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         Fore word
My re search on the Nimzo-In dian Defence started in the mid-1980s. A few fac tors
con trib ut ed to this.

In Yu go sla via at the time, there was a widely stud ied an a lyt i cal work by Mikhail
Botvinnik, a tril ogy of his own games. Nimzo-In di ans were reg u larly fea tured in
these games – like for ex am ple in his World Cham pi on ship matches against Vasily
Smyslov, but also in many other games by Botvinnik.

Svetozar Gligoric was a big pro tag o nist of the Nimzo with 4.e3 and an ac tive
player at the time, and his games were al ways closely fol lowed in Yu go sla via.

Some time in these years I also re ceived a num ber of books: on the fi nals of the
So viet Cham pi on ships of the 1950s (fea tur ing games by Efim Geller, Al ex an der
Kotov et al), Da vid Bronstein’s Zürich 1953, and Gligoric’s game col lec tion I play
against pieces, with many Nimzo games with the moves 4.e3 and 4.a3 ana lysed in
them.

At that time I was start ing to build a 1.d4 rep er toire. From a prac ti cal point of view,
employing the Nimzo-In dian with the white pieces (con trary to the Queen’s In -
dian) made my open ing prep a ra tion con sid er ably eas ier since now I did not have to 
study so many dif fer ent open ing vari a tions, like the Vi enna Vari a tion, the Ragozin,
the Semi-Tarrasch, etc.

Some of my first suc cesses, like win ning the Yu go slav cham pi on ship in 1988
and the Crown Group in Biel that same year, I can as cribe to a con sid er able ex tent
to my wins in the 4.e3 Nimzo In dian. Later on, per haps the most beau ti ful mo ment 
of my ca reer was when I beat Garry Kasparov in Wijk aan Zee 1999 – also with a
Nimzo-In dian with 4.e3.

Start ing from 1985, I have broadened my knowledge of the 4.e3 lines over the
years, and ultimately I played all of them with white. It al ways seemed to me that
for White 4.e3, the Rubinstein Vari a tion, or 4.a3, the Sämisch Vari a tion, were the
most log i cal, the most clas si cal (al though in the o ret i cal man u als the ‘Clas si cal Vari -
a tion’, also known as the ‘Capablanca Vari a tion’, is con sid ered to be the one with
4.©c2) ways for White to meet the Nimzo-In dian. 

With 4.e3 (the Rubinstein Variation) White plays a nat u ral de vel op ing move, ig -
nor ing for the time be ing Black’s bishop on b4 and keep ing his op tions open.

With 4.a3 (the Sämisch Variation) White forces Black to ex e cute his ‘threat’ of
taking on c3 and dou ble White’s b- and c-pawns. In re turn for this dou bled pawn,
White is to build a strong pawn cen tre. This al ways seemed more im por tant to me
than the ‘mean ing less’ weak ness of White’s c4 pawn. Of course this pref er ence is
purely per sonal! Rather of ten, White also starts with 4.e3 and at a later stage, i.e.
usually a move or two later, he plays a2-a3, trans pos ing to Sämisch po si tions.
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The orig i nal idea of this book was to cover both the 4.e3 and the 4.a3 lines. Dur ing
the pro cess of ana lys ing and writ ing, it tran spired that I had un der es ti mated the
quan tity of the ma te rial, and that the 4.e3 vari a tion alone was go ing to con sid er -
ably ex ceed the orig i nally ear marked to tal num ber of pages! It was there fore de -
cided that the Sämisch Vari a tion will be dealt with in a sep a rate book, which will
be pub lished in the be gin ning of 2013.

White has many dif fer ent op tions to fight in the Rubinstein Vari a tion. He can de -
velop his knight to e2 early (with the bishop still on f1), or later (af ter play ing
Ãd3), or he can de velop the knight to f3 (which is the most pop u lar) – he can play 
with an iso lated pawn, or with con nected hang ing pawns in the centre, or es tab lish
a cen tral pawn sym me try, etc, etc.

