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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



	⇆

	counterplay



	↑

	initiative
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	only move



	≥

	better is



	≤

	weaker is



	>

	strong (sufficent)



	<

	weak (insufficent)



	#

	mate



	→

	attack
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	compensation



	∆

	with the idea



	ct

	candidates tournament



	cr

	correspondence



	tt

	team tournament



	ol

	olympiad



	m

	match









Preface

Is it possible to boost your strategic skills and be fully armed against 1.e4 in one compact manual of less than 300 pages? When I asked myself this question, I realized such a book had to be on the Scandinavian Defence. The Scandinavian is a ‘lean’ opening that had a major impact on my own chess development in the past and still serves me well.

Take the next step

As a child, I loved the Sicilian Dragon. My older brother Jeroen taught it to me when I was seven and it was my sole response to 1.e4 until the age of 15 – with good results. The opening suited my opportunistic attacking style. Chris Ward’s Winning with the Dragon (1994) provided me with ‘fire breathing skills’ and I could rely on my brother for the latest tips and tricks. Unfortunately, my progress started to decline as my Elo rating approached the 2000 barrier and I started facing stronger opponents. Somehow, they seemed unimpressed by my Dragon bishop and knew how to defend themselves against the typical sacrifices of exchanges and pieces. I had to expand my toolbox if I wanted to take the next step.

Develop your pieces with the Scandinavian

This all happened in 1998, which was also the year I started training with IM Cor van Wijgerden, the co-author of the famous Steps Method. He went through my games and came up with a very concrete conclusion. I had to start using all my pieces, not just a few, to mate the king. He recommended the ♕a5 Scandinavian (which from here on will be referred to as The Scandinavian) because that would force me to develop my pieces in a natural way. In this opening, Black relies on his solid structure and harmonious piece coordination to neutralize his opponent’s initiative. That was exactly the kind of chess I needed to learn! And there was more good news: the Scandinavian is a low-maintenance opening with only little theory involved.

Learn new tools

I liked the Scandinavian right from the start. Along with this opening came a whole arsenal of new tools that I could put into practice in 95% of my black 1.e4 games. The opening is reached after only two plies and is almost impossible for white 1.e4 players to sidestep. I learned invaluable techniques like trading the right pieces, putting pressure on the centre and exploiting the weaknesses in your opponent’s position. I honestly believe the Scandinavian was one of the main reasons why I was able to raise my level from 2050 to 2250 within a year. I am convinced it can have a similar impact on any ambitious club player who has the will to improve and the patience that is required to learn new techniques. That is why I decided to write this book, The Scandinavian for Club Players.

The Scandinavian for club players

This book teaches you the most important techniques and the concrete knowledge that is required to be fully prepared for 1.e4 with the Scandinavian – at any level. We will learn from the best by studying grandmaster moves but also learn from our peers by discussing instructive adventures by club players. The theoretical lines are enriched with verbal explanations, diagrams, flash cards and exercises to make this book highly accessible and put you into the right mindset for the game. Because we consider this opening from the Black side, we have reversed the diagrams so you can study the positions from a ‘Black’ point of view.

I sincerely hope you will enjoy reading this book and I wish you all the best in your chess career! If you have any comments regarding this book, or perhaps want to share stories about your adventures in the Scandinavian, please feel free to reach out to me at chesstoolbox@outlook.com.

Thomas Willemze

Haarlem, April 2021






Introduction

This book consists of five different parts. We start with the main line and then discuss White’s alternative set-ups in reversed order. In this introductory section, I will discuss the moves that constitute the main line and pinpoint these alternative set-ups along the way.

1.e4 d5

[image: images]

Every chess player knows that White has the right to make the first move, but did you also know that Black usually determines the opening? The choice is limited by White’s first move, but it is nevertheless a serious advantage. It gets even better when you play the Scandinavian. White has a few minor options on move two (which will be discussed in Part V), but the moment he captures our pawn on d5, he will be on our territory. This means we do not have to worry about early sidelines and anti-systems and can devote our energy to the opening itself. The aim of the move 1...d5 is to open up the game as quickly as possible to ease the development of our pieces. It is a slightly provocative move since regaining the pawn might cost us a tempo and gives White a lead in development.

2.exd5 ♕xd5

[image: images]


Welcome to the Scandinavian!

3.♘c3

Developing this knight with tempo is the most principled reply. White forces our queen to move a second time and will be one move ahead in development. The downside is that the knight blocks the c2-pawn’s push to c4. Part IV will discuss the third-move alternatives 3.♘f3 and 3.d4 that provide White with the flexibility to choose between a modest or a strong centre. 3.♘f3 is a very popular move because White can use it as a universal weapon and doesn’t have to create different repertoires against the 3...♕a5-, 3...♕d6- and 3...♕d8-Scandinavians.

