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Praise for Pete Tamburro’s Openings for Amateurs


“This is the best opening book for the average player written in the last 30 years. I wish I had this book when I was younger. I will use it now! You write with clarity and warmth and humor and a real love of chess history. I’m promoting this book and placing it at the front of my chess stall in England, Scotland, and Wales.”


– Howard, UK


“By explaining the key ideas behind openings, Pete Tamburro provides a clear guide for readers of all levels of chess skill into understanding the crucial concepts in openings, and how they impact the middlegame and the endgame. By analysing both classical and modern-day games, the author not only offers a closer look into the development of chess theory but also into the history behind it. Covering the entire span of opening play, from the open games to the queenside pawn majority openings, this book is a welcome new contribution to our understanding of the chess openings as well as of chess history.”


– Milan Dinić, editor, British Chess Magazine


“I bought your book Openings for Amateurs some days ago and I was thrilled. I consider it one of the best opening books ever written, perhaps the best. Thank you so much.


“I have been playing chess for 65 years… I used to play on Board 1 of a fairly big chess club and often had to face players who would be rated over 2000 on today’s rating list. In those days there were no computers or databases, but gradually the situation began to change and today my opponents know their openings very well. So I started to play offbeat openings or quiet systems as I wasn’t able to learn and memorize hundreds of opening variations and sub-variations.


“Your book has provided me with a new outlook on openings. It isn’t an opening manual but teaches you how to play in the opening stage and how to play chess in general. It has stimulated my appetite to play my old openings again… I am very grateful to you for having written this book. It ranks on a top place of my chess library.”


– Guenter, Germany


“Pete Tamburro has a knack for picking out exceptionally instructive and entertaining games that offer alternative paths for practical players. He has discovered some very effective ways to deal with certain openings. His way of linking the opening to the middlegame and endgame and his clear explanations made it a very popular column for British Chess Magazine when I was editor. Subscribers would tell me they looked forward to his column in every issue of the magazine.”


– Josip Asik, editor, American Chess Magazine
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Introduction


Is this book for you? Read this whole introduction. That will help answer your question. You might also benefit from reading my final thoughts at the end of this book to get a further idea of what this effort is all about.


Preparing the original Openings for Amateurs was the most gratifying chess writing effort I could ever have imagined. Great reviews; thousands of copies sold; nice letters from readers (even from Europe!); its translation into Italian and subsequent publication there; masters telling me they used it with their students; and three different and consecutive British Chess Magazine editors asking me to write a monthly column with the same name, something I’ve now done since 2014 and which forms the basis for this book.


Yes, my BCM column was about openings, but it was less elementary than Openings for Amateurs. It was a next step – a closer look at the openings. How do you look closer at openings? First, you don’t accept everything you’ve read in openings manuals, no matter who wrote them. If you just mindlessly memorize lines, you won’t be ready for opponents who go off in a different direction. Secondly, some game annotations that have been around for years and parroted by any number of chess teachers aren’t necessarily correct (see Game 26, Capablanca–Fonaroff). Thirdly, you are looking closer when you start thinking about both middlegame plans and endgame plans coming out of your opening. Too many amateurs or club players know “x” number of moves and then sit at the board staring at space without a clue as to what to do next. The encounter between David Janowski and Emanuel Lasker (a draw; Game 42) is one of the best games you can go over to see how to evolve a plan making every move count. Fourthly, in many openings you have a choice that many are not aware of. It’s one thing to know one plan as we just mentioned, but have you considered the other possibility? You can pick a middlegame attacking plan or you can come out of your opening with an endgame plan. It’s all about your style and what you are comfortable with. A big point I make later is that if you know the ins and outs of isolated queen’s pawn endings or queenside pawn majority endings, you may very well win in theoretically equal positions simply because you understand what’s going on better than your opponent does.


Just knowing some kingside attacks is useful, but the huge majority of the time a kingside attack isn’t the way a game ends. We will look at the optimal use of your pieces – active piece play. You don’t need a gambit to get active play. The games here get you active play. They look to punch or counter-punch.


The key to all this, of course, is that you actually play through the games and not just look at the opening moves or casually stop to “graze” at each diagram. So much good comes from playing over model games. The more games you play through, the more you will find that ideas will come to you over the board that might not have arisen in your thoughts before.


Of course, which openings I chose for a BCM column was always a challenge. The first series was easy. It was going to be on the Open Games – the tougher, less known, largely misunderstood lines: Italian-style games with …d7-d6. One of those games, sent in by a reader, was one of the most stunning theoretical novelties that an amateur – or anyone – could produce. I treated the …exd4 lines of the Philidor very seriously because so many players of White misplay those lines. I looked at funky variations in the Petroff. I finally gave in and offered a series on the Schliemann for Black – a terroristic weapon against amateur Ruy López players. Of course, the Two Knights’ Defense made yet another appearance.


You can’t ignore the Semi-Open Games for either side. I had fun with offbeat lines against the French Winawer. One (Blackburne’s method) is speculative and lots of fun, but the others are very solid and dangerous. With the Sicilian, I recalled the Dragon Variation being covered in Openings for Amateurs, but after some hours with the legendary GM Boris Gulko, I learned a good deal about the Accelerated Dragon, which I now encourage my students to play. It’s funny how many players of the white pieces don’t notice the difference with …d7-d6 not being played! Of course, we had to check in with some anti-Sicilian lines, so I picked two really troublesome ones: the Smith-Morra Gambit and the Grand Prix Attack. Even the Scandinavian got included.


With the queen’s pawn openings, my first thought was to address the 3.f3 move against the Grünfeld, which became popular thanks to GM Larry Kaufman’s book that devoted quite some time to it. However, in the spirit of re-evaluating what one reads, I went on a search for options that seemed appropriate for lively play against an opponent who’s looking for a positional crush as White. The Nimzo-Indian gets a novel look because of two players’ (Xiong’s and Caruana’s) interpretations. Lines against the popular London System and the sometimes-seen Stonewall Attack are useful. The All-Purpose Defense is highlighted by the marvelous Janowski–Lasker battle mentioned above. I also dealt with a question nagging some young players I knew who wanted to learn what to do about White’s b5-b6 in the Benko Gambit. One thing most of these openings share is that I covered them because players have problems with these specific openings. This is not a repertoire book so much as it is a book that deals with the everyday questions that active players have about what they’re facing over the board.


All of these articles, however, were not just about moves and lines. I even harped on this in Openings for Amateurs: if you really study these games and take heed of the comments, you will remember ideas and concepts that will come in handy in whatever opening you find yourself. You also learn that the opening is connected to the middlegame and the endgame.


And you will learn a little-taught concept in chess: “equal” can win!! The final two sections of the book will tell you about that possibility.


The most fun I had in all the articles was when I did the series on the Isolated Queen’s Pawn and the Opening and then the Queenside Pawn Majority and the Opening. The more I studied the games that didn’t get in and the games that did get in, I realized that I wish someone had taught me this early on in my own career. It would have changed my whole approach to chess. I really loved Réti–Spielmann (Game 63) and the accuracy of the opening move order.


That Réti game brings me to another point of great importance. In many ways, the prejudice of average players against anything “old” is harmful to them, and they don’t even know it. There are so many model games with wonderful concepts about the openings and their relationship to the middlegame that they dismiss out of hand. One of the most interesting openings books ever written is Tartakower’s Hypermodern Chess. Keres wrote once that he used to take ideas from it. Fischer and Zuckerman studied Schlechter’s 1916 Handbuch. I used a term 40 years ago in my writing – and still do – called “theoretical oldies.” I originally used it this way: there’s an opening with three variations; let’s name them “a,” “b,” and “c.” Variation “a” is a good line that works well. Eventually, “b” comes along and becomes more popular and emerges as the main line. Then, decades later, “c” blows up “b” – refuting it rather decisively. People abandon the line, but they’ve forgotten all about “a”! So, these old tomes have some treasure-hunting value.


Some of the games feature extensive annotations, with heavy analysis and subvariations. Even though I try to stress concepts, someone always asks, “Well, what if Black (or White) goes there?” I have tried to anticipate some of these “what ifs.” Sometimes, it’s just fun to go down these rabbit holes! However, the games chosen here, no matter how detailed the analysis at times, all have an idea to take away as an addition to your “concept toolbox.”


If you don’t own Openings for Amateurs, go get a copy of it. It’s a good foundation. If your rating is between 1100 and 1900, this is an especially good idea. It wasn’t written for beginners – it was written for you, the club player. Who are you? You know more than the moves. You probably have a fair number of openings that comprise your “system.” If, after reading my previous book and this one, I haven’t covered your particular set, consider this: take a look at the ones I suggest and see if they fit into your style and comfort zone. Alternatively, if you wish to stick with what you have, then start taking apart your openings the way I have here. If you do, you can’t help but get better. Then write your own book!


