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    Introduction
 
 Do you believe in love at first sight? I do. When eight years old, I played over a Botvinnik game where he won beautifully with the French Winawer (today, I don’t even remember Botvinnik’s opponent, or the actual game for that matter), and I fell in love with the opening. I continue to play it five decades later.




    You at age eight and age 58 are two different people. Yes, you both shared joint memories, yet the old you’s perspective has been radically altered by time. Today, I understand that the French Defence is difficult to play, yet full of opportunity for Black.




    I am by nature nomadic in my choice of openings, playing one for six months and then suddenly switching to another. When we veer away from our childhood favourite opening, it is kind of the opposite of being homesick. I have played the French Defence for five decades and am happy to announce that I never abandoned my first love. In my opinion the French is perhaps the most difficult opening in all of chess to comprehend and master, since it is too large to be boxed into a single category of tactical or strategic.




    The worst possible military strategy is a WWI, full frontal assault against a well fortified enemy. The French is just that impregnable machine-gun nest which is not so easy for White to approach. If we lose, it will generally be by siege, rather than direct force. I only finished writing First Steps: French Defence a year ago, so why write another book on the French? Well, the First Steps version differs in two versions:




    1. I can handle memorization of my home address, zip code and phone number. My brain draws the line in protest if I’m forced to analyze long, forcing lines, so I don’t expect my readers to do so either. What good is reading something without comprehension? First Steps are not jargon-infested books, which makes you ask: “Now how about repeating that in plain English?”. They are designed for players in the 1200-1800 range, while this book is written for 1800 players and up, with the analysis a bit more involved.




    2. First Steps: French Defence is a basic explanation of complete coverage of all French lines, while this book is a targeted repertoire which is far more streamlined.




    A teacher/chess writer teaches not at his own level, but for the level of the student/reader. This isn’t so easy to incorporate into a chess book, since there is a wide range of rating/comprehension levels for the readers. In Opening Repertoire: French Defence, as much as possible, I’ve tried to avoid long, theoretical forcing opening lines. This won’t be the book where the rigid/petty government worker forces us to fill out a page in triplicate to purchase a roll of stamps. Your writer sees himself as a kind of male Jeanne d’Arc who leads an army of the theoretically destitute into easy-to-understand lines, which for the most part, stay away from memorization of long, forcing tactical lines. Which is how I constructed this repertoire.




    The rhythms of opening theory rise, fall and then rise up again, varying rapidly as new comp-generated ideas are introduced over time. The result of this proliferation at this rate means that it grows well past the understanding of the average club player. You can’t teach someone to like or dislike something. People who play French Defence – which some consider a fatalistic belief system – know right off the bat this opening is for them or not for them. There are certain eligibility requirements, before we earn our license to play the French:




    1. For the most part, the positions tend to be closed, so we must feel comfortable in them.




    2. In most lines Black cedes some central space to White, so if you are the kind who feels uncomfortable with a lack of space, then maybe the French isn’t your best choice.




    3. Black’s position is ultra solid and not so easy to break down, so don’t expect every French game to be filled with adventure and action (although many games are just that).




    4. Anticipation of the opponent’s intent is the powerful resource of all skilled defenders. In the (mostly) blocked positions which arise, it’s rare for a natural tactician/attacker to hit us with a surprise shot we don’t first see coming, a mile away. So in a way we are not on high alert for a game-killing shot from our opponents as is more common in open positions.




    Let’s take a look at some of our key positions:


    
 Anti-Winawer Lines
 [image: ]




    In this book Chapters One and Two are weightier than other chapters since 3 Nc3’s popularity is two to one in favour of any other third move. In Chapter One we look at all of White’s non 4 e5 Anti-Winawer alternatives: 4 exd5, 4 Nge2, 4 a3, 4 Bd3, 4 Qd3, 4 Bd2 and 4 Qg4.




    I don’t consider a single one of these as any kind of theoretical threat to Black, but that doesn’t mean they aren’t dangerous, since we chess players love to slave over the main lines and ignore our preparation of sidelines. So in this chapter our only danger is that we won’t do our homework.


    
 Winawer French Main Line, Petrosian’s Variation
 [image: ]




    As a teacher and a writer, I live with the great fear that nobody is either listening or reading. So please remain calm. No, we who play Petrosian’s line are not some creepy community, who has an aversion to developing our pieces in the opening stages of a chess game. Just because we don’t understand an opening variation right now, doesn’t mean that it must remain unknown forever.




    I know that convincing some readers of the viability of Black’s position is going to be as easy as forcing a three-year-old to swallow vile-tasting medicine. I play this line as Black and I don’t play drunken, debauched variations where the law doesn’t exist. After Black’s absurd looking last move 4 ... Qd7, we imagine Dostoyevsky’s editor admonishing him: “Fyodor Mikhailovich, please stop with the suicide and gloom, and maybe try writing a bit more cheerfully!”




    We deliberately block our c8-bishop, but this is no worry since we plan to eliminate our bad bishop via ... b7-b6 and ... Ba6. Also if White plays 5 Qg4, we have the option of playing 5 ... f5, when all of a sudden our 4 ... Qd7 makes complete sense, since our g7-pawn is protected. In fact, we even have the option of responding to 5 Qg4 with the retro move 5 ... Bf8. Why give White both space and a development lead? Here are some key factors of the position:




    1. White’s space is negated by the fact that our opponent lacks targets in our camp.




    2. White’s development lead is negated by the fact that the position is closed.




    3. Meanwhile, Black is the only one with the two viable pawn breaks, in ... c7-c5 and ... f7-f6, later on.




    4. In this variation our opponent fights an enemy with no face and no name, since there is nothing in Black’s camp to attack.




    5. The modern age doesn’t suit me so well and your writer pines away for an earlier, simpler, comp-free era, which this line magically transports us back to. My mind is an unfit vessel for cramming in reams of complex theory. But give it an idea and it takes root, remains and flourishes. Petrosian’s Variation is a position of ideas – not variations – and is a place where if your opponent attempts to out-book you with comp analysis, it fails miserably, since we lure him or her into our realm of concepts, rather than numbers.




    So White’s intention to attack and deliver checkmate feels that frustrating sense of ‘over-there’, just out of reach. Don’t worry. This line isn’t one of those backwoods towns which are so small, that they don’t show up on the roadmap. Our line has been quality tested by many GMs, starting with Petrosian, and proven to be sound.




    Some lessons cannot be studied or explained, but instead, absorbed via experience where we slowly – and often painfully – learn the lessons life teaches us. The position is difficult to comprehend for both sides, which means this factor will be in our favour.




    Why? Simple math. We as Black will reach this line far more often than our opponents playing the white side. So our accumulated experience may give us a decisive factor. Also, the comps don’t really understand Black’s position in Petrosian’s line and routinely weigh it overly in White’s favour. This means your opponents will look at the ‘+0.83’ assessment in a position which in reality may be even, and not bother to look at the line further, since in their mind there is no reason to go deeper into a position which greatly favours them (but in actuality, doesn’t).


    
 Tarrasch Variation
 [image: ]




    The great partisan divide in chess is players who go for closed games versus those who prefer open games. Of course we Frenchmen and Frenchwomen are firmly in the closed category – except against the Tarrasch! Interpretations on just how to play against Tarrasch vary widely. I have tried every possible version and over the years have come to the conclusion that the ... Qxd5 line is by far Black’s soundest way to meet it.




