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Explanation of symbols

The chessboard with its coordinates:
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[image: images] Black to move

♔ King

♕ Queen

♖ Rook

♗ Bishop

♘ Knight

[image: images] White stands slightly better

[image: images] Black stands slightly better

[image: images] White stands better

[image: images] Black stands better

+– White has a decisive advantage

–+ Black has a decisive advantage

= balanced position

∞ the position is unclear
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! good move

!! excellent move

? bad move

?? blunder

!? interesting move

?! dubious move
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Introduction to the new edition

The previous edition of Dismantling the Sicilian starts as follows:

‘This book deals with the study of the Sicilian Defence; however, the theoretical development has been so significant in recent years, that trying to cover all the variations of such a popular defence is somewhat a utopian dream. Therefore, this book is content to offer a repertoire for White based on 1.e4 c5 2.♘f3 followed by 3.d4.’

Eight years on, it may seem that the ‘utopian dream’ could be extended to a one-volume repertoire book against the Sicilian. After all, last year the esteemed author GM Parimarjan Negi finished the three-volume series Grandmaster Repertoire: 1.e4 vs. the Sicilian, and the most recent Open Sicilian repertoire for White, Attacking the Flexible Sicilian by GM Vassilios Kotronias and IM Semko Semkov, covered only 2…e6 Open Sicilians in 400 pages.

As a grandmaster and theoretician, I enjoy such detailed, specific works, but as a coach, I completely understand that amateur players are reluctant to study well over a thousand pages of material for one opening, however compelling the repertoire is.

My opening philosophy is even more principled than Jesus de la Villa’s, in that I believe in playing the best moves against everything. That may seem like a lot more work, but my experience suggests the opposite. We will have less need to change our repertoire or rely on the element of surprise, while playing critically in the opening often carries over to our middlegame and endgame play. Furthermore, the ever-improving chess engines have demonstrated that not only are there often several equivalent moves in the opening phase, but that in many cases the best move is a rare or new continuation. In that sense, you could argue that a strong novelty is an unpleasant surprise. And you will find hundreds of novelties in this book.

As this is a flexible repertoire with some reserve options for White, I should mention an exception to my above philosophy – against the Paulsen (1.e4 c5 2.♘f3 e6 3.d4 cxd4 4.♘xd4 a6), I adhered to the previous edition’s recommendation of 5.♘c3, even though I believe in White’s chances for an edge after 5.♗d3 and 5.c4. These two moves were covered very thoroughly in the aforementioned Negi and Kotronias/Semkov books respectively. Recommending 5.♘c3 best matched my writing philosophy: to offer as much original material as possible, as every serious player has access to a large database and chess engine. Furthermore, I can say from my own experience that a nuanced understanding of Hedgehog structures is required to make use of White’s small edge, whereas White’s play in the 5.♘c3 variation is more tactical and natural for a club player to execute.

Although this is a new edition of Dismantling the Sicilian, I found it necessary to change the basic framework of the repertoire. Granted, I was extremely successful with De la Villa’s English Attack-based repertoire in my own games, and I can even attribute my first win against a grandmaster (also the game that secured my FM title) in a classical game to the book:
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1.e4 c5 2.♘f3 e6 3.d4 cxd4 4.♘xd4 ♘c6 5.♘c3 d6 6.♗e3 ♘f6 7.f3 ♗e7 8.♕d2 0-0 9.0-0-0 a6 10.g4 ♘d7 11.h4 ♘de5 12.♕g2 b5 13.g5 ♗d7 14.♔b1 ♘xd4 15.♗xd4 b4 16.♘e2 ♕c7 17.f4 ♖fc8 18.♘g3 ♘c6 19.♗e3 d5 20.exd5 b3 21.g6 bxa2+ 22.♔a1 ♘b4 23.gxf7+ ♔xf7 24.dxe6+ ♗xe6 25.c3 ♖d8 26.♖e1 ♘d5 27.♗d4 ♘f6 28.♖g1 ♖g8 29.♘e4 ♘h5 30.f5 ♗xf5 31.♘g5+ ♗xg5 32.♕d5+ 1-0

As I show in the uniquely New In Chess chapter called ‘What others recommend… and why I disagree’ (no. 17), overviewing the recommendations of the previous edition as well as Negi’s series, the English Attack has been neutralised by modern computers. Particularly the modern main line of the Najdorf/Scheveningen English Attack has been virtually analysed to a draw by deep engine analysis. You will still have plenty of opportunities to charge Garry the g-pawn in this repertoire – with the difference that mostly we will be supporting this aggression with h2-h3, ♗e2 or f2-f4.

Furthermore, it has recently become popular in the Open Sicilian to castle queenside with our queen more aggressively placed on e2 or f3, as you can study in the Taimanov, Scheveningen and Najdorf chapters. The theory is still developing in these systems, but I’ve made a strong case that White is fighting for an opening advantage, which can easily increase if Black settles for natural developing moves (as is frequently the case at the amateur level).

I’ve noticed on online chess forums and blogs that readers desire clear explanations of ideas, and lament getting bogged down in swathes of variations, most of which they are unlikely to face over the board. This book doesn’t skimp on detail either, but I have divided each chapter into a ‘theoretical overview’ section and an ‘illustrative games’ section, so you may play the repertoire successfully without needing to read cover-to-cover.

Inexperienced players can play through the games in the ‘illustrative games’ section and quickly apply the typical middlegame plans, themes and tactics. Advanced players can find all the theory they need to know (and a bit more!) explained in the theoretical overviews. Finally, professional players can subsequently work through the illustrative games for further detail, as well as reserve options to complicate the opponent’s preparation. There are some inevitable wide branches for Black’s most flexible systems, so you may choose to skip the sidelines in each branch on a first read for a ‘quick repertoire’.

In principle, I have offered alternatives only where I was unable to clearly prove a white advantage, but there are some exceptions where I included another good option for its similarity with another repertoire line, or to improve our understanding of the Open Sicilian. All the illustrative games are referenced in the ‘theoretical overview’ sections, though I have not altered the move orders of the games, as the reader will benefit from acquaintance with different move orders (and may well apply some of them to his or her repertoire). You will also find a summary of each chapter, with the engine’s evaluations at a high depth of each major variation (to the nearest 0.05) to indicate the main theoretical conclusions.

I lacked the space to include a separate chapter for exercises, but I have selected many of the diagrams in such a way that they (excepting those indicating important branchings, and those in the ‘What others recommend…’ chapter) serve as a ‘White to play’ puzzle. You will find the solution in the text following the diagram, which will consolidate key tactics, move orders, plans and novelties in your memory. You may find solving these diagram positions in the ‘illustrative games’ section useful for improving your overall skill.

Those comparing this book to the previous edition will notice that I have merged some chapters together, namely the various sidelines are grouped by ‘Second move sidelines’, ‘2…♘c6 sidelines’, ‘2…e6 sidelines’ and ‘2…d6 sidelines’. This made it easier to divide the particularly flexible Paulsen, Richter-Rauzer and Najdorf Sicilians into two chapters each, so they would be better digestible. It was in these three systems (together with the Sveshnikov and the Four Knights Sicilian) that I was unable to conclusively prove an advantage for White. Therefore, I have offered several options for White, so the opponent cannot memorise one line against our entire repertoire.

To portray the spirit of the repertoire, I will elaborate on these alternatives here. In the Paulsen with 5.♘c3 ♕c7 6.♗d3 ♘f6, my main recommendation is now 7.0-0, but the flexible 7…♗e7 proved very resilient. I show two ways to handle it, and also analyse two games with the old recommendation 7.f4 in the ‘illustrative games’ section. It might seem surprising that the Four Knights Sicilian is hard to prove a serious edge against, but I cover both 9.♗d3 and 9.exd5 in the main line. In the ‘What others recommend…’ chapter, I also share a wrinkle against 6.♘xc6 that is not mentioned in Attacking the Flexible Sicilian.

