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Unsung Hero?"
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e swoop past Orzhova, with its ominous, darkened
windows and gargoyle-mounted lanterns. There is
an altercation in the streets in the plaza in front of

the Church of Deals. We can sense the mounting tension
even as we rise up above the steeples. Are those battle cries
Gruul? As we climb higher a team of winged thrulls screeches
past in cacophonous descent. Our altitude increases and we
get a wider view of the district. Though we are farther away,
and the sounds of violence are drowned out by the sound of
rushing winds, we are able to see the widening rustle of
clashing guilds in the streets below. An eerie glow hovers over
the tiny square that we think is Orzhova- a paradoxical circle
of dark light. It pulses and grows. An explosion of great
silence, and all goes white. We have risen into the clouds…

Have we died, and are now ascending to Agyrem, the ghost realm? Were we part of the clash at Orzhova? Or are
we on Skyjek patrol, mounted on trained Boros rocs? Well, actually, it’s none of these. We’re just pulling back the
camera a bit. The last three weeks of Taste The Magic have been really zoomed in, peeling back the many layers
of onion skin that cover the Sengir family, the Nephilim and the Cult of Yore, and the crazy bouncing brains of the
Izzet. This week we’re going to get out of the worlds of Magic and take a peek at how the Creative Team makes
these worlds live and breathe. If you’re a little bummed that we’re not going to be seeing more of this mysterious
clash of guilds, I apologize- but it is a necessary evil. I had to soften the transition for the delicate Vorthosian
mind. To quickly jump from the inner workings of the Izzet psyche to the dealings of Earthling mortals would be
too much to handle. Minds would shatter, and the halls of Mauzam Asylum would be teeming with Vorthoi. (To
help liven your spirits, I suggest you pile up all of your Orzhov cards and all of your Gruul cards, add land, shuffle,
and play them against each other to see who comes out on top!)

Anyway, down to the business at hand- Card Concepts. For most of you, this is probably a term you have never
heard with regard to Magic cards. It’s a low-profile part of what we do, but immensely important in delivering
deep, tasty flavor. Card Concepts are like the offensive line of a football team- all gut, no glory. Without the O-line,
a team is doomed to failure.

Card Concept – Who Is This Unsung Hero?

Magicthegathering.com has done a fine job of explaining, through the Making Magic and Latest Developments
columns, how Magic cards are born. They’ve walked us through the process of design and development, but
usually leave us hanging with something like this:

Gruul Berserker
 RG

 Creature – berserker
 1/1

 Bloodthirst 2
 Trample

Then we pick up later on down the line, usually in the Magic Arcana section, with stuff like this, from the January
31 Magic Arcana:

Art Description

The first step of the creation of a card's art is its art description. The art description tells the artist what the card
will do, what its flavor is, and what the mood of the illustration should be. Here were the instructions given to Liam
for Scab-Clan Mauler:

Color: Red/green (R/G guild)
 Location: A once-decent neighborhood, soon to be a smoldering wreck

 Action: Show a charging "Morlock" rider team (one large guy blind and a smaller guy on top with no
legs). Focus: the "Morlock" berserkers

 Mood: What's yours is mine. As of now.
 This card represents what the Gruul do best: raid and pillage areas of the city for food and

resources. And this team is one of the frontline raiders. They should look frenzied and brutal.
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The term "Morlock" here refers to the mutilated members of the Scab Clan -- those who've suffered injuries and
even lost limbs to the machinations of other clans. These guys definitely have something to prove.

The next step is for the artist to submit sketches of his or her vision of the art description.

Sketches

Here's Liam's initial sketch submitted for Scab-Clan Mauler:

 Scab-Clan Mauler sketch by Liam Sharp

But there is a very important step in between- the card concept. The card concept is the huge leap made from the
skeletal mechanics of a card to what the card will actually represent within the “world.” This decision is not talked
about much, but its importance is of Autochthonian proportions. The card concept for Scab-Clan Mauler is the
initial idea to represent a 1/1 trampler with bloodthirst as a crippled guy riding a disfigured, blind, huge dude
(which, by the way, is absolute Gold. Gold, Jerry, Gold!)

As Magic gets older and more cards mount up in the great vaults of Magic history, the card concept becomes
more and more important. While it would be sooooo much easier to just cut the artists loose with just the
placeholder name, Gruul Berserker, it’s just too risky. The artist may not have much knowledge of what has
already been done in Magic art and give us something too close to what we already have. Or the artist might
latch onto an incorrect meaning of a word in the placeholder name (see Hyalopterous Lemure.) Most of all, the
card concept allows the Creative Team to really nail down what a card mechanic means within the current world.
A Gruul berserker means something very different from a Boros berserker, and something even more different
from a Vulshok Berserker.

In order to make cards work toward building a sense of world, a sense of uniqueness, the card concept is
absolutely crucial. It works hand-in-hand with the art description to deliver its important message to artists and
writers. The card concept states the function of a particular card – “This warrior represents the mightiest, most
skilled of all the barbarians.” The art description would add in specifics about location, costuming, and references
to the style guide. Often, the two were redundant, so recently, the card concept and art description steps have
been mashed into one super-step. Together, worldbuilders and art directors massage the concepts and tweak
them to a point where they ask for enough, but not too much, from the artists. With so many cards that are similar
(or identical) to each other, Magic needs a way to make one medium sized green trampler special, even though
there are loads of other medium sized green tramplers out there as well. The card concept is the way to do it.

