Alessio De Santis
 Piacenza 2018





The Hippopotamus in 60 seconds


The Hippopotamus is a ‘universal’ set-up for Black, against all White openings.




The semi-Hippopotamus comes about when it isn’t possible, or suitable, to complete all the moves of the basic set-up.



[image: images]


There is only one Hippopotamus, there are many semi-Hippos.







Layout of the book and study method

This book is designed to be studied in three parts, corresponding to three different levels of detail. You can study one, two or three of the sections according to how much preparation you need. The many diagrams given allow you to study large parts of the book by following the moves without a board from one diagram to the next.

Stage 1: Flash

The first stage makes much use of visualization of positions, rather than memorizing moves. Here you’ll find the basics for playing the Hippopotamus straight away, advantages, disadvantages and a quick outline of strategic themes and recurring motifs. This section might take you no more than 3-4 hours of work, depending on your playing strength and how quickly you learn.

Stage 2: Reflection

The second stage introduces you to the study of complete strategies and the problems posed by your opponent. It is the longest section, full of instructive annotated games without the burden of theory. The knowledge contained in the first two levels is often adequate for me to compete up to international level, given that many opponents are not as well prepared for the Hippopotamus as they are for other openings.

Stage 3: In depth

In the third stage we’ll do a detailed study of the theoretical problems (often not known by White either), but still in a form that’s manageable for the club player. This is the part where semi-Hippopotamuses predominate, because these come about to counter specific ideas by White.





Stage 1: Flash

TOPICS

• Chapter 1 – Introduction to the Hippopotamus system

• Chapter 2 – A universal defence or not?

• Chapter 3 – The idea behind the Hippopotamus defence

• Chapter 4 – Why play the Hippopotamus?

• Chapter 5 – Hippopotamus or semi-Hippopotamus?

• Chapter 6 – The strategic elements of the Hippopotamus

• Chapter 7 – The significance of the Hippopotamus moves

• Chapter 8 – The significance of the semi-Hippopotamus moves

• Chapter 9 – Three famous Hippopotamuses





CHAPTER 1

Introduction to the Hippopotamus system

The Hippopotamus defence is a ‘universal’ system of play in chess, which Black can use against almost all White openings.

It is based on a set of 10 standard moves which, in theory, can be played almost without paying any attention to what White does. These are, in various orders, the moves: 1...g6, 2...♗g7, 3...d6, 4...♘d7, 5...e6, 6...♘e7, 7...b6, 8...♗b7, 9...h6, 10...a6.

Or equally: 1...b6, 2...♗b7, 3...e6, 4...♘e7, 5...d6, 6...♘d7, 7...g6, 8...♗g7, 9...a6, 10...h6.

You can of course start off with 1...d6 (suggesting a Pirc) or 1...e6 (like a French). This ‘auto-pilot’ is possible because Black’s set-up is backward and makes no contact with the white formation.


The Hippopotamus is a ‘universal’ Black defence.



[image: Images]


The Hippopotamus scores a respectable 48% overall.



For the moment let’s leave aside White’s set-up; Black’s defence is intrinsically sound. When Black reaches the full set-up (2500 games), White has shown no real advantage, a theoretical 52%, leaving Black with a respectable 48% score, second only to the Sicilian Defence. What’s more, when White plays the kingside opening 1.e4, which is wrongly considered the most dangerous, his overall score goes down to 49%, giving Black 51%!

If White tries an early attack, or opts for a particular set-up, Black will need to take adequate measures and not blindly follow predetermined moves. And so the semi-Hippopotamus comes into being, when the original idea is put on hold or completely replaced by others. This doesn’t mean that the new positions are worse, sometimes they are actually even better for Black.


The semi-Hippopotamus is a family of positions that start out as a Hippopotamus, but in which, by competitive choice or necessity, Black deviates from the full set-up.



Since in the semi-Hippopotamus one or more moves from the full set-up are left out, there are countless new positions that can be reached. Compared to the original idea, these have a variability ranging from a few details up to the entire strategic plan.

Here are two examples of a semi-Hippopotamus:

[image: Images]

Black hasn’t got the time to do a second fianchetto, he must play ...f7-f5 before White does.


Sometimes the difference is minimal, other times the whole strategic set-up changes.

In the semi-Hippopotamus one or more moves from the full set-up are left out.



