
A58 Benko Gambit - Main Line/ The Latest Trends in the post-Topalov period 
By GM Alex Finkel 
  
1.d4 Nf6 2.c4 c5 3.d5 b5 4.cxb5 a6 5.bxa6 g6 6.Nc3 Bxa6 7.g3 d6 8.Bg2 Bg7 9.Nf3 
Nbd7 10.Rb1 
 

 
 
A number of chess experts hold this line responsible for the serious decrease in the 
popularity of the Benko at GM level. However this survey isn't supposed to answer 
the question ''Is the Benko gambit still playable?'', because it's more than obvious 
than it is, but rather to point out the best way for black to get reasonable counter-
play. 
 
I hope that after reading this survey and carefully studying the latest games you will 
realise that things are not that bad for black after all. I think we might see some 
other top players join Magnus Carlsen (who plays the Benko with great success), and 
add this fantastic opening to their repertoire. 
 
Black has got two main set ups at his disposal: the first one involving Qa5, followed 
either by Nb6 or Rfb8 and Ne8 is more ambitious and popular, while another, 
involving an early Nb6, followed by Ra7 and Qa8 is also perfectly playable, even 
though black's task of getting active counter play is a bit more problematic in that 
case.   
 
 
 

Part 1 
 



Lƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǳǊǾŜȅ ǿŜϥƭƭ ŘŜŀƭ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ млΧл-0 11.0-0 Qa5 set up, but 
before we do that let me bring a short remark on early Qa5. 
 

 
 
It is interesting that in the latest game played at the top level (Aronian-Carlsen, Elista 
нллтύ aŀƎƴǳǎ ƻǇǘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŀƴ ŜŀǊƭȅ млΧvŀрΣ ŦƻƭƭƻǿŜŘ ōȅ ммΦл-0 Nb6, trying to prevent 
white from developing pieces in accordance with a standard opening scheme. 
However it seems that starting active operations while the black king remains in the 
center is unpromising.  
 

 
 
Position after 11...Nb6 from Aronian-Carlsen, Elista 2007 
In the game Aronian didn't succeed to reveal the weak spots in black's set up, but it's 
pretty clear that  after 12.a3 Nc4 13.b4, which has been played in the game white is 
better. 
 



 
 
In any case we are quite likely to see more games in which black employs this rare 
move order, which would help us to understand what might be the best way for 
white to secure his opening advantage. 
 
¢ƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ŀǊƛǎŜǎ ŀŦǘŜǊ млΧл-0 11.0-0 Qa5 12.Qc2.  
 

 
 
¦ƴǘƛƭ ǊŜŎŜƴǘƭȅ ōƭŀŎƪϥǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊ Ǉƭŀƴ ǿŀǎ мнΧwŦb8, followed by Ne8-c7 and Nb6, 
however over tƘŜ ƭŀǎǘ ȅŜŀǊ ¢ǊŜƎǳōƻǾ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭƭȅ ŜƳǇƭƻȅŜŘ мнΧbōсΗΚ ƻƴ 
more than one occasions. It's no secret that GM Pavel Tregubov is one of the leading 
experts in Benko gambit, so his opening choice is mostly definitely worth very 
serious attention.  
 
We'll stŀǊǘ ǿƛǘƘ мнΧbōсΗΚ 



 
 
¢ƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ōŜƘƛƴŘ мнΧbōс ƛǎ ǾŜǊȅ ǎƛƳǇƭŜ ŀƴŘ ƭƻƎƛŎŀƭΥ ōƭŀŎƪ ŘƻŜǎƴϥǘ ǿŀƴǘ ǘƻ ǿŀǎǘŜ ǘƛƳŜ 
on a long Nf6-e8-c7-b5 manoeuvre, which could be easily parried by a4, after which 
the knight isn't too active on c7. Black just wants to play Bb7, Nfd7, followed by c4 
and Nc5, while the queen could be comfortably placed on a6. The drawback of this 
set up is rather poor position of the bishop on b7, but except of this it seems to be 
perfectly logical and pretty tough to meet on white's part. In the latest game played 
in this line Tregubov managed to equalize quite easily against Marcelin.  
 
The crucial position seems to arise after 13.Nd2 Bb7 14.Rd1 Nfd7 15.a3 c4 (Marcelin-
Tregubov, France 2007).  

 
Thus far black was doing pretty fine, but may be white may pose some problems 
with 16.Qe4!? 
 