Pete Tamburro


Morristown, New Jersey


July 2019









The Open Games


When I review the thousands of games from the World Amateur Team Tournament every year to publish in Atlantic Chess News, I see that the most common openings are the Open Games (1.e4 e5) and the Sicilian Defense (1.e4 c5). Everyone knows the Sicilian is complicated; however, the Open Games are deceptively simple. Over and over and over, I see misplayed middlegames coming right after the tenth move or so.


There are two major areas where this “tenth-move crisis” shows up. One is in the sharp lines of the Two Knights, the Petroff, the Schliemann, and a variety of other gambits. I dealt with a good many of those in the first Openings for Amateurs. In this book, we will look a little deeper into the Two Knights (Games 17-19) and the Schliemann (Games 20-22) mainly because I have gotten a lot of questions about both of these variations. If you decide to add one of these to your repertoire, please go get a really good specialty book. Your memory will have to be good, and you will possess a gambiteer’s spirit. Having played both of these lines for decades, I can assure you they are fun, exciting, and at times a bit nerve-wracking.


The second area of tenth-move crisis is in the less-volatile lines like the Philidor, the Hungarian Defense, and the “Half-Italian” (1.e4 e5 2.Nf3 Nc6 3.Bc4 d6). When played correctly by both sides, you end up in some common tabiya. What I noticed was that few players knew what to do after that. There are seven games’ worth of Philidor Defenses (Games 6-12) for a reason. It took me three games to completely explain 5.Qxd4 and four games to do justice to 5.Nxd4. Why spend so much time on it? First, there is a boatload of chess understanding that emerges in playing over these games, and I can’t emphasize enough how much better your understanding will be if you get into it as much as I did while annotating the games. Secondly, at some point you are going to have to play a move five. You should know why you play the one you pick, and what your plan is. Thirdly, books have come out recently on the Philidor, and I edited one that is coming out in the near future. Fourth, these games are valuable for both White and Black to study. Finally, these defenses often transpose into one another.


Closely allied to these lines is the Steinitz Defense to the Ruy López, which can also come out of the Four Knights, the Hungarian, and the Philidor.


As White, you are also going to have to make a style decision based on what pawn structure you want to play against. Do you prefer this structure:


[image: image]


or this one:


[image: image]


The decision is yours, and you should know why you make it. Will you prefer a more open position or a more closed position?


The four Petroff games (13-16) combine the two themes of sharp vs. less volatile. Each one features its own unique characteristics. In the pages that follow, there are tabiyas that arise out of 1.e4 e5 2.Nf3 Nf6 3.Nxe5 d6 4.Nf3 Nxe4 5.Nc3 Nxc3 6.dxc3, which has become very popular. You will get an endgame plan and a middlegame plan to think about. The very sharp lines presented are quite a lot of fun, too, especially when you see grandmasters mucking it up.


As noted in the Introduction, this is not a repertoire book. The games presented here are ideas to think about that you may not have considered. They also teach you chess and what you should be looking for. If nothing else, the rather startling encounter Inglis–Hickmott (Game 5) is a testament to both of those possibilities.


The “Half-Italian” Game


One of the more underestimated chess study activities involves going back in time to see how ideas developed for a particular opening. Whereas many amateurs concentrate on the latest TN (theoretical novelty), these club players miss out on a rich field of investigation that would help them to understand the opening better.


In my fifty years of observing scholastic, collegiate, and just plain sub-1800 rated play, I’ve noticed a fair-sized group of players who think defense as Black means passivity. To offset this group, there is a similar collection of players of White who don’t know how to take advantage of that passivity. One example of this that I’ve seen frequently is the following opening sequence: 1.e4 e5 2.Nf3 Nc6 3.Bc4 d6, dubbed the “Half-Italian” by Alekhine and Euwe. Responses as to “why 3…d6?” range from not wanting to play against the Giuoco Piano (3…Bc5 4.c3 – the “full” Italian Game) or the Evans Gambit (3…Bc5 4.b4), to not wanting to play the Two Knights’ Defense (3…Nf6). A good many of their opponents handling White seem unaware of Réti’s dictum that, in the Open Games, White should play d2-d4 in response to …d7-d6 by Black. The other problem for both sides is the perennial knight pin by …Bc8-g4. Let’s go back in time to London 1846, where Lionel Kieseritzky was playing a match against Bernhard Horwitz:




When playing White, a good many players seem unaware of Réti’s dictum that, in the Open Games, White should play d2-d4 in response to …d7-d6 by Black.





Game 1


Kieseritzky – Horwitz


Match (1), London 1846


Half-Italian C50





1.e4 e5 2.Nf3 Nc6 3.Bc4 d6 4. d4 Bg4 5.c3 exd4 6.Qb3


[image: image]


The 19th-century preoccupation with f7 attacks and the yummy “sleep in the streets” pawn on b7 persists today.


6…Qd7


Black has his own temptations, but manages to restrain himself: 6… Na5 7.Bxf7+ Ke7 8.Qd5 Nf6 9.Qxa5 Kxf7 10.cxd4 Bxf3 11.gxf3 and White’s better.


7.Bxf7+


7.Nxd4 Na5 8.Bxf7+ Qxf7 9.Qb5+ Bd7 10.Qxa5 b6 11.Qa6 Nf6 12.Qb7 Rc8 13.0-0 (13.Qxa7 Qg6) 13…Be7 14.Nd2 0-0 15.f3 (15.Qxa7 Ra8 16.Qb7 Rfb8 17.Qxc7 Rc8=) 15…a5 is a better try; however, this is more rough-and-tumble than our next game’s modern approach.


7…Qxf7 8.Qxb7 Kd7


[image: image]


9.Nxd4


If 9.Qxa8, then 9…Bxf3 10.gxf3 Qxf3 11.0-0 Qg4+ with perpetual check.


9…Nxd4 10.cxd4 Qc4


Black defended against the attack and continued to repel Kieseritzky’s tries. Then he got an idea on move 43 and lost quickly:


11.Nc3 Qc6 12.Qb3 Bh5 13.Be3 Nf6 14.0-0 Be7 15.e5 Rab8 16.Qc2 Bg6 17.Qe2 Nd5 18.Qg4+ Kd8 19.Qf3 Nb4 20.d5 Qa6 21.exd6 Bxd6 22.Bg5+ Kc8 23.Qg4+ Kb7 24.a3 Nd3 25.b4 Ne5 26.Qh3 Qc4 27.Na4 Qg4 28.Qxg4 Nxg4 29.h3 Ne5 30.Be3 Be4 31.Nc3 Bg6 32.Bd4 Bf5 33.Rfe1 Rbe8 34.Re3 Ng6 35.g4 Rxe3 36.fxe3 Bd7 37. Bxg7 Rg8 38.Bh6 Be5 39.Rc1 Nh4 40.Ne4 Kb6 41.Nc5 Bc8 42.Nd3 Bd6 43.Kf2 Bg3+?? 44.Kxg3 Nf5+ 45.Kf4 Nxh6 46.Rc6+ Kb5 47.Rxh6 Rf8+ 48.Ke4 Rf7 49.Kd4 Ka4 50.Ne5 Rg7 51.Nc4 Rd7 52. Rc6 1-0


Kieseritzky followed a typical attack of the time.


Let’s fast forward to see what GM Evgeni Vasiukov did to take apart Nikolac Bakulin in a USSR Championship:


Game 2


Vasiukov – Bakulin


USSR Chp 1964


Half-Italian C50





1.e4 e5 2.Nf3 Nc6 3.Bc4 d6 4. d4 Bg4


Here we are again. We know that less-active moves for White like 4.d3 or 4.0-0 don’t manage to sustain an initiative. We saw in Game 1 that 5.c3 isn’t necessarily the answer, nor is 5.d5, which would encourage 5...Nd4. Vasiukov plays sharply with:


5.h3! Bh5 6.d5 Nb8


Not 6...Nd4 7.g4 Nxf3+ 8.Qxf3 Bg6 9.Bb5+.


7.Nc3 Nd7 8.Be3 Be7 9.g4 Bg6 10.Qd3 h5


[image: image]


“When should I play g2-g4?” is a question often asked in countless positions out of the opening. The short answer is, “When your opponent can’t take advantage of it.” White’s next move defuses Black’s typical counter to this advance.


