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	White to move
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	Black to move



	♔

	King



	♕

	Queen



	♖

	Rook



	♗

	Bishop



	♘

	Knight
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	White stands slightly better
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	Black stands slightly better
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	White stands better
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	Black stands better



	+–

	White has a decisive advantage



	–+

	Black has a decisive advantage



	=

	balanced position



	!

	good move



	!!

	excellent move



	?

	bad move



	??

	blunder



	!?

	interesting move



	?!

	dubious move



	#

	mate



	ch

	championship



	zt

	zonal tournament



	izt

	interzonal tournament



	ct

	candidates tournament



	tt

	team tournament



	ol

	olympiad



	m

	match



	cr

	correspondence









Preface

Dear reader,

I would like to thank you for your trust and your purchase of this book, which I am sure will be of great help in your chess career, whether you are a beginner, a hobby player or a professional.

This is my first chess book. It was created from the Chessable course, which was published a little over a year ago. During that time, I received many questions from readers that led to improvements in the course itself and thus of this book in its final form. Some lines have been improved, additionally checked and explained, so that now you have a product where the error margin has been reduced to the absolute minimum.

Why a book on the Open Sicilian?

The idea of this project itself was to make a guide for the White player, using the best and most principled lines. There are no shortcuts on the road to perfection and progress, and that’s why anyone who wants to become a better chess player needs to learn the main lines. This is universal, and applicable to all levels of chess players.

The quality of the analyses, moves and recommended lines is also good for professional players, even if used only as a guide to look for ideas, since a detailed analysis of some positions would simply exceed the scope of the book and require much more material. For this reason, I think this book will be useful to professional and advanced players. And since most of the moves we play and the ideas behind them are explained in detail, the book is also useful for beginners and those who lack knowledge in the opening phase.

I have been playing 1.e4 almost exclusively all my life, and one of Black’s most common responses is 1...c5. Also with the Black pieces, my favourite choice is the Sicilian, and during my career I played many Sicilians, starting with the Sveshnikov and moving towards the Rauzer, the Taimanov and finally the Najdorf. In the 20+ years of my chess career so far, I have gathered more than enough experience to present to you the most critical and principled lines for White. Some of the lines proposed in the book brought me victories against the top ten players in the world. Along with my lifetime experience with these lines, I received a bit of help while writing this book from the silicon monsters, who also came up with some fresh ideas.

After each chapter, there is a model game that, in my opinion, shows quite well how easy it can be sometimes to play with the white pieces.

The basic idea of this repertoire is the so-called English Attack set-up, which is very easy to remember and simple and effective in many lines of the Sicilian. White plays 1.e4 2.♘f3, 3.d4, 4.♘xd4, 5.♘c3, 6.♗e3, 7.f3 (sometimes first 6.f3 and only then 7.♗e3), 8.♕d2, 9.O-O-O with a prophylactic ♔b1 and/or a3, if necessary, and pushes the g- and h-pawns on the kingside. Very simple, and very often deadly! Of course, we cannot always achieve this set-up, but in all lines, we try to attack and create an initiative.

Another thing that was important to me when choosing the lines was longevity. Chess opening theory is like a living organism that constantly changes and replenishes itself. There are lines that are popular and modern, and there are also classic ones. I wanted to propose lines that would stand the test of time as long as possible. For example, when I was deciding which line to choose against the Najdorf, my choice was between 6.♖g1 or 6.f3/♗e3. Nowadays, 6.♖g1 is a very popular and interesting way to fight against the Najdorf, but I’m not sure it will stand the test of time, unlike the classic English Attack with 6.f3, which I’m sure will be White’s most critical response for years to come.

Also, computers have become so powerful that almost all lines can be played, even dubious ones, and it is difficult to achieve a decent advantage in the main lines. However, a computer evaluation of 0.00 does not mean that the position is equal in human terms. In the few positions in this book that get a 0.00 evaluation, you will see that even they are easier for White to play, and that Black is always under some kind of pressure. Sometimes, to have a simple and clear game plan is more important than the engine evaluation of a position where your opponent has to solve all the problems.

I hope that after this book you will no longer avoid the main lines of the Sicilian, but will look forward to them with joy and optimism!

March 2023,
 Ivan Saric






CHAPTER 1

2.♘f3:
 minor second moves for Black

1.e4 c5 2.♘f3

[image: Img]

The introductory moves of every Open Sicilian. Here, Black has many possible moves, which I would categorize into two groups. The first one, the top tier group, contains the three most common moves: 2...♘c6, 2...e6 or 2...d6, which will be heavily analysed in future chapters. The second-tier moves for Black are less popular, but still perfectly playable, although they objectively give White an advantage: 2...b6, 2...♘f6, 2...a6 and 2...g6.

But first, we will look at a couple of ‘odd’ queen moves by Black on move 2.

 


A) 2...♕b6

[image: Img]

This is the strangest-looking move in my opinion. I guess Black wants to play a Grivas Variation (see Chapter 7) without allowing White the Rossolimo option of 3.♗b5.

3.c3

Going for the Alapin set-up and a big centre. 3.d4 cxd4 4.♘xd4 (instead of taking on d4, 4.c3 might be very good and annoying for Black. The Smith-Morra Gambit should work very well for White in this version) 4...♘c6 5.♘b3 transposes to Chapter 7.

3...e6

3...♘f6 4.e5 ♘d5 5.d4 – this typical reaction to the ...♘f6 move in the Alapin works very well here: 5...cxd4 6.cxd4 e6 7.♘c3. White has attacking motifs on the kingside because of his pawn on e5 and his spatial advantage. Also, Black’s queen is misplaced on b6, since it will become a target after exchanges on c3 (♖b1), and Black normally would like to play ...b6 and develop the bishop to b7 in this type of structure.

4.d4 d5

In case Black inserts 4...cxd4 5.cxd4 d5, White can react in the same manner: take on d5 followed by ♘c3, ♗d3 and 0-0, or play 6.e5 and enter into a very favourable version of the French Defence since Black has exchanged the c-pawns too early, allowing White to develop his knight to c3.

[image: Img]

5.exd5!

Here we take on d5. We don’t want to play e5 and transpose to the Advance Variation of the French, which is fine for Black.

5...exd5 6.♗d3

White continues developing.

