Spotting Critical Moments — Solutions
Jan Cheung, 26 June 2026

Hopefully you have seen some positions that | am going to discuss.

Position 1

Position after 5.g2-g4. Black to move.
Solution:

Note that the position can be reached with the following moves. 1.e4 d6 2.d4 Nf6 3.Nc3 g6 4.f3 c6
5.g4.

Within minutes after the start of the game, Whites decides to begin a flank attack. As player of Black,
this can be intimidating, but as Player of the Pirc where your pieces are cramped at the start of the
game, you should be recon with this kind of moves. | recommend you to take some time studying this
(critical) position. Notice that the centre is not closed and the 2 last moves played by White are
meant to scare Black, but they are not developing moves. A first observation is that White is
beginning to start a flank attack, with a centre that is not closed. As a thumb rule, this can reduce the
success of the flank attack if Black is able to strike through the centre.

Also notice that Black is prepared for Whites plan of Bcl-e3, Qd1-d2 and Qd2-h6 to exchange Blacks
defender of the King side, the black squared bishop, by not spending time about Bf8-g7 and instead
playing the more useful move c7-c6, claiming a stake at the d5 centre square. This c7-c6 move gives
black extra opportunities with b7-b5 (flank attack along the Queen side) or d6-d5 (fixing the centre)
and also gives the knight at f6 access to square d5 if White has any plans to chase this knight with e4-
e5.

If you look at the moves that Black has played so far, you notice that they are all developing moves.
Then you may conclude that Black has a development advantage at the moment.

Based on this story, Black has 2 categories of candidate moves. 1) Reminding White that he has a
slight developing disadvantage by opening the centre with 5...e5!? Or 2) Ignore Whites flank attack



and starting a flank attack at the other side of the board where Black is stronger at the moment, by
playing 5...b5.

In general, an action in the centre is stronger than an action at the flank. Let us investigate the
complications after 5...e5!1? If this is playable, it should be played, regardless whether it is early in the
game, because it fulfills the purpose of Blacks play, destroying Whites centre.

Now White has two plans.
Plan 1:

After 6.dxe5 dxe5 7.Qxd8+ Kxd8 8.Bc4 Ke8 Black has lost the right to castle, but the position is
playable because he has a better pawn formation. Note that the white pawns e4-f3-g4 cannot be
mobilized without generating weaknesses in the pawn structure. For example 9.a4 (preventing b7-b5)
9...a5 10.h4 h5 11.g5 Nfd7

with the plan Nd7-c5 and Bc8-e6 to develop the pieces.



Important for the player playing Black is that he should not be afraid to enter a Queenless middle
game.

As an alternative for 6.dxe5, White can keep the tension at d4. Then you can think about moves in the
category Bcl-e3 and Ngl-e2.

Plan 2:

White is heading to castle at the Queen Side. However, It also leaves pawn b2 temporary
undefended. Now you can ask yourself whether you will allow White to castle. Take a break! A new
critical position has been arisen. Would you allow White to play his plans without disturbance? After
some time you can decide to play the psychological move

obstructing Whites automatic moves of long castling and continuing the flank attack the along the
King side, by forcing him to think. Such moves can indicate that Black is able to relieve from Whites
pressure! White can tactically defend the b2 pawn with

7.a31?

A Tactical move to defend pawn b2. There is nothing wrong with 7.b3 by the way. After 7...Bg7 8.Nge2
0-09.Qd2 Qa5 10.0-0-0 exd4 11.Nxd4 d5 or 11.Bxd4 c5 Black gets some counter play.

Bg7 8.Nge2 Nbd7 9.Bf2

Now dxe5 is a serious threat.

9...exd4 10.Nxd4 Qc7

Blacks position is playable as it can deliver pressure against the White centre.
11.Qd2 0-0 12.0-0-0 b5

With a playable position for Black.