[image: Images]

Black has swapped off a knight and doesn’t have a kingside fianchetto.

I note that some also consider the following position to be a Hippopotamus:

[image: Images]

Whereas for others it’s a semi-Hippopotamus, especially if Black doesn’t intend to play ...h7-h6/...a7-a6.

The h6♙ avoids the exchange of the fianchettoed bishop by White, defends the g5-square, and allows you to play ...g6-g5. The a6♙ has the same functions in mirror image. These moves could have a key role in the ‘construction’ phase of the Hippopotamus, but they might be less useful against certain variations.

For me the question is academic – the Hippopotamus is a universal way of playing which arises from the combination of various strategies and branches out into thematic variations. Generally I will call semi-Hippopotamuses those cases where several moves differ from the basic formation, whereas I won’t insist on specifying this where there are minimal changes.

We play the Hippopotamus for a very specific reason, slowing the pace of the game in the opening to calm down attacking players. We only need to get used to the restricted space and not see it as a disadvantage. If you have less space, you also have less territory to defend, the defence is thus concentrated and ready for the counterattack; you just need to know how.


Some think that having less space is a disadvantage, we see the plus side of having less territory to defend.







CHAPTER 2

A universal defence or not?

The Hippopotamus system is relatively young but is now accepted as sound, though with some limits. Yet there are some common and misleading criticisms of it:

There’s the criticism that the Hippopotamus is not ‘really’ universal.

The term ‘universal’ should be understood figuratively, as with other chess openings. As noted already, Black will vary depending on how much White himself deviates from the more normal plans.

‘Refutations’ are suggested in the form of specific variations.

Someone devises an ideal set-up for White, reckoning that Black ‘obviously’ has to carry on with the ten standard moves. Clearly, if you were 100% sure about how your opponent would develop, you could prepare a refutation away from the board against any defence! But you will play ‘against’ any White set-up with suitable variations.


The Hippopotamus + semi-Hippopotamus should be considered as an integrated system which as a whole is universal! That is, a weapon against any opening by White.



Then some say that the Hippopotamus is only good against weak players, and that strong players don’t use it.

Well... apart from the fact that any player up against a weaker one plays unusual systems from time to time, I’d be the first to recommend that every opening or defence should be played with something of a surprise effect, so as not to run into serious preparation.

With that said, the critics are clearly ignorant of the data available in any database. In the book you will find many Hippopotamuses played by very well-known GMs and even world champions.

If anything, my warning would be the opposite one. The Hippopotamus is a system that is easy to play at the beginning, precisely because many opponents are not prepared, but it does require increasingly sensitive handling against strong opponents.

I’d like to see champions such as Carlsen and Caruana take up the Hippopotamus, but, for the moment, we’ll have to settle for seeing how they got beaten by it.

Magnus Carlsen

2714

Gata Kamsky

2724

Moscow Wch Blitz 2007 (4)

Blitz and rapid play are the formats favoured by GMs to try out the Hippopotamus.

1.e4 g6 2.d4 ♗g7 3.♘c3 b6 4.♗e3 ♗b7

The double fianchetto is one way to set up the Hippopotamus.

5.♕d2 e6 6.h4 h6 7.f3 d6 8.0-0-0

White chooses the centre with f3, especially recommended against the Hippopotamus. In addition, he prepares for a kingside attack, assuming that Black castles on that side.

8...♘d7 9.g4

[image: Images]

The kingside attack begins. The idea is to manage, somehow, to break up the black pawns.

9...a6 10.♗d3 b5

Black reacts.

11.♘ge2 b4

He speeds up play on the queenside so as not to give White time to carry out the attack.

12.♘a4 a5 13.b3 ♘e7

The Hippopotamus is completed – only some expansion moves have been played early.

[image: Images]

The opening phase is now over; Black could have played it in a few seconds, given that he has made only standard moves. White seems to have it all under control and yet, after his next move, everything falls in on him like a house of cards.

14.f4?

Weak. A highly extended centre is not necessarily strong but you do need to be in a position to attack it. The Hippopotamus is deceptive because your pieces are kept back, but in fact they can rapidly advance in any direction.

14...♘f6

[image: Images]

The e4- and g4-pawns are weak.

15.♗b5+ ♔f8

Black gives up on castling, as usual in the Hippopotamus.

16.♘g3 ♘xe4

Black has a winning advantage.