3...♕a5

[image: images]

The key move in this repertoire, and my personal favourite. I have some experience with 3...♕d6 as well, but consider it slightly more passive and easier to play for White. This especially goes for the other main alternative 3...♕d8, which is rock-solid but gives White a free ride.

4.d4

Again, the most principled move. White puts his pawn in the centre and grabs as much space as possible, but at the same time provides Black with a potential target. The d4-pawn can easily become vulnerable the moment Black is able to neutralize White’s initiative. The more solid set-ups with d2-d3 and g2-g3 instead of d2-d4, as well as various aggressive lines involving the b2-b4 push, will be discussed in Part III.

4...♘f6

The most flexible move, and the strongest. The main alternative (4...c6) is out of fashion nowadays for reasons that I will explain in the first part.

5.♘f3

This move leads to our main line in which White develops his pieces to natural squares and claims a space advantage. On the other hand, it fails to interfere with Black’s development, allowing him to coordinate his pieces and seek counterplay. This is one of the reasons why many top players started developing their knight to e2 recently to play against Black’s light-squared bishop. This set-up starts with either 5.♗c4 or 5.♗d2 and is recommended by John Shaw (2016) and Parimarjan Negi (2020) in their 1.e4 repertoire books for Quality Chess. Both books are aimed at the 2200+ level, so if you expect to face anyone in that category any time soon, I strongly recommend that you study Part II with extra care.

5...♗f5

[image: images]

This is the starting position of what I consider to be the main line of the 3...♕a5-Scandinavian. From here onwards, the line splits into different branches, each with its own tools for both players. All of these branches will be discussed in Part I of this book.

This set-up is based on the most logical developing moves and is therefore the most common reply among club players. It is also recommended by Christof Sielecki (2018) and Larry Kaufman (2020) in their 1.e4 repertoire books for New In Chess, which have the club player as the targeted audience.

In summary, we will have the following table of contents:

Part I – The main line

Part II – Fifth-move alternatives: the ♘ge2 set-up

Part III – Fourth-move alternatives: b2-b4, g2-g3 and d2-d3 set-ups

Part IV – Third-move alternatives: the flexible ♘f3

Part V – Second-move alternatives: early deviations

Outline of the chapters

Each part consists of several chapters that discuss a specific continuation by White and have the following outline:

• Introduction

• The most important tools for White

• The most important tools for Black

• Theoretical sections

• Flash cards


Exercises

We finish each part of this book with an exercise section that enables you to practice your new tools.

Aim of this book

Studying this book will arm you to the teeth against White’s most dangerous set-ups. You will get a thorough understanding of the Scandinavian Defence, boost your strategic skills and, last but not least, put yourself in the right mindset for the game.






PART I

The main line

1.e4 d5 2.exd5 ♕xd5 3.♘c3 ♕a5 4.d4 ♘f6 5.♘f3 ♗f5

[image: images]

This is where the main line starts. Up to this point, life was easy for White. He simply followed the golden rules by putting his pawn in the centre and developing both his knights to their most natural squares. From here onwards, White has many options to develop his pieces, but this does not automatically mean he will have an easier game. On the contrary – he has to be fast and precise to avoid losing his lead in development and allowing Black to come up with his own plans.

White has a few challenging continuations, each with a specific plan in mind. I will devote a separate chapter to each of them:

Chapter 1: 6.♗c4 – the d4-d5 break

Chapter 2: 6.♘e5 – kingside expansion

Chapter 3: 6.♗d2 – aggressive queenside castling

Chapter 4: 6.♗d3 – easy development

In these chapters, I will explain these set-ups, teach you the most important weapons to meet them and show you the moves that are useful to remember. In the remainder of this introduction, I will demonstrate what our most important battle plan looks like. This is a plan that is especially effective against opponents who are not up to the task.

Meeting an unprepared opponent

White has to be well-prepared if he wants to challenge the Scandinavian, but in reality, not many players are willing to spend a lot of time on an opening that arises in less than 3% of their games. Very often, white players simply keep making logical developing moves without a clear plan in mind. A very common continuation is, for instance:

6.♗c4 e6 7.0-0 c6 8.♖e1

[image: images]

It is very hard to criticize any one of White’s last three moves, but this set-up is often a sign that White is ill-prepared and expects to get the upper hand by simply developing his pieces. This is exactly what Black is waiting for. The black pieces have less freedom but are often well-coordinated and patiently waiting for the right moment to react in the centre. The following high-level blitz game is a typical example.

Game 1

Vladislav Kovalev 2662

Ivan Popov 2636

Moscow Wch Blitz 2019 (11)

8...♗e7 9.♘e5

We will discuss the merits of this knight jump in great details in Chapter 2. It is a potentially dangerous weapon for White that needs to be handled with care.