Those who have done their own work on the opening can surely recognize the feeling of finding an edge against everything except one rare sideline! That was the case in the Rauzer main line with 6.♗g5 e6 7.♕d2 a6 8.0-0-0 ♗d7 9.f3 ♗e7, when Black plays an early …♘xd4. I cover both the old recommendation 10.h4 and 10.♔b1 in the theoretical overview for that chapter for some flexibility, and in the illustrative games you will even find a way to avoid it with 10.♗e3!?, which could prove a starting point for your own investigations. Amusingly, this reminds me of the main rule of thumb I learned from writing this book – the once maligned ♘xc6 exchange is often a good early middlegame move for White in the Open Sicilian!

As for the Sveshnikov, my main recommendation is 9.♘d5 ♗e7 10.♗xf6 ♗xf6 11.c3, and I offer some alternative options against the more drawish lines, but I also present a repertoire with 9.♗xf6 in ‘What others recommend…’, explaining the problem line that forced me to find something better. Of course, most of the world’s elite currently avoid the Sveshnikov with 3.♗b5, but my variations have the advantage that Black finds it extremely hard to play for a win without accepting a disadvantage.

Finally, the Najdorf is the one major line (the Nimzowitsch, 2…♘f6, doesn’t qualify) where I offer two different options right at the start – the modern main line 6.h3 is my main recommendation, supporting g2-g4 while avoiding certain problem lines against 6.♗e3 and 6.f3 respectively, but for a lower theoretical workload (and similar ideas) I give a secondary recommendation of 6.♗e2. This is partly motivated by the fact that I consider the Najdorf the only repertoire foundation against 1.e4 that offers considerable winning chances at the professional level without accepting an objective disadvantage, though I understand that’s a very contentious view!

Owners of the previous edition may have noticed that I have taken a different approach to the Illustrative games themselves. Since the 2009 edition of Dismantling the Sicilian, correspondence games have become more and more theoretically significant, and about a third of the selected games are in fact from correspondence chess. This is not only because these games are of a higher quality than over-the-board play, but I also found them to contain many interesting middlegame and endgame motifs. Although I am not a correspondence player, I found from my study of these games that they are not simply ‘engine battles’ as many assume, but rather a valuable lesson in how to find ideas beyond the scope of the engine.

At the same time, over-the-board games are a more practical struggle, and there are many typical tactics and ideas that especially strong players know to anticipate or avoid. The sharp nature of many of my recommendations means that even the world’s top players can falter in the complications, but we can also learn a lot from the improvements over and alternatives to these games, and not neglect the ‘human’ component of tournament play. In this book, I have covered games up to and including June 30, 2017.

A larger or multi-volume book might contain a historical overview of each variation and detailed explanations of every move, but early games can be looked up in a database, and I prefer succinct, punchy explanations. I haven’t held anything back in my coverage, analysis of and views about this Open Sicilian repertoire for White. While theoreticians, analysts, players and stronger engines will be investigating my ideas more deeply, and will be finding improvements over my analysis for both sides, I’m confident that the basic repertoire, and the understanding you will acquire from my explanations, will be a strong framework for your continued success playing the Open Sicilian as White.

I’d like to express my gratitude to Jesus de la Villa for giving me the opportunity to work on this updated edition of Dismantling the Sicilian, a project which remains topical and influential today. I’m also grateful to Jesus for his encouragement, and for the positive influence the previous edition of his book had on my chess development and career. I am pleased that I can give some of that back in this collaborative second edition.

Max Illingworth

Sydney, Australia,

September 2017





Introduction to the first edition

This book deals with the study of the Sicilian Defence; however, the theoretical development has been so significant in recent years, that trying to cover all the variations of such a popular defence is somehow a utopian dream. Therefore, this book is content to offer a repertoire for White based on 1.e4 c5 2.♘f3 followed by 3.d4.

The Sicilian is the most widely used defence. According to different databases and different periods, percentages may vary, but will be around 20%; if we take into account only those games starting with 1.e4, the percentage of Sicilians may reach 40%. Furthermore, those figures have been increasing in recent years.

Therefore, my proposal is a repertoire based on the Open Variation, that starting with 2.♘f3 and virtually always followed by 3.d4. I think it is only logical to devote our best studying efforts to a position that will probably arise quite frequently in our games, and to choose secondary lines against defences we won’t face so often. Vast practical experience also indicates that, against the Sicilian, the prospects of an advantage with other moves than 2.♘f3 are not great. Flexibility and the surprise factor is one thing, and basing our repertoire on harmless lines is a quite different one.

My general philosophy for developing an opening repertoire is based on the following approach: against main lines, play main lines; against secondary lines, play secondary lines; against unsound lines, play the refutation. Some amateur players have asked me why, and I will try to state my case now:

– Main lines are usually the best and the most frequent in practice. Being the most frequent, it is worth being well prepared against them; being the best, we are not likely to find a way to an edge in secondary lines.

– We won’t face secondary lines so often, therefore it is less profitable to spend a long time on them in our preparation. A further point is that we would run the risk of reaching a good position, but one in which our opponent has far clearer ideas. A secondary defence is much more likely to offer secondary lines with good prospects for an edge.

– Finally, it is worth searching and finding a refutation against a weak system, since it will work forever. Besides, these defences will usually take us by surprise and we need a convincing preparation against them.

Of course, this is a basic approach and must be adapted to each particular case. Quite frequently, main lines may become secondary and vice versa; even some unsound lines may be rehabilitated, though this is less likely to happen. A flexible approach is always necessary.

Our playing style must have its influence as well when it comes to building our repertoire. However, if our style does not involve an open game against the Sicilian, then we should consider whether 1.e4 is right as our first move after all.

Although this book recommends main lines, from the point of view of the current state of chess theory, the repertoire we present also tries to fulfil the principles of economy and coherence, by choosing lines that can transpose into one another, whenever possible, or that share strategic ideas.

Thus, there is one set-up which constitutes the core of this repertoire. It can be used (obviously, with important adjustments) against a wide range of variations (Najdorf, Scheveningen, Classical, Taimanov, Dragon, Kupreichik and some secondary lines). This set-up is based on the moves f2-f3, ♗e3, ♕d2 and 0-0-0.

I have always considered queenside castling in the Open Sicilian to be logical: the rook immediately occupies the only open file (for White).

The position of the f-pawn allows some discussion. For many years, the general trend and almost a sacred rule was the idea that White cannot develop any active play against the Sicilian without the move f2-f4. Although well founded upon a wide experience, I have the feeling that this theory has been indiscriminately applied, thus leading White into trouble in several variations. The reason is that it fuels Black’s counterplay along the a8-h1 diagonal, with pressure on e4 and, from that weak point, on White’s position as a whole.

In the f2-f3 set-up, the point e4 has a solid defence. There is no need for White to worry about this square, and his plan is clear-cut and easy to carry out. This might be, if not a theoretical, at least a practical reason why White’s results with this set-up have generally been so remarkable. Fischer’s comment that the Sicilian Dragon was a weak defence because an amateur as White could easily defeat a grandmaster with the Rauzer Attack, can be applied to a certain extent to other lines.

About the structure of this book

I have decided to present the book as a collection of annotated games, to make the material appear not too dull. Readers may use it as a reference book or read it from beginning to end, in order to become familiar with the most frequent tactical ideas, transpositions and strategic plans.

A division has been made in four main Sections. The first contains minor second moves for Black after 2.♘f3, Section 2 deals with 4…e5, 4…g6 and 4…♘c6 systems after the exchange on d4, and in Sections 3 and 4, respectively the systems with 2…e6 and those with 2…d6 are discussed. Almost all systems have an individual chapter, though some have far less material. In my view, the current preparation and competition methods (I’m thinking especially about open and rapid chess tournaments) force us to possess an accurate knowledge of some specific refutations and favour the use of surprise variations. Many of these surprise weapons, despite their theoretical weakness, pose almost insurmountable complications in over-the-board play.

