Does this lead to the same position? (An article about the Caro-Kann)
Jan Cheung, 4 June 2022
Because many amateur chess players do not have much time to study chess, they like to keep things
simple. They usually have a favorite line, which enables them to play over and over, not wasting time
to get lost in the jungle of opening theory. In general, they are right because at their level, knowledge
of middle game decision making and knowledge of end games is more important than knowledge of
openings. A method that is most used, is to transpose to a favorite line, whenever available. In the
following game, this method is being put to the test.
Frazer Graham – Diana Pazeriene
31st NCC 2021, Blankenberge
Caro-Kann
1.e4 c6
The bishop of c8 in the French Defence (1…e6 2.d4 d5) is usually a nightmare for Black. The CaroKann has the goal to solve this problem by putting this piece out of the pawn chain.
2.Nf3
From an amateur point of view, this move is quite understandable. White is trying to limit the
amount of knowledge after 2.d4 d5.
2… d5 3.Nc3

Although it is only a side variation of the Caro-Kann, it should not be underestimated because this
variation was regularly played by the 11th world champion Bobby Fischer. Comparing with the main
move sequence 1.e4 c6 2.d4 d5, the text sequence delays the marching of the d pawn. Black now
has a number of options.
-

3…Bg4 bringing the bishop out of the pawn chain, following with e7-e6., with or without trading
at f3.

-

3…d4 winning space, with the idea of punishing White for delaying d2-d4.
3…Nf6 with the idea 4.e5 Ne4 creating an unbalanced position.
3…g6 leading to the Modern Defence.
3…dxe4 trying to reach main variations of the Caro-Kann.

Note that the first 4 options requires Black to learn a new variation of the Caro-Kann. In the game,
Black chooses 3…dxe4, trying to head back to the variations after 1.e4 c6 2.d4 d5 3.Nc3 / Nd2 dxe4.
3… dxe4 4.Nxe4

So now we have a discussion whether this position leads to same positions after 1.e4 c6 2.d4 d5
2.Nd2 / Nc3 dxe4 3.Nxe4. The central question is whether White has to play d2-d4 at any moment.
To answer this question, we have to go the position after 1.e4 c6 2.d4 d5 3.Nd2/Nc3 dxe4 4.Nxe4,
where Black has 3 choices.

Analysis diagram after 1.e4 c6 2.d4 d5 3.Nc3/Nd2 dxe4 4.Nxe4
A) 4…Bf5 Capablanca variation. 5. Ng3 Bg6. Black is happy to bring the bishop out of the pawn chain

b7-c6 and e6-f7. This is the goal of the Caro-Kann, isn’t it? White strategy in the Capablanca variation
is to chase this bishop, while simultaneously developing the pieces. He has many choices, with Bf1-d3
or with the knight at g1 with for example Ng1-h3-f4. Black should be cautious to allow White too
much activity. In this variation, a Ng1-f3 will in general be answered with Nb8-d7 preventing Nf3e5.
B) 4…Nd7 Smyslov variation. In this variation, Black tries to trade off a knight to compensate the loss
of space.
C1) 4…Nf6 5.Nxf6+ exf6!? Korchnoi variation. Note that Black is lost at the pawn endgame. Only
White can create a passed pawn, at the Queen side, while Black cannot create a passed pawn at the
King side. In the Middle game however, Black has full of chances due to the pawns at the King side,
which can be used to control specific squares! For example, 6.c3 Bd6 7.Bd3 0-0 8.Qc2 Re8+ 9.Ne2
h5!? 10.0-0 h4!?.
C2) 4…Nf6 5.Nxf6+ gxf6?! Bronstein-Larsen variation. In the pre engine era, this variation was very
popular, due to the unbalanced positions that can arise after the sequence Bf8-d6, Qd8-c7, 0-0-0
and then a h7-h5. Nowadays this variation is difficult to play. After the flexible move 6.c3! White
prevents the active move Bc8-g4 (6.Nf3?! Bg4!) and he is able to stop Black’s counterplay at the King
side, for example 6…Bf5 7.Nf3 (now this is the right time to play this move) 7…Nd7 8.g3! The engine
era has shown that the original plan 8…Qc7 9.Bg2 0-0-0 is not so effective after 9.Nh4! blocking the h
pawn and starting a Queen side expansion. Black’s best try is 8…Qa5! 9.Bg2 Qb5 Preventing White to
castle short. If possible, Black best plan is to trade queens, to prevent White from a dangerous Queen
side attack at the Black king. White has a better position. Black’s position seems to be playable, but it
is difficult to find counter play.
The move 6.c3 has another benefit. Should Black try to confuse the opponent with changing the
move order with 6…h5?!, then White can continue with 7.Bc4! with the option of Qd1-b3. For
example, 7.Bc4! Nd7 8.Qb3! Now Black has nothing better than 8…e6, limiting the activity of the
“French Bishop”! I do not think this variation will be played much by Caro-Kann players, who are
advocating the freedom of the Bc8.
Back to the game. Now it is time to note the difference between 1.e4 c6 2.Nf3 d5 3.Nc3 dxe4 4.Nxe4
and 1.e4 c6 2.d4 d5 3.Nd2/Nc3 dxe4. In the game, d2-d4 is not played yet. This gives White an extra
option after blacks reply
4…Bf5 (?!)