17.♘xe4 ♗xe4 18.♖he1 h5 19.f5?

[image: Images]

He sacrifices a second pawn free of charge, hoping that the opening of lines might, in a blitz game, give him some chances.

19...gxf5 20.gxf5 ♗xf5 21.♗g5 f6 22.♗f4 ♘d5 23.♗c4??

[image: Images]

23...♘xf4

Wins a piece, since the queen can’t recapture with 24.♕xf4 because of the skewer after 24...♗h6. The rest is technique.

24.♔b1 ♗h6 25.♖f1 ♘d5 26.♕e1 ♘e3 27.♖xf5 exf5 28.♗e6 ♘xd1 29.♕xd1 ♕e8 30.d5 ♕g6 31.♕d4 ♔g7 32.a3 ♕g4 33.♕d3 ♖he8 34.♕b5 ♖e7 35.♕c6 ♖b8

White resigned.

An incredibly easy win against the future World Champion.

In my experience, playing the Hippopotamus in rapid games is worth an advantage of 100 Elo points in practice!

In the next example, the future ace Caruana loses a well-contested game at a normal time limit, showing that the Hippopotamus is OK for all formats.

Fabiano Caruana

2474

Niccolo Ronchetti

2417

Bratto 2006 (7)

1.e4 g6 2.d4 ♗g7 3.♘c3 d6 4.♗e3 a6

This is the move order suggested by GM Tiger Hillarp Persson for reaching the Hippopotamus.

5.h4

[image: Images]

This aggression is another anti-Hippo idea. Sometimes we will react by pushing ...h7-h6, as in the previous game, other times by pushing ...h7-h5 to block.

5...h5!

Here ‘technically’ we go from the Hippopotamus to the semi-Hippopotamus, as one or more moves will be different. But in just how many main openings would White get ‘ruffled’ with h2-h4 ? Isn’t it perhaps he who is the first to give up on his own normal plans?

6.f3

The idea is that, long term, White will force the breakthrough thrust g2-g4.

6...b5!

An immediate reaction.

7.♕d2 ♘d7 8.0-0-0 ♗b7

The b7-bishop discourages the desired thrust with the g-pawn which would weaken the long diagonal a8-h1.

9.♘h3 ♖c8

Black takes an X-ray aim at the white king.

[image: Images]

Hippopotamus or semi-Hippopotamus is an academic question of names. The defence comes with a concept that is shaped along the way and adapted to White’s set-up.

10.♘g5

The knight goes forward but it’s not supported by other pieces.

10...c5 11.dxc5

A critical moment: White doesn’t want to push d4-d5, so as not to be weak on the dark squares, but perhaps it was better for him to slow down the play (if 11.d5 ♕a5).

11...♘xc5 12.♗d4 ♘f6 13.♔b1 0-0

[image: Images]

Black has reached a good Dragon-type position. A manoeuvring phase follows, with various slips from both sides which I won’t dwell on. We are interested in the verdict on the opening.

14.g3 ♕c7 15.♗h3 e6?

15...♖b8 would have avoided the problem.

[image: Images]

16.♖he1?

Possible was the interesting sacrifice 16.♗xc5 dxc5 17.♗xe6!? fxe6 18.♘xe6 ♕e7 19.♘xf8∞.

16...♖fd8 17.a3

The moment has passed and the sacrifice no longer works – now after 17...dxc5 the white queen hangs.

17...♖b8

[image: Images]

Even if White stands slightly better, Black certainly emerges from the opening OK.

18.♕f2 e5

Black grasps the nettle and drives away the enemy bishop, to attack on the queenside, at the cost of weakening the d5-square.

19.♗e3 ♗a8 20.♗f1

This unprovoked retreat seems to indicate a certain dead end in the white position.

20...♘cd7 21.♖d2 b4

The breakthrough, Black takes over the initiative.

[image: Images]

22.axb4 ♖xb4 23.♘a2 ♖bb8 24.♗xa6 ♕a5!?

Black throws himself forward, dropping a couple of pawns along the way. Maybe the sacrifice is not 100% sound but the defence is harder than the attack.

25.♖xd6 ♗f8 26.♕d2? ♕a3!

[image: Images]

The real critical moment. Black threatens mate on b2 and several white pieces are hanging and under attack.

After several indirect exchanges...