11.g5 a6 12.0-0-0 b5 13.Bb3 Nc5


[image: image]


We’re in the middlegame. White is clearly better placed. Still, there are several points in this position that relate to the opening. Amateur play often sees a reluctance to “lose” a bishop for a knight, forgetting that it depends on the position. Secondly, White has to see the fruits of his opening labor here. He takes the knight and then the e5-pawn, while Black gets a capturing check on g5 followed by the forking of queen and bishop on c4. Vasiukov had to calculate that, seeing that the piece sacrifice on c4 would mobilize the d-, e-, and f-pawns, giving White an overwhelming position. If you can’t visualize it from this point, read the moves below and see how far you can get in your mind’s eye. Executing this plan required an active approach in the middlegame and an understanding of what White’s specific advantages were and how they exploited Black’s vulnerabilities.




Amateur play often sees a reluctance to “lose” a bishop for a knight, forgetting that it depends on the position.





14.Bxc5 dxc5 15.Nxe5 Bxg5+ 16.Kb1 c4


[image: image]


Look at the last diagram. Now look at this diagram. There are two important lessons here. One, in the previous diagram White took the time to look at all checks and captures and forced moves. That’s the most critical key to your rising to a much greater rating. Two, and also important, Vasiukov got to this position in his head and really looked at it. He didn’t dismiss it just because he was losing a piece. He looked at certain truths in the position:


1.After Nxc4 and Bxc4, he would have two pawns for the piece and a mobile pawn center.


2.Black is not castled, and it will take two tempi to do that.


3.Those black bishops are awkwardly placed: one is undefended, and the other is guarding a very weak h-pawn when Black castles.


Now take those elements and see if you can plot out what you would do here.


17.Nxc4 bxc4 18.Qxc4 Ne7 19.Rhg1 Bf6 20.f4


[image: image]


And here we are. The elements listed above make a lovely diagram for White. The point is that Vasiukov did the work necessary to convert his positional edge into a winning position by not only considering all the tactics, but also realizing that the diagram before this one told a story about the strengths of White’s position and the weaknesses of Black’s. If you’re going to get better, you’re going to have to leave the patzer or scholastic world of 30-minute chess and start playing in tournaments where you have two hours to think. Then you can spend some time evaluating a position and implementing a plan.


20...0-0 21.d6 cxd6 22.e5


One of the least appreciated strategies in chess is the indirect attack. I often have my students tell me how many pieces are attacking an enemy piece and include one piece indirectly attacking that piece. Putting a lesser piece opposite a greater piece even though there is “stuff” in the way can often have benefits, as we see in this game. Being aware of indirect threats and figuring out a way to make it a direct threat also gives you a short-term plan in the middlegame.


The rest of the game shows Black flailing about hopelessly, trying to delay the inevitable.


22...Bh4 23.exd6 Bf5 24.dxe7 Qxe7 25.Nd5 Qe6 26.Qd4 Qh6 27.Rg2 Kh8 28.Rdg1 Rg8 29.Qe5 Bxh3 30.Rh2 Bf6 31.Qe2 Bd4 32.Rg3 Bg4 33.Rxg4 hxg4 34.Qd2 Bg1 35.Rxh6+ gxh6 36.f5 Rg5 37.Qc3+ Rg7 38.Qc6 Rd8 39. Qxh6+ Kg8 40.f6 Rh7 41.Qg5+ Kh8 42.Qxg4 1-0


Here’s a miniature for you to quickly go through so you can see what can happen when Black exchanges on move five:


Game 3


Kovalev – Danilenko


Alushta 2009


Half-Italian C50





1.e4 e5 2.Nf3 Nc6 3.Bc4 d6 4.d4 Bg4 5.h3 Bxf3 6.Qxf3 Qf6 7. Qb3


[image: image]


7…0-0-0


If 7…Nxd4, White does much better than Kieseritzky with the queen attack: 8.Qxb7 Rd8 9.Be3 Nxc2+ 10.Kd2 Nxe3 11.Bb5+ Ke7 12.Qxc7+ Ke6 13.fxe3. After Black’s move 7, White cements his space advantage and some form of a- and b-pawn push is in order for White. As you will see, Black can’t get a counterattack going – again, because of the cramped position of his pieces.


8.d5 Na5 9.Qa4 Nxc4 10.Qxc4 g6 11.Nc3 a6


Ooh – target!!


12.b4 Kb8 13.a4 Bh6 14.Bxh6 Nxh6 15.a5 Qe7 16.b5 axb5 17.Qxb5


17.Nxb5 Qd7 18.a6 b6 19.a7+ Kb7 20.0-0.


17…Qd7 18.Qb3 f5 19.0-0 fxe4 20.Rfb1 Qc8 21.Qc4 e3 22.fxe3 Qd7 23.Rxb7+ 1-0


A cute finish. Black’s prospects in this line do not look promising as long as White knows how to deal properly with it. Players of the black pieces need not despair, though: there is another way to go, and more choices for White to deal with.


In going over games involving 1.e4 e5 2.Nf3 Nc6 3.Bc4 d6, it’s fair to conclude that after 4.d4, 4…Bg4 is probably not Black’s best choice. However, we’ve learned that White needs to play actively and not make routine developing moves. Hopefully, also, you have a greater appreciation of older games that give good lessons to help you understand the underlying principles of an opening. One such older player’s games are a resource I frequently use: Vasily Smyslov.


In his later years, Smyslov at times gravitated to less frequently played lines like this in the Italian Game and with 3…g6 in the Ruy López. One might speculate that it was to avoid having to keep up with the latest theoretical developments. It was a kind of “I’m going to sit here for a bit and see what ideas you have” attitude. By transposition, we know what Smyslov would play after 4.d4: he would head into the Hungarian Defense with 4…Be7. We have a game from his last quest for the world title where he qualified for the Candidates’ Matches out of the Interzonal, only to run into the Kasparov steamroller. He was still very dangerous, as Jonathan Mestel experienced in the following game. The opening issues brought up in this encounter are worthy of study. The Englishman plays well until an unfortunate oversight and Smyslov plays solidly. It’s a good lesson!


Game 4


Mestel – Smyslov


Las Palmas Interzonal 1982


Hungarian Defense C50





1.e4 e5 2.Nf3 Nc6 3.Bc4 Be7 4.d4 d6 5.d5


[image: image]


This position is challenging for both sides. White will try to utilize his space advantage and easy piece placement on both sides of the board. Black will look at an eventual …f7-f5 break and some queenside counterplay starting with …c7-c6. Again, the question of …Bg4 will arise as one of Black’s tasks is to get his bishops out of their cramped quarters.


Harding and Botterill, in their book The Italian Game, suggested another possibility: 5.Nc3, after which Mariotti – Westerinen, Venice 1971, went 5…Nf6 (5…Bg4 6.h3 [6.dxe5 dxe5 7.Qxd8+ Bxd8 8.Be3 Be7] 6…Bxf3 7.Qxf3 Nf6 8.d5 Nb8 9.Be3 Nbd7 10.g4) 6.h3 0-0 7.0-0 Nxe4 8.Nxe4 d5 9.Bxd5 Qxd5 10.Nc3 Qd6 11.dxe5 Nxe5 12.Nxe5 Qxe5 13.Re1 Qd6, and now perhaps 14.Nd5 Bd8 15.Bf4 Qg6 16.Bxc7 Bxh3 17.Nf4 Qh6 18.Bd6 Bg4 19.Qd5 Ba5.


Another alternative is what Rossolimo used to beat Euwe at Beverwijk in 1953; Euwe was so impressed that he wrote a lengthy article about it in Chess Review: 5.dxe5 dxe5 6.Qxd8+ Bxd8 7.Nc3 f6 8.a3 Na5 9.Ba2 b6 10.Be3 Nb7 (10…Ba6 11.Nd2) 11.0-0-0 Nd6 12.Nd2 Ne7 13.Nc4 Nxc4 14.Bxc4 c6 15.Ne2 Bc7 16.h3 (16.Rd2) 16…Bd7 17.Ng3 h5 18.Bf7+ Kxf7 19.Rxd7 Rac8, and now 20.Nf5 with a clear advantage. Euwe noted that neither 7…Nf6 8.Bb5 (8.Bg5); nor 7…Bg4 8.Be3; nor finally 7…Nd4 8.Nxd4 exd4 9.Nb5 c5 10.Nd6+ were appealing.


5…Nb8 6.Bd3


The bishop is placed on d3 to help prevent …f7-f5, although White can afford 6.h3 f5 7.exf5 Bxf5 8.Nc3 Nf6 9.Bd3 Bxd3 10.Qxd3. Harding and Botterill cite Kholmov – Moldchadsky, Moscow 1969.


6…Nf6


If Black tries the bishop move, White’s plan can go along these lines: 6…Bg4 7.h3 Bxf3 8.Qxf3 Bg5 9.Bxg5 Qxg5 10.Nc3 Nd7 11.Nb5 Qd8 12.0-0-0 Ngf6 13.g4 h6 14.h4. If Black gets energetic too soon, we get 6…f5 7.exf5 Nf6 8.Ng5.


