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Giving You Nightmares... Jay Moldenhauer-Salazar
 House of Cards
 Thursday, January 10, 2002 

I am a theme deck purist. Today I’ll take a look at what I am sure is the first of many discussions about building a
proper theme deck.

You may have noticed some similarities among the Torment cards unveiled
over the past three days. First, they are all black... no bonus points for that
one. Second, they are all creatures... ah, getting a little closer. Third,
Chainer, Dementia Master is the first “nightmare lord” while Faceless
Butcher and Soul Scourge are nightmares (Nightmare Horrors, to be exact).

Those very clever folks in the audience will say “Interesting, all three cards
have a word with seven letters in their title, so it must be a bad ‘7’ theme.”
Those people already have theme decks down pat, and frankly they’re a
little too smart for their own good. For everyone else, the common theme is,
of course, nightmares.

I have often invited friends over for “theme parties,” in which we pick a
theme ahead of time and all bring our own interpretations in deck form. We
usually play a round-robin tournament, though the point is not so much to
win the most games as it is to see who has most clearly and creatively built
around the theme. In some sense, playing the games is just a way of
demonstrating to everyone the hard work you put into building the deck.

Theme decks are an art; They are to Pro Tour decks what poetry is to
textbooks. When watching a solid theme deck get played, you should smile

at worst and belly laugh at best. This emotional response is the reason to build and play theme decks. Think I’m
taking this too far? You, my friend, are not a theme deck purist.

In my theme parties there are four rules:

Normal constructed guidelines apply (maximum 4 of each card, 60 card minimum, etc.).
You can use any card printed for Magic, including Unglued, Starter, and Portal cards.
The deck must be playable (it needs to have at least an outside chance of winning games).
Every card except basic, dual-, and pain-lands must fit the theme.

This last rule looks the most subjective, but I find people quickly can judge the thematic content of a deck. To see
what I mean, I’ll look at how I would go about building a nightmare theme deck.

OBVIOUS GOODIES

I’ll start out using Chainer, because he is, after all, the
nightmare lord.

How many nightmare creatures are there in Magic
today? Before Torment, there was only Nightmare.
Now there are Faceless Butcher and Soul Scourge.
All of these creatures belong in a theme deck
dedicated to their creature type. In fact, I will bend the
deck to support 4 copies of Nightmare because –
geez – its name is the theme.

Recurring Nightmare is the only other Magic card with
“Nightmare” in the title*, so it also belongs in the deck.
The cool thing is that with Chainer and Recurring
Nightmare, the deck is already starting to have a
graveyard-animation mechanic to it. This mechanic, in
turn, nicely supports Nightmare since normally it
would be too expensive to use 4 of in a deck.

FLESHING OUT THE THEME

Here is the part where people get into trouble in their theme deck construction. Now that obvious cards have
suggested a graveyard “style” to the deck, many folks will try to look for cards that don’t quite fit the theme but are
very cool to use with Chainer and Recurring Nightmare. Don’t use Unnatural Selection. Don’t use Entomb. Don’t
use Verdant Force. These are not theme cards.
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Instead, it is now time to open your card collection (or even better, load up Magic Encyclopedia, Apprentice, or
soon Magic Online) and search for all cards that fit the theme. Usually I will take the time to search through every
card in every color. Because of Chainer’s activation cost and Nightmare’s dependence on Swamps, however, I’ll
limit my search to just black, artifact and land cards.

First search the card titles, types, and abilities. These are the attributes that will most tightly tie a theme deck
together. Then check out art and flavor text.

Here the judgment calls begin. Does Underworld Dreams fit the theme? What about Face of Fear? The
Nightstalkers? For now, I include every card that is borderline into my list, using extremely iffy cards as little as
possible. The important part is that – in the end – these are the only cards I will use for deck construction.

It sounds crazy, but you would be surprised how easy (and fun) it is to vastly limit your card choices and still make
a deck playable. By starting with only the cards that fit your theme, you are guaranteed to have a thematic deck at
the end and you won’t be tempted to dip into non-theme cards just because they make the deck more powerful.

