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die. This is the fate of many creatures, trading off for those of your opponent. Most of the time neither

player gives it much thought. Most of the time they're also both making the right decision, but there are
many good reasons why one player might not want to make the exchange. When Scott Johns pointed out that no
one has ever written an article on when to trade and when not to trade, | knew immediately that I'd be using it for
my first interlude. | think that the column is developing well and I'll never run out of content, but when you use the
same format every week it's easy to get burned out and you miss out on the chance to do other things. For those
reasons, Scott has asked me to make sure that, from time to time, I'll be loosening the format for a week in order
to address something that is better off when it is not framed by a specific position (fans of JMS' Building on a
Budget column will recognize this structure). Today I'll go over the most common considerations when you're
considering whether you want to trade creatures. The topic could easily be broadened to include other types of
trades, but I'll barely be able to scratch the surface as it is, so we'll start here for now. (Let me know on the boards
what you think of this one and we'll see if people are looking for more exploration of these topics.)

O n turn two, each player plays a creature. On turn three, one attacks and the other blocks. Both creatures

General Considerations

=) If both players avoid trading off their creatures, there will be
3 more and more creatures in play over time. Eventually you
end up with one of those giant messes where both players
have ten creatures on the table and none of them attack. In
the absence of tricks or evasion, every pair of creatures on
the table favors the defending player. When we each have a
6/6, you attack and | choose whether to block. | don't know if
you're attacking because you have a trick or if you just want to
trade off the two creatures, but | can only break even by
blocking; | have no way (on the table) to make a favorable
trade. If this turn | have a 5/6 instead, | have no good way to
block.

However, suppose we each have three 1/1s, three 2/2s, two
3/3s, two 4/4s and a 5/5 in addition to those big creatures. At
this point it becomes all but impossible to make an effective
attack. My 2/2s will block your 1/1s, my 3/3s will block your 2/2s and so on up the line. Even a single 1/1 on each
side can make a good attack into a bad attack: Suddenly that 5/6 is teaming up with a 1/1 to kill your 6/6. The
more creatures we each have and the more scrambled their power, toughness and abilities the greater the
chance that | have an effective way to block. I'll use creatures just big enough to win combats on the creatures |
want to kill and then either take the damage or chump block the remaining threats.

As the board becomes complicated, it favors the defender. The attacker gains a lot more possible attacks, but the
defender's options multiply even faster. After a while it becomes impossible to profitably attack with a vanilla
creature. Attack with a 4/4 and I'll block with two 2/4s or a 5/5. Attack with a 2/4 and I'll block with a 4/4. Attack
with a 7/5 and I'll throw a 5/4 in the way. At some point the only option becomes an Alpha Strike where | turn all
my creatures or all my worthwhile potential attackers sideways at the same time to hope that you run out of good
blockers. That only becomes possible when | have an overall advantage: Either | have more creatures than you
do, | have so much more power on the table that you will run out of good blocks or | have a trick or combination of
tricks that can turn the battle around. When that doesn't happen, only creatures with evasion or other relevant
abilities ever get to attack.

Under normal circumstances a complicated board favors the defender. Smaller creatures go dead as potential
attackers other than as part of an Alpha Strike, but smaller defenders can often be combined with other defenders
to create a profitable block. Whenever you play an aggressive deck in limited or in a constructed battle between
two creature decks the threat of this overcomplicated type of board position is always there. You're on a treadmill.
Each time that you both get a creature it gets harder to attack, so you need to press your attack while you still
can, using the threat of damage to force your opponent to trade off his creatures. If you drafted creatures with
good power, most of the time that threat is enough to make him fall in line and block.

The other reason that a player who wants to attack might want to leave
comparable creatures on both sides of the board is that there are cards
that reward him for doing so. Most prominent are cards in the mold of
Falter or Overrun, both of which have become stand-ins for all cards
that share the same purpose — cards are referred to as 'this set's
Falter' or 'this block's Overrun.' You can also have cards like Glorious
Anthem or Ursapine that make all your other creatures better. In these
cases, you're creating a future situation where your 2/2 is more
valuable than his 2/2: Yours gets to attack and his won't get to block, or when the time comes yours will be a 5/5.

Under normal
circumstances a
complicated board favors
the defender.
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These cards can be in your hand or they can be in your deck waiting to be drawn later in the game. Either way
they can form part of a plan. This ends up being similar to the unequal creature scenario, which I'll deal with in the
next section.

The primary reason that a deck that intends to remain defensive on the ground wants to trade off equal creatures
is that it defends against future spells. When the board is empty, you're in little danger. When the board is full,
attacking becomes difficult but you could also lose outright at any time to the wrong spell. So could your
opponent, but most of the time you know that you don't have the right spell in your deck to make him pay, so
you're adjusting your plan accordingly. For that reason, you don't want to complicate the board more than
necessary even if you have no intention of turning the ground around and attacking him there later in the game.
Once things are stalled, each extra point of power you give him adds to the potential for trouble. That is another
big reason for trades. Both players know that they don't have the right cards to take advantage of a stalled board,
but both fear that their opponent might. One player attacks to force the trade, and the other welcomes the trade
thanks to asymmetrical information. Often a defensive deck plays creatures with the express intent of trading
them off to buy time for its more powerful late game spells.