6...♘f6 7.0-0 ♗e7

If Black ever plays ...c4, then ♗c2 and b3 opens the a-file for White’s rook and brings White’s pawns closer to the centre.

8.dxc5


Forcing Black to take on c5 with the queen so we can develop the dark-squared bishop.

8...♕xc5 9.♗f4 0-0 10.♖e1

Rook on the open file.

10...♖e8 11.♘bd2

[image: Img]

White has a slight advantage because he has a favourable version of the isolani position. Black has practically wasted two moves with his queen, and will have to move it again.

B) 2...♕c7

[image: Img]

3.c3!

An attempt to punish Black. White will have a very good version of the Alapin since the queen is misplaced on the c-file.

3.d4 is the simplest, when 3...cxd4 4.♘xd4 ♘c6 5.♘c3 e6 transposes to the Taimanov Variation.

3...♘f6

If anything else, White plays 4.d4 and gets a big centre.

4.e5 ♘d5 5.c4!

Switching plans. Usually, White wants to play d4 in the Alapin and recapture with the pawn, but because of the unfortunate placement of the black queen, White gets a few extra tempi.

5...♘b4

Other knight jumps are bad for Black.

6.♘c3

White is ready to play d4.

6...♘4c6

[image: Img]

7.♗e2!

Another strong move, developing and preparing to sacrifice the e-pawn.


7...♘xe5

With 7...e6, Black rejects the gift, but weakens the d6-square. 8.♘b5 ♕b6

[image: Img]

9.b4! White just wants to open up everything. 9.♕c2 or 9.b3 are also excellent for White.

9...♘xb4 (9...cxb4? is strategically lost after 10.d4) 10.a3 ♘4c6 11.♖b1 (attacking the queen indirectly) 11...♕d8 12.♗b2 and White has excellent attacking chances. There is some similarity in ideas with the 2...♘f6 line, but this is a much better version for White.

8.d4

The point of 7.♗e2; Black lags too much in development.

8...♘xf3+

8...cxd4 9.♘xd4 is already lost for Black. White has too many threats and Black is underdeveloped.

9.♗xf3 cxd4

Black is trying to simplify the game, but his pieces are heavily underdeveloped.

10.♘d5

Another gain of tempo.

10...♕d8 11.♕xd4 ♘c6

11...e6 can simply be ignored by White: 12.0-0! – Black can’t take the knight and he will have to give up material soon.

12.♕c3

And White has more than enough compensation for the pawn. I don’t see a good way for Black to develop his pieces without material loss.

C) 2...♕a5

[image: Img]

The idea of this move is to stop White from playing d4, but not for too long.

3.♘c3!

Developing pieces, simple and good. 4.d4 is coming next.

3...d6

1) 3...♘f6? 4.e5 and the knight has to go back;

2) 3...♘c6 4.d4 cxd4 5.♘xd4 (now what is the queen doing on a5?) 5...♘f6 6.♘b3 ♕c7 7.f4 will transpose to a favourable line for White of the Grivas Variation (2...♘c6 3.d4 cxd4 4.♘xd4 ♕b6 5.♘b3 ♘f6 6.♘c3 ♕c7?!);

3) 3...g6 4.d4 ♗g7 (Black is trying to transpose into some sort of Accelerated Dragon or Pirc, where he can justify his queen on a5) and now 5.d5! is a pawn sacrifice which gives a tremendous attack: 5...♗xc3+ (otherwise White develops and gets a huge spatial advantage) 6.bxc3 ♕xc3+ 7.♗d2. White has a winning lead in development. Black’s extra pawn is irrelevant here and the dark squares in Black’s camp are chronically weak.

4.d4 cxd4 5.♘xd4 ♘f6

[image: Img]

6.f3

Or 6.♗d2, or 6.♘b3. Almost every move gives a clear advantage to White. The queen on a5 is just a target for the white pieces.

D) 2...d5?!

This fits into the ‘odd queen moves’ section, as Black will follow up with two queen moves.

[image: Img]

This is simply a bad version of the Scandinavian:

3.exd5 ♕xd5

3...♘f6 4.♗b5+ ♗d7 5.♗xd7+ ♕xd7 6.c4 e6 7.♕e2 and White ends up with an extra pawn.

4.♘c3 ♕d8 5.d4 cxd4 6.♕xd4!

Taking with the knight is good, but this is even stronger. Black’s queenside becomes very vulnerable after the trade of queens.

6...♕xd4 7.♘xd4

[image: Img]

White is already winning on move 7. Black can’t control White’s knights.


E) 2...b6

Of all the playable Sicilians, this one gives White the easiest play. Black wants to fianchetto his bishop as soon as possible, but there are a few obvious drawbacks.

Firstly, the move 2...b6 doesn’t really fight for the centre; the pressure on the e4-pawn is neglectable since White can easily defend it.

Secondly, when dealing with a kingside attack in the Sicilian, Black always wants to create counterplay with ...b5-b4, which means that ...b7-b6 is practically a loss of tempo.

Finally, White has a couple of promising lines (6.♗g5, 6.♗f4, 6.g3,6.♗e3, 6.f3) against 2...b6, but 6.♗g5 is the most concrete.

3.d4 cxd4 4.♘xd4 ♗b7 5.♘c3

[image: Img]

5...a6

Black has to play this move to cover b5. Now, White already has three developed pieces compared to a single black one.

1) 5...e6? 6.♘db5!♜ is the reason why you have to play 5...a6 first;

2) 5...♘c6 is not very compatible with the b6/♗b7 set-up: 6.♗f4! (eyeing the weak diagonal in the black position. 6.♗g5 is also a good developing move, but the text is more concrete) 6...a6 (6...♖c8?! 7.♘xc6! and Black doesn’t have a good way of recapturing: 7...♗xc6 runs into 8.♗a6, 7...dxc6 is strategically pointless, and after 7...♖xc6 8.♗b5 followed by ♕d3 and 0-0-0 White creates pressure on d7) 7.♘xc6 ♗xc6 8.♘d5!?

[image: Img]

Black can’t play ...♖c8 because the pawn on a6 is hanging – another drawback of the ...b6 move – so he must give up the light-squared bishop: 8...♗xd5 9.♕xd5 ♕c8 10.♗e2 e6 11.♕d3 and White has the bishop pair as well as an overwhelming lead in development;

3) 5...d6 6.♗g5! (stopping ...e6 and ...♘f6) 6...♘d7 (6...a6 7.♗c4 ♘d7 8.♕e2 followed by f4, 0-0-0 and a central breakthrough) 7.♘db5!? (trying to win immediately) 7...♘gf6 8.♘d5!.