Black can try a convoluted approach, although White is fine: 6…Nd7 7.0-0 Nf8 8.Nc3 h6 9.Be3 g5 10.Bb5+ Bd7 11.Qe2 Ng6 12.a4.


7.c4 0-0


[image: image]


Whereas many opening volumes have 7.h3 coming in to prevent 7…Bg4, it is noteworthy that Mestel proceeds with development and Smyslov doesn’t bother with …Bg4. Here’s one possibility that not only deals with …Bg4, but …f7-f5 as well: 7…Bg4 8.Be3 Na6 9.Nbd2 0-0 10.h3 Bxf3 11.Nxf3 h6 12.0-0 b6 (12…Nc5 13.Bxc5; 12…Nb4 13.Bb1), and now 13.Bc2 to have the option of Ba4 for more light-square control.


8.Nc3 c6 9.0-0 Nbd7 10.Rb1


If White pushes the pawn first, we can see why Mestel chose further preparation: 10.b4 a5 11.dxc6 bxc6 12.b5 Nc5 13.bxc6 Qc7= (13…Ra6).


10…Re8


If 10…a5, then 11.h3 Nc5 12.Bc2 Qc7 13.a3 and Black can’t play the usual …a5-a4 here.




Whereas many opening volumes have 7.h3 coming in to prevent 7…Bg4, it is noteworthy that Mestel proceeds with development and Smyslov doesn’t bother with …Bg4.





11.b4 Nf8


11…a5 12.a3 axb4 13.axb4 c5 14.b5 (14.Qc2).


12.Re1


12.h3 is also possible.


12…Ng6


The usual question of 12…Bg4 is answered by 13.h3 Bh5 14.Be3 h6 15.Be2.


13.Bf1


A good square for the bishop, as it was in the way a bit on d3. It also might be considered a future hedge against sacrifices against a pawn on h3. And if the closed center ever dissolves and Black trades off his light-squared bishop (one can dream!), then Bg2 or Bh3 come into consideration.


13…Rf8 14.Qb3 Kh8
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The opening phase is over, and each side gets to pick their middlegame plans. Smyslov has already played …c7-c6 and is not far from playing a properly timed …f7-f5. White can go any number of ways here: 15.a4; 15.h3; 15.dxc6. White continues with his apparent philosophy of the position: develop your pieces. This is a position you should play around with to see which continuation fits your temperament or style.


15.Bb2 cxd5 16.cxd5


16.cxd5 Ng4 17.h3 Nh6 18.Rbc1 (Houdini) was worthy of consideration.


16…Ng4 17.h3 Nh6 18.Rbc1 f5


[image: image]


This is a key middlegame position that directly relates to the outcome of both sides’ opening plans. White’s advantage lies on the queenside with the open c-file and his knight’s access to b5. Black could have prepared his pawn break with 18…Bd7 19.a4 and now 19… f5, but that might be nit-picking. The key consideration for White in meeting …f7-f5 is whether White should take the pawn. In the notes to moves 6 and 7, the answer was yes. Here, Mestel rightly decides to get right into the queenside play.


19.Nb5 fxe4 20.Rxe4 Bf5 21. Rec4 Nh4
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Both plans are in high gear here, but White puts on the brakes with defensive moves that give Smyslov his chance. It’s an unfortunate turnabout for White, as the game and his plan were so instructive. Whereas Black used his f-file strategy, White implemented his c-file strategy to great effect. At this point, however, things quickly start to fall apart.


Houdini points out that here White has an excellent line of play in 22.R1c3! Nxf3+ (22…Bd7 23.Nc7 Rb8 24.Ne6 Bxe6 25.dxe6 d5 26.Rxh4 Bxh4 27.Rc2) 23.Rxf3 Bd7 (23…Rc8 24.Rxc8 Qxc8 25.Nxa7) 24.Rxf8+ Qxf8 25.Rc7.


22.Nxh4? Bxh4


White could sacrifice the exchange to activate his rook and minor pieces to escape defeat: 23.Rxh4 Qxh4 24.Nxd6 Qf6 (24…Bxh3 25.Qe3 Bd7 26.Bxe5) 25.Nc4 Be4 26.Qe3 Bxd5 27.Nxe5 Nf5 28.Qf4 Nd6= (Houdini).


23.g3? Bg5 24.Rd1 Qb6 25.h4 Ng4 26.Rdd4


At first glance, this looks like a typo. It was worth a desperate try. Black would be challenged going down this complex path: 26…exd4 27.Bxd4 Qxb5 28.Bxg7+ Kxg7 29.Rxg4 Qxf1+! 30.Kxf1 Bxg4 31.hxg5. The Soviet chooses simplicity.


26…Bh6 27.Nc7 Rac8 28.Ne6 Bxe6 29.dxe6 Rce8 30.Be2 Nxf2 31.Rd5 Nh3+ 32.Kg2 Qg1+ 33. Kxh3 Qh1+ 34.Kg4 Qxd5 35.Rf4 Rxf4+ 0-1


This was a wonderful fighting game, filled with ideas for both sides on how to handle these types of positions. As you saw, this is a challenge for grandmasters as well. You have a good many alternatives to think about. It is important for White to remember to play actively, but not rashly. Pick the approach that makes you most comfortable (see the note to move 5). As the second player, plan your breaks with …c7-c6 and …f7-f5. Both sides should be careful about …Bc8-g4. Handling this move isn’t as easy as many opening books make it out to be, so it’s crucial that you understand the key ideas for both sides. If you know what you have to anticipate in your opponent’s play, your moves, choices, and timing will be more accurate.




Both sides should be careful about …Bc8-g4. Handling this move isn’t as easy as many opening books make it out to be, so it’s crucial that you understand the key ideas for both sides.





Game 5


Inglis – Hickmott


Shropshire League 2001


Half-Italian C50





It’s always nice to hear from readers. The games above prompted David Everington to send me a game that was so unique in opening theory that we are going to take a look at it. When I showed this game to a couple of masters and even a GM, they all expressed surprise. Mr. Everington tells us that he published an annual club bulletin for the Shrewsbury Chess Club in England. Back during the 2001/2 Shropshire League contests, two players, Eric Inglis and Ken Hickmott, sat down and played this game, which he published in the bulletin.


1.e4 e5 2.Nf3 Nc6 3.Bc4 d6 4. d4 Bg4


At this point, we recommended Vasiukov’s 5.h3! as best. White has also played 5.dxe5 here, as in this game – but an unexpected twist appears!


5.dxe5 Nxe5
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OK, this has all been played before. The attack on the bishop and the knight on f3 as well as the bishop pin on the knight has encouraged 90% of players of White to go with 6.Be2. When you see White’s next move, your first instinct is, “what!?”


6.Nxe5!!


One “!” for the move and another “!” for pure shock value. Initially I thought, “Shouldn’t there be a knight on c3 before you go doing things like Nxe5?” From the bulletin, Mr. Inglis shared his thoughts at the time, “Oh, well, it’s got to be Be2 now, I suppose. Don’t want my pawns doubled. Just a minute though, isn’t this that position Blackburne used to win from? I just sac the queen, followed by Bxf7+, etc..”


Mr. Inglis may be thinking of the Légal Pseudo-Sacrifice with 1.e4 e5 2.Nf3 d6 3.Bc4 Bg4 4.Nc3 h6? 5.Nxe5! Bxd1 6.Bxf7+ Ke7 7.Nd5#, or maybe a line in the Boden-Kieseritzky that goes 1.e4 e5 2.Bc4 Nf6 3.Nf3 Nxe4 4.Nc3 Nxc3 5.dxc3 d6? 6.0-0 (either 6.Nxe5 or 6.Ng5 are better) 6…Bg4? 7.Nxe5 Bxd1 8.Bxf7+ Ke7 9.Bg5#. He shouldn’t feel too bad, though. In Blackburne’s Chess Games by the immortal attacking genius himself, P.A. Graham wrote about Blackburne’s career and simul skills. He mentioned the initial frequency with which JHB got to play “Blackburne’s Trap” (Légal’s) and gave an example: 1.e4 e5 2.Bc4 d6 3.Nf3 Nc6 4.Nc3 Bg4 5.Nxe5 Bxd1 6.Bxf7+ Ke7 7.Nd5#, completely overlooking 5… Nxe5, which wins for Black. Anyhow, in our game, Black obligingly took the queen as both 6…Be6 7.Bxe6 dxe5 8.Qh5 Qf6 9.Bh3 and 7…fxe6 8.Qh5+ lose quickly.


6…Bxd1 7.Bxf7+ Ke7


Mr. Inglis is again very straightforward in the bulletin about his ruminations during the game: “Aargh! I had planned 8.Bg5#, but it isn’t. Now I remember, my other knight should be on c3 to deliver mate. Should I resign now, uttering some jocular inanity, and watch the other games? If I carry on, I have to stop …Nf6.”