For nightmares, my reasoning goes like this:

It is clear in scanning the nightmare-esque cards printed so far that a lot of them are creature type horror. Horrors,
it turns out, have really spooky creepy-crawly names/pictures that are reminiscent of nightmares. There are so
many horrors, in fact, that I’ll start with non-horror cards first and fill holes later. I don’t want the deck to appear to
be a horror deck, which feels like a dangerous possibility.

The most playable non-horror cards seem to be Terror, Spirit of the Night, Wall of Distortion, and Altar of
Dementia. Terror is just an all-around good card, both generally and thematically. Spirit of the Night works great
with the graveyard-animation mechanic the initial cards established. Wall of Distortion gets opponents’ cards into
the graveyard and has great flavor text (“It reflects only nightmares.”). Altar of Dementia is, quite frankly, a
borderline card that happens to work very well with Chainer (allowing you to both sacrifice creatures before they
are removed from the game and put more potential creatures in the graveyard for Chainer to animate).

I want to use Fevered Convulsions and Dread of Night, but neither seems to fit what I’m trying to do. Looming
Shade and Dungeon Shade both have good flavor texts for a nightmare deck, but including them starts to make
me think too hard about the theme just by looking at the decklist. Dumb reason? Maybe, but I also need a reason
to winnow cards.

When the dust settles, only two horrors make the cut. Hidden Horror has that under-the-bed feel to it, and works
great with getting a fattie into the graveyard to animate. Phyrexian Gargantua, meanwhile, has good enough
flavor text to warrant a single copy. I desperately wanted to use Childhood Horror, but I didn’t think a threshold
card made sense in the deck.

The final deck looks like this:

Sweet Dreams
 Nightmare Theme Deck

25 Swamp

 

4 Faceless Butcher 
4 Hidden Horror 
4 Nightmare 
3 Wall of Distortion 
3 Chainer, Dementia Master 
3 Soul Scourge 
1 Phyrexian Gargantua 
1 Spirit of the Night

 
 

4 Altar of Dementia 
4 Terror 
4 Recurring Nightmare

 

Think you can do better? Throw a “Nightmare” theme party after the release of Torment and see what you and
your friends can conjure up. Here’s a hint, though: Don’t use Terror or Fear, since most of the critters will be
black.

Next week I’ll have more fun with graveyard animation. See you then!

-j

More theme decks:
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Soul Food
 "Soul" Theme Deck

4 Underground River 
4 Underground Sea 
2 Bad River 
2 Darkwater Catacombs 
12 Swamp

 

4 Wall of Souls 
4 Souldrinker 
4 Soul Scourge

 
 

4 Remove Soul 
4 Soul Barrier 
4 Syphon Soul 
4 Sever Soul 
4 Soul Feast 
2 Soul Net 
2 Soul Burn

 

Chain Gang
 "Chain" Theme Deck

4 Badlands 
4 Caves of Koilos 
4 Scrubland 
4 Sulfurous Springs 
1 Dwarven Hold 
1 Ebon Stronghold 
1 Forbidding Watchtower 
1 Volrath's Stronghold 
4 Swamp

 

4 Ironclaw Orcs 
4 Chainflinger 
3 Chainer, Dementia Master

 
 

4 Chain Lightning 
4 Chains of Mephistopheles 
4 Spirit Shackle 
4 Manacles of Decay 
3 Binding Agony 
3 Shackles 
2 Word of Binding 
1 Volrath's Dungeon

 

The Butcher
 "Butcher" Theme Deck

4 Badlands 
4 Sulfurous Springs 
11 Swamp 
3 Mountain

 

4 Blood Pet 
4 Bog Imp 
4 Ravenous Rats 
4 Ravenous Baboons 
4 Faceless Butcher

 
 

4 Innocent Blood 
4 Blood Lust 
4 Mind Knives 
4 Massacre 
2 Feast of the Unicorn

 

*: Except, of course, that crazy Unglued card that is not only the wrong color for this deck but is also too, pardon
the expression, nightmarish to use. A braver soul than I might try to work this card into the deck too.

Jay may be reached at houseofcards@wizards.com.
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