    The ... Qxd5 Tarrasch cannibalizes features from the ... Qxd5 Scandinavian lines. The positions which arise swing wildly, from dull, to a long piece sacrifice line where Black can hold his or her own if you do your homework. Just as a prosecutor attempts to shake the defendant’s memory with a barrage of questions concerning minute details, modern opening theory does the same to all of us on the witness stand, at least in the opening phase of a chess game.




    Be warned: if you willingly enter long, forcing lines which can be comped to kingdom-come, you better be good at following orders. It isn’t easy to look in the mirror and face down our own stylistic weaknesses. This is one of the few French lines which is open and most of us French guys prefer it closed. Yet I find that the black position’s inherent solidity keeps me from flubbing the ... Qxd5 Tarrasch, the way I do most other open positions.




    A strong theoretician has an eye for salvaging a useful line, which others may discard as junk. Outwardly, Black’s position looks poor, since our side lags in development, yet just as in the Scandinavian, 1 e4 d5, Black’s position proves to be infuriatingly difficult to punish for White. As it turns out this line is one of the most solid ways to meet Tarrasch and White strains even to produce a birthright ‘+=’.
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    Grey hair begins to grow on our heads for two reasons:




    1. The natural passage of time.




    2. The unnatural, from stress and discontent, such as playing Black in the diagram just above.




    Before you agree to enter the above position, it will be necessary for you to sign a legal document which clears me of liability, just in case you end up getting mated and then irrationally demand your money back for this excellent book. This line is a town without a mayor, a main street, and worst of all, a police department.




    I don’t want to get you nervous, but the above diagram is just the start of theory in this line. Don’t worry though. The admission of ignorance when we don’t understand something is, in a weird way, the beginning of wisdom. There are no secrets in our electronic/database/comp era. If a defensive idea has been found to secure Black’s position (they have) by some GM, within a week every club player is familiar with it. Only through the lamp of study and repetition can we orient ourselves to a line this externally disorienting.




    I (and more importantly, the comps) assure you that Black is OK in the diagrammed position. The two sides engage in unparallel endeavours with completely equal efficiency. White is trying to mate us, while we hope to survive and convert with our extra piece. The comps call it about even. Obviously, we need to know what we are doing, since inattention to theoretical detail is the thief who carries off our most precious possessions. We must also rely on our memory (who for me is the friend who instantly forsakes me in difficult times, exactly when I need her the most), which comes with repeated study of the line. Rest easy. If an Indian fakir can sleep comfortably on a bed of nails, then you and I can feel comfortable playing Black’s side of the diagrammed position from the Tarrasch.


    
 Advance Variation
 [image: ]




    Whatever line is hot is the centre of chess civilization. At the moment the Advance Variation is one of White's most popular choices against the French, with some considering it as the perfect way to punish our French. Before we talk about the perfect line against the French, we must first establish the definition of “perfect”. The Advance Variation is indeed one of our most challenging lines, since we can easily get squeezed from lack of space. Our job is to chip away from the sides by adding pressure to e5 and especially d4. The fact that extra space is somehow an advantage is not a bipartisan point of agreement. White can easily overextend if our opponent pushes too recklessly or allows too many swaps, since in an ending, Black may be the one to stand better.




    Rather than the traditional 5 ... Qb6, we instead play 5 ... Bd7, which is a wait-and-see strategy. We may or may not place our queen on b6, depending on how White sets up.


    
 Milner-Barry Gambit
 [image: ]




    We were taught as children that hard work and perseverance will fulfill our dreams. Of course, this is a lie our parents told us. If you don’t believe me, then ask the following two people:




    1. A factory worker who slaves away at some mindlessly boring job for 40 years and then retires, barely remaining above the poverty level.




    2. An honest positional player (i.e. your writer), who outplays his immoral/lazy tactician opponent for 39 moves, only to get swindled and lose on the final move of the time control. This is the danger we face against the Milner Barry Gambit. The comps like our position, but as we all understand, our fragile human brain is liable to mess things up when it is confronted by confusion.




    Gambits tend to be the pastime of the young – except for this one. At the San Diego Chess Club none of the kids play it, yet three adults do, one aged 81. Black is up a solid pawn here and we should win since the game is still relatively closed, yet as we all understand, the law of karma often leaves us unsatisfied in the realm of chess. If we as Black come into this line prepared, then our opponent’s Edward G Robinson-like taunts from The 10 Commandments, “Where’s your messiah now?” won’t scare us, since we, taking on the role of Charlton Heston, have faith our preparation will carry us through the dark times to come.


    
 Exchange Variation
 [image: ]




    One glance at the exciting diagram above and you are undoubtedly overcome with a maelstrom of whirling emotions ... oh, you aren’t? Not every French player hates the Exchange Variation; we just hate those who play it against us. When our cruel opponent plays the Exchange line against our French, he or she is basically telling us: “You may need to lower your expectations for an exciting game.”




    Your writer is one of the great apologists of this line ... when I play it as White. When I face it as Black, I spew my hatred for it like a fire and brimstone preacher, attempting to scare the hell out of his congregation. When I was a kid, the most dangerous words in the world to utter to my father were: “I’m bored”, since he would immediately put me to work with menial chores and housework. So today, I am genetically incapable of getting bored, even in the most boring position, like the one in the diagram, which must be wildly stimulating to your imaginations.




    Chess openings are tailored for many levels of intelligence. As you may have guessed, the infuriating Exchange French is the choice of those at the lowest level (which may explain why I play it as White against French). This is one of those openings which isn’t theoretically dangerous, yet it’s infuriating when a player 250 points lower than you plays it and manages to grovel a draw. In this book, I try and show as many paths of asymmetry as possible for Black, so that we can actually play for a win. I am sick and tired of French Defence books which under-cover this very important line (including my own two previous French books!), so in this book I covered the Exchange Variation extensively, with an unheard of nine games.
 
 Acknowledgements
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 Good luck in your French adventures and Vive la France!
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    Chapter One


    The Anti-Winawers
 


    1 e4 e6 2 d4 d5 3 Nc3 Bb4
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    Before we dig into the main lines of the Winawer, we must first be thoroughly familiar with White’s multiple fourth move dodges of the main lines. None of the lines are a theoretical worry for our side. We all obsessively collect opening data with the belief that one day the information will pay off. However in the Anti-Winawers, there is real danger that if White picks one of the more obscure fourth move alternatives, like 4 Bd2, 4 a3, or 4 Qg4, we as Black may be in danger of not having looked at the line for a long time, while our opponent may be up on the variation, in a sharp position. So I strongly advise you to put in your regular rotation of repeated study into the Anti-Winawer lines.


    


    Game 1
 Hou Yifan-S.Mamedyarov
 Wijk aan Zee 2018


    


    1 e4 e6 2 d4 d5 3 Nc3 Bb4 4 exd5




    [image: ]




    This ultra safe line is made with the thought: the history books are full of heroic people who died. The people who write the stories are the survivors. All Exchange variations, in whatever form, contain a grim streak of Puritanism, which denies either side sensual pleasures or fun in any way shape or form. White abruptly switches to an Exchange French structure where he commits to Nc3 and Black to ... Bb4.