Bravo, Mr. Inglis – you didn’t resign! You sat there and figured out a way to save yourself. In Openings for Amateurs, I noted that there are 25 tournament games where Black resigned after 1.e4 e5 2.Nf3 Nc6 3.Bc4 Be7 4.d4 exd4 5.c3 dxc3 6.Qd5 where they overlook that they can play 6… Nh6 7.Bxh6 0-0! 8.Bxg7 Kxg7 and have some defensive chances.


Back to the game at hand. Having realized that 8.Bg5 is not mate because the knight can block on f6, he logically takes the knight, turning Black’s euphoria into dismay.


8.Bxg8
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What is Black to do?


8…dxe5


Mate was threatened with Bg5. Now, ironically, it’s Black’s turn to deal with these unexpected moves. Black’s alternatives went from really bad with 8…Qb8 9.Bg5+ Ke8 10.Bf7#; to reasonable, but not good, with 8… h6 9.Nf7 Qe8 10.Nxh8 Bh5 11.Nc3 Kd8 12.g4 Bxg4 13.Bf7 Qd7 14.Bg6 c6 15.f3 Be7 (15…Bxf3 16.Bf5) 16.fxg4 Bh4+ 17.Kd2 Qxg4 18.Bf5 Bg5+ 19.Kd3 Qf3+ 20.Kc4 Bf6 21.Bd2; to a very slight disadvantage after 8…Rxg8 9.Bg5+ Ke6 10.Bxd8 Bxc2 11.Nf3 Bxb1 12.Bxc7 Bxe4 13.Ng5+ Kd7 14.Nxe4 Re8 15.f3 Kxc7 16.0-0-0 (Houdini). Mr. Hickmott found a fourth alternative, and a fighting one at that, albeit one that’s a bit optimistic.


9.Bg5+ Ke8 10.Bxd8 Rxd8 11.Bb3 Bh5
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12.0-0


At this point, Houdini points out that 12.Nd2 Ke7 13.f3 Kf6 14.Nc4 Bc5 15.Ke2 gives White an edge and makes Black’s defense more difficult than the game continuation. There’s an important lesson here. White makes the routine moves of castling and Nc3. That can’t be bad… can it? The answer is that it’s not bad, but it doesn’t meet the demands of the position. When you’re a pawn up in an endgame, it is crucial to prevent counterplay. The suggested improvement does that better than the chosen line. The difference resides in the activity of the black bishops. Realize where your opponent’s strengths lie and do everything you can to act quickly to prevent him from using them.


12…Bc5 13.Nc3 c6


Here is where the difference between purposeful and routine development shows itself. With the knight path Nd2-c4-e3 and a king supporting at e2, White has two well-placed pieces for the endgame. With 0-0 and Nc3, the king is off in the corner and the knight is shut down by the c6-pawn.


14.Rae1


Mr. Everington quite rightly points out that 14.Na4 would have given White some “hope.” For example, 14… Be7 15.f3 b5 16.Nc3 Bc5+ 17.Kh1 Ke7 18.a4 and White still faces a tough battle to convert this to a win.


14…Bd4 15.Nd1 Rf8 16.c3 Bb6 17.Kh1 Bxd1 18.Rxd1 Rxf2


Thanks to the activity of his rooks and bishops, Black picks up the lost pawn and equalizes the game.


19.Rxd8+ Kxd8 20.Rxf2 Bxf2 ½-½


This was a game of theoretical and pedagogical interest, and I am delighted that David Everington shared it. For the historical record, a Mega Database search unearthed only one game (by transposition – take note, Philidor fans!) with this line, and that was played in 2008, so, Mr. Inglis, you have a patent on 6.Nxe5 – the Inglis Trap!


For the Record: Barlović – Tkalec, Hum na Sutli Open (Croatia) 2008, Philidor’s Defense C41: 1.e4 e5 2.Nf3 d6 3.Bc4 Bg4 4.d4 Nd7 5.dxe5 Nxe5 6.Nxe5 Bxd1 7.Bxf7+ Ke7 8.Bxg8 dxe5 9.Bg5+ Ke8 10.Bxd8 Rxd8 11.Bb3 Be7 12.0-0 Be2 13.Re1 Ba6 14.Nc3 Bc5 15.Nd5 Rd7 16.Ne3 Rf8 17.f3 Rd2 18.Kh1 Rf6 19.Nd5 Rg6 20.g3 Be2 21.Rxe2 Rxe2 22.Nxc7+ Kd7 23.Nd5 Rh6 24.h4 g5 25.Rd1 Kc6 26.Ba4+ b5 27.Bxb5+ Kxb5 28.Nc3+ Kb6 29.Nxe2 gxh4 30.g4 Rf6 31.Rd3 h6 32.Kg2 Rg6 33.Kh3 Bf2 34.Rd5 h5 35.gxh5 Rg5 36.h6 Rh5 37.Rd6+ Kc7 38.Rg6 Be3 39.Kg4 Rxh6 40.Rxh6 Bxh6 41.Kxh4 Kd6 42.Kh5 Bd2 43.Kg6 Ke6 44.Ng3 a5 45.Nf5 Bc1 46.b3 Ba3 47.Ne3 Bb4 48.Nd5 Bd6 49.c3 Ba3 50.b4 axb4 51.cxb4 Kd7 52.Kf5 Kd6 53.b5 Kc5 54.b6 Kd4 55.Ke6 Bc5 56.a4 1-0.


The …exd4 Philidor Lines


We’ve been looking at solid, yet somewhat passive, defenses for Black in the Open Games involving 3…d6 after 1.e4 e5 2.Nf3 Nc6 3.Bc4. Black can also play …d7-d6 on move 2, giving a very old opening, the Philidor Defense.


In 1969, GM Bent Larsen gave the Philidor a new lease on life by playing it and drawing against Kavalek and Browne at San Juan, and against Tal in their Candidates tussle. Then, Larsen wrote Why Not the Philidor Defense?, published by Chess Digest in 1971. It was apparently a translation of material by GM Aivars Gipslis with additional notes by Larsen.


The monograph also revived a theoretical debate on whether (after 1.e4 e5 2.Nf3 d6 3.d4 exd4) White’s best move is 4.Qxd4 or 4.Nxd4. The answer, of course, is yes! Theoreticians seem to compliment both, but then go on to prefer just one.


We’re going with both because as White you have to figure out which type of position you prefer to play. 4.Qxd4 leads to the following diagram, with possibilities like 10.h4, 10.Rhe1, and even 10.e5:
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Or White can go the 4.Nxd4 route and may end up in a position like this:


[image: image]


This diagram arises after (perhaps) 1.e4 e5 2.Nf3 d6 3.d4 exd4 4.Nxd4 g6 5.Nc3 Bg7 6.Be3 (Tal–Larsen went 6.Bf4 Nf6 7.Qd2 0-0 8.0-0-0 Re8 9.f3 Nc6 10.Nxc6 bxc6) 6…Nc6 7.Qd2 Nf6 8.0-0-0 0-0 9.f3 Qe7.


At this point Purdy (Inside Look at What’s Wrong with Your Chess, vol. 3) teaches us all a great lesson. He shares his thinking about whether White should have played 10.g4 or 10.Bh6. If you’re preparing for meeting this defense, you had better answer that question and have a plan in mind.


This raises the greater question of the previous diagram. Look at them both. You have to pick one. How do you do that? Get to a database and go through games with both Nxd4 and Qxd4 positions.


Do not, under any circumstances, start to memorize moves or rely on one single great game, although a great game can be very helpful. Play through a dozen in each variation and ask yourself which approach you seemed to feel more comfortable with and found easier to understand. Black, if he’s playing this line, probably knows it pretty well, so you had also better review some games where Black wins so you can anticipate what will most likely be played against you. If you’re not happy about the style of counterattack against you, that might very well matter in your decision.


The point is clear: knowing the first ten moves or so in an opening is of little use if you don’t know what to do from that point. There are also other possibilities for both sides.


During my 40-year career teaching mostly American history, I built up a tremendous academic library to learn in depth all the history that I hadn’t been taught, or that I was taught incorrectly, by my teachers and professors. It made me a better teacher, and that was good because I was blessed with having year after year of our brightest and best students.


When writing my BCM column, I really got into investigating these openings. Turning them inside out became the same sort of passion that I had felt in my professional preparation as an instructor.


