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Key to Symbols
! a good move ⩲ White stands slightly better
? a weak move ⩱ Black stands slightly better
!! an excellent move ± White has a serious advantage
?? a blunder ∓ Black has a serious advantage
!? an interesting move +- White has a decisive advantage
?! a dubious move -+ Black has a decisive advantage
□ only move → with an attack
N novelty ↑ with initiative
⟳ lead in development ⇆ with counterplay
⨀ zugzwang ∆ with the idea of
= equality ⌓ better is
∞ unclear position ≤ worse is
© with compensation for the + check

sacrificed material # mate
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Introduction to the Modernized Modern

Playing the Modern Defense with any regularity is a sign that you truly love chess. 
From the very first move, you are indicating to your opponent (and to the jury 
deciding on the brilliancy prizes!) that you would like to play an unbalanced 
position. Then the thrill of the fight courses through your veins and you simply must 
trust yourself to handle developments better than the other player. For a very long 
time this truly was the absolute frontier, the Wild West of opening theory: if it went 
well you looked like a genius, if it goes badly you got mated in 20 moves, and most 
likely neither of you ever really made the analysis which you so badly needed to 
remember at the board.

A certain air of reckless abandon, of pure devil-may-care mischief, was needed to 
play it successfully, and to some extent still is. Something of this passion was 
conveyed into printed form by Swedish GM Tiger Hillarp Persson when he wrote his 
Tiger’s Modern. Even within the Modern, the crème de-la-crème of the opening, 
when I learned it from his book almost a decade ago was the famous Hippo setup, 
the epitome of the adventurer’s spirit. 

While White goes about stationing his pieces aggressively, controls the centre, etc., 
Black nonchalantly places nearly all his pawns on the third rank and shuffles his 
pieces behind them! For some reason this appealed to the 15-year-old me: the idea 
that I could take the game to my opponent in a way that I chose, rather than by 
preparing endlessly for some subtlety on move 27 of the Poisoned Pawn Najdorf. 

Throughout the year 2010 I played the Modern almost exclusively; it filled the gap 
between my 1…e5 phase and my 1…c6 phase. (The latter remained my main reply 
to 1.e4 until I began learning the Najdorf in 2018, but I do still enjoy regularly mixing 
it up with the Modern; there are more than 20 references to my own games in the 
text.) What might surprise you is that 2010 was the year in which my chess career 
started progressing by leaps and bounds! I became an IM relying very heavily on it; 
an example from one of my norm tournaments can be seen in Part I (Lahiri-
Fernandez.) I embraced the complexity, the audacity and the novelty whole-
heartedly, and it embraced me back. 

The following game was perhaps one of my most free-spirited ever. As a 
competitive player it can be hard to get fully into a creative mindset, but you can 
always try. This is, of course, much easier to do if you’re not dependent on the 
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result to the extent that dinner will be porridge if you lose, salad if you draw and 
steak if you win.

I Bezgodov, Alexei (2485)
J Fernandez, Daniel (2371)
 Khanty-Mansiysk 2010

1. Nf3 g6 2. d4 Bg7 3. e4 d6 4. Nc3 a6 
5. h3 Nd7 6. Bc4 e6 7. a4 b6 8. Bg5 
Ne7 9. h4 h6 10. Bf4 Bb7 11. Qe2

Position after: 11. Qe2

11... Qb8!?

Commencing a manoeuvre I had read 
about in my (at that stage very new) 
copy of "Tiger's Modern".

12. Rd1 Qa7!? 13. 0-0 Rd8 14. Rfe1 
Qa8 15. Nh2 0-0

A purist might have played the even 
more contrived 15... Kf8 !

16. Qe3 Kh7 17. Qh3 e5!

Opening the game at the right time.

Black's pieces turn out to be quite well 
placed!

18. Be3 exd4 19. Bxd4 Ne5 20. Bb3 
N7c6 21. Be3 Na5 22. Bd5 Nac4 23. 
Bc1 c6 24. Bxc4 Nxc4 25. h5 Bc8 26. 
Qg3 g5 27. Nf3

Position after: 27. Nf3

27... Bxc3!?

Positionally speaking this is a reasona-
ble idea, but there was no compulsion 
to give up the bishop.

27... b5!⩱

28. bxc3 f6 29. Nh4 Rfe8 30. f4 b5 31. 
Ng6 Qa7+ 32. Kh2 Qd7 33. f5?

In mutual time pressure and with the 
position becoming quite complicated, 
both sides start making quite big mis-
takes. Unluckily for our story, the last 
mistake was made by me.
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33... bxa4 34. Rd4

Position after: 34. Rd4

34... c5?!