Furthermore, my aim has been to provide the reader with a complete repertoire and therefore to answer clearly to the question of what to play in all reasonable positions.

At the beginning and at the end of each chapter I have included short sections intended to make the study easier, but not strictly necessary for an experienced player.

The chapters open with the title and the diagram reflecting the starting position of our study. In my opinion, there are a lot of underrated variations in the Sicilian (and a few, overrated). I have the feeling, reinforced by writing this book, that many are playable and pose problems for White, if the first player intends to achieve an edge.

The introduction tries to guide the readers on the themes of the chosen line and its relationship with other variations.

Here I feel obliged to mention the real father of the Sicilian Defence, Louis Paulsen (1833-1891). He was born in Germany but developed as a chess player in the United States. Paulsen investigated most of the important variations and understood the spirit of counterplay inherent in this defence. If the Sicilian wasn’t named after him, it was due to random circumstances.

A deeper analysis of the ideas contained in every variation would have been interesting, but the book is already rather thick, so I considered it more important to go deeply into certain lines.

This structure should altogether help black players to choose some lines for their repertoires, though in this case they must complete their study with the attacking lines for White that we don’t mention here.

We have tried to present the material in a very clear way, without complex trees and with move-by-move explanations, with the exception of the more often repeated moves. We considered it very important to understand the position and to know the purpose of every move, in order to fix our memory and prevent our opening study from becoming useless, if we forget the lines after a few days or weeks. However, in some cases it has been impossible to avoid presenting a potentially disturbing branch.

This book is a revised version of the Spanish original Desmontando la Siciliana. We can’t talk about a second edition, as most of the material has been changed rather than merely updated. Furthermore, some chapters are completely new, and in those which keep recommending the same lines, many model games are more recent and recommended subvariations have quite often changed as well. Nevertheless, we cannot talk about a new book either, since the structure and base material are the same. In some cases, I have changed my recommendations because some new lines are clearly better or have cast doubts on the old ones; at other times, the previously recommended line is still equally interesting and the reasons for the change are less conclusive. In those cases (and some others) I refer to the original text, identified with the abbreviation ‘DLS’. Of course, comparing both versions may be interesting for those who have the original book.

Despite all the hours devoted to this work, I’m perfectly well aware that some variations will not resist the passing of time and I hope the readers will show their sympathy. I also encourage them to continue their research and complete their repertoires, when necessary, consulting other sources and analysing on their own. However, I hope the recommendations from this book can help the readers improve their repertoire, bring them some sporting pleasure and let them have a good time with the analysis of memorable games and interesting positions.

Jesus de la Villa Garcia

Pamplona, Spain,

May 2009





CHAPTER 1

Second move sidelines

1.e4 c5 2.♘f3

[image: images]

2.♘f3 is White’s most flexible move, as against many of Black’s strange second moves we’ll want to play 3.c3 and d2-d4, which is not possible after 2.♘c3.

A) 2…h6? 3.c3 e6 4.d4 d5 5.exd5 exd5 6.♗b5+ ♘c6 7.♘e5 ♗d7 8.♗xc6 bxc6 9.0-0[image: images] is a good example of how to deal with rare second moves, as is;

B) 2…♕c7? 3.c3 ♘f6 4.e5 ♘d5 5.d4 cxd4 6.♘a3! e6 7.♘b5 ♕b6 8.♕xd4 ♕xd4 9.♘fxd4[image: images] when the weak d6-square is a nuisance;

C) 2…b6?! 3.d4 cxd4 4.♘xd4 ♗b7 5.♘c3 gives White a safe advantage with an English Attack set-up (♗e3/f3/♕d2/0-0-0/g4) against almost anything Black tries. If White really wants to punish Black’s set-up though, De la Villa’s old recommendation 5…a6 (on 5…♘f6, 6.♗g5! is very strong, since taking on e4 loses to direct play, but 6…♘c6 7.♘f5[image: images] (Mekhitarian-Limp, Rio de Janeiro ch-BRA 2016) sets substantial problems for Black’s kingside development) 6.♗g5! remains very promising, e.g. 6…♕c7 7.♘d5! ♕e5 8.♗e3 ♗xd5 9.exd5 ♕xd5 10.♗e2 e5

[image: images]

and now a recent improvement for White is 11.♘f5! ♕xd1+ (11…♕e6 12.♗g4 ♕c4 13.♗f3[image: images] doesn’t give Black time for …d7-d5) 12.♖xd1 ♘c6 13.0-0[image: images], which gave White more than enough compensation in Huschenbeth-Dann, Neustadt an der Weinstrasse 2017;

D) 2…g6 3.d4 will transpose to a Dragon of some form after 3…cxd4 4.♘xd4. Instead 3…♗g7?! can be met with 4.c4 and a possible transposition to Maroczy Bind territory, but I particularly like 4.dxc5! ♕a5+ 5.c3 ♕xc5 (5…♘f6 can be met simply with 6.♗e3!? ♘xe4 7.♘bd2 ♘xd2 8.♕xd2 for a pleasant lead in development)

[image: images]

6.♘a3! when Black faces problems with his c5-queen in all lines:

D1) 6…♗xc3+? 7.bxc3 ♕xc3+ 8.♕d2 ♕xa1 9.♘b5 ♘a6 10.♗c4 and e4-e5 gives White a crushing initiative, as the machine confirms;

D2) 6…b6? 7.♗e3 ♕c6 8.♗c4+–;

D3) 6…♕a5?! 7.e5! and ♘c4 makes it very hard for Black to develop his pieces;

D4) 6…d6 7.♘b5 a6 8.♗e3 ♕c6 9.♘a7 ♕c7 10.♘xc8 ♕xc8 11.♕b3 gives White a very pleasant advantage with the bishop pair, especially if he piles up on f7 with his next moves: 11…♘f6 12.e5 dxe5?! (12…♘g4 13.♗c4 0-0 14.e6 f5 15.♗b6 a5 16.a4 splits Black’s position in two, but was a better choice) 13.♘xe5 0-0 14.♘xf7! ♖xf7 15.♗c4 e6 16.♗xe6 ♕c7 17.0-0-0 ♘c6 18.♗b6 ♕e7 19.♖he1 ♗h6+ 20.♔c2 with a decisive initiative for White;

D5) 6…♘f6 7.♘b5! b6 (7…♘xe4? 8.♗e3 ♕c6 9.♘fd4 ♗xd4 10.cxd4 followed by d4-d5 finishes Black; 7…♘g4 is only a one-move attack after 8.♘fd4![image: images]; if 7…0-0 8.♗e3 ♕c6 9.♘fd4 ♕xe4 10.♘c7 b6 11.♕f3![image: images] refutes Black’s exchange sacrifice) 8.b4! ♕c6 9.e5 ♘e4 10.♘fd4 ♕b7 11.♗d3 White has a monstrous initiative and has won nearly every game from this point. To avoid losing material to ♕e2, Black should try 11…d5 12.exd6 0-0 when it might be most practical to return the pawn with 13.0-0!? ♘xd6 14.♘xd6 exd6 15.♗f4 d5 16.♖e1 ♘c6 17.♘b5[image: images] as transpired in Khan-Simmelink, email 2014;

E) 2…a6!?