Investigating the …exd4 lines in Philidor’s Defense was an eye-opening experience. So many of these games were badly annotated because the annotator, be it a grandmaster or a chess teacher, annotated with respect to the result rather than to the moves themselves. You will see that emerge in the notes that follow. What really mattered is that this …exd4 line was playable, and that the player who understood the underlying truths of the position was most likely going to win. If you wish to play this as Black to avoid the Ruy López or the Italian Game, you will find some good ideas here. If you have White, you may need to re-evaluate what you have been taught and adjust your plans accordingly in order to win. My personal preference is for the white side, as my own style does not feel so happy in cramped positions. However, in many Internet Chess Club (ICC) games against Scandinavian fans of the Philidor, I saw that they are wonderful exemplars of people well versed in how to defend. Bobby Fischer, in Chess Life for 1964, annotated the entire Steinitz– Dubois match. One of the games was an …exd4 Philidor with some interesting ideas. As before, we will first go back in history.


Game 6


Steinitz – Dubois


Match II (6), London 1862


Philidor’s Defense C41





1.e4 e5 2.Nf3 d6 3.d4 exd4 4.Qxd4
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Fischer gave this an exclamation mark, pointing out that if 4.Nxd4, then 4…d5!?. What he had in mind after that is a mystery. Perhaps 4.Nxd4 d5 5.exd5 Qxd5 6.Nc3 Bb4 7.Qe2+ Ne7 8.Ndb5 Qd7 9.Qc4 Bxc3+ 10.Nxc3 0-0; or 7.Bb5+ c6 8.0-0 Bxc3 9.Nxc6! Qxd1 10.Nxb8+ Qd7 11.Nxd7 Bxd7 12.Bxd7+ Kxd7 13.bxc3 Nf6, and in either case White has a slight edge.


4…Bd7


A “hypermodern move” – Fischer. You still see this played, as it avoids the usual bishop pin after 4…Nc6. Whether it is a better move is arguable.


5.Be3


Just as in Sicilian Qxd4 lines, White gets his queen’s bishop out so that the queen can retreat to d2 without blocking in the bishop. The choice of e3 is interesting. If White went 5.Bf4, then Black later in the game wouldn’t be able to play 9…Ne5, for example 5.Bf4 Nc6 6.Qd2 Nf6 7.Nc3 Be7 8.h3 0-0 9.g4 Ne5?? which would lose a pawn on e5.


5…Nc6 6.Qd2 Nf6 7.Nc3 Be7
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8.h3!


Fischer: “A lovely, Nimzowitschian constricting move! Often, it’s a little move like this that sets the great masters apart from the routine woodpushers.” Mindless h2-h3 moves are the bane of beginners, but there is a point to this one.


8…0-0 9.g4!


“White prepares to drive away the knight in order to forestall a counterattack against his e-pawn by…Re8 and …Bf8, etc.” (Fischer).


9…Ne5 10.Nxe5 dxe5 11.g5
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At this point, with sharp moves, White’s advantage is slight, but Steinitz has been milking every bit out of the position. Unfortunately, Dubois now makes a horrible decentralizing move. What Steinitz would have done after 11…Ne8 would have been instructive. Fischer said simply that the retreat would have been better.


11…Nh5


If 11…Ne8 12.0-0-0 Be6, the best way may have been 13.Qe1 because if:


a) 13.Nd5 Bd6 (to oppose the now threatened f2-f4) 14.f4 Bxd5 15.exd5 exf4 16.Bxf4 Bxf4 17.Qxf4 Qd6=; or


b) 13.Qe2 Nd6 14.Qh5 c6 15.f4 Qa5 16.f5 Nc4! 17.Bxc4 Bxc4 18.g6 (18.f6 Bb4! and it’s Black who’s on the attack as the black king uses White’s g7-pawn for shelter) 18…fxg6 19.fxg6 hxg6 (19… h6 20.Bxh6) 20.Qxg6 Rf6 21.Qg3 Raf8 22.Rhg1 R8f7=.


After 13.Qe1, a possible continuation would be 13…Nd6 14.h4 c6 15.f4 exf4 16.Bxf4 Qc7 17.Qg3 (the idea behind 13.Qe1) 17…Rad8 18.Be2 b5 19.Rd4 Rd7 20.Rhd1 Rfd8 21.h5 and White, having pinned down Black to defending d6, enjoys good attacking chances on the kingside.


12.0-0-0
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Fischer: “and wins!” He’s right. He suggests that Black had planned 12… Be6 but overlooked 13.Qe2, losing material.


12…Bd6 13.Be2 Nf4 14.Bxf4 exf4 15.e5 Bc6 16.exd6 Bxh1 17. Rxh1 Qxg5 18.dxc7 Rac8 19.Nd5 Rfe8 20.Bf3 Qe5 21.Rd1 g5 22.Qd4 Qxd4 23.Rxd4 Kg7 24.Bg4 Re6 25.Rc4 Kf8 26.Bxe6 fxe6 27.Nf6 h6 28.Kd2 Kf7 29.Ne4 Ke7 30. Ke2 Kd7 31.Kf3 Rxc7 32.Rxc7+ Kxc7 33.Kg4 Kc6 34.c4 1-0


What do we learn from this game? White has an interesting plan from 1862 that looks pretty good. White combines pressure on the d-file with pawn advances on the kingside. Black’s constricted position gives him few choices. Perhaps 4…Nc6 5.Bb5 Bd7 6.Bxc6 isn’t so bad to defend!


We’ve taken a look at what can happen when Black gets “cute” with 4…Bd7 to avoid the exchange on c6; however, we have to ask ourselves if such a perfectly fine developing move as 4…Nc6 needs to be avoided. The same is true in the Hungarian Variation of the Sicilian after 1.e4 c5 2.Nf3 d6 3.d4 cxd4 4.Qxd4 Nc6. In the June 1973 issue of BCM, William Hartston quotes GM Unzicker as saying, after this …Nc6: “If that is a bad move, then chess is wrong.”


The game below, Anderssen– Paulsen, is number three in Richard Réti’s classic work, Masters of the Chessboard. Some of Réti’s more famous dictums are found in the notes to this game. We’re going to take a closer look at ideas for both sides that are still relevant today.


Game 7


Anderssen – Paulsen


Vienna 1873


Philidor’s Defense C62





1.e4 e5 2.Nf3 d6 3.d4 exd4 4.Qxd4 Nc6 5.Bb5 Bd7 6.Bxc6 Bxc6


[image: image]


6…bxc6 is quite playable. It, too, is cramped. Tal and Antoshin played it in the 1960s. Giorgadze in the 1980s and Tisdall in the 1990s also tried it. Most people go with 6…Bxc6 because it is less destructive of Black’s pawn setup.


7.Bg5 Nf6 8.Nc3 Be7 9.0-0-0 0-0


[image: image]


Tarrasch warns of the “pseudosacrifice” by Black on e4 with 10…Nxe4 11.Nxe4 Bxe4 12.Bxe7 Qxe7 13.Rhe1 f5, yet he seems torn between 10.Rhe1, defending the pawn, and 10.h4, defending the indirectly attacked bishop. Most players opt for 10.Rhe1 for reasons we will soon discuss. By the way, there is considerable disagreement about this move among modern-day chess teachers. Thus, the following discussion is very valuable.


10.Rhe1 Re8


[image: image]


This is a tabiya of sorts for the 10.Rhe1 line. As White, you need a plan here. Your advantage lies in the placement of your pieces on the d- and e-files, constricting Black, so that’s where you need to concentrate.


11.Kb1


[image: image]


Here Réti makes an important point: “where a lasting positional advantage has been achieved such safety moves are nearly always to the point.” Modern players often follow this idea, especially in the Sicilian when White has castled queenside. We do offer a precaution here, though: is White’s advantage lasting? Réti had a funny way of looking at positions after a few opening moves as being matters of technique. Lasker once ripped him for writing that, in the game Te Kolsté – Réti, Baden-Baden 1925, after 1.e4 Nf6 2.e5 Nd5 3.Nc3 Nxc3 4.dxc3 Black already had a winning game!


11…Bd7?!


Black wastes time here. Réti criticizes this as well, but doesn’t offer an alternative (since Black is lost anyhow!?). As with all opening positions, let’s consider a developing move:


11…Qd7 12.h3 (as we saw in Steinitz–Dubois, taking away squares to restrict your opponent is constructive) 12…h6 13.Bh4 a5 14.a4 (There is nothing wrong with making defensive moves when you have the initiative. Here, stopping Black’s counterplay with …b7-b5 is important. If White gets over-eager, Black can get a nice queenside counterattack going, i.e. 14.g4 b5 15.Nd5 Bxd5 16.exd5 b4 17.Qd3 a4) 14…Ra6 (another way is 14…Rab8 and a properly timed …b7-b5) 15.Qc4 Qe6 16.Qd3 Nd7 17.Nd4 Qg6 18.Bxe7 Nc5! (18…Rxe7 19.Nf5 Re8 20.Nd5) 19.Qf1! (that pieces can move backwards is often forgotten by players; this queen move attacks b5, defends g2, and supports an f2-f4 advance) 19…Rxe7 20.Nxc6 (20.Nf5 Re6 21.f3 Nxa4) 20…bxc6 (20…Rxc6 21.g4 Nxe4 22.Nd5!) 21.e5 (players of both sides need to be aware of the effect, at any time, of White’s e4-e5 push) 21…d5 22.f4 Qg3 (to prevent g2-g4) 23.Qg1 (23.Nxd5 cxd5 24.Qb5 Qxf4 25.Qxc5 Rxe5 26.Rxe5 Qxe5 27.Qxd5 Qxd5 28.Rxd5 Kf8, and White has a more active rook and Black’s pawns are targets on the queenside; still, it’s a difficult game requiring excellent endgame technique) 23…Nd7 24.Ne2 Qh4 25.Qe3 Rb6 26.Nd4, and White’s central advantage persists, but it’s not so easy.