It looks like Black is trying to reach the Capablanca Variation. There was nothing wrong with the
other options 4…Nf6 or 4…Nd7, but with 4….Bf5 White has an extra possibility Nf3-e5 after Black
decides to keep the White squared Bishop:
5.Ng3 Bg6 (?!)
If Black knew what will happen next, 5…Bg4 should be considered, giving up to reach the Capablanca
Variation. After 6.h3 Bxf3 7.Qxf3 White has won the bishop pair in a position that could be derived
from the Scandinavian opening. Without the bishop pair Blacks best strategy is only waiting and
under normal circumstances only White has chances to win the game.
6.h4! h6 7.Ne5! Bh7 8.Qh5!

Note that due to the omission of d4-d4, Black had no time to play Nb8-d7 preventing the move Nf3e5. Black is in trouble. The only move is now
8…g6

Closing the activity of the bishop of h7.
9.Qf3! Nf6
9…Qd5? 10.Qxd5 cxd5 11.Bb5+ Nc6 12.Nxc6 a6 13.Ba4 keeping the extra piece.

10.Qb3
White decides to win an exchange, but this gives Black any counter chances. There was another
option, 10.Bc4! e6 11.Ne4 Nbd7

Analysis diagram.
12.d4! and it seems that Blacks position is hard to play. 12..g5 will be answered with 13.Nxd7 Nxe4
14.Ne5 Bf5 15.c3. Blacks position contains full of gaps. This variation gives questions whether 4…Bf5
is playable. I am sure that it is not the intention of a regular Caro-Kann player to play a quiet CaroKann with the goal of a sturdy position at the expense of limited space, and to end up with this
passive position with holes (and with limited space).
Back to the game. It seems that White has dealt the final blow, but the fun is just going to start.

10…Qd5! 11.Qxb7 Qxe5+ 12.Be2 e6

Now it becomes clear that 13.Qxa8 fails after 13…Qc7! keeping the queen out of play. But what after
14.Ba6, trying to return to the game with Qa8-b7? Then Black has the defence 14…Bd6! 15.Ne2 Qb6!
16.Bc8 0-0 17.Qb7 Qd8!

Analyse Diagram
Winning back material. Things are not so clear in this position. Probably White has seen this
variation, and decided to choose another variation. However, this is a worse continuation.
Back to the game.
13.Qc8+?
This move prevents Black from castling, but it loses time.
13…Ke7 14. Qb7+

14…Nfd7?
It seems a logical move, to have Nb8 to cover square a6, but it does not solve the problem. Here,
14…Nbd7! is the move! After 15.Qxa8 Qc7! 16.Ba6 Nc5! (the point of 14…Nbd7) 17. Qc8 Qb6
trapping the White Queen!