    What is the significance of this? Well, this means that when White later plays a2-a3, Black will probably hand over the bishop-pair with ... Bxc3+, since retreating the bishop results in the loss of a tempo. Now we do get something for the swap:




    1. White is the one who lost a tempo inducing the swap with a2-a3.




    2. After the swap White’s queenside pawn structure has been damaged.




    4 ... exd5 5 Bd3 Nc6 6 a3




    Alternatively, 6 Nge2 Nge7 7 0-0 Bf5! 8 Ng3 Bxd3 9 Qxd3 Qd7 10 a3 Bxc3 11 Qxc3 (White is left with a not-so-great remaining bishop, with the d4-pawn fixed on its same colour) 11 ... 0-0-0!? (Black’s sharpest continuation; 11 ... 0-0 is good enough for easy equality, but more likely to be drawn due to the structural symmetry) 12 b4!? Rde8 13 b5 Nd8 14 a4 h5 and Black’s chances were no worse in the opposing wings fight, D.Larino Nieto-V.Fernandez Barrera, Linares 2015.




    6 ... Ba5!?




    In the era of comps the ‘best’ move in any opening keeps shifting, since ‘best’ really translates to: the best available interpretation of the given data. This move is a bit provocative but still OK for Black. More normal is 6 ... Bxc3+ 7 bxc3 Nge7 8 Qh5 Be6 9 Ne2 Qd7 10 0-0, A.Miles-V.Korchnoi, Buenos Aires 1979, when Black stands no worse after 10 ... Bf5.




    7 Nge2 Nge7 8 0-0 0-0




    Instead, 8 ... Bf5 9 Na4 Bb6 (White doesn’t profit much from picking up the bishop-pair, since Black will be able to swap one of them off) 10 Nxb6 axb6 11 Ng3 Bxd3 12 Qxd3 Qd7 was equal in A.Sokolov-D.Justo, French Team Championship 2016.




    9 Bg5




    Inducing a slight weakening of e6.




    9 ... f6 10 Be3
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    This move is new. Previously played was 10 Bf4 Bf5 11 Na4 Bb6 12 Nc5 Bxc5 13 dxc5, J.Sikora Lerch-M.Matlak, Czech League 1998, when 13 ... Bxd3 14 Qxd3 Qd7 looks comfortable for Black.




    10 ... Bf5 11 Nf4!?




    This allows Black to inflict a touch of damage to White’s queenside light squares. 11 Na4 Bb6 12 Ng3 Bxd3 13 Qxd3 Qd7 is dull and equal.




    11 ... Bxc3 12 bxc3 Qd7 13 c4




    Hou wants to undouble her c-pawns through this exchange.




    13 ... Bxd3 14 Qxd3




    After 14 cxd3 g5! 15 Ne2 Nf5 I already slightly prefer Black’s more active position.




    14 ... Rad8 15 Rab1 b6 16 Rb5?!




    This awkward rook lift may lose a bit of time for White, since Black was going to take eventually on c4 anyway. 16 Rfe1 dxc4 17 Qxc4+ Nd5 18 Bd2 Rf7 is dynamically balanced.




    16 ... dxc4 17 Qxc4+ Rf7 18 Rd1 Na5!




    Mamedyarov begins to seize control over the key queenside light squares c4 and d5.




    19 Qd3 c6 20 Rbb1 Qf5!




    Mamed’s simple yet strong play is unadorned elegance. White will suffer on the queenside light squares if queens are removed from the board.




    21 a4




    There is no real choice but to allow a queen swap, in view of 21 Qa6?! Nd5 22 Nxd5 cxd5. Black has a good knight versus a classic bad bishop, a grip on c4 and potential pressure down the c-file.




    21 ... g5!




    Mamed dislodges White’s best placed piece to seize control over d5.




    22 Nh5 Qxd3 23 Rxd3 Nd5 24 Bd2 Nc4
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    Black achieved Nimzowitsch’s dream:




    1. Black boasts a clamp on the crucial light squares c4 and d5.




    2. Black’s knights clearly outgun White’s minor pieces since hers is stuck nursing a potentially bad bishop.




    3. White’s queenside structure looks like that unshaven guy at the office who always dresses in a rush, and looks it. It is loose and therefore vulnerable.




    25 Re1 h6 26 h4 Kh7




    Intending to try and eject the h5 intruder with ... Kg6.




    27 g4 gxh4!




    We don’t always have to understand a position’s anomalous truth; we simply need to accept it. This looks awful, yet is strong since White must lose time to regain the lost pawn. Also, White’s king is made more vulnerable with the opening of the g-file.




    28 Re6 Rd6




    Swapping away an active white piece.




    29 Rxd6




    If 29 Re4 Nxd2! 30 Rxd2 b5! 31 axb5 cxb5 32 Nf4 a5 33 Nxd5 Rxd5 and Black’s passed a-pawn is a grave concern for White, as are her weak c2 and d-pawns.




    29 ... Nxd6 30 f3




    White is in deep trouble, no matter what she plays: for example, 30 Kg2 f5! 31 Rf3 Kg6 32 Nf4+ Nxf4+ 33 Rxf4 fxg4 34 Rxg4+ Kh5! 35 Rf4 (35 Rg8? is met with 35 ... h3+! 36 Kxh3 Rxf2) 35 ... Rxf4 36 Bxf4 Nc4 37 f3 Nb2 when White loses a pawn, and if 38 a5? bxa5 Black’s forward passed a-pawn will cost White her bishop.




    30 ... f5! 31 Be1 a5!




    Preventing a4-a5, while preparing to create a passed pawn on the queenside with ... b6-b5!.




    32 Bxh4 b5! 33 Ra3 Nc4 34 Ra1 fxg4 35 fxg4 Nde3




    Black can avoid complications with 35 ... Kg6! 36 Re1 Nce3, with a winning bind.




    36 Nf6+ Kg6 37 d5!
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    The worse our privation, the greater our need. When confronted by a crisis, you can either do something or do nothing. Hou Yifan has already tried nothing for a long time and now is ready for something. She drums up a touch of counterplay with this disruptive shot. Unfortunately it isn’t enough to save her, since her position lacks the physical resources to make her dream viable.




    37 ... cxd5 38 axb5 Rxf6




    Slightly more accurate is first 38 ... Nxc2 39 Ra4 and only then 39 ... Rxf6.




    39 Bxf6 Kxf6




    Normally a knight-pair tends to be clumsy versus a rook, but not here. Black’s passed a-pawn and White’s weak g4-pawn ensure his victory.




    40 c3 Ke6 41 b6 Kd7!




    Black correctly hangs on to his a-pawn, since White’s passed b-pawn will be blockaded with his king.




    42 Rb1 Kc8 43 b7+ Kb8




    Just in time.




    44 Kf2 a4




    For now Mamed refuses White’s loose g4-pawn, considering it an indulgence which would steer him away from his larger goal of promoting his a-pawn.




    45 Ke2 a3




    Black’s surging passed a-pawn cripples White’s activity.




    46 Kd3 Nxg4 47 Kd4
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    Exercise (combination alert): White’s game is so weighed down by defensive




    woes that it feels that if a single sparrow feather were placed on top, it would




    be crushed. How did Black force the win of material?




     




    Answer: Attraction/knight forks. The geometry is loaded with knight forks and Black forces his passed a-pawn through or wins a rook.




    47 ... Nd2!




    This knight is the Russian mole who somehow managed to acquire a high-level security clearance at the CIA.




    48 Rb4




    This rook is the odd man out in the rook, king and knight trio. 48 Ra1 Nb3+ forks king and rook.