[image: Img]

9.♘b/dc7+ is a huge threat, forcing Black to capture on d5: 8...♗xd5 (8...♘xd5? 9.♘xd6+ loses the queen) 9.exd5 a6 10.♘d4. White is much better due to his bishop pair and domination on the light squares. He will play c4, ♗e2, 0-0 and keep a long-term advantage. 10...♘d5? loses to 11.♘c6 and ♕xd5;

4) The double fianchetto is not advisable: 5...g6 6.♗e3 ♗g7 7.♕d2.

[image: Img]

The English Attack set-up is very effective here, e.g. 7...♘f6 8.f3 ♘c6 9.0-0-0 0-0 10.h4 and any other outcome other than White checkmating would be a surprise;

5) 5...♘f6

[image: Img]

6.♗g5!. Power play. White develops and gives up a pawn to gain time.

If 6...♘c6, 7.f4 is the simplest, and White has a very good version of the Rauzer Attack. 8.e5 or 8.♗xf6 is coming next.

6...♘xe4? loses by force. Taking the pawn on e4 only helps White to gain time and develop all his pieces. It only brings more trouble for Black: 7.♘xe4 ♗xe4 8.♕g4 and now:

5a) 8...♗b7 9.♘b5!. 10.♘d6+ is a strong threat which forces Black to play 9...f6. Obviously, Black isn’t thrilled with this move; it weakens his king even more: 10.♗f4


[image: Img]

10...e5 (10...♘a6 11.0-0-0 ♕c8 12.♗c4! – a very strong move, developing one more piece with the idea to bring the rook to e1. The bishop is untouchable because of simple tactics: 12...♕xc4 13.♕xd7+ ♔f7 14.♘d6+ and the black queen falls) 11.♗xe5! (the tactics work for White here) 11...fxe5 12.♕h5+ g6 13.♕xe5+ ♕e7 14.♘d6+ ♔d8 15.♘xb7+ ♔c8 16.♘d6+! and White has a material advantage and much more;

5b) 8...♗d5 blocks the d-file, but on d5 the bishop is a target: 9.0-0-0 ♕c8 (anticipating ♘b5-d6) 10.♘b5 ♗e6 11.♕e4 ♘c6 (11...♘a6 12.♗e2 with ♗f3 next; 12...♘c5 is impossible because of 13.♕xa8! ♕xa8 14.♘c7+ and White wins a rook) 12.♗f4 d6 13.♘xd6+!! (this is crushing and much stronger than anything else) 13...exd6 14.♗b5 ♔d7 (14...d5 15.♖xd5! ♗e7 16.♗xc6+ ♕xc6 17.♖d8+! ♖xd8 18.♕xc6+ and White is a queen up)

[image: Img]

15.♖xd6+! (White had this move in mind when he played 13.♘xd6) 15...♗xd6 16.♖d1. Currently White is a rook and a knight down, but Black has no defence and he is completely lost. The bishop on d6 falls, then the knight on c6, and eventually the rook on a8.

[image: Img]

6.♗g5!

Stopping ...e6.

6...♕c7

6...♘f6 7.e5 only creates more troubles for Black. 6...h6 7.♗h4 doesn’t help him much either. The bishop is no longer hanging on g5 in some lines and after ...♕c7 it can harass the black queen from g3.

7.♘d5!

[image: Img]

Concrete play. White doesn’t allow Black to play ...e6 and create some sort of Taimanov set-up.

7...♕e5

Double attack.

After 7...♗xd5 8.exd5 ♘f6 (8...♕e5+ is best, transposing to the main line) 9.♗xf6 (9.♘f3 is an equally good alternative, keeping the two-bishops advantage) 9...exf6 10.♕d2 ♕e5+ (in case of 10...♗d6, 11.g3 prepares queenside castling) 11.♗e2 ♗c5 12.0-0-0 ♗xd4 13.♕xd4 ♕xd4 (13...♕xe2? loses the queen and the game to 14.♖he1) 14.♖xd4 White has a practically winning endgame. He has a pawn majority on the queenside, a super-active rook, and a dominant bishop over the knight. Most likely he will collect the b6- or the a6-pawn. The knight on b8 is bad, which leads us to the conclusion that Black has to take the pawn on d5.

8.♗e3 ♗xd5

Everything else loses, e.g. 8...e6? 9.♘f3 ♕xe4 10.♘c7+ and White wins an exchange.

9.exd5 ♕xd5

9...♘f6 (trying to be smart and collect the pawn on d5 with the knight) 10.♗c4 b5 11.♗b3 ♘xd5 (if Black doesn’t take the pawn, he is clearly worse. He lags in development and has weak light squares) 12.♕f3 (unfortunately, 12.♘f3 doesn’t win because of 12...♘xe3 when the white queen is also hanging) 12...e6 (12...♘xe3 13.fxe3! (the double threat remains) 13...♖a7 14.♕xf7+ ♔d8 15.0-0-0 with huge attacking chances for White) 13.♗xd5 (entering into a comfortable ending) 13...♕xd5 14.♕xd5 exd5 15.0-0-0 ♘c6 16.♘e2.

[image: Img]

White has a long-term advantage. He will collect the d5-pawn, while the other black pawn on d7 will remain weak forever.

10.♗e2

[image: Img]

Developing and creating a threat.

10...e5

Black must react concretely.

After 10...♕b7?! 11.♗f3 ♘c6 12.♘xc6 dxc6 13.♕d4, White will regain one pawn and his two bishops are powerful and ideally placed. This secures him an almost winning advantage.

11.♘f5

Black has too many weaknesses, and White doesn’t mind entering into the endgame with the bishop pair.