27.♖b6 ♘xb6 28.♕xd8 ♕xa2+! 29.♔xa2 ♖xd8 30.♗xb6 ♖d6!

we reach the point of the combination, which White probably missed when playing 26.♕d2.

[image: Images]

This last double attack wins a piece.

31.♗c4 ♖xb6 32.♘xf7 ♔g7 33.♖d1 ♗e7⩲

Takes away the entry squares from the white rook. In all, White has three pawns for the piece, but this is hardly enough compensation. In the ending Black’s extra piece made its presence felt.

0-1 in 117 moves.

Summary

It will be up to you to decide whether to use the Hippopotamus as a surprise weapon or as a regular opening choice, once you’ve understood the pros and cons.

The Hippopotamus is a valid weapon, but it is still a defence, so White can hope for a tangible theoretical edge.

We won’t always be playing against GMs but if the Hippopotamus was good enough to beat Caruana and Carlsen, then it could be good for you.

The integrated Hippopotamus + semi-Hippo system really is universal, in that it provides you with a weapon against any White opening.





CHAPTER 3

The idea behind the Hippopotamus defence

Why

The main idea behind the Hippopotamus is to avoid the excessive theory which plagues the main openings and get back to play based on strategy and general principles.


First aim: avoiding theory.



Aren’t you tired of having to know 20 or more moves just to stay afloat in complex variations of the Sicilian, French, Ruy Lopez (Spanish), King’s Indian, etc? The theory takes shape as the ‘cut and thrust’ of specific moves because Black is trying to counter White’s gain of space. If Black doesn’t put any pieces outside the pawn chain, White will lack points of contact to attack your pieces and this naturally slows down the pace of the game. If White goes forward no matter what, he risks losing his balance and leaving himself open to counterattack.


Second aim: slowing down the pace.



People who play the Hippopotamus sometimes complain about being somewhat cramped. In actual fact, the disadvantage is only psychological. Many apparently ‘aggressive’ defences end up in restricted positions.

Any Sicilian, however good, ultimately boils down to positions on three ranks:


[image: Images]

A common Sicilian. White attacks fiercely.




[image: Images]

White gets the annoying Maroczy Bind.



Not to mention the cramping suffered in any French...


[image: Images]

French, Alekhine-Chatard Attack. Black is suffocating and accepting the gambit is dangerous.



... or King’s Indian.


[image: Images]

In the King’s Indian, Mar del Plata Variation, Black has some share of the space, but after 16 moves his counterplay is yet to begin.



In our Hippopotamus and semi-Hippopotamus defences we will manoeuvre slowly at the start and then join battle later, on our terms, often getting back into very well-known structures, but without the burden of exact move orders.


Third aim: the hidden counterattack.




[image: Images]

Would you say that this King’s Indian structure developed from a complete Hippopotamus? Black does have the bishop pair, which he has to reactivate with the manoeuvre ...♗b7-c8.







CHAPTER 4

Why play the Hippopotamus?

The Hippopotamus is an instructive opening, which teaches you chess structures, strategic themes and tactics, like a course on the middlegame. Every so often, Grandmasters lament the ‘death’ of chess from too much theory, until, right on cue, new systems are introduced. The Hippopotamus is one of these: it’s entertaining, you don’t constantly have to keep up-to-date with theory and it brings satisfying practical results. The Hippopotamus doesn’t seem likely to be refuted or become too theoretical. Of course it may happen that you find yourself with a slight theoretical disadvantage, such as -0.39, but so what? You can manage such a disadvantage just as with any main system and you might find that in the Hippopotamus the tables are turned more often than in other openings.


The Hippopotamus is one of the modern frontiers of chess development.



Lance Henderson De La Fuente

2258

Krishnan Sasikiran

2639

Biel 2016 (1)

1.e4 g6 2.d4 ♗g7 3.♘c3 d6 4.h3 a6 5.a4 b6 6.♘f3 ♗b7 7.♗e3 e6 8.♕d2 ♘d7 9.♗d3 h6 10.0-0 ♘e7 11.♖ae1

[image: Images]

Black has made his ten moves of automatic development. White is pleased with his centre and classical development, as set out in countless books for beginners. In view of the Elo difference between the players, White might well not have wanted a real advantage, but he did want to feel safe at least, yet the tables are swiftly turned. Black begins the counterattack with the typical

11...g5!