    48 ... a2! 0-1




    49 Ra4 Nb3+ 50 Kxd5 a1Q costs White her rook.


    


    Game 2


    S.Jobava-V.Ivanchuk
 Leuven (rapid) 2017


    


    1 e4 e6 2 d4 d5 3 Nc3 Bb4 4 Ne2
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    This line involves a pawn sacrifice from White. His last move is designed to avoid doubled pawns on c3 in case Black at some point takes the knight. The downsides to White’s last move are twofold:




    1. The knight’s natural home is on the more central f3-square, not e2.




    2. On e2 White’s knight at least temporarily clogs kingside development. When the e2-knight invariably moves later on to make room to develop the light-squared bishop, this involves both a loss of time and also it may be that White’s knight can be misplaced on g3 or f4, as opposed to its natural square on f3.




    4 ... dxe4 5 a3 Be7




    In First Steps: French Defence I covered 5 ... Bxc3+, so in this book we cover Black’s main alternative, retreating the bishop to e7, which has the great benefit of leaving White’s awkward knight sitting on e2.




    6 Nxe4 Nf6
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    7 Nxf6+




    White immediately swaps to prepare queenside castling. Alternatives:




    a) 7 N2g3 (in this version White wants to castle kingside, which to my mind offers nothing) 7 ... Nbd7 8 Bd3 b6 (be alert for this trap from White: 8 ... Nxe4 9 Nxe4 0-0 10 0-0 c5? 11 dxc5 Nxc5 12 Nxc5 Bxc5 13 Bxh7+! Kxh7 14 Qh5+ with a double attack, and if 14 ... Kg8 15 Qxc5 with an extra pawn for White) 9 Qf3 (the cheapo attempt is easily solved by shifting the rook to b8) 9 ... Rb8 10 0-0 0-0 11 Bf4 Bb7 (after 11 ... Nd5! 12 Bd2 c5 Black has easily equalized) 12 Qe2 Nxe4 (Topalov wants a draw, so he simplifies) 13 Bxe4 Bxe4 14 Nxe4 Nf6 15 Nxf6+ Bxf6 16 Rad1 Qd7 17 c3 ½-½, T.Radjabov-V.Topalov, Benidorm (rapid) 2003.




    b) 7 Qd3 0-0 8 Bf4 Nbd7 9 0-0-0 Nxe4 10 Qxe4 Nf6 11 Qf3 Qd5 is equal, J.Lopez Perez-S.Del Rio de Angelis, Villa de Albox 2001.




    c) 7 N2c3 0-0 8 Be3 Nbd7 9 Bd3 b6 10 Qf3 Rb8 11 Qh3 Nxe4 12 Nxe4 f5! 13 Nc3 Nf6, P.De Rooi-G.Prahl, Amsterdam 1962. Black stands no worse after 14 0-0-0 a6 (14 ... b5!? looks like a sound pawn sacrifice) 15 Bc4 b5 16 Bb3 Kh8 17 Ne2 Bd6 18 Nf4 Qe8 19 Rhe1 a5 with dynamically balanced chances, where White’s pressure on e6 is offset by Black’s more promising attacking chances.




    7 ... Bxf6
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    The position resembles a Rubinstein French, with two favourable differences for Black:




    1. White’s knight is placed on the inferior e2-square, rather than its normal home on f3.




    2. White has been induced into a2-a3. Why is this significant? Because now if White decides to castle queenside, Black’s attack is faster than in a normal Rubinstein French, since we can play for quick ... b7-b5 and ... b5-b4 contact.




    I believe these differences allow Black to comfortably equalize, despite White’s extra central space edge.




    8 Be3 0-0 9 Qd2 b6




    I like this move better than the more commonly played 9 ... c5, which is riskier since it opens the game when slightly lagging in development: 10 0-0-0 cxd4 11 Nxd4. We broke up White’s central dominance, yet in doing so we also fixed White’s kingside development issues by helping to unclog our opponent’s kingside by giving employment to the previously unemployed e2-knight.




    10 0-0-0 Bb7 11 h4
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    A new move, which looks rather logical since we are engaged in opposing wing attacks. The plan behind the move:




    1. White can push the h-pawn to h6, which induces ... g7-g6.




    2. Then White can load up to sacrifice on the g6-pawn with the plan Rh3, Rg3, Nf4 and Bd4. Of course, this all takes a long time and Black has many moves to generate an effective central counter with either ... e6-e5 or, more likely, ... c7-c5, in conjunction with ... Qc8 and ... Rd8. I think chances are dynamically balanced at this point.




    Instead, 11 Nf4 Nd7 12 d5!? e5 13 Nh5 Be7 14 f4 was P.Negi-A.Giri, Spanish Team Championship 2011. Black looks OK after 14 ... Nf6 15 fxe5 Nxh5 16 g4 Nf6 17 exf6 Bxf6 18 Bc4 Be5.




    11 ... Nd7




    11 ... Bxh4? is a sucker’s pawn grab if I have ever seen one. You don’t even have to analyze it. Your eyes simply tell you that White’s open h-file is going to generate an attack worth a lot more than Black’s measly extra pawn.




    12 Nf4 Be7




    Ivanchuk wants to hang on to his bishop-pair and rejects the comp’s plan 12 ... Qe7!? 13 Nh5 Rfd8 14 Qe2 Rac8 15 Kb1 c5 with dynamic equality.




    13 h5 Nf6




    A human isn’t going to be too attracted to the comp’s suggestion 13 ... h6!? when it won’t be so easy for White to engineer a future g2-g4 and g4-g5 break, or come up with a promising piece sacrifice on h6.




    14 f3




    Seizing control over e4, while keeping open the possibility of a future g2-g4 pawn storm.




    14 ... Qc8!




    Intending ... Rd8 and ... c7-c5. Once again the comp insists on 14 ... h6!?.




    15 Qf2




    The queen gets off the d-file in anticipation of ... Rd8, while inching closer to Black’s king.




    15 ... Rd8 16 Rh3!?




    In preparation for Rg3. The problem with such a move is that it violates the Principle: Don’t lift a rook into a crowded middlegame, since it may later be endangered by our opponent’s pawns and minor pieces.




    Safer is 16 h6 g6 17 Bc4 a6 18 Qg3! (threat: Bxe6!, followed by Nxg6!) 18 ... Nd5! 19 Nxd5 Bxd5 20 Bd3 b5. Black’s attacking chances look no worse than White’s.




    16 ... c5!
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    Now is the correct time to engage the Principle: Counter in the centre when menaced on the wing.




    17 Rg3 Qb8




    Also tempting is to continue to rely on the previous principle and play 17 ... cxd4! 18 Rxd4 e5 19 Rxd8+ Qxd8 20 h6 g6 21 Nd3 Qc7. The position resembles an Open Sicilian opposing wings attack which went wrong for White, since now his rook clearly appears misplaced. Black’s queenside attack is happening, while White flails around for some kind of sacrificial breakthrough on the kingside, which just may not exist.




    18 Bd3 cxd4 19 Bd2




    White is forced to hand over a pawn since taking on d4 allows Black to chop White’s now loose knight on f4.




    19 ... Bd6!




    This move forces White to sacrifice, but the question is which way? White can play for the h5-h6 and sacrifice on g6 plan, or he can immediately sacrifice his rook on g7, a move which clearly would have caught the eye of Mikhail Tal. Right now, without the comp’s help, White’s potential attack is a veiled woman, with the beauty or ugliness of her face kept concealed.




    20 Rxg7+?!
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    The point all high rollers fail to understand is that in the casino, the house always wins in the end. This move, the kind where the defender says to him or herself, “Oh, for fact’s sake! This can’t possibly work!”, in reality puts great practical pressure on Ivanchuk to weave his way through the mess, so the sacrifice clearly contains practical chances for White.