11...♕xd1+

11...♘f6 12.♗f3 (provoking ...e4 which creates more weakness in Black’s camp) 12...♕xd1+ (12...e4 13.♕xd5 ♘xd5 14.♗xe4 ♘xe3 15.♘xe3 ♘c6 16.♘d5 and White wins a pawn) 13.♖xd1 e4 14.♗e2. Up to here most of the moves were forced. When you have a bad position, like Black does now, then your only chance is to grasp something – hold on to your material. 14...b5 (another move which doesn’t develop pieces) 15.♗g5! (the strongest, but other moves also give White a huge advantage) 15...♘c6 16.0-0 h5 (it is hard to give any good advice to Black, at least the text gains some space) 17.♗xf6 gxf6 18.♖fe1 (going for the e4-pawn) 18...0-0-0 19.a4. This is practically winning for White. Almost all of Black’s pawns are weak, and they will soon start falling.

12.♖xd1

[image: Img]

12...g6

Black will have to play this move sooner or later.

12...♘c6 13.0-0! (after 13.♗xb6 ♖b8 14.♗c7 ♖xb2, Black gets counterplay) 13...b5 (13...g6 14.♘d6+ ♗xd6 15.♖xd6 ♘ge7 16.g4 transposes to the main line) 14.♗f3. The bishop is not bad on e2, but on f3 it increases the pressure and slowly opens up the e-file: 14...0-0-0 15.♗b6 ♖e8 16.♗d5, regaining the material and keeping the advantage of the bishop pair.

13.♘d6+

The knight shouldn’t go backwards.

13...♗xd6 14.♖xd6 ♘c6

14...♘e7 returns the material advantage in order to trade one of White’s bishops. However, this is not enough for equality because White’s rook is too active: 15.♖xb6 ♘d5 16.♖b7 ♘xe3 17.fxe3.

[image: Img]

Now, both sides need to finish development and bring their remaining pieces into play: 17...♔e7 18.♔f2 ♘c6 19.♖d1 ♖hd8 20.a3 (preparing b4) 20...a5. The b5-square is weak now, so White plays 21.♗b5. His pieces are much more active, his bishop is dominant to the knight, and he can easily create a passed pawn. All of this gives him much better chances in this endgame.

15.0-0

Finishing development. White is not in a hurry to restore the material balance.

15...♘ge7 16.g4!

[image: Img]

With this move, White stops any counterplay connected with ...♘f5.

White has more than enough compensation for the pawn. All his pieces are active, and attacking Black’s pawns. Black can’t connect his rooks, and his knights look awkward too.

 


Game 1B27

Martin Christian Huber 2351

Alf Simanowski 2136

cr 2019

1.e4 c5 2.♘f3 b6 3.d4 cxd4 4.♘xd4 ♗b7 5.♘c3 a6 6.♗g5 ♕c7 7.♘d5 ♗xd5 8.exd5 ♕e5+ 9.♗e3 ♕xd5 10.♗e2 e5 11.♘f5 ♕xd1+ 12.♖xd1 g6 13.♘d6+ ♗xd6 14.♖xd6 ♘e7 15.♖xb6 ♘d5 16.♖b7 ♘xe3 17.fxe3

[image: Img]

An active rook, a pawn majority and the stronger minor piece give White an advantage that is close to winning.

17...♔e7 18.♔f2 ♘c6 19.♖d1 ♖hd8 20.a3![image: Img]

The last move in our analysis. White is ready to push the pawns on the queenside.

20...♖ac8?!

20...a5 is probably the only chance for Black, stopping b4. However it gives up the b5-square, which can be exploited immediately with 21.♗b5♚.

21.b4♜

21.♗xa6? ♘a5! with counterplay.

[image: Img]

21...e4

Trying to create an outpost on e5 for the knight.

22.♖d5 f6 23.c4 a5 24.b5 ♘e5 25.♖d4 f5 26.a4 ♔e6 27.♖b6+ d6 28.♖a6 g5

28...♖a8 29.♖dxd6+ ♖xd6 30.♖xa8♜.

[image: Img]

29.g4!? fxg4 30.♖xa5 ♖a8 31.♖xa8 ♖xa8 32.♗d1 ♘d3+ 33.♔f1 h5 34.♖xe4+ ♔d7 35.♖d4 ♘c5 36.♖d5 ♘xa4 37.♗xa4 ♖xa4 38.c5 ♖a1+ 39.♔e2 h4 40.♖xd6+ ♔c8 41.b6 1-0






CHAPTER 2

2...♘f6:
 Nimzowitsch/Rakhmanov Variation

1.e4 c5 2.♘f3 ♘f6

[image: Img]

The Nimzowitsch Variation, although nowadays it is more appropriate to call it the Rakhmanov Variation, since the Russian GM by the same name has played a huge number of games with it and has proven that the variation is better than its reputation.

3.e5 is the most principled response. There is a seemingly easier option to play the lazy 3.♘c3, when 3...♘c6 4.d4 cxd4 transposes into the well-known lines. However, Black can play 3...d5, which is a completely independent line, giving White a slight edge. Surprisingly, Black can even deviate with 4...d5 (after 3.♘c3 ♘c6 4.d4), when White has to enter the endgame with tripled pawns (he is a pawn up) in order to prove some advantage: 5.exd5 ♘xd5 6.dxc5 ♘xc3 7.♕xd8+ ♘xd8 8.bxc3 f6, etc. To conclude, not only do I believe that 3.e5 is the better option, but also it requires less work and memorization.

 


3.e5 ♘d5 4.♘c3

A) 4...e6

[image: Img]

I guess the main reason why 4...e6 is more popular than 4...♘xc3, is that, to gain an advantage, White players basically don’t have to know any theory there. You can simply play normal developing moves and have a comfortable position. When you look at the position a bit more deeply, you realize that White’s pawn structure is almost fixed, and there isn’t much he can do about this.

5.♘e4!?

This is less well known than the main move 5.♘xd5, but more venomous. My feeling is that for those who play 5...e6, 5.♘xd5 is exactly what they want as Black gets nice activity for the sacrificed pawn (5.♘xd5 exd5 6.d4 ♘c6 7.dxc5 ♗xc5 8.♕xd5 d6 9.exd6 ♕b6 10.♕e4+ ♗e6 is only the starting-point of this variation, and I fear that hard-working players may analyse this position ‘till the end’ and easily make a draw with Black). I want to add that, amongst others, 5.♘e4 has been played by Levon Aronian, Anish Giri and Alireza Firouzja.

