What is Cheeze? 

I was asked if I would provide a direct reply to Mark’s “What is Cheeze?” article since because I am a big proponent of UEPs it was thought I would have an opposing view.  Having read over Mark’s article I’m not sure my view on Cheeze is necessarily that opposing, but what it may be instead is just a little less narrow in scope.  Anyway, I thought I’d write this article off-the-cuff and see where I end up.  
To begin with, I think each player out there probably has slightly differing views of what constitutes Cheeze and therefore there probably isn’t just one definition.  Personally, I believe Cheeze is a style of play to which each player has a varying tendency towards.  I’d argue that we could split the Cheeze aspect of someone’s play into resource Cheeze and hazard Cheeze, with some having a tendency towards the former, some the latter, and some ultimately towards both.  

So, what makes a hazard / resource card or strategy Cheezy?  For hazards I think it’s mainly due to certain non-unique cards that are easy to play and yet extremely powerful – these I’ll call the “no-brainer” type.  Enter the staple no-brainers like River, Beorning Skin-Changers (vs. hero only) and Unabated in Malice.  You can put these into any hazard deck without much thought and know they’ll cause most opponents hassle.  You don’t need a combo, although combos can be quite devastating with these cards (e.g. Tidings of Bold Spies).  You can play them readily (River and Skin-changers can be dumped even if they’re not going to do damage) and therefore they don’t clog the hand, which is major plus.  The reason I haven’t included uniques is because of just that – they’re unique and therefore potentially unreliable.  
For resources, cards that exploit loopholes (e.g. Sneakin’ and Paths of the Dead) or strategies that are known for giving high reward for little danger are generally more likely to be regarded as Cheezier than others.  For example, the Balrog 3-mind rule and squatter decks like Pallando, Cirdan and Elves of Lindon, Fallen Radagast at Rhosgobel, Balrog with Orcs of Moria and Stinker and the minion Aiglos/Dragon-helm.
In terms of Mark’s “necessary and sufficient conditions” - 

“A certain use of cards is cheezy if, and only if, it 

(1) is non-thematic, 
(2) is non-counterable, 
(3) is not the intended use of card(s), 
(4) probably would have been errata'd if ICE were still around, and 
(5) can be used in a very powerful deck.”

I’d pretty much agree with 1, 3 and 5, sit on the fence with 4 and remain unconvinced with 2.
“Non-counterable” for me is too vague a statement.  Many cards and plays in MECCG have varying levels of counterability - some are easily countered, some require very specific cards in very specific situations, and some counters are themselves extremely easy to counter!  Simply stating “non-counterable” therefore isn’t sufficient.  If a certain play has only one counter and the card in question is otherwise useless against any other deck type, then is it reasonable to even list it as a valid counter?  I’ve seen a few hazard suggestions to tackle extremely strong decks, but they tend to be extremely specialised.  Are we to head down the route of designing hazard portions that target specific deck types?
“Probably would have been errata’d if ICE were still around,” is a tough one because Cheeze is clearly a subjective issue.  One man’s Cheeze is another man’s style.  Is it just lazy, boring, or exploitative play, or is it playing strategies that are perceived to be overpowered or imbalanced, or is it a mix of the two?  The reality is that we simply don’t know what ICE would have done if they were still around.  There are so many new tricks and strategies, which have been honed and toned since ICE’s demise, that it’s almost impossible to judge one way or another.  I guess the Balrog set is the only set of which we could make the judgement that ICE never had time to revisit, since ICE went boom pretty soon afterwards.

From a personal point of view, under the title of “what constitutes Cheeze?”, I’d also include another criterion in the conditions:
(6) is bad for the meta-game.

This is a subjective category and could be seen as the “lame” category for Cheeze and for that reason alone I imagine it will raise the most eyebrows with the readers.  It’s also probably the biggest difference between Mark’s and my opinion on what constitutes Cheeze, as I actually label “lame” as Cheeze.  So how does this additional category impact on the examples Mark included in his article:  
1. Pallando and Cirdan with the Elves of Lindon.

