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Sicilian Structures - Introduction
GM Viktor Gavrikov

move e7–e5. More precisely, I focus on the
structure arising after the exchange on "d5"
where this square is occupied by a white pawn.
Such a pawn structure can arise from a number
of Sicilian variations. Najdorf, Boleslavsky,
Scheveningen, Paulsen and Sveshnikov are only
a few of them. In order to explain our featured
pawn structure, I provide you with a concrete
example. The position on the diagram arose
from Boleslavsky Variation after the moves:



. 

Dear Reader,
In chess, there is no opening which is as popular,
complex and rich as the Sicilian defense. Due to
the countless possibilities for both sides, a lot of
players face difficulties when preparing this
opening. According to the Russian Chess School,
before starting to explore a given opening, we
should first learn to handle the arising pawn
structures. While lines and sub-lines change
over time, pawn structures remain stable. I am
convinced that this structural approach to the
opening is the only possible way to study the
Sicilian defense.
In my first article, I examine one of the most
popular Sicilian structures which occurs in
variations where, at some point, Black plays the

Starting from this point, I am going to explain all
the basic ideas and plans for both sides. Let's
first take a look at White's strategy in this kind
of structures. To ensure a well-grounded
understanding of the material to come, I would
like to introduce two classical chess concepts.
From a positional point of view, we should
always play on the side where we have pawn
majority or spatial advantage. It's important to
mention that in practice the concepts of pawn
majority and spatial advantage are closely
interrelated. In most cases, the spatial advantage
is defined by the pawn structure. Also, it's
important to know that you must exchange
pawns on the wing where your opponent has a
pawn majority. If we take into consideration the
above-mentioned principles, on the diagram
position, White is supposed to further advance
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his queenside pawn majority. Maybe the reader
is already asking himself the following question:
What exactly is the point of pushing the
queenside pawns? The best answer to this
question was given in the first half of the 20th
century by the great player and author Aaron
Nimzowitsch. In his wonderful book My System,
he affirms that the advance of our pawn
majority should be directed to the base of the
opponent’s pawn chain. In our concrete
example, black pawn chain is formed by the
pawns "d6" and "e5" (d6–pawn being the base).
In this line of thought, we reach the conclusion
that White should proceed with c2–c4, b2–b4
followed by c4–c5. In case of  White has the
chance to create a defended passed pawn by
 followed by d5–d6. If Black sticks to the
waiting policy, White can weaken the e5–pawn
by means of  or create an advanced passer
by playing c5–c6. Note that he is not always
forced to make an immediate decision.
Sometimes it's advisable to strengthen the
pressure against "d6" by executing a maneuver
like . In practice, however, things never
go so smoothly. As we have already pointed out,
one should go for pawn exchanges on the wing
where the opponent has pawn majority.
Following this strategy, Black is advised to place
his queenside pawns on "b6" and "a5" squares.
In this case, White is forced to waste a
considerable amount of time in order to execute
his plan. For instance, he will play a2–a3, b2–b4
and only then c4–c5. Nevertheless, after the
pawn exchanges ( and ), there will be
no pawns left on the queenside. Additionally, in
some cases, white central d5–pawn will become
a weakness. In order to avoid this scenario,
before starting to prepare the typical c4–c5
break, White is advised to gain some additional
space on the queenside by means of a2–a4–a5.
As you are going to see later, in a number of
positions, the a5–pawn plays an important role
in the queenside battle. In order to support the
advance of his queenside pawns, White usually
develops his pieces in the following way: ,
 and possibly . Note that all of these