Showing, as Ivan Sokolov would say, 
"too much talent".

34... Qf7!∓ would have kept matters 
under control and Black can always play 
...c5 next.

35. Rxc4 Qb5 36. e5 Qxc4 37. e6 Bb7 
38. e7 Rc8 39. Re6

White has very good value for the ex-
change and in what followed I just fell 
apart.

39... Qd5? 40. Rxf6+– Qd1 41. Bxg5 
Qxh5+ 42. Bh4 Bd5 43. Nf4 Rg8 44. 
Nxh5 Rxg3 45. Bxg3 a3 46. Rf8 a2 
47. Rxc8 Bf7 48. Bxd6 Bxh5 49. 
Be5
1-0

Life can be ironic sometimes. From a starting point of being fairly contemptuous of 
opening theory a decade ago, you now find me in the process of selling this, my 
second opening book; the third one might well feature, of all things, the Poisoned 
Pawn Najdorf! But this may not be so much due to a change of character as to a 
change in how chess is played.

Times are changing (as even the Wild West at some point became industrialized) 
and theory has developed on everything. It has therefore become possible, inter 
alia, to try and write a rigorous opening manual on the Modern. What I mean is not 
that equality has been found and this should be your exclusive opening choice for 
all time to come (I would be lying to you if I said that) but rather that there is now 
a roadmap as to how you should study this opening. About time, given the number 
of 1.e4 repertoires that have been written and which contain anti-Modern 
recommendations (usually in the ‘Other’ or ‘Miscellaneous’ section towards the 
back!) that nobody has taken the time to combat rigorously.

Furthermore, there has been a sea change in the ethos of Modern players (and also 
Pirc players): we no longer wish to get something totally new, or redefine the 
concept of development in Hippo style, but usually these days we want to get a 
Sicilian structure! That is to say, a position where Black gets to play …cxd4 (or have 
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White play dxc5) and thereby obtains a central majority that will stand him in good 
stead for the long term. That has now become the intellectual gold standard, a 
trend that has progressed in tandem with the inclusion of this opening in more 
players’ repertoires and its slow shift in towards the mainstream from the fringes 
of what is acceptable.

As artisans (for we must never forget our roots) on this moving fringe, it is 
important to have your bearings. Nowadays (and however much you feel like 
playing it freehand) if you want to include the Modern in your repertoire you should 
do some study. You should know, for instance, where White can get a safe plus (in 
my opinion, just chapter III.2), where White can get a less-safe plus (chapter IV.4), 
and where there are routes to equality, dynamic or otherwise (essentially the rest 
of the book!)

For the rare player from the White side who has picked this book up looking for 
inspiration, this text must have seemed like a really hate-filled polemic right up until 
that last paragraph. Yes, indeed, I am making some recommendations for White 
here too. For as objectivity plays a larger and larger part in the evolution of this 
opening and others, it falls to authors and commentators to try and uncover the 
truth of the position as honestly as they know how, rather than shamelessly trying 
to promote one side or the other.

As such, not only am I suggesting some lines and novelties for White, but I’m also 
severely dialing back some of my other personal biases (such as picking the ‘fun’ 
line over safe equality, or giving away the bishop-pair with the manoeuvres 
…Bg4xf3) in order to try and provide as many sustainably playable options as 
possible. Also, where I consider there to be relatively little choice (Part IV, chapters 
3 and 4) I am being honest about that and not trying to create analysis from thin 
air.

Unfortunately, the nature of the material is such that I cannot possibly cover every 
move-order; some talented analyst might well prove an advantage for White after 
3.c3 or 3.Bc4. What to do? Well, I reiterate the message from my first book: my 
goal is not to be 100% comprehensive, because these days that’s largely impossible.
There is a reasonable amount of consensus that the third moves (after 1.e4 g6 2.d4 
Bg7) which deserve the most attention are 3.Nf3, 3.Nc3 and 3.c4; my aim after 
all three of those moves is to be 99% correct 99% of the time, and never too badly 
mistaken. 
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I hope this book proves to be informative as well as ground-breaking; that it 
reinforces your knowledge while infusing it with passion and some new discoveries; 
and above all that you have as much fun reading it as I did writing it.

It remains for me to thank those who have been instrumental in the creation of this 
book as you hold it today: Thinkers Publishing for being (extremely) lenient with 
deadlines; numerous colleagues and friends for sharing their ideas and input freely 
(but especially fellow GMs Negi Parimarjan and Justin Tan); and of course my 
parents, for putting up with so much of my chess mania during the second half of 
my childhood and beyond.

Daniel Fernandez
Sydney, June 2020
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