Another possible direction for white to look for the advantage is 13.Rd1 Nc4 14.Nd2 
Nd7 15.Nxc4 Bxc4, but it seems that black has sufficient counter chances (Bacrot-
Tregubov, Paris 2006). 
 

 
 
To sum the things up, whitŜ ƛǎ ȅŜǘ ǘƻ ǎƘƻǿ ŀ ŎƭŜŀǊ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜ ŀŦǘŜǊ мнΧbōсΣ 
so at this point it appears to be black's most promising choice. 
 
Lƴ Ƴȅ ƻǇƛƴƛƻƴ ōƭŀŎƪ ƛǎƴϥǘ ŘƻƛƴƎ ǎƻ ōŀŘƭȅ ŀƭǎƻ ŀŦǘŜǊ мнΧwŦōуΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŀǘ ŎŀǎŜ 
white has more possibilities to fight for the opening advantage.  White has 2 main 
alternatives: 13.Bd2 and 13.b3.  
 

 
Another possible try is 13.Rd1, but it's far less popular and far less dangerous for 
black. The good example of black's play after 13.Rd1 could be found in the game 
Johannessen-Carlsen, Norway 2006. 
 



Speaking of the difference between 13.Bd2 and 13.b3 - the former forces black to 
Ǉƭŀȅ моΧbōс όǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ моΧbōс ƛǎ ƛƴŘƛǎǇǳǘŀōƭȅ ōƭŀŎƪϥǎ ōŜǎǘ ŎƘƻƛŎŜύΣ ǎƻ ƛƴ ǎƻƳŜ ƭƛƴŜǎ ǘƘŜ 
knight can't come to c5 if black decides to push c4. This proves to be very important 
difference as after 13.b3 Ne8 14.Bd2 Qa3! 15.Bc1 Qa5 16.Bb2 c4! black gets 
excellent counter play, which proved to be sufficient for equality.  
 

 
 
The latest game in this line is Yakovich-Khismatullin, Russia 2006. Basically white may 
still get on the right track with 15.Rfd1!, but it's easier for his to get the position he'd 
want to play by 13.Bd2. 
 
After 13.Bd2 black's task is more difficult. The crucial position is 13.Bd2 Nb6 14.b3 
Qa3 15.Bc1 Qa5 16.Rd1 Ne8  
 

 
 
In which white seems to keep slightly better chances, for that reason I'd rather 
ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘ ǘƻ Ǉƭŀȅ мнΧbōсΦ  
 



Part 2 
{ŜŎƻƴŘ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ ƻǳǊ ǎǳǊǾŜȅ ƛǎ ŘŜŘƛŎŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǘ ǳǇǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾƛƴƎ млΧbōсΦ  
 
Basically black's main plan in this line is to play Ra7, Qa8 and then Bb7 or to double 
the rooks over the b file, but there is another interesting plan involving Bc8, h6, g5 
and Qd7-f5-g6 with idea to start active operations on the kingside.  
 
Both plans are hardly sufficient for equality, but nevertheless quite playable. 
 
To get a better idea about a chŀǊŀŎǘŜǊ ƻŦ Ǉƭŀȅ ŀŦǘŜǊ млΧbōс ммΦōо .ōт мнΦbƘп л-0 I'd 
recommend to take a look at the games Adianto-Ghaem Mogami, 2006 and 
Sanikidze-Gagunashvili, 2006. 
 

 
 
CƻǊ млΧbōс ммΦōо wŀт мнΦл-0 Qa8 13.Nh4 0-0 take a look at Dobrov-Sivokho, 2006 
 

 
 



And finally for млΧbōс ммΦōо .Ŏу мнΦbƘп Ƙс моΦvŎн vŘт ŎƘŜŎƪ ƻǳǘ aŀǊŎŜƭƛƴ-
Giardelli. 
 

 
 
Overall black isn't scoring too well in Nb6 lines, but it's sort of less explored path, so 
those of you who are looking for a line with less theory and more action may go for 
this stuff: 
 
You will find some commented games in attached database (the games appear in 
ŘŜǎŎŜƴŘƛƴƎ ŎƘǊƻƴƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ƻǊŘŜǊύΣ ŀǘ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƳŜǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŘŜŀƭ ǿƛǘƘ млΧл-0 11.0-0 
vŀр ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ǿƛǘƘ млΧbōсΦ 
 
See you next time. 