    White’s move is made with the philosophy: we don’t necessarily need to make objectively stronger moves to supplant our enemy. Sometimes all it takes is to be just a tad more devious. So Jobava, at the low cost of a rook, peels away layer after layer of the position’s outward rationality, until all that remains for his opponent is darkness.




    Jobava was correct to sacrifice, but he may have done it the wrong way. The comp points out the line 20 h6! g6 21 Bxg6 (this is no time to duck making a risky decision) 21 ... Bxf4 22 Bxf7+ Kh8! (22 ... Kxf7? 23 Rg7+ Kf8 24 Qh4 Nd5 25 Rxh7 looks pretty scary for Black, who I don’t believe stands better even here) 23 Rg7 Qd6. Objectively, this line is far more sound than the one Jobava played in the game and White seems to have full compensation for the sacrificed piece.




    20 ... Kxg7 21 Qh4




    Threat: h5-h6+, followed by Qxf6, with a wicked attack for only an exchange.




    21 ... h6




    Not Black’s most efficient defence, which was 21 ... Be7! 22 Bb4 Nd5 23 Qg4+ (23 Bxe7? Qxf4+ 24 Qxf4 Nxf4 25 Bxd8 Rxd8 leaves Black up a piece with queens removed from the board) 23 ... Kf8 24 Bxe7+ Nxe7 25 Qg5 Nd5 26 Qh6+ Ke7 27 Qg5+ Nf6. I don’t see a good continuation of White’s attack, which now stalls.




    22 Re1!




    Eyeing a knight sacrifice on e6.




    22 ... Re8!




    Oh nyet, you don’t. Ivanchuk strongly discourages the sacrifice on e6.




    23 Nxe6+!?




    Oh da, I will!
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    Exercise (critical decision): Should Black recapture on e6 with rook or f-pawn?




    One line gives Black a winning position while the other leads to a disastrous loss.




     




    Answer: 23 ... fxe6!




    The f-pawn recapture is Black’s only move. 23 ... Rxe6?? follows the principle: The material up side should swap pieces. In this case it also gets slaughtered after 24 Bxh6+! Kxh6 25 Rxe6 Be5 26 Rxf6+ Kg7 27 h6+ Kf8 28 Bc4 Qe8 29 Rxf7+ and Black reaches that awful ‘No-no-no!-this-can’t-be happening!’ moment.




    24 Bxh6+! Kf7




    Not 24 ... Kxh6?? 25 Qxf6+ Kxh5 26 g4 mate.




    25 Kb1 Rg8?




    The position is a lightless universe, where every creature in it is blind. Black wins with 25 ... Bg3! 26 Bg6+ Ke7 27 Qh1 Bxe1 28 Qxe1 Rg8 29 Bg5 Qd6. White has no good way to proceed and is two rooks down.




    26 Bg6+ Ke7




    Black’s king must keep constantly moving since a mob gathers to tear him to shreds.




    27 Bg5 Qf8
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    28 Qxd4?!




    Jobava gets lost in the wilderness of conflicting attacking variations. After the completely non-human move 28 Qg4! a portal of opportunity opens before White. Weirdly enough, the comp discovered that White should deliberately lose a tempo to lure Black’s bishop to d5, and only then should the queen capture d4. Following 28 ... Bd5 29 Qxd4 Bg3 30 Re2 Rd8 (threat: ... Ba2+) 31 Qg4 Bd6 32 c4 Kd7! (now White’s queen really is loose) 33 Qh4 Bg3! 34 Qxg3 Nxh5! 35 Qe5 Rxg6 36 Bxd8 Qf5+! 37 Qxf5 exf5 38 Rd2 Kxd8 39 Rxd5+ Ke7 40 Rxf5 Ng7 White has decent chances to hold the ending since Black only has two pawns remaining. If White can swap them off then Black’s extra knight is unable to win in a pawnless position.




    28 ... Rd8




    Even better was 28 ... Bg3! 29 Re2 Rd8 30 Qg4 Rd1+ 31 Ka2 Qc8 32 Bxf6+ Kxf6 33 Qxg3 Qc4+ 34 b3 Qd4 35 c3 Rd2+ 36 Kb1 Qg1+ 37 Re1 Rd1+ 38 Rxd1 Qxd1+ 39 Kb2 Qd2+ 40 Kb1 e5 and Black consolidates.




    29 f4 Bc5 30 Qa4 Rd4!




    Principle: Centralize your defenders when your king is under attack.




    31 Qb3




    And not 31 Qxa7?? Qa8 when queens are removed from the board, leaving White down a rook.




    31 ... Bd5




    Ivanchuk nurtures his e6-pawn the way Florence Nightingale gently comforted her beloved patients. It’s not a good sign when you are down a rook and your opponent is the one with the initiative.




    32 Qc3 Kd7! 33 b4 0-1




    33 ... Rxg6 34 hxg6 (34 bxc5 is met with 34 ... Rc4!) 34 ... Ne4 35 Rxe4 Bxe4 36 bxc5 bxc5 37 Qa5 Rd1+ 38 Kb2 Qb8+ 39 Kc3 Qh8+ forces mate.


    


    Game 3


    D.Andreikin-N.Vitiugov
 Saratov 2011


    


    1 e4 e6 2 d4 d5 3 Nc3 Bb4 4 a3




    [image: ]




    White wants Black’s dark-squared bishop and is willing to hand over the e4-pawn to get it. Now it isn’t a real gambit, since White regains the pawn with 6 Qg4, with a double attack on e4 and g7.




    4 ... Bxc3+ 5 bxc3 dxe4 6 Qg4




    So White regains the pawn, with the bishop-pair. Does this mean he stands better?: No, for the following reasons:




    1. Black inflicted structural damage on White’s queenside pawns.




    2. White’s queen will soon capture g7, at the cost of both time and also giving Black an open file for the h8-rook.




    Theory’s consensus is that chances are approximately balanced. There is one practical issue we must consider: most of us Frenchmen and Frenchwomen prefer closed positions. This line is more open than other Anti-Winawer lines, so we may have to leave our closed game comfort zone.




    6 ... Nf6 7 Qxg7 Rg8 8 Qh6
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    We reach a key tabiya of our line:




    1. White owns the bishop-pair.




    2. Black lacks a dark-squared bishop, which translates to potential problems on the dark squares.




    3. Black enjoys a massive development lead, with more time gain to come since White’s queen will eventually be booted with ... Rg6.




    4. Black’s e4-pawn hampers White’s development.




    5. Black’s rook controls the open g-file.




    6. Structurally, it’s mixed, with White’s queenside pawns damaged, while Black’s isolated h-pawn may become a target later on.




    Conclusion: Dynamically balanced chances.




    8 ... Nbd7




    I prefer this more flexible continuation to 8 ... Rg6 since the rook can later be vulnerable to Ne2 and Nf4. Black’s rook can later move to g6, once White’s knight commits itself to a square like g3, when the Nf4 option is removed.




    9 Ne2 c5




    9 ... b6 is played more often.




    10 a4




    Instead, if 10 Ng3 Qa5 (10 ... b6 may be a better continuation) 11 Bd2 Qa4?! 12 dxc5?! (White looks better after 12 Qe3! Qc6) 12 ... Qxc2 (12 ... b6!) 13 Bb5 (13 Be2! is better for White) 13 ... Qb2! 14 Bxd7+ Bxd7 15 0-0 Rg6 16 Qe3 Bc6 with an edge for Black, since White’s queenside structure is damaged and Black’s e4-pawn hampers him, J.Balares-C.Lakdawala, San Diego (rapid) 2007. This game is annotated in First Steps: French Defence.