Unequal Creatures, Unequal Futures

So far, I've avoided dealing with the fact that the creatures
being traded are unlikely to be identical, although I've touched
on the concept that they might be unequally valuable to the
two players even if the creatures are identical: If | have a
A Glorious Anthem in my hand, my Leonin Skyhunter is now

& better than yours. Of course, that means that if | don't have an
Anthem in my hand but there's a chance that you do, then
from my perspective your Skyhunter is better than mine.
Other cards can change the long term value of creatures, but
different creatures also have different strengths and
weaknesses, and they gain and lose strength over the course
of the game on their own. A cheap creature like Boros Recruit
whose primary value is its power will lose value over time,
while Votary of the Conclave gains in value as its regeneration
becomes easier to afford and the creatures on the other side
it can hold off become bigger. As an extreme example, compare Watchwolf and Selesnya Guildmage. Both cost
two mana and belong to the same guild, and early on Watchwolf is the better creature because it is bigger. But
later in the game, Selesnya Guildmage can summon an entire army and then make them bigger while Watchwolf
remains a lowly 3/3. Two cards can also be flat out unequal, such as when you're thinking about trading a vanilla
2/1 one drop like Savannah Lions for a two drop with powerful abilities like Selesnya Guildmage.

Either way, this can provide a powerful incentive to trade creatures or avoid trading them; no one wants to trade
down if they have a choice, but you need to be wary of taking this too far. For example, take Stonewood Invoker.
Just don't take it too far. If both players survive enough turns to put eight lands on the table Stonewood Invoker
can dominate the entire game. As a result, often players would avoid trading off Stonewood Invoker for other two
drops. The problem is that a creature you're not afraid to trade is a lot better than a creature you can't afford to
risk. The Invoker refuses to block an opposing 2/2 and then refuses to attack into another, confident that it is
'more valuable.' The problem is that a lot of that value comes from the fact that it also has all the strengths of a
vanilla 2/2. If you give them up, you end up with a worse card than if you never had that extra ability in the first
place.

When you're considering the value of a creature, remember to devalue it on this basis if you start to consider it
too valuable to lose. A modern example of the same phenomenon would be the Guildmages. A player who has
drafted Dimir Guildmage has two powerful abilities at his disposal, but often he ends up giving up what would
otherwise be an efficiently priced creature because its other abilities are too valuable; give it a chance to attack or
block safely and it will, but the other player knows you won't risk losing your card drawing and discard engines.

Unequal Removal, Unequal Targets

Another common consideration when trading is the removal content of both decks, especially in constructed. If a
deck is removal heavy, it risks drawing too many removal spells for not enough good targets. You don't want to
trade off your only creature and be left holding multiple removal spells when you could be attacking instead,
giving your opponent time to take that removal out of your hand or draw more business spells to get back in the
game. This is most important if your deck might actually have almost as many removal spells as your opponent
has creatures, but that can happen based on unusual draws. Seek to protect what you don't have in abundance
and make good use of what you do have in abundance.

There's also the danger of playing against mass removal. If your opponent is packing Pyroclasm, for example,
then every creature you have in play that Pyroclasm would kill becomes a potential liability, reducing your ability
to play other creatures that Pyroclasm could kill. You might happily trade a 3/1 off for a 1/3 because that lets you
play a new creature out of your hand without walking into a trap. Repeatable mass removal is the biggest risk of
all. If your opponent has a “pinger” in his deck like Viashino Fangtail then trading off your one toughness
creatures helps protects you from a potential future disaster that can be even worse than a Pyroclasm.

Unequal Decks, Unequal Futures

In chess, a player with a material advantage (known in layman's terms as 'having more valuable pieces on the
board') will almost always welcome trades while one at a material disadvantage will avoid trades. The reason for
this is that every trade makes that material advantage more important. An extra pawn or two (the least valuable
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piece) is not valuable early in the game for what it does for you early
on. It is valuable because if all other pieces are traded off equally then
even one extra pawn more often than not will be enough to win the
game. Put another way, as you simplify down a chess game (the fewer
pieces you have left on the board), you increase the importance of
even very minor advantages. In Magic players are constantly drawing
new material from their decks, but the principle still holds.

If my deck's cards are more powerful than those in yours, for example {1 a1 33 )|
if | have six drops where you have two drops, then | will be happy to S—
trade off all our three through five drops and leave my 5/5 facing your 2/2. In fact, I'll even be willing to make a
series of completely unfair trades. I'll trade my 4/3 for your 3/2, my 5/4 for your 4/3 and my 6/5 for your 5/4
because that leaves my 7/6 facing your 2/1. Many times, my deck has chosen to trade time for additional
resources, so | can afford to give back resources to buy time confident that | still have my long term material
advantage. Powerful draft decks often willingly trade off creatures as well as other cards in the early game
because they know that if they don't lose early then their deck will carry them to a win later on.

Greetings Fellow Wizard, Do You Wish To Trade?

Like most Magic questions, the decision on whether you are willing to trade off your creatures for his comes
down to the same question: Will this trade increase my chances of winning the game? It doesn't matter if the
trade is fair, whatever fair means. All that matters is what will happen to the game afterwards. If all you need to do
is survive, you might sideboard cards in for the express purpose of trading them. At other times you'll intentionally
avoid trading.

No single article could hope to cover this whole topic, but | hope I've given you food for thought, and | encourage
you to send in situations of yours where you had to decide whether or not to trade or offer a trade. I'll try to cover
one of those next week. In the meantime, please take a moment to let us know what you thought of this approach
(either this article in particular, or the interlude structure as a whole) on the message boards.
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