This move neutralizes Blacks any plans with Qd8-b6. However, it gives Black the opportunity to
expand at the Queen side. If you get such an opportunity, you should play this counter attack,
otherwise you will regret if that plan is not possible anymore in the later stages of the game. So Black

plays

To prevent a stranded knight at a4, White can play
7.a3

Now Black has to solve the question where to put the pieces at the Queen side. The knight at b8
should head to square b6.

7..Nbd7 8.Be3 Bb7

With a playable position. As long as the centre is not closed, Whites flank attack along the King side
will not be effective.

9.Qd2 Nb6 10.Ng3
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Now g4-g5 is a serious threat.
10...h5!

If you play this opening with Black, you should not be afraid of going into complications. Claiming a
piece of stake at the king side to prevent permanent lack of space.

11.g5 h4! 12.Nf5 gxf5 13.gxf6 f4 14.Bf2 exd4 15.Bxd6 a6 16.0-0-0 a5 17.Bf2 Rh5

With a playable position for Black.



So we can conclude that 5...e5 is playable, although Black must be prepared to enter a Queenless
middle game, or that he has to seize any chances to disrupt Whites development as the opportunity
arise.

The last question is whether 5...b5 is better than 5...e5.

If you decide that you are not prepared to enter complications early in the game, than itis a
practically good move, but the thing is that it not in the spirit of the position because it actually
rewards White with his intimidating flank attack. It also does not answer the important question how
Black can claim a piece of the centre in the later stages of the game. If Black waits too long (or worse,
does not play the break at all), there are chances that this will not be possible in the future.

However, The position after 5...b5 remains complicated and it is favored by the engines. My opinion:
in generally do not trust the engines blindly in Kings Indian like positions, because of the horizon
effect. It is difficult to assess the position. Here is an example how to continue this variation.

6.Be3 Nbd7

We know this knight is not strong at d7, but it will quickly move to another square.
7.Qd2 Nb6

This knight will head to c4 if the circumstances arise.

8.h4 h5 9.g5 Nfd7



Now White can play 10.f4, and with b4 11.Nd1 d5(!) Black has survived the opening stage, or he can
enter into complications with

10.d5!? Ne5 11.Bd4!? b4 12.dxc6 bxc3 13.Qxc3 Bg7 14.a4

With a complicated position for both sides. With the threats f3-f4 and a4-a5 White wins back the
piece.

Conclusion:

With 5...e5 you show that you play the Pirc by it foundations, with 5...b5 you like to delay decisions
what to about the centre. In both cases, you can have a rough time at the start of the game. If you are
not feeling well prepared for these circumstances, do not play the Pirc.
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Position after 10.a2-a4 Black to move.

Solution:

This position can be reached by the Benko gambit, where White decides to give back the pawn in
return for a position that Black does not get fully potential for his rooks (along the a and b file).

1.d4 Nf6 2.c4 ¢5 3.d5 b5 4.cxb5 a6 5.b6 Qxb6 6.Nc3 d6 7.e4 g6 8.Nf3 Bg7 9.Nd2 0-0 10.a4

Note that Black has given up the centre in return for a strong bishop at g7. However, pieces alone are
not adequate to conquer the centre. Black has to try to find counterplay with e7-e6, opening the
centre for the pieces located at the starting position of the Queen side. At the moment this is not
possible as pawn d6 becomes too weak. You can delay the e7-e6 break, but imagine the position after
some 5 moves later. Black has not realized anything with his pieces while White has free moves to
strenghten the centre and preparing a strong attack.

The conclusion is that, the longer the e7-e6 move is delayed, the better chances White will get.

Wait! You ask yourself. Has the White king not castled yet? Yes, that observation will save Black. After
awhile you will show the following plan:

10...Qc7!

Preparing e7-e6 without worrying about Nd2-c4. The candidate move 10...a5?! is a nice idea of
developing the b8 knight to b4 and putting the plan Bc8-a6, but this plan is too slow because it still
does not solve the question how to get some kind of counterplay in the next stage in the game. White
can disrupt this plan by 11.Bb5! securing the c4 square for the knight. After 11...Ba6 12.Nc4 Qb7 Black
has not solved the question how to prepare e7-e6.