    10 ... Qc7!?




    It seems really odd to provoke your opponent to develop with tempo. 10 ... b6 is a reliable equalizer. 11 Ng3 Bb7 12 Bb5 Rg6 13 Qd2 was D.Mastrovasilis-M.Marin, European Championship, Plovdiv 2012, when I prefer Black after 13 ... a6 14 Be2 e3! 15 Qxe3 Bxg2 16 Rg1 Be4!.




    11 dxc5!?
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    With this new move Andreikin hopes the opening of the game will later benefit his bishops. In doing so he simultaneously violates the Principles:




    1. Avoid opening the game when lagging in development.




    2. Avoid tripled pawns, since they tend to fall, one after another.




    I don’t see a single game in the database with the natural but not-so-great false tempo-gain with 11 Bf4?!. Black can respond with 11 ... Qb6!, intending ... Qb2: 12 Bd2 (there goes the tempo gain) 12 ... Qb2 13 Rc1 b6. White has problems completing kingside development, since if the e2-knight moves then Black wins a pawn with ... c5xd4. So White should play 14 dxc5 Bb7! and if 15 cxb6 axb6 White’s a4-pawn falls and Black stands clearly better.




    Instead, 11 Qf4 was tried in Hou Yifan-K.Lagno, Beijing (blindfold) 2012. Here Black should play 11 ... Qxf4 12 Bxf4 Nd5 13 Bd2 b6 14 a5 Bb7 15 Ng3 f5 when she doesn’t stand worse.




    11 ... Qxc5 12 Qd2




    Outwardly, White’s grossly undeveloped position looks like one played by one of Paul Morphy’s bungling 19th Century amateur opponents, but it’s not. Andreikin is a strong GM who perhaps relies too much on the power of his bishop-pair and dark-square control.




    12 ... Nb6




    Vitiugov eyes the c4- and d5-squares for his knight. I would be more inclined to complete development via a fianchetto with 12 ... b6.




    13 a5




    13 Ba3 can be met with 13 ... e3! 14 fxe3 Nc4! 15 Bxc5 Nxd2, regaining the bishop-pair with ... Nxf1 next. Black’s knight is immune due to the e4 fork.




    13 ... Nbd5 14 c4!?
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    14 Qd4 Qxd4 15 cxd4 Bd7 is approximately even.




    14 ... Ne7?!




    Now White’s dark-squared bishop comes alive. Black stands at least even after 14 ... Qxc4! 15 Ng3 Qb4 16 Ra3 Qxd2+ 17 Bxd2 Bd7.




    15 Ba3




    White misses a much stronger continuation with 15 Bb2! Ng4 16 Bd4, which heavily favours White, whose power on the dark squares increases. Black can’t play 16 ... Qxc4?? 17 Nc3 Qc7 18 Nb5 Qc6 19 h3 e5 (19 ... a6 is met strongly with 20 Bb6! Nd5 21 Nd4, winning a piece since Black’s queen and g4-knight are simultaneously attacked) 20 Bc3, which is lost for him since the e5-pawn falls.




    15 ... Qe5 16 Qc3




    After 16 Rd1 Nc6 17 Nc3 a6 18 Bd6 Qxa5 White has sufficient dark-square compensation for the pawn.




    16 ... Qxc3+




    A queen swap is a relief for Black, since White’s attacking chances go way down. Also, White’s wobbly queenside structure can only be exploited by Black in an ending.




    17 Nxc3 a6?!




    Keeping White’s knight out of b5, at the too high cost of weakening b6. Correct was 17 ... Bd7, and if 18 Nb5 Bxb5 19 cxb5 Rc8 20 c4 Nf5 ( ... Nh4 is in the air) 21 Bb2 Nd7. Black actually stands slightly better since his knights are at least the equal of the opponent’s bishops and he still leads in development, with probably the superior pawn majority as well.




    18 g3?!




    Following 18 Na4! Bd7 19 Nb6 Rd8 20 Bb2 Rg6 21 Be5! (threat: Bc7, winning the exchange) 21 ... Nc8 22 Bc7 Nxb6 23 Bxd8 Kxd8 24 axb6 Bc6 Black obtains some, but not full compensation for the exchange.




    18 ... Bd7 19 Bg2 Bc6 20 0-0 Nf5 21 Rae1




    Black proves with his next move that this move may actually be a waste of time for White. Black’s e4-pawn will fall, yet he finds more than adequate play with his piece activity.




    21 ... Nd4 22 Nxe4?!
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    Once we commit to our idea, it’s psychologically unlikely that we will be open to new interpretations, should an alteration occur. White had his heart set on removing Black’s e-pawn. His timing is completely off. The knight capture on e4 turns out to be either a blunder, or more likely, a dubious exchange sacrifice.




    We are taught that the consequences of inaction are fatal, yet we tend to forget that in some cases like this one, it is taking action which is lethal. In such situations we must be the silent film star who refuses to speak, even when he or she is off camera. White should alter plans with 22 Rd1! Nf3+ 23 Bxf3 exf3 and while White stands worse, the presence of bishops of opposite colours does offer excellent drawing chances.




     




    Exercise (combination alert): After White’s last move Black wins material




    by force. How?




     




    Answer: 22 ... Nxe4




    Step 1: Trade a pair of pieces on e4.




    23 Bxe4 Bxe4 24 Rxe4 Nf3+!




    Step 2: Check on f3, followed by a knight fork on d2.




    25 Kg2 Nd2




    As I mentioned earlier, I don’t know if White’s 22nd move was a deliberate (but misguided) sacrifice, or just a blunder. If it was a blunder, then right about here I’m guessing Andreikin’s face turned the same colour as the Chinese flag.




    26 Rh4 Nxf1 27 Kxf1 Rd8 28 c5?




    Security doesn’t always involve gates and guards. Sometimes the defender must pre-emptively confront a threat in its inception. Therefore White should have played 28 Bb4! to keep Black’s rook out of d2.




    28 ... Rd2 29 Rb4




    When we sacrifice unsoundly (as White did in this game), we become the person who lost an argument and then reflects back and sees clearly what he should have said, but didn’t.




    29 ... Rg5!




    Sharpshooters perch from the tops of buildings. The dormant rook is activated with f2 as the target.




    30 Rxb7 Rxc2 31 c6




    There is nothing better. White pushes back, but with anorexic arms.




    31 ... Rxc6 32 Re7+ Kd8 33 Rxf7 Rxa5




    The infant mortality rate soars in White’s position as yet another pawn falls.




    34 Bb4 Rf5! 35 Ra7




    After 35 Rxh7 Rc2 36 f4 Rb5 37 Be1 Rc1! White will lose his bishop.




    35 ... Rc2 36 Be1
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    Exercise (combination alert): Find one strong idea and it wipes away any




    residual doubt of the game’s outcome as White’s resistance ends with a




    convulsive finality. What is it?




     




    Answer: 36 ... Rc1!




    White has no way out of the pin. Black threatens ... Re5.




    37 f4 Ra5! 0-1




    38 Ke2 Ra2+ 39 Kf1 Raa1 wins the bishop.


    


    Game 4


    M.Martinez-V.Bhat
 US Online League 2013


    


    1 e4 e6 2 d4 d5 3 Nc3 Bb4 4 Bd3
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    The problem with this move is that it allows Black to enter a Rubinstein French-like position with an extra move, since White’s bishop loses time on the e4 recapture.