[image: images]

9...♘bd7!

Remember this important move. The white knight is dangerous and has to be neutralized as quickly as possible. White was hoping for 9...0-0?? 10.g4! ♗g6 11.h4.


[image: images]

analysis diagram



This is a dream position for White that we have to avoid at any cost! 12.h5 threatens to trap our bishop and the white knight prevents us from creating an escape square: 11...h6? 12.♘xg6! fxg6 13.♖xe6. Black is unable to prevent both 14.♖xe7 and 14.♖e5+ and loses.

[image: images]

10.♗f4

This move has a lot of similarities with ♖f1-e1. It is a dutiful developing move that hardly puts Black to the test.

10.g4 would have been very dangerous for White because the black d7-knight facilitates a swift response in the centre: 10...♗g6 11.h4 ♘xe5 12.dxe5 ♖d8 13.♕e2 ♘d5.


[image: images]

analysis diagram



This line is very typical for the Scandinavian. The h4-h5 threat looks dangerous, but Black’s active central play enables him to generate counterattacks in every line. For instance, 14.♗xd5 cxd5 15.h5 ♗xc2! 16.♕xc2 d4 and Black regains the piece because the white knight is pinned by the black queen.

10...♖d8

The d4-pawn is responsible for White’s space advantage, but we can already see the main drawback: it can easily become a target the moment Black puts his rook on the d-file.

10...♘xe5 would have been perfectly playable as well.

[image: images]

11.♕e2 ♘xe5!

Even though Black could exchange the knight a move later and play 11...0-0 first, I give this move an exclamation mark for the concept. Black’s first task in this opening is to eliminate White’s most active pieces. It is very dangerous to tolerate the knight on e5 for too long. The careless 11...♕b6 would, for instance, run into 12.♘xf7! ♔xf7 13.♗xe6+ ♗xe6 14.♕xe6+. White regains the piece and gets to keep his attack and the extra pawn.

12.♗xe5 0-0

White’s predictable developing moves allowed his opponent to finish his development without the need to make a concession. This is often a sign that something has gone wrong for White since he no longer has a lead in development and faces the challenging task to find a target in Black’s rock-solid camp. Objectively, this position should be valued as equal, but life is much easier for Black. He no longer has to worry about his opponent’s initiative and can turn his attention to the vulnerable d4-pawn.

13.h3

A careless move that leads to serious trouble.

13.♖ad1 would have been better, even though Black gets a very pleasant position after, for instance, 13...b5 14.♗b3 ♕b6.

[image: images]

13...♘d7!

This knight manoeuvre is very typical of the Scandinavian. Black uses the white bishops as targets to improve his knight with tempo – a clear demonstration of Black’s superior piece coordination.

14.♗g3

A sad move, and a clear sign that Black is taking over.

14.♖ad1 ♘xe5 15.dxe5 ♗b4 is also highly uncomfortable for White.

14...♘b6

[image: images]

The knight hits the other bishop and Black wins a pawn because both 15...♖xd4 and 15...♗xc2 16.♕xc2 ♘xc4 are threatened.

15.♖ad1 ♘xc4 16.♕xc4 ♗xc2 17.♖d2 ♗g6

Black followed up with ...♗f6, ... ♖d7 and ... ♖fd8 and was able to win the d-pawn and the game.

Two important techniques

Exchanging pieces is a very important technique when playing the Scandinavian. The above game illustrated how Black can neutralize White’s initiative by trading the most important attackers. Once White’s pressure is gone, Black can aim for more and start attacking the weakest spots in White’s camp. d4 is the most obvious target, but this game showed that c2 could be weak as well.

A third technique: trading off the defender

Black overpowered his opponent in our sample game and won the c2-pawn without much resistance. In practice, White will often be able to defend the pawn with his remaining pieces. This is where we can deploy another trading technique: trading off the defender. Scandinavian pioneer Eric Prié shows us how we can trade the minor pieces and use the major ones to win the d-pawn:

Game 2

Alexandre Marciniak 2209

Eric Prié 2490

France tt 2011/12 (4)

[image: images]

White is very passive without his knights, but his d-pawn is well defended. Black knows what to do: trade the defending bishops and target the d-pawn with the major pieces.

15...♗e4!

The bishop is on its way to d5, where it can force the first trade. The white light-squared bishop is not a defender of the d-pawn but it is responsible for keeping our pieces away from the light squares that surround the pawn. Removing this bishop will make White even more passive and will enable us to increase the pressure on the weakest spots in the white camp.

16.f3 ♗d5 17.♗xd5 ♘xd5

That was trade number one. Note how the d5- and c4-squares have been weakened now.