2. Balrog’s ability to play 3-mind characters.

3. Hazard limit reducers.


1.  Is Pallando with Cirdan and the Elves Cheezy?  Well, based on Mark’s categories and reasoning it’s easy to see why it wouldn’t be considered so, however, throw in my extra category to the mix and all of a sudden it might be a bit more so.  I reckon about 50% of hero decks I experience on GCCG use this combination nowadays.  Why?  Well let’s see - it gives you 2 extra cards in hand, it gives you 3 easy Character Points and almost certainly 2 easy Faction Points.  Not only that but for a small trip out to Old Forest one can notch up 3 easy Ally Points.  So, with relative ease and efficiency it covers 3 of the 4 essential MP groups.  Is it able to be countered?  According to Mark - relatively easily with Stormcrow and DoN – and he’s right, it can.  However, these are two cards that are themselves extremely easy to counter and in hero vs hero Stormcrow is unlikely to make an appearance, and this brings me back to the grey area that is this “non-counterable” category.  It’s too broad and sometimes counters labelled as valid for a certain strategy are just too easily countered themselves.  In all the times I’ve played using this specific combo or observed it in action I’ve never seen this counter work.  The squatting combo is extremely common, very powerful, hard to effectively counter and also dull to play against, which to me makes it fall under the “bad for the meta-game” category.  So it’s not surprising some might view this as Cheezy play.  
However I think it’s unfair to list just the Pallando/Cirdan combo.  There is also the Balrog raising 3 Faction Points and 2 Ally Points all at the Moria haven and Fallen Radagast raising a number of easy Ally Points and the Girdle at Rhosgobel.  Both do it with relative impunity and in fact it could be argued that these are actually bigger offenders of Cheeze - do we ever see Balrog without Stinker and the Orcs of Moria?  It’s as predictable as they come.  If ICE had remained afloat then I seriously believe they’d have designed one or more hazard cards to tackle excessive squatting.  

2.  Balrog’s ability to play 3-mind characters.  Well, I’m in agreement with Mark here, so there’s no difference in opinion here.  This also falls heavily under my additional category.
3.  Hazard limit reducers.  Again, I’m in agreement with Mark.  There’s a wealth of counters to this strategy.  Enter the hazard limit increasers, enter Twilight/DoN for heroes and corruption for minions.  Bad for the meta-game?  Not for me.  Some like to play with big companies, some with small; the hazard limit reducing strategy doesn’t render playing other strategies any less good. 
4.  Cards tackled by UEPs.  The main Cheezemongers here are Sneakin’ and the loophole in playing Army of the Dead without necessarily having to use the special movement through The Paths of the Dead.

The others listed by Mark tend to fall mainly under my category.  River forces companies to be made up of rangers, and not just one ranger, usually many rangers.  The threat of it is omnipotent and it’s just the fact the card exists that it causes company composition to be dominated by rangers, ad nauseum.  It’s thematic only up to a point.  After all, how many rangers do we need to negotiate the rivers of Middle-earth?  Would the high Elves and Gandalf have had problems negotiating the rivers of Middle-earth?  
Even myself, when I’m trying to be creative with the hazard portion with things like No Escape with My Magic, Enchanted Stream or Chance of Being Lost, I find the devil sitting on my shoulder constantly muttering “What’s the point?  You know 3 Rivers is always a much better alternative.”  And that’s just it, it’s the easy choice, the no-brainer.  Much like Unabated in Malice, its ease of use and power affects people’s creativity in the hazard portion.  When you tie that in with the other hazards that are deemed essential, it doesn’t leave much room for creativity in the hazard side.  Every time I play on GCCG, and the Rivers and Unabated in Malices come out in force, I just think to myself “here we go again.” 

I think it’s a shame that it tends to be just the resource section of tournament-winning decks that get posted for all to see.  Much might be revealed on the meta-game as a whole if the hazard portions were also revealed!  Maybe people should be encouraged more to reveal their entire deck list, hazards and sideboard included.  An interesting survey might be to find out how many decks at tournaments don’t contain river by default, or actually contain interesting or novel hazard sides?

My only beef with the Elf-lord is that it can target minion companies leaving Minas Morgul on the first turn.  Imagine Itangast could target any hero company leaving Rivendell?  Is it logical that one of the most powerful creatures is actually one of the most playable?  Thematically speaking how many times did Elf-lords reveal themselves in wrath?  In effect, any minion player up against Elf lords and attempting a Minas Morgul based deck is relying heavily on the luck of the draw just to make it past turn one.  The nerf proposed in the Elf lord UEP simply aimed to lessen the possibility of this first turn annihilation whilst not removing the threat completely.

In conclusion, why do I believe this other category is important in defining Cheeze?  Well, I’d argue that being exposed to excessive Cheezy play can adversely affect people’s desire to play the game, particularly if it’s during casual play.  We’re a smallish community with a stagnant card set.  A healthy player base is therefore critical to the game’s continued survival.  I am in agreement with Mark in that anything goes in serious tournament play.  By going to a tournament one should be prepared for “malignant” cheeze in all its heinous guises.  If you are a proponent of excessive Cheeze you certainly won’t win many style points however, and worse still you might find willing opponents for casual play become increasingly harder to come by…