moves are designed to support the critical c4–c5
break. After getting acquainted with White's
ideas in this structure, it's easier to figure out
what works for Black in such positions. When
looking at the position, we could immediately
spot Black's pawn majority on the kingside.
That's why his main strategy consists in
launching an attack on the kingside. Just like
White does on the opposite side, Black should
make use of the dynamic potential of his pawns
in order to gain space on the kingside. Normally
he achieves it by executing the advance f7–f5
followed by e5–e4 (in positions where his lightsquared bishop is on the board, even f5–f4 is
possible). After playing e5–e4, Black tries to put
a minor piece on e5 and transfer some major
pieces to the kingside - moves like Qh4 and Rf6
are always in the air. On the diagram position,
however, the above mentioned plan hardly
works, because after playing f7–f5 and e5–e4,
Black weakens the e6–square (White can make
use of it by ). That's why, in this structure,
Black should keep his light-squared bishop. On
the other hand, he aims to exchange the darksquared bishops. This idea could be explained
by the fact that the e7–bishop is restricted by
the pawn chain d6 - e5, while the e3 - bishop
actively supports white pawn majority on the
queenside.
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Nunn,John DM (2620) - Ljubojevic,Ljubomir
(2580)
World Cup Rotterdam, 1989
Despite the fact that in the previous game
White’s win was flawless, Black is by no means
forced to put his knight on "c5". In most of the
cases, instead of fighting with white queenside
pawns, Black starts pushing his kingside
majority. In such cases, the play is extremely
double-edged and every single move matters. I
would say that White's queenside expansion is
developing faster but as Black plays against the
king, his attack is potentially more dangerous.
After spending quite a number of hours
analyzing this structure, I reached the
conclusion that, objectively speaking, White's
chances are preferable, but he should be very
precise. The following game features a typical
case of pawn race. The English grandmaster
John Nunn demonstrates an excellent structural
understanding of the position. Despite the
energetic play of his opponent GM Ljubomir
Ljubojevic, he manages to win in wonderful
style.

At fifteen years of age, John Nunn proceeded to
Oriel College, Oxford, to study mathematics. At
the time, he was Oxford's youngest
undergraduate since Cardinal Wolsey in 1520.



Nowadays
this
positional
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continuation is very popular. By deviating from
the main line with , White is relying on a
small but lasting positional advantage. Later on,
he is planning to strengthen his control over the
weak d5–square by playing . As a rule, in
such kind of structures, white bishop is very
well placed on the "a2 - g8" diagonal. In order to
prevent White's idea, Black is forced to play




 Note that runs into After

taking the e6 - bishop, White will enjoy a strong
pair of bishops.


Important positional decision. By placing his
dark-squared bishop on the long-diagonal,
Ljubojevic enters a King's Indian type of
position. In this case, however, he loses a
valuable time, while, after castling, White is
ready to proceed with his expansion on the
queenside.

Very beautiful positional idea! White intends to
enter the structure which arises after an
exchange on "d5". However, firstly, he wants to
put a pawn on "a5".

Perhaps better was 
This is an interesting way to make use of the
move On the next move, Black will follow
with . Moreover, if white knight parts from
–square, he can exchange dark-squared
bishops by playing  As the reader already
knows, in this structure, the exchange of darksquared bishops favors Black.



 This move is designed to prevent the

move  with the idea to further weaken the
"d5" square. Nevertheless, by doing so, Black is
wasting a valuable time. Note that in case of 
he is ready to support the knight by means of
.

More logical is 9.a5 – with a playable
position.
 Just in time! Now Black is

forced to enter in our preferred pawn structure.
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This move is almost always useful in this pawn
structure. White is playing in a very flexible way.
The d2–knight not only controls "e4", but at the
same time White is ready to meet the move –
by means of the typical – (you know that we
exchange pawns on the side where our
opponent is stronger).

Now the reader could see the point of the move
. White is ready to go for  In order to
create some counter chances, Black should
exchange the central pawns. Nevertheless, by
doing so, he loses his spatial advantage on the
kingside.


 Black is still not prepared to play
What
can
simply
follow
with
І Black’s construction would be

ideal if his pawn is on f5 square. In this position,
his possibilities are restricted as the f6–knight is
tied to the weak e4–pawn. On the other hand,
White's play on the queenside simply develops
by itself.
 In case of  the continuation
(White

develops his initiative in
exceptionally beautifully after 
It seems that White's position
is critical, but he brings his rook into play just in
time.

The
last
subtlety.  White's
position is overwhelming. Black has no attack,
while White's pieces are extremely active and
the
d6–pawn
is
highly
dangerous.)

 gives White more than sufficient
compensation for the pawn

Interesting resource. In this position, Black has
two main ways of playing for a counter play. He
can either try to exchange white dark-squared
bishop by  or try to activate his passive d7–
knight by means of  followed by White
is still much better, but he shouldn't lose any
time.
 Of course! Now c5–c6 is a threat.
 Strong intermediate



move. Now d5–square is free for white queen.
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Black is desperately late on the kingside, while
White is almost winning on the other side of the
board. On the diagram position, he has a
beautiful combination at his disposal:
 Clears the way for White`s c-pawn.



Simpler

was



More tenacious was 



1–0
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