... to which White responds immediately with a strategic mistake.

12.h4?

White wants to ‘punish’ Black with aggression of his own, but makes the mistake of weakening his own kingside. After

12...g4! 13.♘h2 ♘c6!

Double attack on the h4- and d4-pawns.

[image: Images]

White loses either a centre pawn or a pawn where he’s castled in exchange for the black g4♙ which is of little use. There followed:

14.♗e2

White can save the pawn but the kingside ends up under attack all the same. 14.g3 ♘xd4 15.♗xd4 ♗xd4 16.♘xg4 h5 17.♘e3 ♖g8 18.♔h2 ♕f6[image: images].

14...♕xh4 15.♗xg4 0-0-0 16.f4 ♖dg8

[image: Images]

In the space of a few moves Black has brought his king to safety, while exposing the white king to attack along the g- and h-files.


Objectives achieved: no theory, slowing down the game in the opening, unexpected counterattack.



According to the computers, the position is dynamically balanced, but it certainly isn’t what White was aiming for and in fact he lost in the complications. I give the game for the sake of completeness, although the position reached is of more interest to us than the specific moves. The white king is exposed, the technical conversion of this imbalance/advantage is down to the ability of the particular player.

17.♗f2 ♕e7 18.e5 ♔b8 19.d5 ♘d8 20.a5 dxe5 21.axb6 cxb6 22.d6 ♕e8 23.♘a4 f5 24.♗f3 e4 25.♗e2 ♗f6 26.♗e3 ♖g3 27.♖f2 ♘c6 28.♘f1 ♖xe3 29.♘xe3 ♖g8 30.♖a1 b5 31.♘c3 ♘d4 32.♘cd1 ♕d8 33.♖a2 ♘c5 34.b4 ♘a4 35.c3 ♘xe2+ 36.♖xe2 ♘b6 37.♘b2 ♘d5 38.♘xd5 exd5 39.♘d1 ♕xd6 40.♘e3 ♕e6 41.♘c2 ♖c8 42.♘d4 ♕b6 43.♔h2 ♖c4 44.♖e3 ♗xd4 45.cxd4 ♖xd4 46.♕c3 ♔a7 47.♖a1 ♖c4 48.♕d2 d4 49.♖g3 e3 50.♕d3 ♕f6 51.♖h3 ♗e4 52.♕a3 ♖c2 53.♖a2 e2 54.♖xc2 e1♕ 55.♖c7+ ♔b8 56.♖h7 ♕f2 57.♕g3 ♕xg3+ 58.♖xg3 ♕h4+ 59.♖h3 ♕xf4+ 60.♖g3 ♕xg3+ 0-1

The Hippopotamus is a concept, a scheme of play, not a variation. Ideally you’re aiming for the full Hippopotamus and if they prevent you, then you’ll go for the semi-Hippo.





CHAPTER 5

Hippopotamus or semi-Hippopotamus?

[image: Images]

Although the classical centre is one of White’s main set-ups, it can be considered harmless. Still, Black has to react in the right way before White can bring up reserves. Here the tactical manoeuvre ...♘d7-f6-g4 is good.

[image: Images]

It often happens that you gain a free tempo with ...h7-h6 or ...a7-a6, we will almost always take advantage of this.

[image: Images]

However much White manoeuvres to arrange his centre, he only leaves himself open to other counterstrikes. Here you get counterplay with 11...c5!.

[image: Images]

Beware! The Austrian Attack type of positions are the most dangerous because White manages to push f4-f5 before you complete the Hippopotamus. It’s better to vary with a semi-Hippo.


[image: Images]

English Opening
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King’s Indian Attack




[image: Images]

London System




[image: Images]

Colle System



Universal White systems don’t put Black under any immediate pressure. Against the Colle, English, King’s Indian Attack, London System you can go ahead undisturbed.

But why go for the full Hippopotamus, possibly giving White a second chance to get a broad centre, if you can get more?

[image: Images]

In this example Black, with the semi-Hippopotamus, is ready to advance ...e6-e5-e4.

White already has to think about defending.

[image: Images]

Against the Colle, Black exploits the drawback with it: White has lost control of e4 in the opening.

The interesting thing is that we can deviate into the semi-Hippo even when White doesn’t go wrong, so as to replace the Hippopotamus with related systems.

[image: Images]

A queen’s pawn centre
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