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The London System is an opening system that has grown markedly in popularity among both grandmasters and amateur players in recent years. There are several main reasons for this situation. Probably the most important of these is that, with the support of computer programs, opening theory has become incredibly deep today, and players are looking for ways to escape from extensive opening preparations and memorization of specific variations. In this way, they will be able to concentrate their time and energy on the middlegame and endgame stages more efficiently. The London System is perfect for this purpose.

Getting rid of the tedious opening work is not the only advantage of the London System. It often puts psychological pressure on the player who plays with the black pieces as a result of his inability to implement his own opening preparation. Because in response to almost all possible preferences of black, white can enter the London System.

Other advantages of the London System are its robustness, relatively little known, and its solid  appearance, yet its rich tactical themes, traps, and king attack possibilities.
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Historical Evolution

The first recorded London System game is Labourdonnais – McDonnel, London 1834. The first player to start using the London System regularly in high-level games was the American master James Mason. In the wake of Mason, the opening seems to have disappeared for a while, but it has regained popularity with the practice of Joseph Henry Blackburne and Akiba Rubinstein.

The opening was called the 'London System' because it was used by many legendary players including Jose Raul Capablanca, Alexander Alekhine and Akiba Rubinstein in the powerful London 1912 tournament.

After this tournament, the London System became the primary choice of black, with inverted colors against the Reti opening, although it was rarely used in high-level tournaments for a while.

Although the London System has remained a relatively rare opening in the highest level tournaments, it has been frequently used by Bent Larsen, Tony Miles, Teimour Radjabov, Vladimir Kramnik, Fabiano Caruana, Gata Kamsky, Levon Aronian and Magnus Carlsen.

In the 21st century, the London System has become immensely popular due to its robust nature, clear strategic plans, and the absence of aggressive responses from black.  
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Nowadays, Carlsen is a role model for many players since he plays secondary lines which do not promise an opening advantage and concentrates on middlegame and endgame. So, it is very common to see elite players playing Reti Opening or the English Opening with White, quite openings which are based on schemes or ideas rather than complex or concrete theoretical lines.

The London System is ideal for players who do not want to study openings or who like to play solidly. But in many variations, it is important to play accurately.

The London System is characterized by d4-Nf3-Bf4 moves, especially the early Bf4 sortie.  The system creates the same pawn structure for almost every response from black, allowing the white figures to develop naturally.

Following the completion of the opening phase, the game will determine its strategic direction depending on the position formed.

General Theory of London System

The London System is characterised by quick development of the queen’s bishop to f4. After 1.d4 the next move is usually 2.Bf4, or 2.Nf3 followed by 3.Bf4, so that after a subsequent e2-e3 the bishop will be outside the pawn chain and play an active part in the game. This bishop will be one of the key pieces in many variations of the London System. 

After that White plays c2-c3, forming a triangle of centre pawns (c3/d4/e3), although in a few variations the c-pawn is advanced to c4. The move h2-h3 completes the set-up, providing a hiding place on h2 for the f4-bishop.

The white king’s bishop will generally go to d3 (its best square) in games where Black doesn’t fianchetto on the kingside (...g7-g6). Sometimes it goes to b5, to put pressure on the c6-knight. However it will go to e2 when Black plays a defence based on ...g7-g6, such as the King’s Indian or the Grünfeld.

In most games White castles kingside. Sometimes White delays castling, in order to attack the black king by throwing forward the h- and g-pawns. In the usual lines of the London System, it’s almost never good for White to castle queenside. The queen’s knight usually goes to d2 when White has played c2-c3, or to c3 if White has played c2-c4. The white queen has various options. We usually try to bring it to the kingside, after playing Ne5, via f3-h3, or perhaps directly to h5.

On many occasions the queen will emerge on the queenside via b3 and at other times it will go to e2, to support the advance e3-e4.

Basic London System Concepts

1- Attacking on the b2 pawn

In the London System, the weakest point in white's position is b2 due to the bishop's early f4 sortie. As a natural consequence of this situation, black can attack the b2 pawn in different ways. Most of the time, white can sacrifice this pawn, and if black takes this pawn, he will face difficulties.

Black's most typical attack against the b2 pawn takes place by ...Qb6. This move is not dangerous on white's part and usually results in black losing tempo by repeatedly playing the poorly positioned queen on the b6 square, instead of taking the pawn.

Luca Moroni vs. David Paravyan

Internet Blitz 2020

1.d4  Nf6  2.Bf4  c5  3.e3

White could have opted for 3.d5 instead. In this case, the game would go to Benoni-style positions. Move of 3.c3 is not good, because the b5 square is vulnerable after 3...Qb6.

Another interesting idea is to use 3.dxc5!?  to avoid home preparations. The possible responses of black to this are 3... Nc6, 3... Qa5+ and 3...Na6.
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