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"The problem’s plain to see...”

Mark Rosewater - Making Magic
Monday, September 29, 2003

elcome to Artifact Creature Week! In honor of Mirrodin's release, we're going to
spend this week talking about colorless creatures (and | don't mean animated lands).

Since | have the honor of writing the design column, | thought I'd use "Making Magic"
this week to discuss the challenges of designing artifact creatures (and artifacts in general) and
then take a look at the design of a few of the artifact creatures in Mirrodin.

There's No Place Like Gnome

| guess | should start by letting you in on a trade secret. Designing good artifacts is very, very
hard. Why? A number of reasons:

1) Artifacts Don't Play Nice With The Color Wheel - The most important aspect of artifacts
comes from what they aren't. And by that, | mean colored. I've spent numerous columns
explaining how crucial the color wheel is to Magic. Artifacts throw a giant monkey wrench into
the works. The color wheel had a little party and artifacts simply weren't invited.

This isn't to say that R&D hasn't tried to fit artifacts into
the color wheel. We've even managed to keep a few Dowling, Mine
abilities (milling, howling mine effects, etc.) relegated to |
primarily artifacts. But it's a square peg and a round hole.
Artifacts are defined by their ability to do anything. Their

colorlessness is their freedom. To quote an old (and | do

mean old) Saturday Night Live sketch: "It's a curse and a
blessing".

The blessing is that artifacts have very little limitations.
The curse is that artifacts have very little limitations. As
I've explained in my column on numerous occasions,

restrictions breed creativity. Having a wide open field is

rather daunting. At the beginning of each

draw step, if Howling Mine is
In addition, although artifacts don't make great use of the untapped, that player draws a card.
color wheel, they still have to be kept from stepping on its Legend has it that the mine howls out
toes. This has lead R&D to make a global rule the laac soonds of thase mha diod innde.
concerning artifacts: artifacts cannot do anything better ]
than the worse color at that ability. For example, an . 0 W e, 05D
artifact with creature destruction should not be good .

enough that every green deck uses it.

To be fair, R&D is a little flexible with this rule (such as when half the set is artifacts), but the
general spirit looms over every design. This problem is especially present in artifact creatures.
Blue's creatures, for example, are clearly several notches below colors like green and white. And
artifact creatures aren't supposed to exceed blue's.

So, what is a designer to do? The key rests in being extra creative. The best way to keep from
usurping colored abilities is to find offbeat abilities that don't obviously translate into a particular
color. This isn't easy. Thus the "very, very hard" line from above.

2) Artifacts Are Victims of Flavor - | believe a key factor that players like about artifacts is that
they are conceptually very logical. They're things. They're magical items. They make sense. This
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puts an interesting constraint on design. In order for an artifact to "feel" right, it has to have clear
connection between what its flavor and its mechanic. Enchantments? Whatever. They're magic.
They're made up anyway. Players don't have any expectations. But artifacts? Artifacts are real,
so they better damn make sense.

This isn't to say that every artifact makes perfect sense (what's a howling mine exactly?), but
that the best artifacts are the ones that have a consistent logic. I'm sure this isn't something most
players think about, but it's an important part of what makes artifacts tick design-wise. And once
again, doing this properly is "very, very hard".

3) Artifacts Have a "Wacky" Rep - Because of Reason #1, designers have gone out of their
way to be more inventive with the kinds of effects players see on artifacts. Combine this with the
fact that artifacts skew towards rare (common artifacts don't exist in most sets and uncommon
artifacts tend to be utility-based) and you create a self-fulfilling prophecy where artifacts are
"weirder" than normal cards.

To combat this in Mirrodin, we purposefully dropped the rarity threshold on artifacts. In English,
this means we put things that would normally be uncommon at common, normally rare at
uncommon, and left extra complicated at rare. This is why, for example, uncommon artifacts in
Mirrodin might seem like rare artifacts that you might find in a normal set. This expectation
towards odder effects is yet more pressure that complicates artifact design.

4) Mirrodin Is Half Artifact - The design team felt strongly that Mirrodin had to have a high
number of artifact cards to create the environment we wanted. An average set might have forty
artifacts in it (and I'm not talking about the skimpy artifact levels of the last few years). Mirrodin
has over one hundred sixty! It has the equivalent of four sets worth of artifacts. That's a lot of
artifacts to design.

In fact, there was some (not me) in R&D who didn't believe we could create that many
interesting artifacts. As you can see, we proved them wrong. (At least, | sure hope we have.)

5) Artifact Creatures Have Any More Limitations - Of all the card types, R&D creates more
creatures than any other. As such, creatures are better spelled out than any other card type.
This makes artifact creature design even harder because there's less virgin design space to
explore.

Luckily, the designers love a good challenge. And with Mirrodin, we had our hands full.

Creature Features

But enough of my yapping, let's get to the design stories. How did some of Mirrodin's artifact
creatures come into being?

