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In tro duc tion

1…e5 is the most re li able con tin u a tion against 1.e4. No one can doubt this any -
more. In fact, re cently 1...e5 has been the rea son for many elite play ers to switch
from 1.e4 to 1.d4, 1.Àf3 or even 1.c4.

Al though ‘mere mor tals’, i.e., play ers be low 2600 Elo, should not be so in flu -
enced by the fluc tu at ing trends of the elite, and should con cern them selves more
about end game tech nique and cal cu lat ing skills, even tu ally we all still play the same 
game and pay the same stiff pen alty for our open ings mis con duct in the form of
rat ing points. The high-level in no va tions by su preme the o re ti cians such as Vasily
Ivanchuk, Viswanathan Anand and Veselin Topalov even tu ally get ab sorbed on the
lower lev els and also change the land scape in which the o ret i cal bat tles take place
be tween 1900-2400 rated play ers. The most sig nif i cant ex am ple is the vast pop u -
lar ity of the line 1.e4 e5 2.Àf3 Àf6 3.Àxe5 d6 4.Àf3 Àxe4 5.Àc3 in the Petroff
De fence – this vari a tion emerged as the main weapon of en thu si as tic club play ers
around the world, who try to fol low in the foot steps of Anand and Topalov. There is 
vir tu ally no 1.e4 open ing man ual or DVD that does not rec om mend this ag gres sive
sys tem for White, which is stra te gi cally poor but dan ger ous.

My own 1...e5 rep er toire is based on that same, very de pend able Petroff De -
fence: 1.e4 e5 2.Àf3 Àf6. This open ing means a lot to me as a chess player. I find it
very nat u ral, har monic and rel a tively easy to em ploy, af ter many years of prac tice. I
also firmly be lieve that the Petroff will never be re futed, un like many lines in the Si -
cil ian or other defences for Black. The beauty in the Petroff is that Black hardly has
to make any con ces sions for his rel a tively ac tive piece play and the ab sence of weak -
nesses in his struc ture. If you com pare this to the Si cil ian Dragon, for in stance:
whereas there, Black has a very clear plan and easy de vel op ment with no struc tural
weak nesses, he has to pay a very costly price for this priv i lege. White has a di rect
path for an as sault: push  h4-h5 and at tack along the h-file. Oth er wise, the Dragon
would be the per fect open ing. If you com pare the Petroff to other chal leng ing Si cil -
ian sys tems, in most of the latter Black is very cramped and pas sive within the first
20-25 moves. The pawns e6, d6, which char ac ter ize the Najdorf and Scheveningen
sys tems, do pro vide Black with great po ten tial to take over the cen tre and ex ploit
the fact White is miss ing an im por tant cen tral pawn, but they are also a real li a bil ity 
during the first 20-25 moves, and make it very hard for mere human play ers to
with stand White’s ini tia tive and to mas ter these sys tems.

On the other hand, contrary to the many prej u dices, the Petroff can be mas tered
with rel a tive ease. The only price Black has to pay is that some times the po si tions
are quite sim pli fied, but this does not happen so of ten as many play ers claim.
Against am bi tious white play ers, a fierce bat tle can be ex pected.

How ever, the first part of this book, which deals with White’s al ter na tives to the
Petroff, is by no means less im por tant. I hon estly be lieve that my rec om men da tions
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against the Vi enna Game and the King’s Gam bit are unique and very pow er ful. My
rec om men da tion against the Scotch Four Knights is quite ex trav a gant and could be
crit i cized. How ever, I be lieve the main stream so lu tions for Black in this open ing
lead to very dry and ex hausted po si tions and my am bi tion was to chal lenge ‘the ory 
es cap ists’ out of their com fort zone.

Part 2 and 3 of this book are a com pre hen sive study of the Petroff De fence. My rec -
om men da tions are based on the games and choices of top GMs such as Vladi mir
Kramnik, Boris Gelfand, Wang Yue, Jan Smeets (whose prep a ra tion and style are
worth pay ing at ten tion to) and Anish Giri. The guide line for choos ing the games
pre sented in this book was very me tic u lous and de lib er ated. I chose to pres ent as
ob jec tively as pos si ble mostly rel e vant the o ret i cal bat tles. I don’t be lieve in pre ten -
tious books titled ‘Win ning with the…’, es pe cially when they deal with an open -
ing rep er toire for Black. It’s quite ironic for me to say this, as you will no tice that in
many of the lines I claim a small or even a clear ad van tage for Black. How ever, this
has noth ing to do with being bi ased or prej u diced or – a more se vere ver dict – not
objective. Many of White’s at tempts (es pe cially among club play ers) are du bi ous
and na ive at best, and many of them are sim ply mis taken and los ing. This book has
nothing to hide, and I never de lude or mis lead the read er re gard ing what I per ceive 
as the true eval u a tions.

