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The main virtues of card design I will discuss include (1) elegance, (2) representation, and (3) balance.
These virtues are some of the considerations I make when designing Crazier Eights cards.

1. Elegance

Elegance is basically simplicity. The most elegant cards are
those that do the most basic things possible in a card game.
“Draw 3 cards” is one example.

Elegance was a big priority for Crazier Eights: Camelot. Based
on the rules of the game, there’s only a limited number of
abilities that are very elegant. 

Elegant cards tend to be bottom up design -- the game
designer tends to know what the card will do before
knowing what it represents.

1



2. Representation

Representation as I understand it here refers to the 
theme and specific thing a card represents. But from the 
game design standpoint, the main issue is what exactly 
the card represents and having an ability for it that 
makes sense. Representation can help make a card game 
become a story.

The question with game design that representation is 
most related to is, “Does this card make sense based on 
what it represents?” As a result, representation often 
motivates top-down design -- the ability is often 
designed after you know what the card will represent. 
One candidate for top down design is King Arthur. The 
idea here is that he gets powerful by being a good leader 
and having followers. So, I gave him an ability that wins 
you the game for having four assets. The possibility of 
alternate win conditions can also be a lot of fun and add 
a new dimension to the game.

Sometimes representation is bigger than just one card
and requires reference to other cards. Mordred, the
great enemy of King Arthur, is one example. His very
identity is defined by his opposition to Arthur. The end
result was causing a player to lose who controls four
assets. This also lead to an interesting result that
Mordred would thwart Arthur as long as you got him
first, but Arthur would also have a chance at defeating
Mordred if you got him and four assets out first. 

Representation can encourage you to make cards more
complex. For example, Death destroys any asset. That
means a Stream of Life can die. That doesn’t make as
much sense as you might like. I could have given assets
more card types, such as characters, realms, and relics.
In that case Death could destroy a character. I decided
not to do that because I decided I didn’t want
representation to conflict with elegance to that extent.
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3. Balance

Balance is the most elusive virtue I will discuss. Balance refers to each card having an appropriate 
power level, but also of fitting in well with the other cards in the same collection. For example, there 
can be too many cards that cause players to draw cards.

How did I decide how powerful cards would be? Ultimately there are two answers to how powerful I 
decided cards should be in general: 

One, I tried different versions of similar games over around ten years with different power levels and
there was some pain involved when playing versions with significantly lower power levels. You want
to be able to play cards and feel like you are accomplishing something. 

Two, the other two virtues intersect with this one. Elegant cards in particular tend to be more 
powerful than what you might be used to: Skipping a player’s turn, discarding an additional card 
during your turn, and making a player draw two or three cards.

How do I decide if a card is too powerful? 

The main answer is playtesting. A more nuanced answer is the following:

• Games should tend to be close by experienced players.
• A powerful card shouldn’t increase a player’s

chance of winning too much.
• The power of the card should make it more fun,

and shouldn’t make the game much less fun for
everyone who has to play against it. (e.g., if it
stops other players from doing things, they
probably don’t think it’s fun.)

For an example, consider Holy Grail. Discarding an
additional card every turn is okay in my view. Protecting
other assets from being destroyed can be powerful and it
can prevent the game from being as interactive. For close
to a year of playtesting Holy Grail could protect any asset
from being destroyed including itself, but I decided that
made the game less fun for other players. So, now it can’t
protect itself anymore.

From the representation standpoint, it’s important that
Holy Grail is powerful. It’s one of the greatest legendary
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relics of all time. It’s healing ability can help increase your vitality (discard an additional card) and 
keep other assets from being destroyed.

Is it okay that some cards are more powerful than others?

I think it makes sense that some cards are more powerful than others. One selfish reason is that it 
opens up design space. e.g., I can have one card make a player draw 2 cards, another make a player 
draw 3 cards, etc. A second reason is that making a player draw cards in Crazier Eights has the 
drawback of having a chance of giving the player a powerful card, which helps as a counter-balance.
However, I do like weaker cards of having a chance of being even more useful than a similar powerful
card in at least some contexts. How that can happen is a bit beyond the scope of this essay, though.

Counter-balance

The main motivation for counter-balance is to punish success and help prevent a win more situation.
As I mentioned above, card draw can be both good and bad. That helps make sure players who have 
the most cards in hand still have a chance to win. (Cards that let you discard additional cards can also
help.)

For Crazier Eights, punishing players for having too 
many assets can also be important. If you get enough 
assets (i.e. cards that can be used every turn), you can 
get quite an advantage over other players. That can lead 
to a win more issue and make it hard for other players to
catch up. Mordred is one example of a way to punish 
this type of success.

However, Crazier Eights: One Thousand & One Nights 
will introduce a new way to punish success -- there will 
be more powerful cards that may only be played from 
your hand when an opponent controls two or more 
assets. Serendib Island (i.e. Sri Lanka) is one example, 
which is approximately twice as powerful as you would 
ordinarily expect a card to be.

Any virtues of card design that I missed that you think 
need to be mentioned? 

This was originally published as a Facebook note here.
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https://www.facebook.com/notes/crazier-eights/virtues-of-card-design/1433768840052053/

	Virtues of Card Design
	1. Elegance
	2. Representation
	3. Balance
	How do I decide if a card is too powerful?
	Is it okay that some cards are more powerful than others?
	Counter-balance