5...f5

5...d6 plays into White’s hands: 6.exd6 ♗xd6 7.♗b5+ ♘c6 8.0-0 0-0 9.♗xc6 (spoiling Black’s pawn structure) 9...bxc6 10.♘xd6 (depriving Black from the bishop pair) 10...♕xd6 11.♖e1. We have the better structure and a long-term advantage. The pawn on c5 will always be a problem for Black.

6.♘c3

[image: Img]

White has provoked ...f5 and now goes back. The main point is that ♘xd5 now is a much bigger threat than on move 5.

6...♘e7

Black prepares to create pressure on the e5-pawn.

1) 6...♘xc3 7.dxc3. Here, compared to the 4...♘xc3 line, White has lost two tempi, but Black has permanently lost the possibility of playing ...f7-f6 to undermine the e5-pawn. Also, if he ever manages to play ...d6, the pawn on e6 will be weak.

[image: Img]

1a) 7...♗e7 8.♗f4 – here, kingside castling is quite dangerous for Black and it should be avoided: 8...0-0 9.♕d2 ♘c6 10.h4, and White has many attacking possibilities;

1b) 7...♘c6 8.♗f4 ♕b6 9.♕c1 (playing b3 weakens the queenside and the pawn on c3. Black’s queen will have to go back anyway because he needs to develop the light-squared bishop via ...b6/...♗b7) 9...♕c7 10.h4 with ♕d2 or ♕e3 and queenside castling to follow, e.g. 10...a6 (10...b6 11.h5 – before deciding where to put the queen, let’s make a useful move – 11...♗b7 12.♕e3 ♘e7 13.c4. Another drawback of ...f5 is that Black doesn’t have the option of ...♘f5, which makes the knight on e7 unhappy)

[image: Img]

11.a4! (not allowing ...b5) 11...b6 12.h5 ♗b7 13.♗e2 (we can’t play in the same way as without ...a6 and a4: 13.♕e3 ♘e7 14.c4 b5! gives Black some counterplay) 13...♘e7 14.c4, with ♕e3 to follow and a nice advantage. Black chronically lacks space for his pieces. Where White will castle depends on Black’s moves, and also on the player’s taste.

2) 6...♘c6 7.♘xd5 exd5
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8.d4 (proving that f5 is a serious weakness) 8...d6 9.♗f4 (fighting for the dark squares and the outpost on e5) 9...cxd4 10.exd6 (funnily enough, Stockfish ‘loves’ the useful 10.a3, covering the b4-square and trying to urge White not to hurry with exd6) 10...♗xd6 11.♗xd6 ♕xd6

[image: Img]

12.♕d2!. Stopping 12...♕b4+. Now:

2a) After 12...♗d7 13.0-0-0 a6 14.♘xd4 0-0-0 15.f4 White has a nice edge due to the weakness on d5, the weak dark squares in Black’s position and the better bishop. He can aim for an endgame with only bishops on the board;

2b) 12...♕e7+ (12...0-0 13.0-0-0 ♗e6 14.♘xd4 doesn’t make much difference) 13.♗e2 0-0 14.0-0-0 ♗d7 15.♖he1 with 16.♘xd4 or 16.♗b5 next. The evaluation remains the same as after 12... ♗d7 – White has a nice edge.

3) 6...♘c7?! (this is rarely a good square for the knight in Sicilians, it usually belongs to the queen) 7.d4 cxd4 8.♗g5 (trading the dark-squared bishops to emphasize the weakness on d6) 8...♗e7 9.♗xe7 ♕xe7 10.♕xd4 ♘c6 11.♕d6 and White has a huge advantage; the knight on c7 is a big problem for Black.

[image: Img]

7.♘b5!

The right follow-up. White’s plan is to get the dark-squared bishop at the cost of a pawn, and prove that f5 is a serious weakness.

7...♘g6 8.b3

Simple and good, but if you like (Evans) Gambits, then 8.b4 (with the idea 8...cxb4 9.h4!) is certainly worth investigating.

[image: Img]

My gut feeling tells me it must be good for White. Black can decline the pawn sacrifice, but then he doesn’t have anything against White’s bishop pair.

8...a6

After 8...♘c6 9.♗b2 d5 10.exd6 ♗xd6 11.♘xd6+ ♕xd6, Black has developed some pieces and White shouldn’t be too greedy: 12.♕e2 (just developing and preparing to castle) 12...♘d4 13.♘xd4 cxd4 14.0-0-0 and White is better because of his strong dark-squared bishop.

9.♘d6+ ♗xd6 10.exd6 ♕b6

Black should at least take a pawn in exchange for the weak dark squares; if 10...0-0 11.d4, White will have an advantage without sacrificing.

[image: Img]

11.♗b2

White can play 11.d4 ♕xd6 12.♗a3 ♕c7 13.♕d2 (just don’t hurry to regain the material and blunder with 13.dxc5?? ♕a5+ Giri-Le, Chess.com 2020) 13...cxd4 14.0-0-0 ♕c3 15.♕xd4 ♕xd4 16.♘xd4 with more than enough compensation, but I would keep the queens on the board as long as possible. That is why I prefer 11.♗b2 to 11.d4.

11...0-0

11...♕xd6 12.h4 0-0 13.h5 transposes.

12.h4 ♕xd6 13.h5
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White’s attack is progressing quickly. Black has a tough choice here. On e7, the knight doesn’t have a bright future, and on h8 it looks extremely ugly.

13...♘e7

13...♘h8 14.♕e2 (White doesn’t have to hurry with h6, he might want to open the g-file and leave that pawn on g7; 14.h6 g6 looks tempting, but White’s queen can’t easily reach the desirable g7-square) 14...♘f7 15.0-0-0 ♘c6 16.d4 (opening the position) 16...b5 17.♔b1 (before taking any concrete action, it is always a smart idea to hide your king from checks) 17...cxd4 18.♘xd4 ♘xd4 19.♖xd4 ♕c7


[image: Img]

20.g4! (finally) 20...e5 21.♖d1 ♗b7 22.♖g1 f4 23.g5 and Black’s king will be under heavy attack soon.

14.h6 g6

Up to this moment we have been following another blitz encounter between Giri and Le.

15.d4

It is time to open up files and diagonals.

15...cxd4

15...♘bc6?! 16.dxc5 ♕xc5 17.♕d2 – it’s too dangerous for Black to leave the queens on the board.