15.Qxa8
After 15.0-0 a wild continuation begins: 15… Kd8! 16.Qxa8 Qc7! 17. Ba6 Nb6 18.Qb7 Qxb7 19.Bxb7
Kc7 20.Bxc6 Nxc6. Despite 2 pawns for the small exchange, Black has the best chances because the
White pawns at the queen side are difficult to mobilize.
15…Qc7 16.d3 Nb6 17.Bf4 Nxa8 18.Bxc7 Nxc7
The smoke has cleared and Black has the best chances, as the position is closed at the moment. In
the next phase of the game, Black mobilizes all pieces.
19.Bf3 Bg7 20.0-0-0 f5 21.d4 Rd8 22.c3 Bf6 23.Ne2 Nd5 24.Bxd5 cxd5 25.f4 Bg8 26.Kc2 Bf7 27.Nc1
Rc8

Whites best strategy is waiting, delaying to fix the pawn structure. A fixed pawn structure only gives
Black a hint to put the pieces at their best positions. Therefore, next move is a mistake.
28.b4?
The best strategy against the side of the small exchange is to create a dangerous passed pawn, but in
this position, this is not possible. It is difficult to create a passed pawn, and if it could be created,
chances are big that is could be easily blocked by a piece.
28… Na6 29.Kb3 Nc7 30.a4 Ne8 31.Nd3 Nd6

32.Ne5?
This knight is Whites only active piece, that can confuse Black in decision making. It should be put at
c5, where: a) it can support the process to create a passed pawn and b): Black should pay attention
that moments where c3-c4 is possible. Here is an example: 32.Nc5 Ne4 33.Rh2 g5 34.hxg5 hxg5
35.fxg5 Nxg5 with possible threat e6-e5. 36.Nd3 Ne4 37.Rc1 Bg6 38.Rc2 Bg5 39.Ne5 Kf6. Black still
has the best chances, but has to solve more problems than the positions after the text move.

A critical moment. So far, Black has won the battle of square c4. As all the pieces are somewhat at
their best squares, the next question is how to open the position. Is this the right moment? At these
phase of the game, a quick decision has to be made as time trouble usually happens at this moment.

32…Ne4

Black is following an important thumb rule in the end game: do not rush in general. That means, no
pawn moves, no exchanges until all the pieces are put at the best squares. The text move is not bad,
but the exchange of Whites only active piece could already be played, resulting in a position where
Black continues to have the initiative. After 32…Bxe5!? 33.fxe5 (33.dxe5? Ne4 wins material) 33…Ne4
34.Rc1 a6 Black has to prevent White from creating any counter play at the Queen side, for example:
35.Rh3 Kd7 36.Rd3 Rc4 37.Rh3 Kc6 38.Ra1 Kb7. After accomplishing this task, Black can now open the
other wing to create chances.

Analysis Diagram
39.Re1 (After 39.Kb2 Be8 Black has put the pieces at the best squares. Now f5-f4 is a threat.) 39…Be8
40.Ree3 Rc7 41.Re1 Tg7 42.Rhh1 h5. Now g6-g5 is possible, opening the position while White has still
no counter play at the other side of the board.
33.Rc1 Be8 34.Rc2?
It is not too late yet to keep the only active piece. After 34.Nd3 it looks like Black wins material back,
but this also give White chances to activate the remaining pieces. A continuation could be 34…Ng3
35.Rh3 Ne2 36.Rc2 Nxd4+ 37.cxd4 Bxa4+ 38.Kxa4 Rxc2 39.Ne5 Rxg2 40.Rc3 Bxe5 41.dxe5 Kd7 42.Kb5
Ra2 43.Rg3 a6+ 44.Kb6 Rb2. In this variation, Black has to solve more problems than the positions
that arise after the text move.
34…Bxe5 35.dxe5?
This move fails at tactical grounds. After 35.fxe5 a6 Black could continue with the same plan as
discussed at the 32th move.

35…Rc4?
After 35…d4! 36.c4 (36.cxd4? Bxa4+) 36…d3 37.Rcc1 d2 38.Rcd1 Rd8 White loses one of the rooks, or
a pawn at the queen side.
36.Rh3 Rc7 37.Rd3 Rb7 38.Ka3 Rc7 39.Kb3
Here the game ended in a draw. Certainly time trouble plays a role. Black could try the following
variation without taking risks: 39…Rc4 (stopping c3-c4) 40.Rd4 (or 40.Ra2 a6 41.Kb2 Bd7 42.Ra3 Rc7
43.Rd4 Kf7 leaving White to reckon with a future g6-g5) 40…Nc5+ 41.bxc5 Bxa4+ 42.Kb2 Bxc2 43.Kxc2
Kd7 44.Kd3 Rxc5

Analysis Diagram
In this position White has chances to defend after 45.Rb4.
½-½

