Articles ¥

MAGICTHEGATHERING.COM

Home > Games > Magic > Magicthegathering.com > Columns

Mulli gans. A New The Piay's The Thing - PRODUCTS
- . Wednesday, November 16, &5
Beginning 2005

ast week | mentioned that Scott Johns and | were going to be making some adjustments to how this

column is put together. That's still true, but this week we're going to try something. Rather than tell you

what's different, I'm going to just write the new article. Next week I'll go into more detail regarding what

changes we're making and why. For now, | hope you'll read this article on its own merits and then take a MESSAGE BOARDS
moment in the message boards to let us know how you liked it. Ready? yyGIc

Knowing when to mulligan and when not to mulligan is probably the hardest and least understood decision in
Magic. When the modern mulligan rule was introduced, players instinctively kept all but the worst hands. Over
time it became clear that the proper mulligan strategy was far more aggressive. Aggressive mulligans are often
counterintuitive but they all work on the same principle: Your primary goal is not making your first few land drops,
it's winning the game. It also doesn't matter how badly you lose or convincingly you win. All that matters is MAGIC ONLINE
whether a random hand with one less card would have a better chance of winning you the game then your n ‘.:..i;\(; 1C
current hand. I'll start with the basics, then move on to the logic | use to deal with most mulligan decisions. 78\ § et
ONLINE

The Automatic Mulligans

Most people's thinking about mulligans starts with this rule: If - 3
you have no lands, throw your hand back and draw six cards. e | [ NOVELS
If your six card hand has no lands, throw your hand back and
draw five cards. If that hand has no lands, go to four. That's a
good rule. It's hard to play a game of Magic without lands.
Cards like Chrome Mox that provide mana and cost zero
mana can count as lands for this purpose. It's easy to
understand why you automatically throw these hands back. If
you don't have any mana, it will be hard to cast your spells.
There are exceptions to even this rule, but these exceptions
require highly unusual decks and even then they are
extremely rare — | can think of only one example of a real
game where it was correct for a player to keep even a five card hand that did not have any mana sources in it.

When you have all lands, six lands out of seven cards, or only one land, you should mulligan most but not all of
the time. These hands are going to cast far fewer spells on average than a random six card hand and there's a
very good chance that they will have a very low chance to win the game. Many people who have one-land hands
think to themselves that they have a good chance to play a second land on turn two but they forget that this is
unlikely to be enough. Yes, there is a reasonable chance that they will get to play a second land, but if they go on
to miss their third land drop that is fatal for a lot of decks and a lot of hands, especially if it takes several turns to
find that third land (which it often will). Keeping a hand with an overabundance of land is a lot like keeping a five
or six card hand because those extra lands are probably not going to be much help winning the game. Once you
have enough mana to cast your spells extra lands are generally very marginal cards and sometimes they are
outright meaningless.

The Loss of a Card: How Bad is Going to Six?

When you mulligan you're starting with one less card. A six
card hand needs to come with lowered expectations but that
doesn't mean you should think of the game as lost. Being
down a card is not necessarily as big a deal as you might
think. Decks need to make sure that most of their seven card
hands have everything they need, which means that on
average you have more than enough of everything that is
vital to the early game. If you fear a typical six card hand is
unlikely to give you a chance to play the game then a seven
card hand had far too high a failure rate.

Some decks mulligan better than others, but all good decks
mulligan reasonably well because they have lots of
redundancy (and/or the ability to search) and either can win
without card advantage or have strong enough engines to
overcome the loss of a card. That doesn't mean you should
get greedy. One of the most underappreciated problems with
a six card hand is that a five card hand is where you start crossing over to disaster. You no longer have enough
cards to fill out your hand and mana curve properly and even if everything goes right you'll still be down two
cards.
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When you go to six cards you are hoping for a playable hand, nothing more. You can get a six card hand that is
better than the average seven card hand, but you shouldn't expect it and you are essentially stuck with anything
remotely playable. A lot of your five card hands will be flat out unplayable so if you can fix your six card hand by
drawing the right card it's an all but automatic keeper.

Only experience can give you a good read on how well a deck mulligans, but you can use some things as a rough
guide. A good rule of thumb is that the fewer lands a deck needs to operate properly the better it will mulligan. A
deck full of creatures that cost one and two mana can often mulligan without missing a beat. It needs fewer cards
to play its game and all of its cards have a lot of redundancy. That redundancy is key as well. If you have backup
copies of the key components of your deck then going to six cards becomes far less dangerous, especially if your
plan doesn't require you to gain card advantage. On the other hand, if you have quick sources of card advantage
you can use them to climb out of the hole your mulligan has put you in. For example, decks that are built around
Survival of the Fittest get so much advantage out of Survival of the Fittest that a six card hand with it is far more
resilient than a seven card hand without it.