Through out this book I have made ex ten sive use of Houdini 3.0 pro x64. I think
it is only fair to say that a 2400 Fide mas ter is not priv i leged enough to make his
own as sess ments of the po si tions of top play ers, and nei ther is he in a position to
elab o rate on their analyses with out the us age of this ‘chess mon ster’. How ever, this
hasn’t pre vented me from try ing to be as lu cid and in struc tive as I could hope to be.

The na ture of the chess game has sig nif i cantly changed in the past two de cades
and this ten dency will con tinue to grow towards ‘ex treme mon stros ity’. Chess is
now more con crete and dy nam i c than ever. As much as I like and ap pre ci ate Da vid
Bronstein’s Zu rich 1953 tour na ment book, his writ ing style (with vir tu ally only ver -
bal com ments) could not be im i tated in our era.

The Petroff De fence is prob a bly the most de famed of all the re li able open ings. To
many chess fans around the world it epit o mizes bor ing, drawish play. Well, these
chess fans sim ply have to ac cept the bit ter fact that the pri mary goal of top play ers is 
to at tain equal ity with black. In deed, you can hardly tri umph in de cent Swiss open
tour na ments by solely play ing the Petroff as Black. I never claim any where in this
book that black players should stick to one open ing against 1.e4. Play ers rated
above 2100-2200, whose games are al ready pub lished in Megabases, should avoid
be com ing easy tar gets for ma li cious home prep a ra tion.

My be lief that a com bi na tion of some sort of Si cil ian as Black along with 1...e5 is 
the most le thal and dan ger ous com bi na tion: I think that Boris Gelfand is the role
model to fol low in that sense.

But apart from that, as I have claimed in the above and hope to prove with the
anal y sis in this book, the Petroff is per fectly play able for Black, and not only to
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draw. If you learn to work with its struc tural so lid ity and ac tive piece play, it will
gain you many (full!) points in tour na ment prac tice.

Some words of ad vice:
In or der to de rive the great est ben e fit from my book, I re ally rec om mend you to

cre ate PGN/CBH files with the vari a tions you in tend to use, out of the games pre -
sented in this book. This is a proven method to ab stract the rel e vant knowl edge you 
ac quire while studying the games. The rea son for this is our hu man ten dency to
for get sub tle ties and con crete vari a tions. You can not ex pect to re mem ber ev ery
forced vari a tion (un less you have a pho to graphic mem ory) sug gested in this book.
You must re fine the im por tant lines that you in tend to im ple ment into fold ers with
ref er ences to the games I ex am ined. If you pre fer, you can also wait for the IPad ver -
sion of this book, which will ap pear shortly.

 In tro duc t ion
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Chap ter 9

Cochrane Gam bit and Paulsen Vari a tion

1.e4 e5 2.Àf3 Àf6 3.Àxe5 d6 4.Àxf7?!!

TsLdMl.t
jJj._NjJ
._.j.s._
_._._._.
._._I_._
_._._._.
IiIi.iIi
rNbQkB_R

TsLdMl.t
jJj._NjJ
._.j.s._
_._._._.
._._I_._
_._._._.
IiIi.iIi
rNbQkB_R

This sac ri fice, which is called the Cochrane Gam bit, is ob jec tively du bi ous. Cor rect
play by Black suf fices for at least equal ity. How ever, Black can never let go of his
guard, be cause even if the queens are off the board Black will still be three pawns
down for the piece, so even ma te ri ally he is n’t win ning.

1.e4 e5 2.Àf3 Àf6 3.Àxe5 d6 4.Àc4 Àxe4 5.Àc3 Àxc3 6.bxc3

TsLdMl.t
jJj._JjJ
._.j._._
_._._._.
._N_._._
_.i._._.
I_Ii.iIi
r.bQkB_R

TsLdMl.t
jJj._JjJ
._.j._._
_._._._.
._N_._._
_.i._._.
I_Ii.iIi
r.bQkB_R

This is the Paulsen Vari a tion, named af ter the fa mous the o re ti cian of the 19th cen -
tury, Louis Paulsen. In Is rael is it of ten called the Beer-Sheva Vari a tion, af ter a city in
the south of the country with a ri dic u lous amount of good chess play ers, where
this vari a tion is popular. White’s con cept is to con trol the cen tre and get some play
along the b-file.