Black, on the other hand, can choose be tween an early bishop fianchetto with
4…b6, a line loved by great players like Smyslov and Fischer, or 4…c5, at tack ing
the white cen tre right away, or the flex i ble 4…0-0, which is the most played in re -
cent top tour na ments. The choices that are made on both sides are – or should be –
mo ti vated by the play ers’ pref er ences for cer tain pawn struc tures that arise fur ther
on in the re spec tive lines. Un der stand ing the pawn struc tures and the stra te gic
rules that are con nected with them is more cru cial than a pure re hash ing of vari a -
tions here.

A ma jor ity of pawn struc tures in the 4.e3 lines and their re lated stra te gic choices 
I have tried to ex plain in my book Win ning Chess Middlegames (New In Chess 2009). 
I strongly ad vise the reader to study the stra te gic ins and outs of the re spec tive
pawn struc tures, and find out where his own pref er ences lie be fore tak ing the fi nal
de ci sion as to which line to pick up for his per sonal open ing rep er toire.

In this book I have tried (suc cess fully, I hope) to ex plain the ideas in the Nimzo-In -
dian with 4.e3 and to give an ob jec tive view of the state of af fairs in this open ing,
ir re spec tive of my per sonal pref er ence for the white side.

I hope that you, reader, will en joy this book and that you will be able to suc cess -
fully em ploy the knowl edge you gain from it in your tour na ment play.

Ivan Sokolov
Jan u ary, 2012

The Stra te  g ic Nimzo-In dian
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Chap ter 1.9

The Orig i nal Rubinstein – 4...c5 5.Àe2

TsLdM_.t
jJ_J_JjJ
._._Js._
_.j._._.
.lIi._._
_.n.i._.
Ii._NiIi
r.bQkB_R

TsLdM_.t
jJ_J_JjJ
._._Js._
_.j._._.
.lIi._._
_.n.i._.
Ii._NiIi
r.bQkB_R

With the early 5.Àe2, White gives pawn d4 as well as the knight on c3 ex tra pro tec -
tion, and thereby pre vents Black from play ing the Hübner Vari a tion. The draw back is
that the bishop on f1 is tem po rarily locked in, so of ten in this line White puts the e2
knight on g3 and mod estly de vel ops his bishop to e2. 

5...cxd4

l 5...d6 is an in fe rior move. White
has a num ber of ways to get an ad van -
tage af ter this: 6.a3 White can also ob -
tain an easy, risk-free ad van tage with
6.dxc5 dxc5 7.©xd8+ ®xd8 8.Ãd2
®e7. On e7 the black king will turn
out to be un for tu nately placed, but it
could not stay on d8 for ever. 9.Àf4 b6 
10.a3 Ãa5 11.b4! cxb4 12.axb4
Ãxb4 13.Àcd5+ Àxd5 14.Àxd5+
exd5 15.Ãxb4+ ®f6 16.cxd5 with a
large ad van tage for White in
Smyslov-Stoltz, Bu cha rest 1953.
6...Ãa5 and now:
 A) 7.Àg3  0-0 8.d5! Õe8 9.Ãe2
Ãxc3+ 10.bxc3 ©a5 11.Ãd2 Àbd7
 12.0-0 Àb6 13.e4 exd5

T_L_T_M_
jJ_._JjJ
.s.j.s._
d.jJ_._.
._I_I_._
i.i._.n.
._.bBiIi
r._Q_Rk.

T_L_T_M_
jJ_._JjJ
.s.j.s._
d.jJ_._.
._I_I_._
i.i._.n.
._.bBiIi
r._Q_Rk.

