
Early this morning, Mark Rosewater proposed the following question on Twitter: 
 

 
 
This is a tough one to answer because, as Ben Seck quickly pointed out, they are on different 
axes. There shouldn’t be a tradeoff here. Having formats be balanced doesn’t actually do 
anything to stifle innovation, and if it does, we have a very real problem. Innovation is very 
important to the game, but when it dives into the design space of completely warping Magic as 
we know it, it complicates matters. 
 
I understand that everything within is my personal opinion and I speak for nobody but myself. 
My view is that Companions are arguably the biggest mistake we’ve seen. This changed the 
fundamentals of Magic. Suddenly, players get to start with a functional 8 card hand. Not just do 
you get the extra card, however, but you get to start with a specific card you’re already 
incentivized to build your deck around AND it can’t be interacted with while it sits off to the side 
for whenever you’re ready for it. 
 



This is not a small deal. We saw it immediately in Standard where almost every deck was 
playing with a Companion. Today, I think that has gone to even larger extremes. The Yorion 
decks, despite being 80 cards, are unbelievably consistent. There is plenty of card drawing, 
planeswalkers, and removal that all interact incredibly well with Yorion by getting enter the 
battlefield triggers. Having Fires in the format just exasperates that as players are able to 
accumulate tremendous value turn after turn starting early in the game. 
 
The ways to combat that are mostly getting aggressive, and now we have to decide between 
Lurrus aggro and Obosh aggro. Yes, they offer some ability to innovate here, but within 
incredible constraints. If you’re playing an aggressive deck where none of your creatures cost 
more than 2 mana, then sure you could play a Sacrifice deck or a Cycling deck, but how many 
other creatures fit into the Lurrus colors to make a deck? Same with Obosh...you could play 
Black, Red, or Rakdos, but your options are very limited when you’re playing only odd casting 
cost cards within those constraints. I think the Companions severely limit innovation if you want 
to be competitive. 
 
As the conversation went on, this ended up being the main focal point of discussion: 
 

 
The short answer to this is no. The creative team absolutely needs to get creative. 
 
I’ve seen more time than I can count people calling for members of R&D to get fired for design 
mistakes. Mistakes happen. Having there be penalties attached to making these mistakes is 
something that would greatly diminish creativity. If it’s your job to be creative, but you’ll be fired 
for getting too creative and missing the mark, this doesn’t create an optimal environment for 
making the best game that you can. 
 



That said, Companions should have never existed in the manner that they were printed. So 
what’s the solution?  
 

 
 
Companions haven’t even been released in paper here yet and we’re overwhelmingly seeing 
players say how little fun they’re having and how big a mistake this was. And yes, there will be 
complaints from some number of players every time anything happens. People love to 
complain. But the absolute lovers of Magic who tend to only speak positively are joining in on 
the overwhelming complaints. Here’s a very small sample:  
 



 

 



 

 



 

 

 
 



There’s little doubt that Companions are a very major issue, and I didn’t even get into all the 
Lurrus complaints from Vintage players around the world. We have ultra powerful cards that 
were printed without strong enough drawbacks. The advantage of starting with an extra card 
that also (in most cases) makes your deck much stronger in a zone that can’t be interacted with 
by the opponent was just too much. 
 
If Companions had been powered down dramatically, we could have a really cool design space 
potential. Take Pikula’s tweet, for example: 
 

 
 
Now that could be something interesting. When you saw someone with some Companion 
played in a deck and in a way you didn’t think of, it could be a cool takeaway and help breed 
more innovation. Instead, you just see 80 card decks with a ton of value cards to make Yorion 
do absurd things. Or you see Lotus, LED, Baubles or cheap creatures to make Lurrus go off, 
etc. 



 
 
So in this followup tweet, Mark is saying he doesn’t have control over the power level of these 
things. This opens up a whole bunch of questions for myself and I’m sure many other Magic 
players. The thing is, if you agree with me about never wanting to restrict creativity, this would 
mean that Mark and everyone in a similar position to him holds absolutely zero blame for these 
sort of mistakes. Coming up with a creative mechanic is exactly what his job is and exactly what 
Magic needs to continue to be a great game. 
 
I was under the impression that Play Design was put together entirely for this reason. This 
allows Creative to remain creative while making sure that things aren’t powered too far as to 
potentially greatly damage Magic. Whether that is true and whether the Companion power level 
is attributed to Play Design is something I have absolutely no clue about and I’m not here to 
speculate. 
 
This brings up the most important question...if someone like Mark Rosewater has an idea that 
he loves and passes it on down the line to the point that Companions get printed in their current 
state, how do we fix that? My personal belief is that telling Mark to stop sharing those ideas or 



pushing for innovation would mean the end of Magic as we know it. Not pushing the boundaries 
of creativity is likely to lead to a very boring game that never has the super cool new designs 
we’ve come to know. But if someone(s) down the line is not able to stop and say “Oko is too 
powerful” or “Companions completely break the fundamentals of Magic as we know them by 
creating a huge power incentive and a repetitive play experience that a ton of players will 
actively despise”, then what’s to be done? 
 
I don’t know what the options are beyond that, but it makes me very sad. It’s hard to feel 
confident about the future of Magic when the creative people have to question whether they can 
continue to be creative at the risk of “breaking” Magic. It’s clear something needs to be done, 
and I thought that was Play Design, but here we are. 
 
Maybe that means Play Design needs another new process. Maybe that means Play Design 
needs more members or other changes. Maybe there needs to be more people in place before 
things get ready to print to make sure nothing has been pushed to that level...Oko was missed 
by many top players even when it was spoiled. I don’t think an absurdly high number of players 
knew how powerful this card was, but that wasn’t really the case with Companions. Everyone 
kinda knew that these things were broken and immediately knew Lurrus was one of the most 
powerful cards ever printed. Now that people have had some opportunity to play them online, It 
feels like they’re even more powerful than the initial extremely high speculation. This is a very 
real concern. 
 
 
 
 
In an optimal world for the competitive players, things could quickly become fixed when 
problems arise. If we could just ban the Companion mechanic a week after release, it would 
make competitive play a much better experience for a large number of players. That said, it’s 
not realistic. Wizards of the Coast is a large company and will always be at odds with itself. 
Even if OP badly wants a card to be banned, something like Oko when there’s about to be an 
MC that a ton of people will be watching, it’s not a slam dunk to get banned. A card like Oko is 
going to be the face of a set being the premier mythic and banning something like that when a 
new set has just come out is going to have a real impact on sales and the players who have 
already spent large amounts of money on cards. 
 
I’m also well aware that the competitive players of the world are a very small slice of the Magic 
playing community. There’s a reason things like best of 1 exist and fire much faster on 
Arena...the vast majority of players just have no interest in competitive play. Something like 
Companion could be extremely beloved by less competitive players, so just asking for a ban 
isn’t always going to be realistic.  
 
This creates a major issue that goes back to the original question -- do we want innovation or 
balance? And my answer is that balance will always be the most important, but I refuse to 



believe that non-competitive players can’t enjoy cards/mechanics that also work for the game’s 
balance.  
 
I’m not saying it’s not a very challenging job. It certainly is. But we need high balance and we 
need high innovation. We need to find the cards that casual players can continue to enjoy while 
having the game function for those of us who want to take it seriously. I think it’s possible and it 
was there for so many years in Magic’s past. I hope we can start to get back to it. 