11.Nc4 Nga!



White has played many moves with the knight at c4, while still not developing pieces. Because Black
has a development advantage, he can try to exchange this “tempo absorbing” piece with Ng4-e5.

12.Be2

Preventing Ne5 with 12.Bf4 (?) is not possible: After 12... Bd4! 13.Bg3 f5! Black takes over the
initiative.

12...Ne5 13.Ne3 c4!

Because all of Whites pieces are fixated about Black playing e7-e6, Black can decide to switch to
another plan, sacrificing a pawn with Nd3 to create an open c file, or f7-f5 to open the f file.

14.0-0 Nbd7 15.a5 Nc5 16.Bxc4 Nb7 17.Be2 Nxa5 18.Qa4 Nb7

This knight will head to c5, generating counterplay.

Conclusion:

Every move that Black has played so far, was directed about finding counterplay. There is no break in
these moves, and it has costed much sweat and time. If you are not prepared for this experience,
then your position will quickly get into trouble.



Position 3
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Position after 7.Nb1-c3. Black to move.

Solution:
The position can be reached by the following moves.
1.d4 5 2.Bg5 h6 3.Bh4 g5 4.Bg3 Nf6 5.e3 Bg7 6.c4 d6 7.Nc3

If you play the Leningrad Dutch with Black, you have some advantage in this exercise over players who
never plays it!

As players with Black in the Dutch opening generally know, Blacks pawn formation is meant to prevent
e2-e4 or e3-e4, but at the cost of weaknesses in the pawn structure, At the moment, the weaknesses
(e6, h5) are covered by the pieces. With this information in mind, you can deduce Whites play in general:
exchanging pieces to expose the weaknesses.

White has seized the centre. Blacks goal is to counteract with e7-e5 or c¢7-c5. Before playing anything
in the category of these moves, the Black king should be put safe.

7...0-0 8.Bd3

This is a multifunctional move. By delaying the development of the g1 knight, the White Queen can
control square h5.After 8.Nf3 Black is not going to play e7-e5. He can switch plans with 8...c5!? Back
to the game, before solving a puzzle.

Do you know the move played in the 80’s that Viadimir Malaniuk tried to proof that Black can equalize
with the Dutch Leningrad at a high competition level? It is this move: 1.d4 f5 2.g3 Nf6é 3.Bg2 g6 4.Nf3
Bg7 5.0-0 0-0 6.c4 d6 7.Nc3



and to prepare e7-e5 Black plays 7...Qe8!? as an alternative of the original plan c7-c6 and Qd8-c7.

Back to the game. Now comes a key move that Black should not miss.

8...Qe8!

Preparing e7-e5 immediately and at the same time defending the King side.
White now can try to weaken Blacks pawn structure, but Black can hold:

9.h4 g4 10.d5

Preventing e7-e5

10...c6

Generating counterplay by attacking Whites centre with a future Nb8-a6
Conclusion:

Black had to play forcefully to get any kind of counterplay in this positon, just like the spirit of the Dutch
Leningrad.



Position 4

Position after 7.Bg5-e3. Black to move.

Solution:

This is another position from the Dutch Defence. It can be reached with the following move orders.
1.d4 f5 2.Nc3 g6

Black should not be afraid of 2...Nf6 3.Bg5 preventing the Dutch Leningrad, as it gives alternative
positions in which he gets a lot of play for the broken pawn structure after 3..d5 4.Bxf6 exf6.

3.Bg5 Bg7 4.e4

Whites opens the position very easily. Maybe too easy. Blacks f7-f5 (there is no other purpose of that
“‘ugly’move) was meant to prevent e2-e4. What has Black achieved so far?