16.♗xd4 ♘bc6 17.♗g7 ♕xd1+ 18.♖xd1 ♖e8 19.c4

[image: Img]

Black has managed to trade queens, but his position remains passive. His dark squares are terribly weak, the bishop on c8 is a problem, and White has given only one pawn for this.

B) 4...♘xc3 5.dxc3 ♘c6 6.♗f4

White first develops his dark-squared bishop to stop any ...d7-d5 (or ...d6) ideas.

6...♕b6
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The text is a preferred choice of the line specialist Alexander Rakhmanov. Before playing ...♕c7, Black wants to provoke ♖b1 or b3 to render White’s queenside castling risky, or even impossible.

1) 6...e6 7.h4!? (this move is always useful for White, who postpones his decision about where to put his queen and light-squared bishop) and now:

1a) 7...♕b6 8.♘d2! ♕xb2 9.♖h3 (another important point of 7.h4: suddenly the rook from h1 is in the game) 9...♕b6 10.♘c4 ♕d8 11.a4. The pawn on b2 was completely irrelevant. White controls every side of the board and his pieces are way more active. Black has trouble finding a good move;

1b) 7...b6
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8.♘g5! Pretending to attack the f7-pawn, but actually going for the e4-square. 8...♕c7 (8...h6 9.♘e4 ♗b7 10.♕g4 and 11.♘d6+ followed by the intermediate move ♕xg7 is a threat) 9.♕h5!? (provoking ...g6, which creates a hook for h4-h5 and a weakness on f6 as well) 9...g6 10.♕f3 h6 11.♘e4 ♘xe5 12.0-0-0!? (a smart move, stronger than the immediate 12.♘f6+) 12...♗g7 (12...♘xf3? 13.♗xc7 and the knight is trapped) 13.♘d6+ (White can also continue attacking with 13.♕g3, which is objectively stronger, but the text move is simpler) 13...♕xd6 14.♕xa8 ♕c7 15.♕e4. White has won an exchange and Black’s knight is still pinned.

2) 6...♕c7 seems inferior compared to 6...♕b6 to my eyes, e.g. 7.♗d3 e6 8.♕e2 (preparing queenside castling)
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8...b6 (8...a6 9.a4; I prefer stopping counterplay with ...b5, and castling kingside, while Black can’t castle queenside) 9.0-0-0 ♗b7 10.h4 h6 11.h5 (gaining space) 11...0-0-0.

[image: Img]

White’s chances are better because playing ...d7-d5 doesn’t solve all problems for Black. For example, 12.♗e4 d5 (12...f5 13.♗d3! and after playing ...f5 Black will never play ...d5) 13.exd6 ♗xd6 14.♗xd6 ♖xd6 15.♖xd6 (White gives away the d-file because there isn’t much he can do there. However, he can create pressure on g7 with the manoeuvre ♖h1-h3-g3) 15...♕xd6 16.b3! (let’s first secure the king) 16...♖d8 17.♔b2 (Black can’t move the knight from c6 because ♘e5 is a quite strong response after the exchange of bishops when ♘xf7 is a crushing threat) 17...f6 18.♖h3 ♖d7 19.♖g3. In this relatively simple position, White keeps better chances, his king is safer and Black has to worry about his weaknesses on g7 and e6.

7.b3

[image: Img]

7...♕c7

The queen has performed its task on b6 and moves back to the most natural square.

7...e6 is too early; it allows 8.♘d2! ♕c7 9.♘c4 b5 10.♘d6+ (White takes the bishop pair advantage and the c5-pawn becomes weak) 10...♗xd6 11.♕xd6 (trading queens to emphasize the bishop pair advantage and the c5 weakness even more) 11...♕xd6 12.exd6 b4 13.♗e3 and White will probably end up with an extra pawn.

8.♗d3

Developing the bishop to its natural square.

8...e6

8...b6 9.♕e2 ♗b7 10.h4 e6 transposes to 8...e6.

9.♕e2

[image: Img]

The queen is ideally placed on e2 in this line, and White keeps flexibility with his king.

9...b6

1) 9...d5?! is much too early. 10.exd6 ♗xd6 11.♗xd6 ♕xd6 12.0-0-0 ♗d7 was played in Fakhrutdinov-Efimov, St Petersburg 2019. There could follow 13.♔b2 ♕e7 14.♘d2 (slowly improving his pieces) 14...0-0-0 15.♖he1.


[image: Img]

I must say I was shocked to see the computer evaluation here. I was thinking that White is better, but that was too modest: White is positionally winning. He will either take the pawn on c5 or weaken e6 and collect it;

2) 9...a6 (with the idea to counter 10.0-0-0 with ...b5) 10.a4! b6
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11.♗g3. White will now switch to kingside castling, because Black can’t castle queenside (the a6-pawn is hanging). His last move was necessary since it stops ...f5 followed by ...h6 and ...g5. 11...♗b7 12.0-0 ♘a5 13.♗e4. Black won’t manage to play ...d5 or ...d6, and he will have long-term weaknesses.

10.h4

Another useful move which postpones White’s decision about castling.

10...♗b7

Transposing to 8...e6.
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11.♖h3

White activates his rook, making it clear that he won’t castle kingside.

White shouldn’t hurry with castling queenside: 11.0-0-0 a6! with ...b5 and ...c4 ideas to follow, showing the point of 6...♕b6.

11.h5 is another semi-waiting move:

1) 11...0-0-0 12.0-0-0 is exactly what we want; if Black waits with ...h6, then we can play ♖h3 and enter a favourable version of the 11.♖h3 variation;

2) 11...h6 12.♖h3 0-0-0 13.0-0-0 d5 14.exd6 ♗xd6 15.♗xd6 ♖xd6 16.♖g3 and White is better;


3) 11...c4!? is an unexpected resource: 12.bxc4 and now:
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1a) With 12...♘a5, Black uses a tactical motif along the c-file to regain the pawn, but this is not enough for equality: 13.♖h4 ♘xc4 14.♗xc4 b5 15.♘d2 bxc4 16.♖g4 (we don’t want to take the pawn on c4 too early; instead, we are improving our pieces) 16...♕a5 17.♖g3 and White is better because Black has problems developing his kingside. His bishop has to defend the g7-pawn, so he will not be able to castle soon. The only thing which keeps him in the game is his strong light-squared bishop;

1b) 12...f5!?. Black aims to get some sort of positional compensation since there isn’t any good way for White to use those tripled pawns. However, I believe they are somehow useful since they control central squares: 13.♘d4 ♘xd4 (Black regains the pawn, but improves White’s pawn structure. 13...a6 14.♖h3 doesn’t change much) 14.cxd4 ♗xg2 15.♖g1 (the rook gets to the g-file, and although material is equal, White is better. He still has a spatial advantage and better control of the centre) 15...♕c6 16.♕e3 (don’t play 16.d5? ♗xd5!) 16...♗e4 17.♔e2, connecting the rooks. The king on e2 is safe and White has much stronger rooks.
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11...0-0-0

11...d5 is too early because it is better for Black to take back on d6 with the rook: 12.exd6 ♗xd6 13.♗xd6 ♕xd6 14.0-0-0 0-0-0 15.h5 with a nice edge for White because of his domination on the kingside.