14.cxd5! Very of ten in such po si tions
it is much better for White to be a
pawn down and have the long a1-h8
di ag o nal open for his d2 bishop, rather 
than not to sac ri fice any thing and have
the dou bled c-pawns. I have ex plained
this phe nom e non in my com ments on
the game Keres-Spassky in my book
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Win ning Chess Middlegames. 14...Àxe4
15.Àxe4 Õxe4 16.Ãd3 Õh4 The rook
on h4 pre vents a di rect on slaught on
the black king, but this rook now re -
mains out of play. On 16...Õe8? co mes
17.c4 ©a6 18.©h5 with a win ning at -
tack – note that Black’s ©a6 and Àb6
are out of play. 17.©e2 17.c4 ©a4
18.©xa4 Àxa4 19.Õfe1 Ãd7 20.f4 and 
it would take a long time for the Õh4 to 
re turn into play. 17...Ãd7 18.c4 ©a4
19.f4 f5 20.Õfe1 and White went on to
win in Gligoric-Hort, Mos cow 1963;
 B) 7.Õb1  0-0 8.b4 Ãc7 9.g3 is also
better for White: 9...cxd4 10.exd4
Àbd7 11.Ãg2 Àb6 12.©b3 as in
Volkov- Chepukaitis, St Pe ters burg 1997.
 C) 7.g3 is an other idea for White
here.
l 5...d5 is the most com mon al ter na -
tive to 5...cxd4. It is def i nitely play able;
the re sult ing po si tions (in the main line 
here) are iso lated pawn struc ture-re -
lated. White should have a small ad van -
tage. 6.a3 (6.cxd5 Àxd5 is good for
Black) and now:
 A) 6...cxd4 leads to po si tions with a
sta ble, risk-free ad van tage for White:
7.axb4 7.exd4 Ãe7 8.c5  0-0 is also
pos si ble, though it leads to more com -
pli cated play, where White’s ad van tage
is far from risk-free and the ta bles can
eas ily turn. 7...dxc3 8.Àxc3

TsLdM_.t
jJ_._JjJ
._._Js._
_._J_._.
.iI_._._
_.n.i._.
.i._.iIi
r.bQkB_R

TsLdM_.t
jJ_._JjJ
._._Js._
_._J_._.
.iI_._._
_.n.i._.
.i._.iIi
r.bQkB_R

8...dxc4 Or  8...0-0 9.b5 b6 10.Ãe2
Ãb7 11.Ãf3 ©c7 12.cxd5 exd5  13.0-0 
Õd8 14.Àe2 Àbd7 15.Àd4 as in
Bogoljubow-Matanovic, Bel grade 1952. 
9.©xd8+ ®xd8 10.Ãxc4 Àc6 11.b5
Àe5 12.Ãe2 White has the bish op pair, 
more space, pres sure along the a-file,
and Black still has prob lems to de velop.
12...®e7 13.f4 Àed7 14.b3 Õd8
15.Ãa3+ and White had a clear ad van -
tage and went on to win in Botvinnik-
 Smyslov, Mos cow 1952;
 B) 6...Ãa5 has been tried and it can
be played, though it re mains pas sive
for Black and this is not to ev ery black
player’s taste. 7.dxc5 dxc4 8.©xd8+
Ãxd8 8...®xd8?! is an in fe rior move
af ter 9.Ãd2 e5 10.Àe4 Àc6 11.À2g3 
and Black’s c4 pawn falls. 9.Àd4
Àbd7 10.Ãxc4 Àxc5 11.f3 a6 12.b4
Àcd7 13.e4 Àe5 14.Ãe2 as in
Aronian- V. Babula, Ger many Bundes -
liga 2004/05.
 C) 6...Ãxc3+ is the most played
move here: 7.Àxc3 cxd4 8.exd4

TsLdM_.t
jJ_._JjJ
._._Js._
_._J_._.
._Ii._._
i.n._._.
.i._.iIi
r.bQkB_R

TsLdM_.t
jJ_._JjJ
._._Js._
_._J_._.
._Ii._._
i.n._._.
.i._.iIi
r.bQkB_R

 C1) Keep ing the cen tral ten sion with
8...Àc6 has proved not to equal ize: 9.c5 
 0-0 The po si tions af ter 9...Àe4 10.Ãd3 
Àxc3 11.bxc3 have also proved to be
better for White. 10.Ãf4 This bishop is
head ing for d6. 10.Ãe2 also leads to a
white ad van tage. 10...Àe4 11.Àxe4
dxe4 12.Ãd6 Õe8