4...fxe4 5.Nxe4 Nf6 6.Nxf6+ exf6 7.Be3

| am not sure whether Black is happy in this cramped position. Playing a pawn move at the King side
only creates weaknesses. However, Black has achieved one thing: he can contest the centre with

7...d5!

It is important to have adequate access to the centre. Therefore, this pawn should always be at d5, so
Black should not think long to play this move as the first action. The next question is how to develop the
pieces, so that they have both access to the centre and at the same time defending the weak King side.
After some thought, you might consider with the configuration of Ne7 and Bf5.

8.Bd3

Should White try to prevent Bc8-f5, it creates gapes in the pawn formation which helps Black to get
counter play:

8.h4 Nc6 9.h5 Bf5 10.g4 Be6 11.Bd3 g5 Both the White king side pawns and the Black king side pawns
are weak. 10.h6 Bf8 13.c3 Qd7 14.f3 0-0-0 and Black has survived the opening.



Back to the game. Now that White has spend a tempo to develop the bishop, Black can play

8...Nc6! 9.c3!?

This opens options to put the queen to the Queen side. The quiet developing move 9.Qd2 can be met
with 9... Ne7! Defending g6 and 5. 10.h4 h5! 11.0-0-0 Bf5 12.Kb1 Qd7 Although White can play easier
moves, Black can defend this position as the pieces has adequate access towards the centre.

9...Ne7

Again this move, defending pawn g6 and square f5.

10.Ne2

The bishop at d3 is more active than Blacks counterpart because pawn d5 does not complement the
colours of this bishop, so Black can challenge to exchange this piece.

10...Bf5 11.Nf4 Qd7
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Here the same story. White can play easier moves, but Black can hold on as the pieces are looking at
the centre squares.




Position 5

Position after 7.0-0 Black to move.

Solution:
The position can be reached with the following moves.
1.d4 Nf6 2.Nc3 c5 3.d5 d6 4.e4 g6 5.Nf3 Bg7 6.Be2 0-0 7.0-0

Black has weakened Whites centre with ¢7-c5 giving him a strong bishop at g7, at the cost of giving up
the centre. Looking at pawn breaks, e7-e6 is the key move to get any kind of counter play. Black can
delay this move by trying to get counterplay at the Queen side with Nb8-a6-c7 and a7-a6, but it this plan
is slow and it can easily be stopped with a2-a4, resulting in the situation that Black has still not solved
how to get counterplay with e7-e6, now in a worse condition as White can prevent this play by targeting
pawn d6 with Bf4. To avoid any trouble to play e7-e6, Black should play this break at the first opportunity.

7...e6!
Solving an important issue. You do not know whether you can get a second chance later in the game.

Compare it with this variation, where Black delays e7-e6 and it can find counterplay, but in a more
difficult manner. It should not be recommended: 7...Na6 8.Bf4 Nc7 9.a4 b6




10.h3 and Black has difficulties to get counterplay at the centre. His scope is only limited at the Queen
side. Or 10.Qd2 Bb7 11.Rfe1 a6 12.Rad1 Qd7 13.Bh6 is another way to make life worse for Black.
Trading the black square bishop leaves a gap in Blacks king position. 13...b5 14.Bxg7 Kxg7 15.Bd3

8.dxe6 Bxeb

The backward pawn d6 will not pose any problems for Black, as the White pieces are not targeting it.

9.Ng5 Nc6 10.Nxe6 fxe6
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Black has no problems with the backward pawn d6, as the pieces have adequate access to the centre.
Note that White has lost control of square d4 at the moment.




Position 6
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Position after 7.Nb1-c3. Black to move.

Solution:

The position can be reached by the following moves.

1.c4 c5 2.Nf3 Nf6 3.g3 g6 4.Bg2 Bg7 5.0-0 0-0 6.d4

Already a critical position has arisen.