[image: images]

This O’Kelly Variation might be the best of Black’s unusual second move tries. Now 3.♘c3!? is the most practical, as Black cannot reasonably avoid a transposition to our Open Sicilian repertoire:

E1) 3…d6 4.d4 cxd4 5.♘xd4 leaves Black nothing better than 5…♘f6 or 5…e6, transposing to other chapters;

E2) 3…e6 4.d4 cxd4 5.♘xd4 transposes to our Paulsen section;

E3) 3…♘c6 4.d4 cxd4 5.♘xd4 will transpose to a Taimanov after 5…e6. Instead 5…e5?! (5…d6 6.♗e3 will also transpose to other variations of our repertoire) 6.♘f5! d6 7.♗c4[image: images] is very passive for Black, as White dominates the key d5 hole;

E4) 3…b5 4.d4

[image: images]

4…cxd4 (4…e6?! is a poor independent try in light of 5.d5 – the thematic reply when Black doesn’t trade on d4: 5…♗b7 6.♗e2 ♘f6 7.♗g5 h6 8.♗xf6 ♕xf6 9.0-0[image: images] with a turbo-charged Benoni structure for White in Wei Yi-Yan Fang, Xinghua ch-CHN 2017. White will play e4-e5 against most moves, for a clear initiative) 5.♘xd4 ♗b7!? (trying to be tricky with the move order, but it doesn’t change much. 5…e6 is a direct transposition to our Paulsen repertoire) 6.♗d3 (6.♗g5!?[image: images] might also be explored, by analogy to 2…b6) 6…d6 (6…♘c6 7.♘xc6 ♗xc6 8.0-0 e6 brings us back to Paulsen theory; 6…g6 7.0-0 ♗g7 8.♗e3 d6 9.a4 b4 10.♘d5 ♗xd5 11.exd5 ♘f6 12.♗e2!N is not one of the better versions of the Dragadorf for Black. Note that taking on d5 doesn’t save Black: 12…♘xd5 13.♘f5 gxf5 14.♕xd5 ♘d7 15.♕xf5 ♗xb2 16.♖ad1 and Black’s king will never find safety) 7.0-0 ♘f6 8.♕e2 e6

[image: images]

9.b4! This unusual resource works well, to stop …b5-b4 in reply to a2-a4. 9…♕c7 (9…♗e7 10.a4 bxa4 11.♘xa4 0-0 12.c4[image: images] is similar) 10.♗b2 ♗e7 11.a4 bxa4 12.♘xa4 0-0 13.c4 ♘bd7 14.♘b3 White has a stable positional advantage as the a6-pawn is isolated and his space comes in pretty handy.

The Nimzowitsch Variation

2…♘f6

[image: images]

This move defines the provocative Nimzowitsch Variation.

3.e5!

The critical move.

A straightforward option is the old recommendation 3.♘c3, which will almost certainly transpose to an Open Sicilian after 4.d4. The exception is if Black plays a quick …d7-d5: 3…d5 4.exd5! ♘xd5 5.♗b5+ ♗d7 (5…♘c6 6.0-0 ♘xc3 7.dxc3!?N ♕xd1 8.♖xd1 f6 9.♗e3 e5 10.♘d2! gives White a nice queenside initiative with ♘b3. Black suffers from poor development) 6.♘e5

[image: images]

Rakhmanov has done well from here as Black, but objectively White must have some edge:

A) 6…e6 7.♘xd7 ♘xd7 8.♘xd5 exd5 9.0-0[image: images] was Kovchan-Rakhmanov, Al-Ain 2015;

B) 6…♗xb5 7.♕f3 f6 8.♘xb5 (threatening 9.♕xd5 and 10.♘c7+) 8…♘a6 was De la Villa’s reason for rejecting this line, but computers show that Black’s sacrifice is unsound: 9.♕h5+ g6 10.♘xg6 hxg6 11.♕xh8 ♕d7 12.♘c3 (12.♕h4!? ♕xb5 13.c4 ♕b4 14.a3 ♕a4 15.b3 ♕xb3 16.cxd5 is a safer route to an advantage) 12…♕e6+ 13.♔f1 ♘ab4 14.♕h4![image: images] and thanks to ♕a4/♕e4 ideas, White is safe, e.g. 14…♕a6+ 15.♔g1 0-0-0 16.♕g4+ f5 17.♕d1 ♗g7 (Parligras-Westerberg, Reykjavik tt 2015) and now the greedy 18.♘xd5!N ♖xd5 19.d3 gives White a healthy material advantage. White will activate his h1-rook with a quick h4-h5;

C) 6…♘f6 7.♕f3 ♕c8 (7…♕c7 doesn’t threaten the knight after 8.0-0! as b7 and then a8 would be hanging: 8…a6 9.♗xd7+ ♘bxd7 10.♘c4 ♖c8 11.a4 and White got a stable positional advantage with d2-d3 and ♗f4 in Külaots-Sikula, Hungary tt 2008/09)

[image: images]

8.a4! We reduce Black’s options by keeping the piece tension. 8…e6 (8…a6 as usual is a serious positional concession: 9.♗xd7+ ♘bxd7 10.♘c4 e6 11.d3 ♗e7 12.0-0 0-0 13.♗f4 ♖a7 (Antoli Royo-Rakhmanov, Figueres 2012) 14.a5 and Black has problems activating his pieces, especially the a7-rook) 9.b3!?N (the dark-squared bishop proves to be ideal on the long diagonal) 9…♗d6 (9…♘c6 10.♘xc6 ♗xc6 11.0-0 ♗e7 12.♗b2 0-0 13.♗xc6 ♕xc6 14.♕xc6 bxc6 15.d3[image: images]) 10.♗xd7+ ♘bxd7 11.♘c4 ♗b8 12.♕e2 0-0 13.♗b2 ♕c6 14.0-0 White has a small edge (+0.24) but Black is quite solid.

3…♘d5 4.♘c3!

This gives White a pleasant advantage without much workload.

4…♘xc3

4…e6 gives White a few shortcuts to a small edge, or he can study the main line for a slightly larger advantage: 5.♘xd5 (5.♘e4!? f5 6.♘c3 ♘c6 7.♘xd5 exd5 8.d4 d6 9.♗f4 is a safe route to a small edge, as 5…f5 has severely weakened Black’s position) 5…exd5 6.d4 ♘c6 (6…d6 7.♗b5+ ♘c6 8.0-0 ♗e7 9.c4! gives White a strong initiative, as in the model game Jordan-Billaudelle, corr 2004) 7.dxc5! (7.c3 gives a smaller edge if White wants to play it safe) 7…♗xc5 8.♕xd5

[image: images]

A) 8…d6 9.exd6 ♕b6 10.♕e4+ ♗e6 11.♕h4! ♗xd6 12.♗e2! (12.♗d3 ♘b4 might give Black Marshall-like compensation with the bishop pair in an open position) 12…♗f5 13.c3 0-0 14.0-0 ♖fe8 (14…♖ae8 15.♕c4[image: images] consolidates the extra pawn to some extent) 15.♗c4 ♗g6 16.♕g4 White is able to consolidate the extra pawn with moves like ♗b3 and ♗e3, as 16…♖e4? fails to 17.♗xf7+!, intending 18.♘g5+;

B) 8…♕b6 is the trickier move, but objectively weaker if White replies energetically: 9.♗c4 ♗xf2+ 10.♔e2 0-0 11.♖f1 ♗c5 12.♘g5 ♘d4+ (12…♘xe5 13.♘xf7! ♘xf7 14.♖xf7 ♕e6+ 15.♕xe6 dxe6 16.♖xf8+ ♔xf8 17.♗f4 gave White a stable endgame advantage in many games, most notably Tan-Bach, Helsingor 2015) 13.♔d1 ♘e6 14.♘e4 (White’s king looks unsafe on d1, but Black’s developing difficulties are more significant) 14…♗e7 (14…d6 15.exd6 ♖d8 16.♕h5 ♗xd6 17.♗d3 gives White a very strong attack – indeed, he wins nearly every game from this position. Only 17…♗c7 18.♕xf7+ ♔h8 seems to pose real practical problems, but 19.a4![image: images] and following Mayorov-Meshalkin, corr 2013, will secure a clear advantage for White) 15.♘d6 ♗xd6 16.exd6 and Black’s position is quite thankless with his queenside pieces currently trapped in.