Part  I :  4. e3 Var i  ous
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Chap ter 4.2

Karpov Vari a tion – 8...cxd4 9.exd4 b6

TsLd.tM_
j._._JjJ
.j._Js._
_._._._.
.lBi._._
_.n._N_.
Ii._.iIi
r.bQ_Rk.

TsLd.tM_
j._._JjJ
.j._Js._
_._._._.
.lBi._._
_.n._N_.
Ii._.iIi
r.bQ_Rk.

This is one of the most im por tant the o ret i cal lines of the 4.e3 Nimzo, the more so
be cause ex actly the same po si tion can be reached via the Panov At tack in the
Caro-Kann: 1.e4 c6 2.d4 d5 3.exd5 cxd5 4.c4 Àf6 5.Àc3 e6 6.Àf3 Ãb4 7.Ãd3
dxc4 8.Ãxc4 0-0 9.0-0. Black has here no less than five the o ret i cally es tab lished
moves at his dis posal and we will ana lyse all of them. A good gen eral un der stand -
ing of iso lated pawn po si tions is a must for any player will ing to mas ter this line ei -
ther from the white or the black side. Very of ten, trans for ma tions to pawn struc -
tures with hang ing pawns in the cen tre (Black takes ...Ãxc3 and White re sponds
bxc3) or (less fre quent in this line) with a cen tral pawn sym me try (Black jumps
...Àd5, White takes Àxd5 and Black re sponds ...exd5) oc cur in this line. I have
ana lysed this sub ject ex ten sively in my book Win ning Chess Middlegames.

9...b6

This is con sid ered to be Black’s main
move here. 9...a6 has been pop u lar
lately, while three other moves are rel a -
tively less fre quent nowadays:
l The alternative 9...Àc6 mostly trans -
poses to an other line af ter 10.a3, which 
in my opin ion is White’s stron gest
reply. A rel a tively in de pend ent con tin u -
a tion here is 10.Ãg5. 

T_Ld.tM_
jJ_._JjJ
._S_Js._
_._._.b.
.lBi._._
_.n._N_.
Ii._.iIi
r._Q_Rk.

T_Ld.tM_
jJ_._JjJ
._S_Js._
_._._.b.
.lBi._._
_.n._N_.
Ii._.iIi
r._Q_Rk.