The more you play with a deck the more you get the sense of how well it mulligans. It's rare that a strong deck will
fail to have the ability to mulligan well. You need to know the answer so you have a good baseline for how good
your six card hands will be. This allows you to compare it to a given seven card hand and see which one is more
likely to win the game.

If you're afraid to go to six cards, chances are you're playing the wrong deck. Don't ignore the warning signs.

The Rule of One Missing Piece

The core of my mulligan method is the Rule of One Missing Piece. If your hand lets you play your game no matter
what you draw, you've got an automatic keeper. If there is something you'll need to draw, look at your hand and
ask yourself what you need to draw in the next few turns in order to give you a good hand for now. If the answer
involves two or more cards soon then you throw your hand back almost automatically. If | need to draw multiple
lands, | will almost always throw the hand back. ‘All this hand needs is a land' is worth thinking about but ‘I need
to draw two lands off the top' or ‘two out of my next three or four draws' (especially if some lands don't work
because of color requirements) generally is not. If I'm about to miss multiple spots on my mana curve and | can't
afford to miss any of them then I'll throw the hand back.

If you have exactly one missing piece then it's time to ask how good your hand is if the missing piece shows up
and how bad your hand is if it does not show up (or shows up late). That then has to be balanced against how
many copies of the missing piece are in your deck. When you keep a hand that could fizzle you need
compensation for the risk you're assuming. The harder it will be to get what you need, the better your draw needs
to be if you do get what you seek. The easiest thing to draw is any spell, but drawing any land is also reasonably
easy if you don't need it right away. The key mistake people make with land-heavy draws is that they assume that
all they need to do is draw spells — that's part of the problem, but frequently a lot of your spells won't do much to
help the problem, and that has to be weighed in. Another thing that commonly gets missed is that you often can
also have alternatives you may not have thought about. For example, drawing an additional two drop might be
enough to allow you to miss your third land drop for a turn.

Deceptively Bad Hands

Sometimes you're not exactly looking for something in particular but nyy r
your hand plain old doesn't do all that much. Beatdown decks often It is not enough to have
look at hands that have a good mix of land and spells but can't put land and spells.”
pressure on your opponent. You may not think of it this way, but a hand

that can't get a bunch of power into play quickly often has a missing

piece: A quick offensive creature. Similarly control decks that don't have anything to do on their second turn going
second against a beatdown deck have to ask whether they're in a matchup where they can expect to survive that.
Early Magic strategy emphasized card advantage but these days getting off to a strong start that makes good
use of your first few turns is vital. If you're playing an older format like Extended or Legacy it is even more
important to come out swinging right away. You may think ‘| can draw out of it' and avoid risking going to six cards
but many decks can put you at an extreme disadvantage in the first few turns.

It is not enough to have land and spells. You must have good action and the ability to put up a fight. Look at your
hand and ask the question: Will this hand win me the game against a normal enemy draw? Surprisingly often the
answer is ‘probably not' and when you think about it you'll realize that you're counting on drawing a solution to
your problem sooner rather than later.
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Comparing the Two

The key is to compare your chance of winning the game in
each scenario rather than comparing the average strength of
your hands against some unknown. Hands that become very
strong if you draw the right card are often deceptively strong,
while those that don't have good potential are often safe but
far weaker than they look. The most dangerous hands of all
are those that look like they aren't that bad but won't win
many games because they simply don't do enough. Don't be
fooled into thinking that in a given scenario you'll ‘get to play
your game' if you're still probably going to lose it. Nearly
everyone knows to throw away a hand with no land, so those
aren't so dangerous. It's the deceptively weak hands that
cost you over time if you aren't vigilant.

| don't know anyone who maths out the expected chance of
winning explicitly, although some will do the calculation of
how often they'll get what they need. But an approximation
will do fine. With that in mind, an important final note: these decisions are far too complicated to know everything,
so when it is close it will have to come down to your gut. The problem that needs to be fixed is that most peoples'
guts are far too conservative. When the voice inside your head thinks that your hand is doomed, don't listen to the
one that hates to mulligan. It's probably time to go to six.
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