5.dxc3 ♘c6 6.♗f4 ♕b6!?

Black is provoking b2-b3 to discourage queenside castling by White) 6…e6 7.♕d2 ♕c7 8.h4 h6 9.h5! (fixing Black’s structure) 9…b6 10.c4 ♗b7 11.0-0-0 0-0-0 12.♖h3 ♘e7 13.♗d3[image: images] (Fenes-Dolgov, corr 2013) demonstrates White’s ideal set-up against normal play. Black struggles to develop his f8-bishop, as White is ready with ♖g3.

7.b3 ♕c7

[image: images]

7…h6 can also be met with 8.♗c4 e6 9.0-0 ♕c7 10.♖e1[image: images] Movsisyan-Martirosyan, Yerevan 2016.

8.♗c4

Now that b2-b3 has been played, castling queenside will run into counterplay with …a7-a6/…b7-b5/…c5-c4, so we should switch to kingside castling.

8.♗d3 e6 9.0-0 may be even more accurate, with ♘g5 in mind if Black tries to do without …h7-h6.

8…e6 9.0-0 b6 10.♕d3 ♗b7 11.♖ad1 ♗e7 12.♖fe1[image: images]

Black’s position is quite passive and …h7-h6 can always be met with h2-h4.


Summary of 1.e4 c5 2.♘f3:

2…h6 3.c3 – +0.40

2…♕c7 3.c3 – +0.50

2…b6 3.d4 – +0.50

2…g6 3.d4 ♗g7 4.dxc5 – +0.50

2…a6 3.♘c3 – +0.40 if Black avoids Paulsen, Najdorf or Taimanov transpositions

2…♘f6 3.♘c3 d5 4.exd5 – +0.25




	2…♘f6 3.e5 ♘d5 4.♘c3:

	4…e6 – +0.35




	

	4…♘xc3 – +0.40








 


1.1

2495

Alexander Panchenko

2480

Lev Psakhis

Vilnius ch-URS U26 1978 (10)



1.e4 c5 2.♘f3 b6 3.d4 cxd4 4.♘xd4 ♗b7 5.♘c3 d6?! 6.♗g5!

6.♗b5+!? ♘d7 7.0-0 a6 8.♗xd7+ ♕xd7 9.♘d5[image: images] is also unpleasant.

6…♘d7 7.♗c4

6…a6 was a better order for Black, as now 7.♘db5!? ♘gf6 8.♘d5 ♗xd5 9.exd5 a6 10.♘d4[image: images] would leave Black’s light squares too weak.

7…a6 8.♕e2 b5

8…♘gf6 9.0-0-0 b5 10.♗b3 might already be close to winning for White with ♖he1 and e4-e5, e.g. 10…♕c7 11.f4 e6 12.♗xf6 ♘xf6 13.e5 dxe5 14.fxe5 ♘d7 15.♗xe6! and curtains.

9.♗d5

9.♗b3 is also good, as in the 8…♘gf6 note.

9…♕c8

c7 is a better square for the queen.

10.0-0 ♘gf6 11.♖ad1

11.♖fe1! e6 12.♘xe6! fxe6 13.♗xe6[image: images] is a slight refinement on the game.

11…e6

11…b4 12.♗xb7 ♕xb7 13.♘d5 ♘xd5 14.exd5 ♕xd5 is too greedy after 15.♗h4! e5 16.f4[image: images].

[image: images]

12.♘xe6! fxe6 13.♗xe6[image: images]

Black is unable to develop his pieces in time.

13…♕c5

13…♗e7 14.e5 ♕c6 15.♘d5! ♘xe5 16.♗xf6 gxf6 17.f4 ♘g6 18.♘xf6+ ♔d8 19.♘d5 gives White a nearly winning attack with f5-f6.

14.♘d5 ♗xd5 15.exd5 0-0-0

15…♗e7 16.♖fe1 0-0-0 17.a4! also keeps up the attack.

16.♖d3!

Or 16.a4!.

16…♔b7 17.♖c3 ♕d4 18.a4! ♕e5

18…bxa4 19.♗xd7 ♖xd7 20.♖c6+–; 18…♕xa4 19.♗xd7 ♖xd7 20.♕e6+–

19.♗e3 ♘c5

19…♘xd5 20.♗xd5+ ♕xd5 21.axb5 axb5 22.♖d1 ♕f5 23.g4+–

20.axb5 a5 21.b6 ♗e7 22.♖a1 ♖a8

Or 22…♘xe6 23.dxe6 ♖c8 24.♖ca3 ♖a8 25.f4+–.

23.♕b5 ♖a6

23…♘xd5 24.♖xc5! dxc5 25.♕d7+ ♔xb6 26.♗xd5+– is a nice shot.

24.♕c6+ ♔b8 25.♕c7+ ♔a8 26.b7+! ♘xb7 27.♕c8+ 1-0


1.2

2613

Hikaru Nakamura

2536

Aleksander Wojtkiewicz

New York 2005 (4)



1.e4 c5 2.♘f3 g6 3.d4 ♗g7 4.dxc5 ♕a5+ 5.c3 ♕xc5 6.♘a3 d6 7.♘b5 a6 8.♗e3 ♕c6 9.♘a7 ♕c7 10.♘xc8 ♕xc8 11.♕b3 ♘d7

Black selects this square to avoid 11…♘c6 12.♘g5 ♘h6 13.h4! b5 14.h5 with a big attack.

12.♘g5 e6

12…♘h6 13.♗e2 0-0 14.0-0 ♘c5 15.♕d1 leaves Black’s knights looking silly.

13.♖d1

13.0-0-0!

13…♕c7?!

Dubious, but 13…♘c5 14.♕a3 h6 15.♖xd6 ♗f8 16.♘xf7! ♔xf7 17.♗xc5 ♗xd6 18.♗xd6[image: images] can hardly be called a sacrifice for White.

[image: images]

14.♗f4?

14.♗c4 h6 15.♘xf7! ♔xf7 16.♗xe6+ ♔f8 17.♗xd7 ♕xd7 18.♗f4 and 19.♗xd6 is a hammer blow.

14…♗e5

14…♘c5 15.♗xd6 ♕xd6 16.♖xd6 ♘xb3 17.axb3 h6 18.♘h3 ♘f6 19.f3 ♔e7 20.♖d1 b5[image: images] is also not so easy for White to convert to a win.

15.♗e3 ♘c5?!

Better was 15…♘e7; 15…h6 allows a strong sacrifice on e6.

16.♗xc5 dxc5 17.♕a4+! ♔e7?

17…♕c6 18.♕xc6+ bxc6 19.g3 is a very ugly endgame for Black, but far from lost.

18.♘xf7+– b5 19.♗xb5 axb5 20.♕xa8 ♔xf7 21.♖d8

Black is unable to develop his kingside, so the game is decided. White won on the 49th move.


1.3

2727

Wei Yi

2447

Yan Fang

Xinghua ch-CHN 2017 (6)



1.e4 c5 2.♘f3 e6 3.♘c3 a6 4.♗e2 b5 5.d4 ♗b7 6.d5 ♘f6 7.♗g5 h6 8.♗xf6 ♕xf6 9.0-0 d6?!

This is asking for trouble.

A) 9…e5 10.a4 b4 11.♘b1[image: images] and ♘bd2-c4 is very passive for Black, So-Jiang, Montreal 2012;

B) 9…♗d6 10.dxe6 ♕xe6 11.a4 b4 12.♘d5 0-0 13.♖e1[image: images] is also a positional wreck;

C) 9…♕d8!? may be Black’s best chance, preparing …♗e7, but it’s a weird move and can be met in thematic fashion with 10.♕d3[image: images] and a2-a4 followed by bringing the knight to c4 in the worst case.