12.0-0-0 d5

12...h6 13.h5 only helps White; the pawn will remain on g7 for a very long time.

13.exd6

White’s pieces are better prepared for the opening of the position.


13...♗xd6 14.♗xd6 ♖xd6
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It may look like Black has solved all his opening problems, and he even has a potential pawn majority on the kingside. The truth is, however, a bit different. White’s doubled pawns control many squares on the queenside and safeguard the white king. Black’s pieces are mostly situated on the queenside, which means that his kingside pawns can become vulnerable.

15.♖g3

Immediately targeting the g7-pawn.

15...g6 16.h5

With ♖h1 to follow. White keeps an initiative because his pieces are more active.

Conclusion: Against 2...♘f6, White should aim for the positions with the dxc3-pawn structure which arise after 3.e5 ♘d5 4.♘c3 ♘xc3 5.dxc3 or after 4...e6 5. ♘e4 f5 6.♘c3!. The doubled pawns give him an open d-file, excellent attacking chances and safety for his king when it castles queenside.

 


Game 2B29

Parham Maghsoodloo 2695

Ahmed Adly 2619

Sharjah 2021 (5)

1.e4 c5 2.♘f3 ♘f6 3.e5 ♘d5 4.♘c3 ♘xc3 5.dxc3 ♘c6 6.♗f4 ♕c7

This is an inferior version for Black compared to the main line 6...♕b6, but it doesn’t change the character of the position.

7.h4!?

White can start with 7.♗d3, but we will transpose.

7...h6 8.h5 e6 9.♗d3 b6 10.♕e2 ♗b7 11.♖h3!?

White can also castle queenside first. The idea is to create pressure on the g7-pawn.

11...d5 12.exd6 ♗xd6 13.♗xd6 ♕xd6 14.♖g3
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14...♔f8?

This is a serious positional mistake. Black’s rooks will remain disconnected for a long time.

14...0-0 was the only move for Black: 15.♕e3 15...♔h8 16.0-0-0 and White keeps good attacking chances on the kingside.

15.0-0-0 ♕f4+ 16.♔b1 ♖d8 17.♖e1!
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White is planning ♗e4 followed by ♗xc6 and ♘e5, which will create pressure on the f7-pawn.

17...♖d5 18.♖h3!

Defending the pawn and preparing to kick out Black’s queen. White is completely winning here. Black is playing without his rook, and his king is weak.

18...♔e7 19.♖h4 ♕f6 20.g3

Securing the rook and preparing ♖f4.

20...♔d8 21.♗e4 ♖d6
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22.♗xc6!

The simplest winning plan. White’s knight now becomes dominant.

22...♗xc6 23.♘e5 ♖f8 24.♖f4 ♕e7 25.♘xc6+ ♖xc6 26.♕e5

[image: Img]

Double attack, both the king and the pawn on g7 are in trouble.

26...♖d6 27.♕xg7 f5 28.♕e5

28.♕xh6 e5.

28...♔c8 29.b3

[image: Img]

The rest is easy for White with his pawn up, since he has the safer king and the better pawn structure.

29...♕d7 30.g4 ♔b7 31.♔b2 ♔c6 32.♖f3 ♕f7 33.♕f4 ♕f6 34.gxf5 exf5 35.♖fe3 ♖f7 36.♕f3+ ♔b5 37.♕e2+ ♔c6 38.♕a6 ♖c7 39.♖e8 ♕f7 40.♖b8 c4 41.♕a4+ ♔d5 42.♕b5+ ♖c5 43.bxc4# 1-0






CHAPTER 3

2...a6:
 O’Kelly Variation

1.e4 c5 2.♘f3

Before stepping into the deep woods of the Najdorf, the Dragon, the Sveshnikov, and the Rauzer, first we need to cover some less popular lines. It seemed natural for me to start from the left side (queenside), and the first decent alternative to the main Sicilians is:

2...a6

[image: Img]

This so-called O’Kelly Variation has never been a popular choice in classical chess, but currently it has a strong supporter in Russian GM Vladislav Artemiev. In the past few years, he has been playing it regularly, especially at faster time controls.

The simplest explanation of this move would be that it renders 3.d4 ineffective. However, there are some hidden subtleties behind it. White has two good options. The first one is 3.c4, but in these pawn structures ...a6 is always useful for Black. Therefore, I have always preferred 3.c3 since it asks the question: How does 2...a6 fight for the centre?

 


The main idea of 2...a6 is to counter 3.d4 with 3...cxd4 4.♘xd4 ♘f6 5.♘c3 e5!, followed by ...♗b4 and/or d5 with comfortable equality. In case you forget this trick, or simply premove 3.d4, then I would advise you to play 4.♕xd4 ♘c6 5.♕e3 with the following plan: ♘c3, ♗e2, 0-0, ♖d1 (h3), etc. Also, 4.c3 might be very interesting since White will get a favourable version of the Morra Gambit.

3.c3
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We will concentrate on the four best options for Black:

A) 3...g6

B) 3...♘f6

C) 3...d5

D) 3...e6

3...b5, in the spirit of Anthony Miles, gives up the centre and also any hopes of equalizing: 4.d4 cxd4 5.cxd4 ♗b7 6.♗d3. We can stop here. White has harmonious development and full control of the centre. Also inferior is 3...♘c6, a perfect example of a natural move that isn’t good because now 2...a6 becomes just a loss of tempo: 4.d4 cxd4?! (4...d5 is objectively best: 5.exd5 ♕xd5 6.♗e3 transposes to 3...d5 after 4.exd5 ♕xd5 5.d4 ♘c6) 5.cxd4 e6 6.d5! ♗b4+ 7.♘c3 ♘ce7 8.♕d4 and White has a big advantage. Black has to give up his bishop pair and he has problems on the dark squares.