    4 ... dxe4




    Black’s most common and most logical response. We are happy to turn it into a kind of Rubinstein French if in turn, we are handed a tempo.




    4 ... c5 is also played here: 5 exd5 Qxd5 6 Bd2 Bxc3 (and certainly not the greedy 6 ... Qxg2?? when 7 Be4 traps Black’s queen) 7 Bxc3 cxd4 8 Bxd4 e5! 9 Bc3 Qxg2 10 Qf3 Qxf3 11 Nxf3 f6 12 Rg1 Kf7! 13 Bc4+ Be6 14 Bxe6+ Kxe6 15 Rxg7 Ne7 is an approximately even ending.




    5 Bxe4 Nf6 6 Bf3




    This line’s idea is that with his bishop on f3, it may be difficult for Black to develop his c8-bishop. GM Bhat shows that this assumption is just not true. Instead, 6 Bg5 Nbd7 7 Bf3 h6 8 Bxf6 Nxf6 9 Nge2 was N.Padevsky-T.Petrosian, Munich Olympiad 1958. Black looks at least equal after 9 ... c5.




    6 ... 0-0 7 Nge2 e5!
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    Remember this idea. This promising pawn sacrifice frees Black’s position by simultaneously solving the question of how to develop his queenside.




    8 dxe5




    If White declines with 8 0-0 then we respond with 8 ... Bxc3! (this move wins a pawn) 9 Nxc3 (9 bxc3?? hangs a piece to 9 ... e4) 9 ... exd4 10 Nb5 c5 11 Bf4 Ne8 12 c3 (the comp isn’t impressed with White’s pawn sacrifice and slightly prefers Black) 12 ... a6 13 Na3 Nc6 14 Rc1, as in S.Lejlic-S.Grover, Dubai 2009. I slightly prefer Black after 14 ... Be6.




    8 ... Qxd1+ 9 Kxd1 Ng4




    This double attack on e5 and f2 forces White to part with the bishop-pair.




    10 Bxg4 Bxg4 11 f3 Bf5
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    We reach a key position in our line. For the pawn, Black obtains the bishop-pair and a big lead in development. My feeling is that even with queens off the board, Black has the clearly superior practical chances, despite the comps’ even assessment. Now you may argue that Black’s pawn sacrifice may be dubious with queens off the board, and that White’s well protected king will require an extraordinary quantity of force to unseat him. The game’s continuation proves otherwise.




    12 g4!?




    Strategic distinctions are confused in the haze of defensive desperation. This lash-out move is new. It gains time at the cost of loosening White’s kingside structure. 12 Ng3 is no improvement: 12 ... Rd8+ 13 Bd2 Bxc3 14 bxc3 Be6 15 Kc1 Nc6. Black obtained loads of structural compensation for the pawn and he continues to lead in development, B.Nikitinyh-A.Tugarin, St Petersburg 2011.




    12 ... Be6 13 a3?




    The scientific model works sequentially:




    1. Data is collected and analyzed.




    2. A hypothesis is formed.




    Unfortunately we chess players have a bad habit of reversing the process, where we insist on our hypothesis, whether the data supports it or not. White, already behind in development, can’t afford the luxury of yet another tempo loss. He should play 13 Bf4 Nc6 14 Ne4 Rad8+ 15 Kc1 Rfe8 16 N2g3. Even here I prefer Black’s bishops and development lead to White’s wobbly extra pawn.




    13 ... Bxc3!




    Time gain is a greater priority to preservation of bishop-pair after 13 ... Bc5.




    14 Nxc3 Nc6 15 Ke2!?




    The delicate web of interdependence threatens to break when one piece goes solo and takes charge, while ignoring the remainder. This is the first of three consecutive king moves, while already grossly behind in development. Yet it really isn’t a mistake since White’s alternatives look sour as well. 15 Bf4 is strongly met with the line-opening 15 ... f6!.




    15 ... Nd4+ 16 Kf2
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    Exercise (planning): Taking the c2-pawn offers Black a clear edge. Do you see




    an even stronger plan?




     




    Answer: 16 ... f6!




    Principles: Open the game and create confrontation when leading in development. White won’t survive the prying open of the f-file.




    17 Kg3




    White hopes to stem the flow of blood from the wound by removing his king from the f-file. A bit more accurate is 17 exf6 Rxf6 18 Kg2 Nxf3 19 h3 Raf8 20 Be3 b6 21 Rad1 h5!, although even here White’s king remains unsafe.




    17 ... fxe5 18 f4




    18 Rf1 puts up greater resistance, but is also lost for White.




    18 ... Nxc2 19 Rb1 Rad8!




    The rook threatens to invade d3.




    20 f5




    20 Rd1?? fails to 20 ... Rxd1 21 Nxd1 Ba2, trapping White’s rook.




    20 ... Rd3+ 21 Kf2




    After 21 Kh4 Bb3 22 Rf1 h6 White is in semi-zugzwang and has no way to unravel.




    21 ... e4 22 Bg5




    22 Kg2 Bb3 23 Bf4 h5 24 h3 e3 25 Bxc7 e2! also leaves White busted.




    [image: ]




     




    Exercise (combination alert): Continue Black’s attack!




     




    Answer: 22 ... Bxf5!




    Annihilation of defensive barrier/piece sacrifice/double attack.




    23 gxf5 Rxf5+




    Black regains his piece almost immediately.




    24 Ke2




    Or 24 Kg2 Rxg5+ 25 Kf1 Rf3+ 26 Ke2 Rg2+ 27 Kd1 Rff2, and if 28 Nxe4 Ne3+ 29 Kc1 Rc2 mate.




    24 ... Nd4+ 0-1




    25 Ke1 Rxg5 26 Rd1 Nc2+ 27 Ke2 Rg2+ 28 Kf1 Ne3+ wins.


    


    Game 5


    E.Sevillano-C.Lakdawala
 San Diego (rapid) 2006


    


    1 e4 e6




    I don’t speak open games with any fluency, so I am a French player, like my father before me and like his father before him. Just kidding. My dad declared the French a “stupid” opening and my paternal grandfather didn’t play chess.




    2 d4 d5 3 Nc3 Bb4 4 Qd3
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    This odd line is a favourite of my buddy GM Enrico Sevillano. Now why bring the queen out to d3, rather than the bishop? The reason is that White intends to transfer the queen to h4 after Black responds with ... d5xe4 and ... Nf6.




    4 ... dxe4




    Once again Black’s most logical response is to head for a Rubinstein structure when we are guaranteed a tempo gain.




    4 ... Ne7!? isn’t a bad alternative, since it leaves White’s queen looking rather out of place on d3: 5 a3 Bxc3+ 6 bxc3 0-0 7 Nf3 b6! and Black’s bad bishop emerges on a6, with tempo, Hou Yifan-V.Kramnik, Medias (rapid) 2016.




    5 Qxe4 Nf6 6 Qh4




    The queen is White’s Marie Antoinette, who doesn’t worry about the development of any of the other pieces in White’s army. It is move six and White moved his queen for 50% of his moves, so it’s hard for me to believe any advantage can be extracted from his position.




    6 ... Nbd7




    I prefer to develop rather than break with ... c7-c5 right away. The main line runs 6 ... c5 7 dxc5 Bxc3+ 8 bxc3 Qa5 9 Qb4 Qc7 10 Nf3, as in Hou Yifan-N.Dzagnidze, Monaco 2015. White’s extra pawn is greatly devalued by its tripled status and Black looks just fine after 10 ... e5.