Bosh, Iron Golem - Normally, the creative team lets the design team know what legends are
needed for the story. Using the information provided, the design team designs cards to fit the
flavor. Bosh was pretty straight-forward. He was a bad-ass golem that liked to destroy artifacts.
The designers and developers tried a number of different ideas. In the end, the development
team took an ability that the design team had turned in on a rare red "monkey" (you see, in the
Magic universe monkeys, for some reason, really hate artifacts). Because this grab and fling
flavor felt very red, the card was given a red activation.

Clockwork Dragon - When Alpha first came out, there was no pre-built community to absorb and
figure out the cards (plus the Internet was still in its early stages). As such, some of the "hot"
cards in early Magic had a lot more to do with splash value than play value. One such card was
Clockwork Beast. If you wanted a Clockwork Beast (or The Hive oddly enough) you had to crack
one open in a booster pack because no one was going to be crazy enough to trade it to you.

Pulling this info from my past, | knew Mirrodin was going to have some clockwork creatures
(although notice that the mechanic has been updated to use +1/+1 counters). Of course, this
meant we had to have a rare clockwork creature. And when you think of rare creatures, you
think of dragons. Thus, the Clockwork Dragon was born. | also liked that the signature dragon of
the set would be an artifact dragon.

Copper Myr, Gold Myr, Iron Myr, Leaden Myr, Silver Myr -
This cycle was created very early in the Mirrodin design.
Since that time, nothing about the cards has changed. Well,
okay, they did go from being gnomes to being myr but
everything else from the mana cost to the ability to the
power/toughness was there from practically day one.
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Duplicant - This card was created during development. A ==
number of players on the Internet have wished that it could i

copy the entire creature instead of just the power, toughness, Jat Gname

and creature type. Well, the card used to do exactly that. This

was what the development team had in mind when they Jet Gnome
created it. But the rules couldn't support the mechanic (go

look up the ruling on Vesuvan Doppelganger if you want to CAZA Bacon
see why) so the change was made very late in development. Aract Crealure - Gnome

T: Add B to your mana pool

Frogmite & Myr Enforcer - | created these guys during the first
batch of affinity cards. They went in the file and never
changed. | knew | wanted some artifacts with affinity - artifacts
because it was the only way to make cards that could
potentially cost nothing. By the way, these guys are very
good. Definitely check them out because | believe you'll see
them in tournament play.

vii eeooowatc 1/

Goblin War Wagon - This card is a nod to the Arabian Nights
card Brass Man. There was some discussion whether we
wanted to use the word Goblin on an artifact as the word
makes a title sound red.

Leveler - This card started because | wanted a 10/10 artifact creature for 8'. Why? | don't know.
Because it just seemed cool. But to do this, | knew | needed a drawback. And not some wimpy
drawback. A real drawback. But | wanted something simple. Removing your library from the
game came pretty quickly for some reason. Also, like the myr cycle, this card was published
exactly as it was created in early design.

Lodestone Myr - This card (known as Magnetron in design)
was inspired by the Tempest card Telethopter (designed

interestingly by my dad, Gene). | liked the idea of other Magnetron

artifacts being a resource for this card. During design we

limited the artifacts to non-equipment artifacts because it was Magnetron
confusing when they were tapped or untapped (players tend

to treat them like creature enchantments and tap them along UADE_BCN BACON
with the creature). Development thought this was clunky (and Ardacy

unnecessarily weaker) and changed the activation back to Tap an artifact creature:
any artifact. CARDMAME gets +1/+1

juntil end of turn.
®: CARDNAME gains
trample until end of turn.

Myr Mindservant - Several people on the boards have asked
why this guy doesn't let you shuffle your opponent's library.
That way, they say it could combo with Psychogenic Probe.
The answer is that it used to and | convinced the development
team to change it. You see, back in Alliances (during my first vao ceoooworc 22
development team) | designed Soldier of Fortune (at least | I .

believe | did - I'm sure one of the Alliances' designers will
write to me if I'm remembering this wrong). I've always
considered it to be a mistake. Forcing your opponent to continually shuffling is annoying (and
mean). | don't mind cards that do it once in the process of achieving some effect, but as a
repeatable effect it's simply rude. You want to shuffle your own library for some tactical
advantage? Fine. You want to continually shuffle your opponent's library? Sorry. As far as I'm
concerned it should be off-limits.

Pentavus - The design team originally thought about putting Tetravus in the set (afterall,
Triskleion and Tetravus have always been a pair in my mind), but the card had a few too many
clunky elements (you did know that you can't enchant a tetravite token?) so we redesigned it. To
change things up we changed it to five +1/+1 counters. The name was the logical response.

Platinum Angel - | just wanted to give credit where credit are due. The design team did not make
this card. It was created by the development team (Brandon Bozzi, Randy Buehler, Elaine
Chase, Brian Schneider, Henry Stern, and Brian Tinsman). | think it turned out great and | just
wanted to give props for a job well done.

If You Build Them...

| hope today's column has given you a better insight into the design of artifact creatures. As you
can see, they're a little harder to create than one might first imagine.

Join me next week when | continue my trek behind the scenes of Mirrodin design.
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Until then, may your myr army overrun your opponent.

Mark Rosewater
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