10.dxe6 fxe6

[image: images]

11.e5! dxe5 12.♘d2?

12.♘xe5! is a very powerful sacrifice: 12…♕xe5 13.♗h5+ ♔e7 14.♖e1 ♕d6 15.♕g4 ♘d7 16.♖ad1 ♕c6 17.♕h3! and the threat of 18.♗f3 compels Black to return his material with 17…♕xg2+ 18.♕xg2 ♗xg2 19.♔xg2, but he still faces a strong initiative.

12…♘c6?

12…♕f7 13.a4 b4 14.♘ce4 ♗e7 is not much for White, who is after all a pawn down.

13.a4! 0-0-0

A desperate attempt to develop that falls short. No better is 13…b4 14.♘ce4 ♕d8 15.♗h5+ ♔d7 16.♕g4+–.

14.axb5 axb5 15.♗xb5 ♘b4 16.♕e2 ♗e7 17.♘de4 ♕g6 18.♖a7 ♖d4 19.♖fa1 ♖hd8 20.♖xb7 ♔xb7 21.♗a6+ 1-0


1.4

2496

Ladislav Fenes

2507

Igor Dolgov

ICCF email 2013



1.e4 c5 2.♘f3 ♘f6 3.e5 ♘d5 4.♘c3 ♘xc3 5.dxc3 ♘c6 6.♗f4 e6 7.♕d2 ♕c7 8.h4 h6 9.h5 b6 10.c4 ♗b7 11.0-0-0 0-0-0 12.♖h3 ♘e7 13.♗d3[image: images] ♖g8

13…♗xf3 14.♖xf3 ♘c6 targets the e5-pawn, but after 15.♕c3 ♘d4 16.♖g3 f6 17.♖g6! fxe5 18.♗g3 White severely binds Black up.

14.♕e3 ♔b8 15.♗h7 ♖h8 16.♗e4 ♘c8

In principle, we should keep the queens on: 16…♗xe4 17.♕xe4 ♕b7 18.♕e2![image: images] and White can switch his focus to the d7-pawn.

[image: images]

17.♗h2!?

A somewhat mysterious move.

17.♖hh1 d5 18.exd6 ♗xd6 19.♗xd6 ♘xd6 20.♗xb7 ♘xb7 is very solid for Black, but 17.♔b1 d5 18.cxd5 exd5 19.♗d3[image: images] seems more human.

17…d5 18.cxd5 exd5 19.♗d3 ♔a8 20.♔b1 c4?!

This is a considerable positional concession, giving d4 to White’s pieces. 20…d4 21.♕f4 ♗d5 works well if Black can play …♗e6 to blockade White’s majority, but 22.♗e4! quashes that plan.

21.♗e2 ♗c5 22.♕d2 ♗xf2 23.♘d4 ♗xd4 24.♕xd4[image: images]

[image: images]

The engine undervalues White’s dark-square domination and quick pressure on the f7-pawn.

24…♕e7 25.♗g4 ♖hf8 26.♖f3 ♕e8 27.♗g1 ♕b5 28.♕c3 ♕c6 29.♖f4

White has manoeuvred such that he’s ready to pile up on the f7-pawn. Black tries to change the position, but the issue is that any opening of the play favours the white bishops.

29…d4?! 30.♗xd4 ♕xg2 31.♖g1 ♕h2 32.♖ff1

By this stage Black has problems with his vulnerable queen and overall coordination. He is probably objectively lost (1-0, 72).





CHAPTER 2

2…♘c6 sidelines

1.e4 c5 2.♘f3 ♘c6

[image: images]

3.d4

The most critical move, defining the Open Sicilian.

3…cxd4 4.♘xd4 ♕b6!?

The Grivas Variation. Instead:

A) 4…♘xd4? 5.♕xd4 only activates White’s queen, and he can play common sense moves for an edge, e.g. 5…e6 6.♘c3 ♘e7 7.♘b5 (or 7.♗f4 ♘c6 8.♕d2[image: images]) 7…♘c6 8.♘d6+ ♗xd6 9.♕xd6 ♕e7 10.♕xe7+ ♔xe7 11.♗e3 with an obvious endgame advantage in Hase-Khrenov, email 1999;

B) 4…d5? 5.exd5 ♕xd5 6.♗e3! gives White an ideal version of this structure as ♘c3 will gain more time on Black’s queen. 6…e6 (Negi’s main line runs 6…♘f6 7.♘c3 ♕a5 followed by dynamic play with 8.♕f3 and 9.0-0-0. More positional players might consider 8.♘xc6!? bxc6 9.♕f3 ♗d7 10.0-0-0 with an equally substantial advantage) 7.♘c3 ♗b4 8.♕g4 ♕e5 9.0-0-0 ♗xc3 10.bxc3 ♘ge7 Here it is hard to better Negi’s advised 11.♗f4 ♕f6 12.♘xc6![image: images] followed by ♗d6, where the bishop is a monster;

C) 4…♕c7 5.♘c3 e6 transposes to the Taimanov;

D) 4…d6 5.c4! is likely to transpose to the Accelerated Dragon version of the Maroczy Bind after …g7-g6. Instead 5…♘f6 6.♘c3 e6 7.♗e2 ♗e7 8.0-0 0-0 9.♗e3

[image: images]

gives White a highly favourable version of the Hedgehog, as Black’s knight on c6 stops him fianchettoing his c8-bishop (for this reason, the knight belongs on d7 in this structure). Games such as Rublevsky-Bryzgalin, Internet 2006, and Kabanov-Rodin, Olginka 2011, show how White can press his advantage on the queenside with ♖c1/f2-f3/a2-a3/b2-b4;

E) 4…♘f6 5.♘c3 g6?! (Black is trying to move order us out of the Maroczy Bind, but he allows something worse. 5…♕b6? has been refuted by the gambit 6.♗e3! ♕xb2? 7.♘db5 ♕b4 8.♗d2! and Black is lost, e.g. 8…♔d8 (or 8…♖b8 9.♖b1 ♕a5 10.e5! ♘xe5 11.♕e2 d6 12.f4 ♗g4 13.♕e3+– as given in the previous edition) 9.♖b1 ♕c5 10.♘d5! and ♗e3 will finish Black) 6.♘xc6! bxc6 (De la Villa’s indicated best line remains true today: 6…dxc6 7.♕xd8+ ♔xd8 8.♗c4 ♔e8 9.e5 ♘d7 10.e6 fxe6 11.♗xe6 ♘c5 12.♗xc8 ♖xc8 13.♗e3[image: images]) 7.e5 ♘g8 8.♗c4 ♗g7 9.♕f3 (or 9.♗f4) 9…f5 10.♗f4[image: images] The engine is already giving a +0.9 advantage if White charges his h-pawn shortly, such as with 10…e6 11.0-0-0 ♕c7 12.h4! ♘h6 13.h5[image: images] – Black’s development is simply not present.

[image: images]

With the Grivas Variation, Black wants to play a Scheveningen set-up only after kicking White’s knight back to b3.

5.♘b3 ♘f6 6.♘c3 e6 7.a3!

Despite not being popular anymore, this old recommendation still looks good for an edge. 7.♗e3 ♕c7 8.f4 ♗b4! 9.♗d3 ♗xc3+ 10.bxc3 d6= demonstrates why we should start with a2-a3.

7…♕c7

Black will play this move at some point as the queen blocks …a7-a6/…b7-b5 and tends to get hit by ♗e3 at some point.