6...d6

There was nothing wrong with 6...cxd4 7.Nxd4 Nc6, but Black decided to keep the tension in the centre.
7.Nc3

Black wanted to play sharp game by inviting White to play d4-d5, entering a Benoni, but White decided
to keep the position quiet, reducing the tactics in a Benoni. Now the tension between the pawns ¢5 and
d4 results in a central question for Black, how to develop the pieces originated at the Queen side. A
move to destroy the White centre with c5xd4 cannot be recommended as it gives up square c6 and the
diagonal a8-h1 after Nf3xd4.

We are playing a Kings Indian now. Did you remember the goal of this opening?

7...Nc6!

Answer: to put pressure at pawn d4. 7...Nbd7 can also played, but it should not be recommended as it

gives White more freedom to put the pieces as it does not challenge White what to do with the centre.
After 9.b3 Rb8 9.a4 a6 10.Rb1



White can play easy moves to restrict Blacks temporary activity at the Queen side and has also easy
moves to expand on the centre (e2-e4, Rf1-e1) and at the King side (h2-h3). Because square b5 is
adequately defended, Black will not get counterplay at the Queen side, and he has still not solved the
question how to challenge Whites centre pawns.

8.d5 Na5 9.Nd2

And by changing a move order we have arrived in the Panno variation of the Bg2 variation of the Kings
Indian where the knight at a5 cannot be trapped, but it has difficulties to get back into the game, but on
the other hand it can claim a portion of the centre: 1.d4 Nf6 2.c4 g6 3.Nf3 Bg7 4.g3 0-0 5.Bg2 d6 6.0-0
Nc6 7.Nc3 a6 8.d5 Na5 9.Nd2 c5. Blacks knight is trapped at a5, but he can create counterplay at the
centre and at the king side. For example:

9.a6 10.Qc2 Rb8 11.b3 b5 12.Bb2 bxc4 13.bxc4 Bh6
Another key move in this position. Blacks pieces are becoming active at the king side.

14.Ncb1 e5! 15.e4 Nh5 16.Bc3 Nb7

The knight is out of play but Black has adequate counterplay at the other side of the board.



Position 7

Position after 4.Ng1-f3. Black to move.

Solution:

The position can be reached with the following moves:

1.d4 Nf6 2.Bf4

A challenge to conquer square e5 for the pieces.

2...d6 3.Nc3

Trying to get a Pirc defence under favorable conditions, where Black is not able to push e7-e5.
3...Nbd7(?!)

Black still want to push e7-e5, but as we as Pirc players know, the c6 square is the best square for this

knight, not d7. 3...Bf5!? Is an original way to prevent e2-e4. 3...Nc6!? Is a daring move to ignore d4-d5
and to challenge d4 in the old fashioned way: if White reacts with 4.d5,




then Black should react with 4...e5!
4.Nf3

A critical moment. Already early in the game, Black has got a difficult task. The white pieces are all
controlling square €5, preventing e7-e5. If White succeeds occupying the centre with e2-e4, Black has
nearly no counterplay because c7-c5 is not an option because of what to do after d4-d5? Black has no
follow up plan with e7-e6 as the pieces (especially Nd7) are not supporting this break. This means that
Black should not wait but to continue the game in an aggresive way to challenge €5 once more.
Otherwise Blacks position is already lost because Nd7 is a worse piece.

4...Nh5!? 5.Bd2

This is an easy move to play. White knows that the d2 square is temporary for this piece because Nh5
is hanging in the air after a future e2-e4.
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The knight at d7 and the knight at h5 are at their worst squares. Can black save the day? Black does
not wait and plays the move that he should play as a Pirc player:

5...e51?

Black could delay this push, but the longer he waits, the situation becomes worse: After 5...g6 6.e4 Bg7
White has a lot of choices to make Blacks quest for the centre worse: 7.Bc4, 7.Be3, 7.Qc1!? are all good
continuation moves, exploting the passive position of Nd7. So, Blacks reaction of 5...e5!? can be
summerized as’If | lose the game, then it was lost with a fight for the centre than without any fight.”