Lastly, 3...d6 is totally useless in combination with ...a6: 4.d4.

A) 3...g6

This is playable, although White has many different ways to obtain an advantage:

4.d4
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4...cxd4

1) 4...♗g7? is just bad; Black loses a pawn and would be happier with the pawn being on a7. This is an inferior version of the line with 1.e4 c5 2.♘f3 g6 3.d4 ♗g7, which will be covered in Chapter 4;


2) 4...d5?. This is not how chess works: 5.dxc5 ♘f6 6.exd5 ♕xd5 7.♕xd5 ♘xd5 and Black has absolutely no compensation for the pawn.

5.cxd4 d5
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The only move that fights for the centre. After 5...♗g7 6.♘c3 d6 7.h3 ♘f6 8.♗d3 0-0 9.0-0, White gets a typical advantage due to his central pawns.

6.e5!

Probably the simplest and best solution. Eventually I gave up on 6.exd5 and 6.♕a4+ because Black has some amazing resources there.

6...♘c6 7.♗e2

7.h3 and 7.♗d3 are equally good alternatives. I’ve chosen 7.♗e2 because it anticipates the ...♗g4 pin and develops the bishop, basically performing the function of both alternatives.

7...♗g7 8.0-0 ♗g4

When the opponent has a spatial advantage, it is a good idea to trade a few pieces. Black’s light-squared bishop is his worst piece and he is happy to exchange it. 8...f6 9.♘c3 is another reason why the bishop is good on e2. Black can’t afford to open up the position himself and trade the e5-pawn for the d5-pawn, since he lags in development.

9.♘bd2

Before playing h3, we want to be able to recapture on f3 with the knight.

9...e6 10.h3 ♗xf3

10...♗f5?! 11.♘b3 looks like a terrible Caro-Kann for Black. The bishop on f5 is in trouble, and White’s knight will cover the c2-square from e1, if necessary.

11.♘xf3 ♘ge7 12.♗d3

The bishop has done its job on the d1-h5 diagonal and now we are improving it. Also, in case of ...♘f5, Black always has to consider ♗xf5.

12...0-0 13.♖e1
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White has excellent attacking chances on the kingside. After 13...♕b6, he can withdraw the bishop from d3, but very interesting is 14.♗e3 since grabbing the pawn on b2 is dangerous for Black.

B) 3...♘f6
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When playing against the Alapin (2.c3), 2...♘f6 is one of the best responses for Black, and personally, it is my favourite. However, with 2.♘f3 a6 included, this is not the case. White gets an advantage in development and can quickly materialize it:

4.e5 ♘d5 5.d4 cxd4

Before playing anything else, Black always includes ...cxd4, so he doesn’t have to worry about c3-c4 ideas.

1) 5...e6? 6.c4, and there are no good squares for the black knight. White is already close to winning;

2) 5...d6?! is also bad; Black shouldn’t allow 6.c4.

6.♗c4!?

We aren’t afraid of sacrificing a pawn. Actually, we would prefer that Black accepts it since that gives us big attacking prospects, sometimes even a forced win. Here, Black has a popular option, and a rarer one, but the latter deserves attention:

B1) 6...♘b6

B2) 6...e6

B1) 6...♘b6

[image: Img]

This is often played, but it gives White tremendous attacking chances. The general problem Black faces in most of the following lines is that the knight has no future on b6, and with the a-pawn being on a6, it often becomes a target:

7.♗b3 d5

1) 7...d6 8.exd6 – see 7...d5;

2) 7...dxc3? (such greediness must lose by force) 8.♘g5! followed by ♕h5 and ♘xc3, and White has a winning attack;

3) 7...e6 neutralizes White’s bishop on b3, but weakens the important d6-square: 8.♗g5! ♕c7 9.0-0 and now 9...♘c6! is the only move (9...dxc3?! – the queen on c7 isn’t thrilled about the opening of the c-file. Also, White gets an extra developing tempo: 10.♘xc3 ♘c6 11.♘e4! (going for the d6-square; pawns aren’t important, currently) 11...♘xe5 12.♘xe5 ♕xe5 13.♖e1 (Black doesn’t have a good square for his queen) 13...♕a5 14.♗d2 ♗b4 15.♘d6+ ♔e7 16.♖e5!! – deflection; a beautiful finish) 10.cxd4 d5 11.exd6 ♗xd6 12.♘c3 0-0 13.♖e1 with a typical isolani type of position where Black’s pieces are a bit far from his king;

4) It is no surprise that the developing move 7...♘c6 might be the best one for Black: 8.0-0 (8.cxd4 d5 9. exd6 e6 is similar to the main line) 8...d5 9.exd6 e6 10.♘xd4 (10.cxd4 is an equally good alternative)

[image: Img]

4a) 10...♗xd6 11.♘xc6 (before playing ♘d2, we create an additional weakness in Black’s camp and keep the d-file open) 11...bxc6 12.♘d2 0-0 13.♘e4 (centralizing the knight with tempo) 13...♗e7 14.♕h5 with a clear edge. Black will have to play ...g6 at some moment, but that will not solve his problems on the kingside;

4b) 10...♕xd6 (10...♘xd4 11.♕xd4 ♕xd6 12.♕g4 – in all these lines after 7...♘c6, White’s play is similar everywhere, combining attacking threats on the kingside with useful developing moves) 11.♘xc6 (if you don’t want to give Black the option of trading queens, then you can try 11.♕f3!?; it is too dangerous for Black to accept the pawn sacrifice) 11...♕xd1 (11...♕xc6 12.♘d2 ♗e7 13.♖e1 (preparing ♘e4) 13...0-0 14.♕h5 and White will first provoke ...g6, and then decide where to put his knight. Black’s pieces are far away from the kingside) 12.♖xd1 bxc6. The position is simplified, but that doesn’t mean it is equal: 13.♗e3 ♘d5 14.♗d4 c5 15.♗e5 and the pawn majority on the queenside, the more active pieces and the weaknesses on a6 and c5 secure a clear advantage for White.

8.exd
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