After Giant Warthog, Argothian Swine, and War Mammoth, both
Mirrodin and Kamigawa needed to add some zing to their green
tramplers. Card concepts helped steer these cards away from the
same old city zoo tramplers of previous sets. Fangren Hunter had a
pretty wide open card concept, a monstrous predator with metal
evolution, and ended up yielding something that is definitely not
pacing a cage in any zoo on this planet. (Some extreme Vorthos
might argue that Mirrodin itself is nothing but a giant zoo run by
Memnarch, but that’s another topic.)
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Then we come to Kamigawa. If that is not a complete departure from the style and theme of previous Magic
worlds, then I am a Kird Ape’s uncle. In order to really sell the uniqueness of Kamigawa, it was important that
medium sized green trampler meant something other than big elephant.

[A big nonflying kami of fungus and natural decay.]
 Color: Green

 Location: Somewhere in the forest on a tree or ground.
 Action: Show a big nonflying kami of fungus and natural decay based

upon the concept on Page 36 of the styleguide.
 Focus: On the Magical Kami Spirit

 Mood: Nature's Power
 Notes: This is a Spirit Creature so it must be surrounded by some

kind of flying *energy objects*

Think of all the sorts of Magic cards that we see multiple versions of; white first strikers, blue flyers, black discard
spells, red “X damage” spells. These all need to be framed up in the flavor of the block they come from. Check
out all these red “X” spells:

Rock Slide
 Fireball

 Lava Burst

Rolling Thunder
 Kaervek’s Torch
 Dwarven Catapult

Tribal Flames
 Scent of Cinder

 Heat Ray

Each one does basically the same thing, but they come at you from a different angle. Heat Ray could have been
another flaming ball, but the Urza’s Saga scene affords a more specific opportunity for this spell:

Red Magic
 Location: Shiv, Mana Rig

 A strange device mounted on the Battlements of the Mana Rig fires a heat ray at a goblin that tried to break
in. The goblin is fried on the spot.

The card concept switches gear from a sorcerous flame spell to the artifact/machine flavor of the Urza block.
Similarly, Scent of Cinder latches on to a specific people featured in the Urza block- the Keldons. Again, Scent of
Conder could have been another fiery missile, but the card concept spun it a refreshingly different way:

Scent of Cinder
 Location: Keld. 
 A Keldon war party has gathered around a huge bonfire,

hands raised in pre-war frenzy. Embers and ash flow
wildly in the high wind, being carried high and far away.

The importance of card concepts becomes even more evident when looking at cards that are repeated in
separate blocks. These cards are shining examples of how a card mechanic and card name can be reinterpreted
to not only fit in a new setting, but also illuminate what is unique about it. One of my favorite examples of this is
with Goblin Spelunkers. The little cavern creepers debuted in Urza’s Saga, and looked like this:

Red Magic
 Location: Shiv

 A small group of Goblin Spelunkers. Show them attempting to climb down through great subterranean
caverns, and getting themselves hopelessly knotted up with the ropes in the progress.

Then 7th Edition came along and the Spelunkers needed a little facelift. Core sets do not have any worldbuilding
baggage, so the card concept would have to create a visual or tonal point of difference instead of a thematic one:

Humorous piece: a trio of grimy armed goblins crawls along a darkened subterranean cave; each has a
dripping candle burning on his head in a comic echo of a miner’s lamp. The candles are very short, almost
burned out.
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Then along come the Ravnica Spelunkers. Spelunkers? In a city world? Sending this off to an artist without a new
card concept would have squandered a grand opportunity to say just what “spelunking” means in a world of bricks
and beams.

Location: The complex, stony rafters of a dark towering
spire.

 Action: Show 2 or more goblins clambering about in the
rafters using ropes, straps, and grapples. One of them
should have a torch or lantern.

 Focus: The climbing goblins
 Mood: check us out with all our cool equipment

“…clambering about in the rafters…” is the lynch-pin. It’s this sort of application of the card concept that makes
Ravnica truly appear like a city world. Without it, we’d be looking at more goblins in caves and Ravnica would be
just like any other place that adventuresome goblins have been encountered. Sure, there’s a chance that a sharp
artist would have come to this conclusion on her own. But it was right there, so the Creative Team jumped on it.
There are plenty of cards that go out with broad, open-ended art descriptions.

Take a look around – you’ll see examples of this on just about every page of your binder. Check out the different
iterations of Stone Rain or Befoul. Or, for the grand-daddies of ‘em all, have a peek at the cards that are in every
set; Plains, Island, Swamp, Mountain, and Forest. These old-timers are shapeshifters! They illustrate so well what
is unique and important to the worlds in which our Magic cards live. And how do they do this? Give that man a
prize! That’s right, the card concept.

Matt Cavotta has always been a fantasy goober. At various points in his gooberhood, he has used his nerdly
knowledge to become a professional goober. He went from scribbling pictures of his own D&D characters to
illustrating books and cards for his two favorite games; D&D and Magic. Then he channeled his inner 7th level
Illusionist/3rd level Bard and landed himself a job at Wizards as a writer. He continues to cast his illusion spells
each morning, lest they find out he's just another goober.
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