18.♕d3 h6

Black could already take the bishop, but he probably preferred to make the trade without allowing the white b-pawn to protect d4 with the recapture bxc3. Black is not in a hurry and creates an escape square for his king that may be useful in the upcoming major-piece ending.

19.♗d2

[image: images]

19...♘b4

Black forces the second minor piece trade.

20.♗xb4 axb4

This recapture improves Black’s position in three ways. It puts pressure on the white a4-pawn, frees the a5-square for the black rook and makes it harder for White to protect his pawn with c2-c3. This is a very nice example of two techniques that were discussed in my previous book The Chess Toolbox: force your opponent to make the trade and improve your structure with the recapturing move.


21.b3

White protects the a-pawn but seals the d-pawn’s fate. This pawn can no longer be protected with c2-c3, which means it will be conquered by the black major pieces.

21...♖a5!

[image: images]

This rook lift was facilitated by the 20...a5xb4 recapture.

22.♕e4 ♕b6 23.♖ed1 ♖ad5

This move is much stronger than 23...e5. Black wants to capture the pawn with a major piece, simultaneously conquer the open file, and keep his pawn structure as solid as possible.

24.a5 ♕a7

[image: images]

Black is not interested in the a-pawn. He wants the d-pawn and the open d-file.

25.♔h1 ♖xd4 26.♖xd4 ♕xd4 27.♕xd4 ♖xd4

White resigned.

Black’s battle plan

In summary, Black has a very straightforward battle plan that consists of three stages:

A) Trade off the attackers to neutralize White’s initiative;

B) Put pressure on the d-pawn to restrain the opponent;

C) Trade off the defenders to win the pawn.

Note that these three stages can often overlap. Targeting White’s weak spots to force him onto the defence can, for instance, be an effective way to neutralize his initiative.

Hope for the best, plan for the worst

Earlier, I explained that our opponents can hardly avoid the Scandinavian while at the same time they will only face it in approximately 3% of their White games. This means that they are often ill-prepared; we will always have more experience and be better equipped for a tense fight in the middlegame. We can use these advantages to hope for more than just equality in the opening.


At the same time, there is no reason to be naïve. We only saw examples in which White was slow and spoiled his most important asset: his lead in development. If White knows what he is doing, he can use this lead in development in a more challenging way and put us to the test. We have to be ready for that. In this book, we will follow one of many good advices from my favourite fiction character Jack Reacher: hope for the best, plan for the worst. We can be very optimistic about our chances due to our superior experience with the arising structures. At the same time, we have to arm ourselves to the teeth to meet White’s most challenging set-ups.

Aim of Part I

Time is very important in the Scandinavian main line. White has to hit fast and hard in order to make use of his slight lead in development and his space advantage. If he doesn’t, then Black will find it easy to neutralize White’s initiative, trade minor pieces and attack the vulnerable d4-pawn with the major pieces.

White has a few challenging plans at his disposal that need to be addressed with precise play. In this part, we will prepare for the worst and take a deep look at all these plans. At the same time, there is plenty of reason to hope for the best since not many opponents are ready to use these plans and are under the wrong impression that they can outplay us with simple developing moves.

Studying this part will teach you the following techniques:

• Anticipating the d4-d5 break;

• Targeting the d4-pawn;

• Neutralizing the attackers;

• Eliminating the defenders;

• Keeping your position compact.






CHAPTER 1

6.♗c4 – the d4-d5 break

1.1 – Introduction

1.e4 d5 2.exd5 ♕xd5 3.♘c3 ♕a5 4.d4 ♘f6 5.♘f3 ♗f5 6.♗c4

[image: images]

This is one of the key moves in this line and it is also Larry Kaufman’s recommendation in his book Kaufman’s New Repertoire for Black and White (2020).

6...e6

6...c6 would transpose to a standard position that was extremely popular in the late 1990s, when I started playing the Scandinavian. The idea behind this move was to control the d5- and b5-squares and create an exit route for the queen. The ‘modern’ 6...e6 is more flexible. It saves the c6-square for the knight and enables Black to answer 7.♗d2 with 7...♗b4. Especially the latter is very important, for reasons I will explain in the next sections.

After 6...e6, the game can move into two different directions. If White is unprepared, he will most often continue with 7.0-0 and transpose to the calm and harmless examples we considered in the introduction of Part I. In this chapter, we will exclusively focus on the more challenging set-up that starts with 7.♗d2.

7.♗d2 ♗b4 8.a3

8.0-0 ♘c6! transposes to the main line. In the theoretical section, I will explain why this knight move is important.

8...♗xc3 9.♗xc3 ♕b6


[image: images]

Here White has two moves at his disposal: the direct 10.d5 and the more patient 10.0-0.

Both moves come with their own specific ideas for both sides. We will discuss them in Sections 1.2 (Tools for White) and 1.3 (Tools for Black). Next, we will
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