A) If 7…a6

[image: images]

8.♗f4! is the best version of De la Villa’s original ♗f4 interpretation, as now …a7-a6 doesn’t entirely fit (8.♗e3 ♕c7 9.f4 d6 transposing to 7…♕c7 is also good): 8…♘e7 (8…e5 9.♗e3 ♕c7 10.g4! h6 11.h4 d6 12.♖g1 ♗e6 13.g5 hxg5 14.hxg5 ♘d7 15.♘d5 ♗xd5 16.♕xd5[image: images] was a turbo-charged English Attack for White in Ponkratov-Savitskiy, Moscow 2016) 9.♕d6 ♕xd6 10.♗xd6 ♘c6 (10…♘g6 11.♗g3 is similar) 11.♗f4! d5 (an unpleasant move, but otherwise 0-0-0 will fix the black d-pawn as a weakness) 12.exd5 (12.♘a4!) 12…♘xd5 13.♘xd5 exd5 14.0-0-0 ♗e6 and in Kokarev-Akopian, St Petersburg 2013, the simple 15.g3 and ♗g2 ties Black up to the weak IQP, with a clear positional advantage;

B) 7…♗e7 8.♗e3! ♕c7 9.f4 Now 9…d6 transposes to 7…♕c7, but 9…0-0!? is tricky, intending an 10.e5 ♘d5! pawn sacrifice. It’s easier to avoid it with 10.♗d3 d6 11.g4! ♘d7 12.g5 a6 13.h4 b5 14.♕d2 with a strong kingside attack.

8.♗e3

8.f4 is very likely to transpose after 8…d6 9.♗e3. The only extra option for Black is 8…d5 9.e5 ♘d7, but 10.♘b5 ♕d8 11.♗e3 a6 12.♘5d4[image: images] is an improved Steinitz French with his strong grip over the d4-outpost.

8…a6

8…d6 9.f4 ♗e7 is an improved Scheveningen for White as he normally doesn’t get in ♗e3/f2-f4 this easily.

[image: images]

10.♕f3 (an important preparatory move, as 10.g4 d5! is not completely clear) 10…a6 11.g4 ♘d7 12.g5 b5 13.0-0-0 gives White a considerable initiative – compared to an English Attack, White has f2-f4/♕f3 instead of f2-f3. Slow play tends to get destroyed by f4-f5 or h2-h4-h5 and g5-g6, so Black should start counterplay with 13…♖b8! 14.♖g1 b4 15.axb4 ♖xb4, but here too White’s attack is faster after 16.♕f2 ♘a5 17.♘d2 ♕b7 18.b3 ♕c7 19.♗d4[image: images].

9.f4 d6

[image: images]

10.g4!

White treats the position like a Keres Attack.

10…b5

10…d5!? is a desperate bid for activity by the engine, but 11.♗g2 d4 (Black should accept a clear disadvantage by trading on e4) 12.♘xd4 ♘xd4 13.♗xd4! ♕xf4 14.e5 ♘xg4?! 15.♖f1 ♕g5 16.♘e4 ♕g6 17.♕d2 and 0-0-0 gives White a devastating initiative.

10…♗e7?! 11.g5 ♘d7 12.h4[image: images] is an improved version of the 8…d6 note, as the queen can go to d2 instead of f3.

11.g5 ♘d7 12.♕d2

12.h4 ♖b8 13.♕e2 ♗e7 14.h5[image: images] is another very promising set-up for White.

12.♕e2!? almost transposes to a variation of Negi’s repertoire – there he has 0-0-0 in place of a2-a3. But I think White’s play is simpler with the queen on d2.

12…♖b8

12…♘b6 13.♕f2 ♖b8 14.0-0-0 ♘c4?! 15.♗xc4 bxc4 16.♘d2[image: images] is in general an extremely safe structure for White’s king, as the b-file counterplay is easy to cover with a well-timed ♗d4.

13.0-0-0 ♗e7 14.♔b1!?

After this preparatory move, White is just about ready to play f4-f5 with a powerful attack.

However, in view of Black’s option given in the next comment, 14.♘d4 or 14.♕f2 may be better. After the latter, there may follow 14…b4 15.axb4 ♖xb4 16.♖g1, transposing to the favourable 8…d6 note.

14…♘b6

14…♘c5 offers Black more counterplay, although after 15.♘xc5 dxc5 16.f5 White’s position is preferable too.

Now White has various good moves for an edge, but I like

15.♘d4!?

to hold up Black’s …b5-b4.

15…0-0 16.h4 ♘xd4 17.♗xd4 ♘c4 18.♗xc4 ♕xc4?! 19.b3 ♕c6 20.f5!

This demonstrates that White’s attack strikes first, and is probably already winning.


Summary 2…♘c6 3.d4 cxd4 4.♘xd4:

4…d5 – +0.65

4…d6 – +0.35

4…♕b6 5.♘b3 ♘f6 6.♘c3 e6 7.a3 – +0.35
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1.e4 c5 2.♘f3 e6

2…♘c6 3.d4 cxd4 4.♘xd4 d6 5.c4 ♘f6 6.♘c3 e6 would be the move order for our repertoire, though the Maroczy Bind position can arise from numerous move orders, where Black delays the move …♘f6.

3.c4 ♘c6 4.♘c3 d6 5.d4 cxd4 6.♘xd4 ♘f6 7.♗e2 ♗e7 8.0-0 0-0 9.♗e3 a6

9…d5 10.exd5 exd5 11.♖e1 dxc4 12.♘xc6 bxc6 13.♗xc4 is a risk-free edge for White.

10.♖c1

[image: images]

10…♘xd4!?

A rare but sensible move, when we consider White’s thematic reply to the standard 10…♗d7.

A) 10…♕c7?! gives White the tactical option of 11.♘d5!? exd5 12.cxd5 to regain the piece with interest: 12…♗d7 13.♖e1!N ♘xe4 (it makes sense for Black to change the position, as the modest 13…♖fc8 14.dxc6 bxc6 15.♗f3 leaves the hanging pawns weak) 14.♕c2 ♘c5 15.dxc6 bxc6 16.b4 ♘e6 17.♗d3 g6 18.♘xc6 ♗xc6 19.♕xc6 ♕xc6 20.♖xc6[image: images];

B) 10…♗d7 11.♘b3! A thematic move to preserve the minor pieces while up in space, and preparing the dynamic f2-f4 set-up. 11…b6 (11…♖e8 12.f4 e5 13.f5[image: images]) The engine is unable to show a constructive plan for Black, as reflected by its suggestion 12.f4 ♕b8 13.g4 ♗c8 14.g5 ♘d7 (Pacher-Csolto, Slovakia tt 2014) and here 15.♕e1![image: images] with ideas of ♕g3 and f4-f5 is especially dangerous.

11.♗xd4

11.♕xd4 ♗d7 12.♖fd1 would be a more aggressive set-up.

11…♗d7

11…b6 is the most flexible, but 12.f3 ♗b7 13.b4[image: images] is a promising Hedgehog for Black. It’s a bit hard to appreciate, but the exchange of even one pair of knights deprives Black of much of the dynamism associated with his structure.

12.f3

12.♕d3 b5! gives Black some counterplay, so 12.a3 ♗c6 13.♕d3 is probably the most controlling move order.

[image: images]

12…♗c6

12…b5 is the most active, but after 13.cxb5 axb5 14.♗xb5 ♗xb5 15.♘xb5 e5 (15…♕a5 16.♘c3 d5 17.e5 ♘d7 18.f4 doesn’t give Black enough counterplay for the pawn) 16.♗e3 ♖xa2 17.♕b3 ♖a8 18.♘a7! ♘c6 gives White an initiative.

13.a3

13.b4 first would be slightly more precise, as …d6-d5 is always met by exd5 and c4-c5, to keep the centre stable.

13…♕d7?!

13…♕b8 is a better place for the queen, restricting White’s advantage.

14.b4 b5 15.cxb5 axb5

[image: images]

16.a4!

Black had probably just missed this trick.