12.Bxf6!?


Réti doesn’t mention any alternatives here. He gets very wrapped up in the emerging isolated-pawn position where he makes the important points about the weakness of the isolani not being as important as the lovely square that it gives the opposition in front of the pawn. He also points out that the knight is the most “effective” piece for that square. All excellent points for players to remember when creating pawn weaknesses in the opening. Let’s look at the immediate e4-e5: 12.e5 dxe5 13.Rxe5 Be6 14.Qh4 Qc8 (14…Nd7 15.Re4 c6 16.Qg3 Bxg5 17.Nxg5 Bd5 18.Nxd5 cxd5 19.Rxd5) 15.Nd4 h6 16.Nxe6 hxg5 17.Nxg5 Qg4 18.Re4 Qxh4 19.Rxh4 Rad8 20.Rc4, and White’s a pawn up, though it will, again, require good technique to gain the point.


12…Bxf6 13.e5 Be7 14.Nd5 Bf8 15.exd6


[image: image]


15…cxd6


Réti spends an entire half-page of text on the positional genius of Anderssen and his understanding of the use of d5, but doesn’t mention Black’s other options. Please, do not misunderstand. What Réti had to say in this book and the principles he laid down helped generations of chessplayers. It’s just that, as a chessplayer, you will only develop if you really study some games. Wring out every truth in the position. IM Bernard Zuckerman, writing a theory article on the Philidor over 40 years ago, said that he got so wrapped up in Réti’s Masters of the Chessboard that he used to play Qxd4. Then he started playing Nxd4 because “now, I am not so sure.” Questioning is a road to enlightenment. Let’s look at a little Zwischenzug: 15…Rxe1 16.Nxe1 cxd6 17.Nd3 Qg5 18.Ne3 Qh5 19.h3 Re8 20.Nf4 Qe5 21.Nfd5 Qxd4 22.Rxd4 f5 23.b3 Kf7 with equality, although I have the funny feeling the better player will win here.


16.Rxe8 Bxe8 17.Nd2 Bc6 18. Ne4 f5 19.Nec3 Qd7


[image: image]


This position raises an important opening question, even at move 20. If you “like” Qxd4, do you like this position? Are you nervous because Black has the two bishops? Do you focus on the d6-pawn? Are you at a loss for a plan here? This position can occur in various Open Games. You are no longer in the opening, but the opening has determined this position. White has an edge, not a forced win. Edges can disappear as quickly as an autumn leaf in a strong wind. We reiterate: know the positions your opening will take you to and study the plans other players have used. Let’s see what Anderssen did.


20.a3 Qf7 21.h3 a6 22.g4


Réti makes another great point here. Anderssen has shut down counterplay in the center, thus the flank attack by White is justified. He refers to “tea-house” players who just fling those kingside pawns forward with no regard for Black’s possibility of countering in the center.




Positional edges can disappear as quickly as an autumn leaf in a strong wind.





22…Re8 23.f4 Re6 24.g5 b5 25.h4 Re8 26.Qd3 Rb8 27.h5 a5


It’s worth pointing out that Black is trying two things here: keeping the files from being opened on the kingside, and attacking on the queenside against the target a-pawn. Just in case you’re not paired with Adolf Anderssen, and your opponent is somewhat less precise, this is not that bad an idea!


28.b4! axb4 29.axb4 Qxh5 30.Qxf5 Qf7 31.Qd3 Bd7 32.Ne4


Anderssen’s play with the knights is praised by Réti. After going over this game, you might want to look over Chigorin’s games! It’s good to develop a balanced view of two bishops vs. two knights.


32…Qf5 33.Rh1


Réti notes that White now threatens Nd5-e3 and f4-f5. Once again, he fails to comment on Black’s possibilities.


33…Re8??


[image: image]


A blunder! Much better was 33… Be6 34.Rh4 (leaving the rook on b8 and moving the bishop to e6 prevents Anderssen’s game line because, after 34.Nef6+ gxf6 35.Nxf6+ Kf7 36.Rxh7+ Bg7 37.Rxg7+ Kxg7, there’s no rook on e8 to take with check) 34…Ra8 35.Ne3 Qf7 36.Rxh7 Bf5 37.Rh2 Qa2+ 38.Kc1 Ra3, and we have one interesting fight on our hands!


34.Nef6+


Now Anderssen gets to be Anderssen!


34…gxf6 35.Nxf6+ Kf7 36.Rxh7+ Bg7 37.Rxg7+ Kxg7 38.Nxe8+ Kf8 39.Qxf5+ Bxf5 40.Nxd6 and 1-0 in 54 moves (my thanks to former BCM editor James Pratt for pointing out that the game actually went 54 moves rather than the 40 moves my resource had – as well as for many other details in this book).


What can we learn from this ancient game? If you’re playing the Qxd4 line, your future lies in dominating the d- and e-files with an eye on a well-timed e4-e5. Once you’ve established your control over Black’s counterplay in the center, then a flank movement is in order. If you’re Black, your theme has to be “alertness.” You have to look for opportunities to exchange along the central files. You can’t be providing targets for White on the kingside with poorly thought-out pawn moves. Lastly, attack on the queenside.


Next, we’ll look at how modern players handle this Qxd4 line.


We’ve been looking at the 3.d4 exd4 4.Qxd4 Philidor because both sides of the board at amateur levels need to understand that, while solid, it is not as easy to play as it may look, and the attacking chances for White are not as certain as they seem. Even GMs have had their difficulties with this line. We will look (by transposition) at a modern player trying to deal with the issue.


Game 8


Nevsky – Bashelkhanov


Irkutsk 2014


Philidor’s Defense C62





1.e4 e5 2.d4 exd4 3.Qxd4 d6 4.Nc3 Nc6 5.Bb5 Bd7 6.Bxc6 Bxc6 7.Nf3 Nf6 8.Bg5 Be7 9.0-0-0 0-0


[image: image]


Here we are again! Most openings texts give White the edge because of the freer position enjoyed by the first player. Rhe1, h2-h4, and even e4-e5 have been tried here. When Black has defended properly, it’s a quite tenable position. The biggest problem for Black is making accurate moves. One of the more notorious examples of this is found in Alekhine’s collection of games. Alekhine – Van Mindeno, simultaneous exhibition, Amsterdam 1933: 10.h4 h6 11.Nd5 hxg5 (A.A. gave this a big “?”; he says Black should have gone with 11… Nxd5 12.exd5 Bd7 with a “perfectly safe defense.” He probably figured Black would fall for the offer, which he does.) 12.Nxe7+ Qxe7 13.hxg5. At this point A.A. claims that Black is lost. Houdini points out that this is not so: 13…Nh7 (the game went 13…Nxe4 14.Rh5 Qe6 [Larsen pointed out that Black defends with 14…f5 15.g6 Qe6 16.Ne5 Rfe8 {even 16…Qxa2 –Houdini} 17.Rdh1 Kf8 18.Rh8+ Ke7 19.Nxc6+ Kd7! {19… bxc6 20.Qxg7+ mates!}] 15.Rdh1 f5 16.Ne5) 14.Rh5 Qxe4 15.Rdh1 Qxd4 16.Nxd4 Be4 and Black wins. One last point: 10.Kb1 runs into 10…Nxe4!.


10.Rhe1 Re8


[image: image]


11.Qd2


Alekhine suggested 11.Kb1 to keep the tension in the position. It also gets the king off that c1-h6 diagonal, which often proves annoying when Black hits g5 with bishop or queen. Velimirović chose that route several times for instance Velimirović – P. Petrović, Belgrade Cup 2007: 11…a6 (11…Qd7 12.h3 h6 13.Bh4 a6 [13…Bd8 makes for a feistier defense]) 12.e5 dxe5 13.Qxe5 Qc8 (13…Bd6 14.Qd4 Rxe1 15.Rxe1=) 14.Qf4 h6 15.Rxe7 hxg5 16.Rxe8+ Qxe8 17.Nxg5 with a clear extra pawn. White won in 46 moves.