6.94! Nhf6 7.Rg1 e4! 8.95 exf3 9.gxf6 Nxf6 10.e4 Bg4
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With a position where White can play easier moves around the mighty centre, but Black has got some
counterplay because the f3 pawn gets in the way with Whites development of pieces.

Conclusion:

Black had to play forcefullly after the ugly move 3...Nbd7 to not being overrun.



Position 8
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Position after 7.e2-e3. Black to move.

Solution:
The position can be reached with the following move order in the Nimzo Indian Defence.
1.d4 Nf6 2.c4 e6 3.Nc3 Bb4 4.f3 ¢5

If White is in a tactical mood, he could play 5.d5!? Nh5 6.Nh3 Qh4+ 7.Nf2 Qxc4 8.e4 Bxc3+ 9.bxc3
Qxc3+ 10.Bd2 entering a position where he can sacrifice two pawns for some compensation. If you
are not sure about how to play these positions, | would recommend you to study the Trompowsky
Attack, where in positions where Blacked played c7-c5 and Qd8-b6, White sacrifices pawn b2 in
return for a development advantage and a mighty centre.

5.a3 Bxc3+ 6.bxc3 d6 7.e3

7.e4 is more in the spirit of the position because the e pawn should be at this square, preparing an
attack along the King side.

We are now entered in the position of the exercise. Is this a critical position?

Black played Bxc3 with the purpose to destroy the harmony of whites pawn chain to create a double
pawn at the c file. A central question in the Nimzo Indian Defence is whether pawn c4 becomes weak.
Blacks follow up plan is mostly fixing the central pawns at the black colors with d7-d6 and e6-e5, then
targeting pawn c4. Is White lost? No, he still has the centre. If white can mobilize the centre pawns or
mobilize the f pawn, it can prepare an attack along the King side.

At the moment, there are no signs that White is going to attack, while Black can prepare a plan with
pieces to target pawn c4, but this also costs some time. The answer is that it is not a critical position.

7...Nc6!

Played in the spirit of the position. The knight is heading to a5, at the same time planning e6-e5 to set
up a blockade. This is the most active way to put the knight to the best square. There is nothing
wrong with a waiting move 7...0-0, but there are some cases that the Black King finds a save place at



the Queen side. You have to consider that the pin at the diagonal g5-d8 can be a nuisance for Black.
The move orders e3-e4 and Bc1-g5 gives White counter play at the cost of the weak pawn at c4. After
8.e4! Nc6 9.Bg5 h6 10.Bh4

Black cannot play g7-g5 because it will severily weaken the king side. Black is left with play which
requires opening the position, but that is just the type of positions favoring White with the bishop
pair. Blocking the centre with 10...e5 also does not help White after 11.d5 Na5 12.g4 with a strong
attack.

8.Bd3 Na5 9.e4 e5
Here Black has several alternative plans.

e Black can also delay fixing the centre by targeting c4 first. After 9...b6 10.Nh3 e5 11.Nf2 Ba6
(11...h6 12.f41) 12.Bg5 White can sacrifice the c4 pawn in return for a mobile centre.
e 9..Qc7!? Defending against Bc1-g5. 10.Nh3 e5 11.Nf2 b6 12.0-0 Ba6 13.a4
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13... h6 (13...Bxc4?! 14.Bxc4 Nxc4 15.dxe5 Nxe5 16.Bg5 Nfd7 12.Qd2 For a pawn, Black has got
weak squares around his pawn structure) 14.f4 0-0-0 with a complicated middle game for both
sides.

10.Ne2

Or 10.Bg5 Qc7 11.Ne2 Nd7 12.0-0



10... Nd7 11.0-0 b6 12.f4 0-0 13.Rf3 f6 14.Be3 Ba6 15.Ng3

In return for pawn c4, White has got an attack along the King side. For example 15...Bxc4 16.Nf5 with
threats Rg3 and Qhb.

Conclusion:

It is not a critical position because both sides have different move orders to create play. Blacks attack
at pawn c4 can be defended with a counter attack along the King side.