Part  2 – Petrof f :  The Clas  s i  ca l  3.Àxe5
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Chap ter 19

5.d4, 7...Ãe7: 8.c4 without 9.Ãe2
1.e4 e5 2.Àf3 Àf6 3.Àxe5 d6 4.Àf3 Àxe4 5.d4 d5 6.Ãd3 Àc6  7.0-0 Ãe7
8.c4

T_LdM_.t
jJj.lJjJ
._S_._._
_._J_._.
._IiS_._
_._B_N_.
Ii._.iIi
rNbQ_Rk.

T_LdM_.t
jJj.lJjJ
._S_._._
_._J_._.
._IiS_._
_._B_N_.
Ii._.iIi
rNbQ_Rk.

This is White’s best shot against the Petroff in the 3.Àxe5 vari a tion. Un til the ex -
tremely pop u lar 5.Àc3 popped in, 8.c4 had been played al most ex clu sively at the
high lev els of com pet i tive chess. I perceive the 8.c4 vari a tion as a ‘no mess ing
around’ ap proach to the po si tion. White im me di ately un der mines Black’s knight
on e4.

Af ter 8.c4, 8...Àb4! is prob a bly the best re tort for Black. Black re fuses to steer
the game into con ven tional isolani po si tions. The logic be hind this move is that it
in ter rupts the nor mal flow of de vel op ment of the white pieces.

Now White can choose be tween two paths: a tactical and a po si tional one. White 
can try to take ad van tage of the fact that Black has not yet cas tled and re frain from
re treat ing his light-squared bishop to e2, chal lenging Black right away. This ap -
proach may catch some un sus pi cious play ers unawares, but in the long term, Black
re pels White’s ini tia tive and main tains the bal ance.

The lines af ter 9.cxd5 Àxd3 10.©xd3 ©xd5 11.Õe1 Ãf5 are ex tremely com pli -
cated and messy. You should go over Games 70-71 sev eral times in or der to
comprehend the jumble of tac tics, oth er wise you will be wiped off the board.

The po si tional line with 9.Ãe2 will be ex am ined in the next chap ter, and the en -
tire 8.c4 line will get a gen eral con clu sion at the end of Chap ter 20.
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Game 69(C42)

Leko, Pe ter

Gelfand, Boris

Mos cow 2008 (8)

1.e4 e5 2.Àf3 Àf6 3.Àxe5 d6
4.Àf3 Àxe4 5.d4 d5 6.Ãd3 Àc6
 7.0-0 Ãe7 8.c4! Àb4!

T_LdM_.t
jJj.lJjJ
._._._._
_._J_._.
.sIiS_._
_._B_N_.
Ii._.iIi
rNbQ_Rk.

T_LdM_.t
jJj.lJjJ
._._._._
_._J_._.
.sIiS_._
_._B_N_.
Ii._.iIi
rNbQ_Rk.

8...Àf6 is an other very fea si ble ap -
proach, em braced by the most con sis -
tent and stron gest Petroff ex pert – Boris 
Gelfand. This move lies out side the
scope of this book, but care ful ex am i -
na tion of Gelfand’s games will en able
you to play this vari a tion with out sig -
nif i cant dif fi cul ties.

9.Õe1!?
In the coming three games, all the al ter -
na tives to the main line 9.Ãe2 will be
ex am ined.
 A) 9.Ãxe4? is ob vi ously very du bi -
ous. White re lin quishes his pow er ful
bishop only in or der to lose a tempo:
9...dxe4 10.Àe5 Ãf5 11.Ãe3  0-0 12.a3
12.Àc3 c5! 13.dxc5 (13.d5 Ãd6ç
13...©xd1 14.Õaxd1 f6 15.Àd7
(15.a3 Àc2ç) 15...Õfd8 16.c6 b6! and 
White would need to sac ri fice a piece
be cause the knight can not be saved:
17.Àxb6 axb6 18.c7 Õd6 19.Õxd6
Ãxd6 20.Àb5 Ãe5 21.a3 Àd3 22.b3
®f7 23.Ãxb6 ®e7ç. 12...Àd3 13.Àc3 
c5 14.Àd5 14.Àxd3 cxd4! 15.Àf4
dxc3â. 14...cxd4 15.Àxd3 15.Ãxd4