16…bxa4 17.b5 ♗b7 18.♘xa4[image: images] ♗d8

18…♕d8 is almost too depressing to consider!

19.♘b6

19.♕b3!? also makes sense.

19…♗xb6 20.♗xb6 ♖fc8 21.♕d2 e5 22.♖fd1

22.♗f2! is a better way to anticipate …d6-d5, so that 22…d5 23.exd5 ♘xd5 can be pinned down with 24.♗c4![image: images], forcing favourable exchanges sooner or later.

22…d5 23.exd5 ♘xd5 24.♗f2 h6

24…♕e7!?

25.♗c4

[image: images]

25…♖xc4?!

There are too many pieces left on the board for Black to reach a drawing endgame with all the pawns on one flank.

25…♖d8 26.♗g3 ♕e6[image: images] was a sad necessity.

26.♖xc4 ♕xb5 27.♖c5 ♕b3 28.♕e1?

The right move in principle, but it runs into some deep tactics.

28.♕c2 ♕xc2 29.♖xc2 f6 was best, when the opposite-coloured bishops give White good winning chances, though I suspect Black is barely within the drawing margin with best play.

28…♖a2?

28…♘f4! 29.♖b1 ♘e2+! 30.♔h1 (30.♔f1 ♕d3 31.♖d1 ♘g3+ 32.♔g1 ♘e2+ is a perpetual) 30…♕xf3! 31.♖xb7 ♕xf2! 32.♖c1 ♕xe1+ 33.♖xe1 f6 is the rather sophisticated tactic Black needed to spot to save the game.

29.♖dc1??

29.♖b1 ♖b2 30.♖cc1 was the correct move order to consolidate.

29…♕b2?

I assume the players were very short of time for these final moves.

29…♘f4! 30.♖5c3 ♕e6 is winning for Black, who is getting in …♘e2, followed by …e5-e4 to bring the bishop into the attack.

30.♖b1 ♕a3 31.♖xb7 ♖a1 32.♖b1 1-0
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1.e4 c5 2.♘f3 g6 3.d4 cxd4 4.♘xd4 ♘f6 5.♘c3 ♘c6 6.♘xc6 bxc6 7.e5 ♘g8

7…♘h5 may be the best try, but 8.♗c4 ♕a5 9.f4 ♖b8 10.♗d2![image: images] (Pecka-Ingersol, email 2013) is nonetheless quite depressing for Black.

8.♗c4 ♗g7 9.♕f3 f5 10.♗f4 e6

10…♕a5 11.0-0-0 ♗xe5 is a suicidal pawn grab without development: 12.♖he1 ♗xc3 13.bxc3 ♘f6 14.♗d6 e6 15.♗xe6! dxe6 16.♕xc6+ ♔f7 17.♕xa8+–

11.0-0-0 ♕c7 12.h4!

Once again, we can ignore 12…♗xe5 due to the thematic ♗xe6 breakthrough.

12…♘h6 13.h5 g5

13…♘f7 14.hxg6 hxg6 15.♕g3[image: images] crashes through the kingside, but trying to close it up is only a band-aid measure.

14.♗xg5 ♘f7 15.♗f4 ♗xe5 16.♗xe5 ♕xe5?!

16…♘xe5 17.♕g3 ♕b8 is more tenacious, but 18.♗b3 ♘f7 19.f4 led to a white win in Pommrich-Gaboleiro, email 2012, as Black has minimal development and an exposed king.

[image: images]

17.♗xe6!

This breakthrough is the main one to remember in our variation, as Black needs to eliminate our e5-pawn to have any hope of freeing his pieces.

17…♕xe6 18.♖he1 ♘e5 19.♕e3

Or 19.♕g3!.

19…d6 20.f4 ♔f7 21.fxe5 dxe5 22.♕xe5

22.g4! was more crushing, but the endgame is also a clinical win.

22…♕xe5 23.♖xe5 ♖e8 24.♖xe8 1-0


2.3
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Dmitry Kokarev

2684

Vladimir Akopian

St Petersburg 2013 (6)



1.e4 c5 2.♘f3 ♘c6 3.d4 cxd4 4.♘xd4 ♕b6 5.♘b3 e6 6.♘c3 a6?!

6…♘f6 7.a3 a6?! 8.♗f4 would be the normal move order – as a rule of thumb, an early …a7-a6 is well met by ♗f4 to exploit the weakened dark squares.

7.♗f4! ♘f6 8.a3 ♘e7 9.♕d6 ♕xd6 10.♗xd6 ♘c6 11.♗f4 d5 12.exd5 ♘xd5 13.♘xd5 exd5 14.0-0-0 ♗e6

[image: images]

15.♗e3

15.g3! 0-0-0 16.♗g2 ♗e7 17.♖he1 ♖he8 18.♔b1[image: images] followed by doubling on the d-file represents the ideal piece placement. However, Black’s weak structure allows White to keep a long-term advantage in any instance.

15…♗e7

15…♗d6 16.♗e2 0-0-0 17.♖he1 ♖he8 18.♗f3[image: images] resembles the 15.g3 note.

16.g3

16.♗e2 was better.

16…♗g4!

A move earlier, White could have covered f3 with ♖d3, but now this is marginally irritating.

17.♖e1 0-0-0 18.♗b6 ♖d6 19.♗c5 ♖e6 20.♗g2 ♖e8!

Black rightly sacrifices his weak pawn for some activity.

21.♗xd5 ♗g5+ 22.♗e3 ♗xe3+ 23.♖xe3 ♖xe3 24.fxe3 ♖xe3 25.♗xf7 ♖e2

25…♔c7[image: images] and …h7-h6 leaves Black’s position devoid of weaknesses, so he is in reach of a half point.

[image: images]

26.♗c4! ♖f2?!

The rook should have moved to g2, as now ♘d2-e4 comes with tempo.

27.♘d2 ♘d4 28.c3 ♘e2+?!

The knight is stuck here, however

28…♘c6 29.♘e4 ♖f8 30.♖f1 ♖xf1+ 31.♗xf1 feels like a technically winning endgame.

29.♔c2 b5 30.♗d3

30.♗d5! ♗f5+ 31.♔d1 ♗g4 32.♔e1+– is the clearest way to exploit the awkward e2-knight.

30…h5 31.♗e4 h4?!

A desperate attempt to free the knight, but then two extra pawns will suffice for the win.

Surprisingly, after the more patient 31…g5 32.♔d3 h4 33.♔e3 hxg3 34.hxg3 ♖f6 there is no way to win the e2-knight by force, though 35.♖f1! should still be quite close to winning.

32.gxh4 ♗h5 33.♔d3 ♖f4 34.♔e3 ♖xh4 35.♘f3 ♗xf3 36.♗xf3 ♘f4 37.♖g1 ♘e6 38.♖g6 ♘c7 39.♗g4+ ♔b7 40.h3 ♘d5+ 41.♔e4

Black resigned.


2.4
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Stanimir Stanojevic
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1.e4 c5 2.♘f3 ♘c6 3.d4 cxd4 4.♘xd4 ♕b6 5.♘b3 ♘f6 6.♘c3 e6 7.a3 ♗e7 8.♗e3 ♕c7 9.f4 d6 10.♕f3 a6

Since Black has played …♗e7 already, he has lost a significant tempo for accelerating his queenside play.

11.0-0-0

11.g4 was my recommendation, but transpositions are very likely.

11…b5 12.g4 ♘d7 13.g5 0-0?!

[image: images]

The game is a suitable warning of how easily things can go wrong if one tries to get by with ‘happy moves’ against our repertoire.

13…♖b8!

14.♕f2!

A nice prophylactic move, preparing f4-f5 without allowing …♘de5 with tempo.

14…♘c5 15.f5 ♘xb3+ 16.cxb3 f6

It’s understandable that Black didn’t want to
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