    7 Bd3




    Believe it or not, this natural move is new in the position. 7 Nf3 b6 8 Bb5 Bb7 9 0-0 (9 Ne5 can be met with 9 ... a6 10 Bc6 Bxc3+ 11 bxc3 Bxc6 12 Nxc6 Qc8 when ... Qb7 is coming and Black stands no worse) 9 ... a6 10 Bd3 Be7 11 Rd1 h6 12 Qh3 b5 13 a3 c5 14 dxc5 Bxc5 with a comfortable game for Black, G.Kuzmin-A.Blees, Heraklion 1995.




    7 ... c5




    This thematic break eliminates White’s last central pawn. 7 ... b6 8 Nge2 Bb7 9 0-0 Be7, with ... c7-c5 to follow, also looks even.




    8 Nf3 cxd4 9 Qxd4




    9 Nxd4 Ne5 10 Bb5+ Bd7 is slightly in Black’s favour.




    9 ... Qb6
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    My natural inclination is to always beg to swap queens whenever possible. 9 ... Qe7 also looks even.




    10 Qc4!?




    I expected 10 Qh4.




    10 ... Nc5!?




    I just inexplicably violated my most sacred precept, which is to take queens off the board when possible. 10 ... Qc5 forces them off the board, with at least even chances for Black after 11 0-0 Qxc4 12 Bxc4 Here he can even risk 12 ... Bxc3!? 13 bxc3 b6 14 Ba3 Bb7, with dynamically balanced chances where White’s bishops are counterbalanced by Black’s vastly superior structure.




    11 Be2 Nce4 12 0-0 Bxc3?!




    There is no greater moral downfall than when a normally upright person sins. Having analyzed the position, I now think it was too risky to give my opponent the bishop-pair in an open position, plus enhanced control of the dark squares.




    I should have taken with my knight and lost some time in exchange for White’s development lead with 12 ... Nxc3! 13 bxc3 Be7 14 Be3 Qa5 15 Rfd1 0-0 16 Rab1 Nd5 17 Bd2 b6 18 Qe4 Ba6 19 c4 Nc3 20 Bxc3 Qxc3 21 Rd7 Bf6. Black’s bishop-pair and superior structure are probably worth more than White’s aggressive piece placement.




    13 bxc3 Qc5 14 Qb3!?




    OK, now I’m officially worried. Sevillano gives up a pawn to keep queens on the board and prevent Black from castling. I expected 14 Qxc5!? Nxc5 15 Ne5 b6 16 Be3 Ba6, which looks fine for Black.




    14 ... Bd7?!




    [image: ]




    You know that awful feeling where there is something you should be doing, but aren’t? Native American lore claims that all of us are connected to a spirit animal who guides us from the totemic land of the dead. If this is true, then there is a spirit chicken somewhere out there, influencing my moves and I just wish I could swap it for a hawk or a wolf.




    This move is too timid and I should have gone for the bolder path with 14 ... Nxc3! 15 Bd3 Qc7 (15 ... 0-0? hangs the exchange to 16 Ba3) 16 Bb2 Nfd5 17 Bc4 0-0! 18 a4 (18 Bxc3?! Nxc3 19 Qxc3 b5 favours Black) 18 ... Qb6! 19 a5 Qxb3 20 cxb3 a6. White does have compensation for the missing pawn, but no advantage.




    15 Ba3




    White looks even better after 15 c4!.




    15 ... Qb6




    15 ... Qxc3? 16 Qxb7 Rc8 17 Qxa7 leaves Black in deep trouble since his king is unable to castle.




    16 c4 Bc6




    16 ... Qxb3? 17 axb3 leaves Black busted and without counterplay in the ending.




    17 Ne5!!




    [image: ]




    There are certain poisonous gasses which we can neither smell, taste, see or feel, yet when inhaled, we will be dead in just a few seconds. GM Sevillano’s last move has just such a lethal intent. He displays a sinister level of sophistication with the initiative, for which it is difficult for his less intelligent opponent to comprehend. He allows ... Nd2, which wins the exchange. After a long think I realized that it was a deeply constructed trap.




    17 ... Qc7




    No better is the line 17 ... Nd2 18 Qg3 Qc7! (I missed this move, seeing only 18 ... Nxf1? 19 Qxg7 0-0-0 20 Qxf6 Nd2 21 c5! Qc7 22 f3, which leaves White with ferocious dark-square compensation for the exchange) 19 Nxc6 (not 19 Qxg7?? Rg8 and White can resign since he implodes on g2) 19 ... Qxg3 20 hxg3 Nxf1 21 Ne5 Nd2 22 f3! (Black’s d2-knight lacks an escape route) 22 ... Nh5 23 Kf2 f6 24 Ng4 0-0-0 25 Bd3!. Black’s d2-knight is trapped and he is busted.




    18 Nxc6 bxc6




    [image: ]




    Once a year my cruel wife Nancy forces me to endure a nightmarish day at Disneyland and takes me on rides which simultaneously nauseate, while leaving me dumbstruck with terror -- which is exactly how I felt here:




    1. Black’s king can’t castle, which not only endangers my king, but also keeps my h8-rook out of play in an open position.




    2. White’s two bishops are cult leaders, whose whims -- however irrational -- must be carried out without question. In the open position they are overwhelmingly superior to my anchorless knights.




    3. White enjoys a huge development lead.




    4. The open b- and d-files will favour White, who can utilize both his rooks, unlike Black, who has only one which can immediately be brought into play. 18 ... Qxc6?? walks into a fatal pin after the simple 19 Bf3.




    19 Rad1




    Also promising is 19 Qe3. We found this move after the game, which retains control over c5.




    19 ... c5 20 Bf3 Rc8!




    Getting out of the e4 pin, while reinforcing c5.




    21 Qe3?!




    When we scatter our resources we become the single body, attempting to be in three places at once. The GM lets me off the hook. After 21 Rfe1! Nd6 22 Qd3 Rd8 23 Qc3! (threat: Qe5!) 23 ... Qb6 24 Be2 0-0 25 Qe5 Nb7 26 Rb1 Qa5 27 Bb2 Nd6 28 Bd3 Black’s position is on the brink of collapse.




    21 ... Nd6 22 Qf4?!




    If 22 Qxc5?! Qxc5 23 Bxc5 Rxc5 24 Rxd6 Rxc4 25 Ra6 Rc7 and Black may even stand better, but 22 Be2! was White’s best shot to keep playing for a win, even if after 22 ... Nf5 23 Qh3 0-0 24 Bd3 g6 Black escaped most of his difficulties.




    22 ... Nf5 23 Qxc7




    I think he originally planned 23 Qg5?! and then saw 23 ... 0-0 24 Bb2 h6 25 Qc1 Nd4, when Black may even stand slightly better.




    23 ... Rxc7




    [image: ]




    Praise and glory be to Petrosian. I knew I would hold the ending at this stage.




    24 Bb2 Ke7 25 Be5 Rd7 26 Bc6 Rxd1 27 Rxd1 Nd4! ½-½




    I know what you are thinking: the cold beauty of Black’s sleek defensive play reminds you of a marble statue. Very perceptive of you. 15 moves of Black’s former frustration is swept away in a single move. The motion to agree to a draw is carried and approved. We move from Enrico’s forte of complications to mine, which are positions of boredom in which I tend to excel. Now how do you win a boredom battle? Easy. You simply play on and on without even a shred of expectation, after which the opponent must be made to tire of the drivel and provoked into either rash action, or bored into an error.
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