Ãf6! 16.Àxf6+ ©xf6 17.Àxd3 ©xd4
18.Àf4 ©xc4â. 15...exd3 16.Ãxd4
Ãd6â The power of the d3-pawn
should not be un der es ti mated;
 B) Sondergaard-L.B.Hansen, Aarhus
1992, went 9.Àc3?!. This move al lows
Black to cap ture White’s light-squared
bishop with out mak ing any con ces -
sions. 9...Àxd3 10.©xd3 Àxc3
11.bxc3 11.©xc3 dxc4â, not al low ing
White to em ploy a dark-square strat egy
by play ing c4-c5 next move. Now this is 
less strong as White can not sup port c5
with b2-b4. 11...Ãe6 12.c5  0-0
13.Àe5 f6 14.Àf3 b6 15.Õe1 Ãf7
16.Ãa3 Õe8â The knight is de prived of 
any good post. White tries to ac ti vate it
in an ar ti fi cial way: 17.Àh4? Ãf8
18.Àf5 Ãg6 19.©f3 ©d7 20.Àe3
©a4! 21.Ãb2 c6 22.cxb6 axb6
23.©g3? ©b5! Po si tional col lapse.
24.Ãc1 ©d3 0-1. The pawn on c3 and,
af ter wards, the one on d4 can not be
saved (25.Ãb2 ©d2 and White loses
his bishop!).

9...Àxd3 10.©xd3 c6
10...Àf6 11.c5  0-0 12.Àc3 c6 13.Ãf4
and White has some an noy ing con trol
over the dark squares.

T_LdM_.t
jJ_.lJjJ
._J_._._
_._J_._.
._IiS_._
_._Q_N_.
Ii._.iIi
rNb.r.k.

T_LdM_.t
jJ_.lJjJ
._J_._._
_._J_._.
._IiS_._
_._Q_N_.
Ii._.iIi
rNb.r.k.

11.cxd5
Sur pris ingly, 11.Àc3!? has been tried in 
prac tice only once, in a game be tween
two lower-rated play ers: Pastir-Koval,

Part  2 – Petrof f :  The Clas  s i  ca l  3.Àxe5
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Chap ter 27

7.0-0 Ãd6: The Deferred 8.Àc3
1.e4 e5 2.Àf3 Àf6 3.d4 Àxe4 4.Ãd3 d5 5.Àxe5 Àd7 6.Àxd7 Ãxd7  7.0-0
Ãd6 8.Àc3!?

T_.dM_.t
jJjL_JjJ
._.l._._
_._J_._.
._.iS_._
_.nB_._.
IiI_.iIi
r.bQ_Rk.

T_.dM_.t
jJjL_JjJ
._.l._._
_._J_._.
._.iS_._
_.nB_._.
IiI_.iIi
r.bQ_Rk.

As we have wit nessed in some ear lier lines, an early Àc3 is not in noc u ous but quite 
dan ger ous. It is played to achieve a very con crete goal in this line: to open up the
di ag o nal for the d3-bishop and to pre pare ©h5, forc ing Black to ei ther lose a pawn 
or to weaken his pawn struc ture with ...f7-f5. Un for tu nately for White, as there are
no knights in the game, Black can deal with this ap proach and this should not give
him sleep less nights.

Game 96(C43)

Kamsky, Gata

Karpov, Anatoly

Elista ol 1996 (6)

1.e4 e5 2.Àf3 Àf6 3.d4 Àxe4
4.Ãd3 d5 5.Àxe5 Àd7 6.Àxd7
Ãxd7  7.0-0 Ãd6 8.Àc3!? ©h4!?

T_._M_.t
jJjL_JjJ
._.l._._
_._J_._.
._.iS_.d
_.nB_._.
IiI_.iIi
r.bQ_Rk.

T_._M_.t
jJjL_JjJ
._.l._._
_._J_._.
._.iS_.d
_.nB_._.
IiI_.iIi
r.bQ_Rk.

For mer World Cham pion Kar pov
thought about 42 min utes be fore mak -
ing this move. Prob a bly he for got his
home prep a ra tion.
8...Àxc3 9.bxc3  0-0 is the main choice
for Black, as we will see fur ther on.

9.g3
9.h3?! al lows Black to sac ri fice right
away: 9...Ãxh3 10.gxh3 10.g3??
Ãxg3î; 10.Àxe4?? Ãh2+ 11.®xh2
Ãg4+î. 10...©xh3 11.f4 ©g3+
12.®h1 Àf2+ 12...©h3+ì. 13.Õxf2
©xf2 14.©e2+ ©xe2 15.Ãxe2 c6â

9...Àxc3 10.bxc3
10.©e1+ ©e7ì 11.©xc3  0-0 12.©b3 
Ãc6.

10...©g4!?

Part  3 – Petrof f :  Ste init z ’  3.d4
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