330
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In dex of Vari a tions

TsLdM_.t
jJjJ_JjJ
._._Js._
_._._._.
.lIi._._
_.n.i._.
Ii._.iIi
r.bQkBnR

TsLdM_.t
jJjJ_JjJ
._._Js._
_._._._.
.lIi._._
_.n.i._.
Ii._.iIi
r.bQkBnR

4...Àc6

T_LdM_.t
jJjJ_JjJ
._S_Js._
_._._._.
.lIi._._
_.n.i._.
Ii._.iIi
r.bQkBnR

T_LdM_.t
jJjJ_JjJ
._S_Js._
_._._._.
.lIi._._
_.n.i._.
Ii._.iIi
r.bQkBnR

4...b6

TsLdM_.t
j.jJ_JjJ
.j._Js._
_._._._.
.lIi._._
_.n.i._.
Ii._.iIi
r.bQkBnR

TsLdM_.t
j.jJ_JjJ
.j._Js._
_._._._.
.lIi._._
_.n.i._.
Ii._.iIi
r.bQkBnR

401
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4...b6 5.Àe2

TsLdM_.t
j.jJ_JjJ
.j._Js._
_._._._.
.lIi._._
_.n.i._.
Ii._NiIi
r.bQkB_R

TsLdM_.t
j.jJ_JjJ
.j._Js._
_._._._.
.lIi._._
_.n.i._.
Ii._NiIi
r.bQkB_R

4...c5

TsLdM_.t
jJ_J_JjJ
._._Js._
_.j._._.
.lIi._._
_.n.i._.
Ii._.iIi
r.bQkBnR

TsLdM_.t
jJ_J_JjJ
._._Js._
_.j._._.
.lIi._._
_.n.i._.
Ii._.iIi
r.bQkBnR

4...0-0 5.Àe2 d5 6.a3

TsLd.tM_
jJj._JjJ
._._Js._
_._J_._.
.lIi._._
i.n.i._.
.i._NiIi
r.bQkB_R

TsLd.tM_
jJj._JjJ
._._Js._
_._J_._.
.lIi._._
i.n.i._.
.i._NiIi
r.bQkB_R
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4...0-0 5.Ãd3 c5

TsLd.tM_
jJ_J_JjJ
._._Js._
_.j._._.
.lIi._._
_.nBi._.
Ii._.iIi
r.bQk.nR

TsLd.tM_
jJ_J_JjJ
._._Js._
_.j._._.
.lIi._._
_.nBi._.
Ii._.iIi
r.bQk.nR

4...0-0 5.Ãd3 d5

TsLd.tM_
jJj._JjJ
._._Js._
_._J_._.
.lIi._._
_.nBi._.
Ii._.iIi
r.bQk.nR

TsLd.tM_
jJj._JjJ
._._Js._
_._J_._.
.lIi._._
_.nBi._.
Ii._.iIi
r.bQk.nR

4...0-0 5.Ãd3 d5 6.Àf3 b6

TsLd.tM_
j.j._JjJ
.j._Js._
_._J_._.
.lIi._._
_.nBiN_.
Ii._.iIi
r.bQk._R

TsLd.tM_
j.j._JjJ
.j._Js._
_._J_._.
.lIi._._
_.nBiN_.
Ii._.iIi
r.bQk._R

4...0-0 5.Ãd3 d5 6.Àf3 c5 7.0-0 Àc6 8.a3 Ãa5

T_Ld.tM_
jJ_._JjJ
._S_Js._
l.jJ_._.
._Ii._._
i.nBiN_.
.i._.iIi
r.bQ_Rk.

T_Ld.tM_
jJ_._JjJ
._S_Js._
l.jJ_._.
._Ii._._
i.nBiN_.
.i._.iIi
r.bQ_Rk.
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4...0-0 5.Ãd3 d5 6.Àf3 c5 7.0-0 Àc6 8.a3 Ãxc3 9.bxc3 ©c7

T_L_.tM_
jJd._JjJ
._S_Js._
_.jJ_._.
._Ii._._
i.iBiN_.
._._.iIi
r.bQ_Rk.

T_L_.tM_
jJd._JjJ
._S_Js._
_.jJ_._.
._Ii._._
i.iBiN_.
._._.iIi
r.bQ_Rk.

4...0-0 5.Ãd3 d5 6.Àf3 c5 7.0-0 Àc6 8.a3 Ãxc3 9.bxc3 dxc4 10.Ãxc4 ©c7

T_L_.tM_
jJd._JjJ
._S_Js._
_.j._._.
._Bi._._
i.i.iN_.
._._.iIi
r.bQ_Rk.

T_L_.tM_
jJd._JjJ
._S_Js._
_.j._._.
._Bi._._
i.i.iN_.
._._.iIi
r.bQ_Rk.

4...0-0 5.Ãd3 d5 6.Àf3 c5 7.0-0 dxc4 8.Ãxc4

TsLd.tM_
jJ_._JjJ
._._Js._
_.j._._.
.lBi._._
_.n.iN_.
Ii._.iIi
r.bQ_Rk.

TsLd.tM_
jJ_._JjJ
._._Js._
_.j._._.
.lBi._._
_.n.iN_.
Ii._.iIi
r.bQ_Rk.
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