11…h6 12.Bf4


[image: image]


By playing his queen back in order to play Nf3-d4 and f2-f3 (shades of the Qxd4 Sicilian!), White threatens a formidable attacking setup with a possible g2-g4 and h2-h4 pawn storm, rooks over to the kingside, and a nicely posted knight on f5 that may even coordinate a sacrifice on h6. Black allows that to happen here because he thinks his queenside demonstration will provide sufficient counterplay. Black has three defensive strategies to choose from:


a) 12…Bf8 to protect h6 and allow …Qd8-e7 to continue pressure on e4, which is a consistent theme in this whole line;


b) 12…Nh5 to coax the bishop back to e3 where it masks the rook’s defense of e4. Once the bishop retreats to e3, Black can offer a draw with 13… Nf6; and


c) 12…a6 with …b7-b5 to follow, with the idea of hitting the c3-knight. It’s sharper than …a7-a5, which doesn’t really hit anything. We have seen people play …a5-a4 to get …Ra8-a5 in, but it’s at best a cumbersome defensive maneuver.


12…a5


12…Nh5 13.Be3 Nf6 14.Qd3 (to avoid the repetition) is met with 14… Ng4 15.Bd4 Bf6 16.h3 Bxd4 17.Qxd4 Ne5.


13.Nd4 Bd7 14.f3


[image: image]


14…c6?


This is one of those “if a, then b” moments. He might as well have continued the idea with 14…a4 15.g4 a3 16.b3 c6 17.Nf5 Bxf5 18.gxf5 Nh5 19.Bxd6 Bg5 20.f4 Qxd6 21.fxg5 Qxd2+ 22.Rxd2 hxg5 23.Rg2 f6 24.h4 Ra5 25.hxg5 Rc5 26.Na4 Rce5 27.gxf6 Nxf6 28.Nc3 b5 29.b4 Rxf5 30.Reg1 Rf3 31.Rxg7+ Kf8 32.R7g3, when White has some small hope of collecting the point.


15.g4


15.Nde2 d5 16.exd5 cxd5 17.Nxd5 Nxd5 18.Qxd5.


15…Nh7 16.Kb1


He could have played 16.Nf5 immediately.


16…Bg5 17.Nf5 Bxf5 18.gxf5 Bxf4 19.Qxf4 Re5 20.Rg1 Qf6 21.Qg4 Kf8 22.f4 Rc5


[image: image]


23.e5!


An effective vacating move for the knight to enter the fray at e4 to decisive effect.


23…dxe5 24.Ne4 Qe7 25. Qxg7+ Ke8 26.Qxh7 1-0


Black resigns, as mate follows.


What have we learned about Qxd4 ? It is indeed dangerous. Black needs to know his most active defensive plans, involving speedy queenside counterplay and/or pressure on e4. Our most modern game demonstrates that Nevsky decided that a kingside attack is best served with a white knight on d4. That begs the question, “Why not play 4.Nxd4 right away?” We’ll look at the answer to that question next.


We have seen the advantages and disadvantages of 4.Qxd4 in the 3… exd4 Philidor and now turn our attention to a very logical move: 4.Nxd4. The knight finds a home on a key central square with an eye on f5 for the middlegame. It also releases the f2-pawn for duty at f3 or f4 as part of a kingside attack.


This particular game was chosen because it is instructive for both sides and because IM Bernard Zuckerman, an American opening theorist respected by Fischer, wrote a comprehensive article on it in the January 1971 Chess Life. Some of his valuable thoughts will be included here.


Game 9


Zuckerman – S. Nikolić


Bari 1970


Philidor’s Defense C41





1.e4 e5 2.Nf3 d6 3.d4 exd4 4. Nxd4 Nf6 5.Nc3 Be7


[image: image]


6.Bf4


There is no objectively “best” move here. Three other very popular choices Zuckerman assesses are 6.Be2 (“quiet”), 6.Bc4 (“weaker as it exposes the bishop to …a7-a6 and …b7-b5 or …Nxe4 and …d6-d5”), and 6.g3 (“a strong continuation”). This last choice can get pretty lively. Carlsen – Bacrot, Blitz World Chp 2007, went 6.g3 d5 7.e5 Ng4 8.Bg2 c6 9.f4 Nh6 10.0-0 Qc7 11.f5 Qxe5 12.Bxh6 0-0 13.Bf4 Qf6 14.g4 Bc5 15.Nce2 Nd7 16.Kh1 h6 17.c3 Ne5 18.Ng3 Nc4 19.b3 Nb6 20.Nh5 Qh4 21.Bg3 Qg5 22.h4 Qd8 23.Qd2 Bd6 24.Bxd6 Qxd6 25.f6 Bxg4 26.fxg7 Bxh5 27.Nf5 1-0.


6…0-0 7.Qd2


The queen advances to d2 rather than retreating to her square. Forming a battery on the c1-h6 diagonal is a strong strategic idea, looking to a possible Bxh6 in the future should Black want to meet g4-g5 threats with …h7-h6. With the bishop on f4, there is no harassing …Nf6-g4 with its access to e5. Here …Nf6-h5 does not do so well, as the decentralization is not worth an insignificant nudging of the bishop on f4.


7…Nc6 8.0-0-0


[image: image]


8…Ne5


Exchanging knights can get wild: 8…Nxd4 9.Qxd4 a6 10.f3 b5 11.g4 c5 12.Qd2 b4 13.Nb1! Qa5 14.Bc4 Be6 15.Qe2 Ne8? (15…Bxc4 16.Qxc4 Nd7 is better, as it is more active. The passive knight move simply wastes time with the later …Ne8-c7-b5. From d7, there are active squares [e5, b6] immediately available.) 16.Nd2 Nc7 17.Kb1 Nb5 18.g5 Rab8 19.Ka1 Rb7 20.Qd3 Rd8 21.Bd5 Bxd5 22.exd5 Re8 23.Rde1 Qd8 24.h4 Bf8? (A second passive choice by Black and a warning to all 3…exd4 players: just because you’ve played a less aggressive opening doesn’t mean you have to play the middlegame that way. Doing so is a recipe for defeat. Now, White gets to do to Black what Black should have done to White: 24…a5 25.Nc4 a4 26.Bd2 a3.) 25.Ne4 Kh8 26.h5 Rbe7 27.Reg1 Rb7 28.Bc1! (a quite instructive backward bishop move in conjunction with 29.h6) 28… Qc8 29.h6 g6 30.b3 Be7 31.Bb2+ Kg8 32.Re1 Rf8 33.Bf6 Bxf6+ 34.Nxf6+ Kh8 35.Rh4 Nc3 36.Rc4 Nb5 37.Rce4 Rb8 38.Re7 Qh3 39.Nd7 Rbc8 40.Nxf8 Rxf8 41.Rxf7! (Solodovnichenko – De Santis, Padova Open 2012).


9.h3!


As we pointed out in Steinitz–Dubois, this is an important idea as it is restrictive (denying Black’s pieces access to g4) as well as attacking (preparing for g2-g4). Zuckerman makes some other points. He felt that with the black knight on e5, the natural move 9.f3 (with a later g2-g4) makes the f3 square weak. He also points out that h2-h3 is very useful as, after …Ne5-g6, it gives the bishop a retreat square to h2, and it also allows the advance to f4 to be played in one move. All in all, this is a very effective h2-h3 move!


9…c6 10.g4 Qc7


Black chooses passive defense. He could have challenged White to sacrifice a pawn for an attack with 10…Ng6 11.Bg3 d5 12.e5 Nd7 13.Nf5 Ndxe5 14.Nxe7+ Qxe7 15.f4 Nd7 16.h4 f5 17.h5 Nh8 18.Re1 Qf7 19.g5. Zook notes that the one advantage to 10… Qc7 was that it made him (as White) “a little over-ambitious.”


11.g5 Ne8


[image: image]


Zuckerman’s “over-ambitious” move is about to take place. He gives an interesting commentary about his choice of 12.Nf5: “This gives White some attacking chances on the kingside but weakens his control of the center and gives Black some play against White’s vulnerable pawn on f5. Simply 12.Be3! and 13.f4 gave White a very strong position without unnecessary risks.”


12.Nf5?!


Better was 12.Be3! b5 13.f4 Nc4 14.Bxc4 bxc4 15.Qe2 Ba6 16.Nf5, and the knight will not be captured, retaining tremendous influence within Black’s camp.


12…Bxf5 13.exf5 f6


“Black could have played the calm 13…d5, not fearing 14.f6.” And yet again, Black’s difficulties lie in not being active, especially when you consider that the properly timed move …d6-d5 is such an important idea for Black in the Open Games.
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