6/13/00
Barbu
A.
How to Play the Game
1.
Concept.  A defined set (28 or 21) of hands through which each player (when dealer) chooses which of seven possible games to play; thus, after seven rounds, each player has called each game once.  The game cycles through each player's narrowing choices; each player's last-round call is forced.  Few games are decided before the last round.

2.
How many play.  Barbu was designed for four players (28 deals), but playable with three (21 deals).  Each player is out for himself.  High cumulative score wins. 

3.
Deals, rounds, and the game.  

3a.
A deal.  Each deal begins with one player (the dealer) dealing all the cards among the players.  The full deck is used (when three play, remove the deuce of Clubs) so in the four-game game, each player has 13 cards; in three-hand, each player has 17 cards.  Each deal consists of a bidding sequence (very short; see ¶4) and then play of the hand (see ¶5).

3b.
A round occurs when each player has dealt once.  Rounds have no effect on scoring or play but are a handy means of keeping track of how the game is progressing.  

As each round is played, game choices narrow and doubles (¶6) become more frequent.

3c.
The game consists of seven rounds.  When all seven rounds have been player, whoever is leading wins.


4.
Bidding.  Bidding has two elements: the call and the responses.  

4a.
Call.  The dealer chooses one of the seven games (¶7) and any starter card or trump suit (¶7f and ¶7g).  Each dealer may not call any game he has called in the previous rounds.  Thus, over the entire multi-hand game, each dealer calls each game once and each game is played as many times as there are players.  

Managing the choices of calls is a critical element of Barbu skill.  The player must not only choose suitable calls for the hand he currently holds, he must also be mindful of his remaining calls, and the possibility of adverse doubles when dealt a poor later holding.

4b.
Responses.  After the dealer calls, each player (starting with the dealer's left) responds by either passing or doubling.  Pass has no effect; doubling raises the points at stake between doubler and dealer, and in general, a double means that the doubler believes he or she will do better than the dealer.  After all players have responded, if there has been at least one double, dealer then either passes or redoubles.  A dealer who redoubles raises the stakes for all doubles (no selective redoubling).  


5.
Play.  After the call and responses, play begins and proceeds, then the hand is scored.  Dealer always starts the play.  

5a.
Playing the cards.  With the exception of Fantan (see ¶7g), play in Barbu is like bridge or hearts:

· Each player contributes a card to a trick.

· Whoever leads can choose any card to start (subject to some game-specific lockouts), and each other player must follow suit if he can.  A player who cannot follow suit may generally throw (shuck) any other side card.

· Except in Trumps, where any trump beats any non-trump, high card of the suit led wins the trick.

· Whoever takes the trick leads to the next trick. 

· Within a suit, Ace is always high.



5b.
Scoring the hand.  When the play is done, each player counts his tricks (or, in many games, the point cards he captured in his tricks) and totals his score.  For each games, the total scores among all players will equal a particular game number (which is not changed by doubles and redoubles), so the scores are reconciled, then entered. 


6.
Doubling.  Aside from potential game-specific play consequences (usually eliminating a mandatory play), a double transfers points from the player who did worse to the player who did better.  

6a.
Transferring points.  The player who does better receives, in addition to his trick score, a bonus equal to the difference between his score and his competitor's, and the player who did worse correspondingly loses.  In a redouble, twice the difference is transferred.

6b.
Example of a double.  Dealer (D) calls Hearts.  A passes, B and C individually double.  D now redoubles (which applies to both B and C, but not A, who is not involved in the double).  When the tricks are totaled, the scores are A –6, B –10, C –4, and         D –14.  Each double is now scored independently.  B did 4 points better than D (–10 minus –14), so +8 (4x2 because of the redouble) will be added to B's trick score and –8 subtracted from D.  C did 10 points better than D (–4 minus –14), so the swing is +20/–20.  Thus the hand is scored as follows:


A
B
C
D
Total

Trick score
–6
–10
–4
​–10
–30

B-D double

+8

–8


C-D double


+20
–20


Net scores for the hand
–6
–2
+16
–42
–30

· The total hand score remains unchanged by doubles and redoubles.

· Doubles/redoubles can create very big changes.  "There can be big swings in this game."

7.
The seven games are Queens, Losing, Last Two, Hearts, Barbu, Trumps, Fantan.

Five of the games are negative (have negative total score); only two (Fantan and Trumps) are positive.  Fantan has large swings and in Trumps the player with the longest trump suit usually wins a plurality of the tricks; these tend to be the most important games.


7a.
Queens: –24 points total.  Trick-taking, no trumps.  Every Queen is minus six points.  When a player is out of the suit led, he may shuck any other card.  (Shucking a queen is often desirable but not mandatory.)  



7b.
Losing: –30 points total (–34 in 3-hand).  Trick-taking, no trumps.  Every trick taken is minus two points.  



7c.
Last Two: –30 points total.  Trick-taking, no trumps.  Taking the last trick player is minus 20 points; taking the next-to-last trick is minus 10 points.  



7d.
Hearts: –30 points total.  Trick-taking, no trumps.  The Ace of hearts is minus six points; every other heart is two points.  Play restriction: hearts may not be led until they are 'broken' (by someone shucking a heart on a non-heart lead trick), except if a player on lead has nothing but hearts, he may lead any heart. 



7e.
Barbu: –15 points total.  Trick-taking, no trumps.  The King of Hearts is minus fifteen points.  Play restrictions: (1) A player may not lead hearts unless they are all he has in his hand.  (2) A player not involved in a double who can shuck the King of hearts must do so.

The Barbu heart play restriction is more severe than the one applicable in hearts (where any heart breaks hearts for all players).  In Barbu, even if hearts have been broken, a player who is  on lead when he has any non-hearts must lead one of them, even if this is instant suicide.


7f.
Trumps: +65 points total (68 in 3-hand).  Trick-taking, with a trump suit selected by dealer.  Trumps played outrank any non-trump (hence win tricks from them).  Every trick taken is plus five points (four points in 3-hand).  

Suppose spades are trump, and A leads (Q.  B plays (K but C is out of hearts, so plays (2, whereupon D, who has hearts including (A, realizes the trump will win, so he saves the (A and instead plays (5.  C wins the trick.  But if D had been out of hearts, and played (4 (over-trumping), then D would have won the trick.
Dealer may call trumps notrump, although this is seldom advisable.


7g.
Fantan: +60 points total (+65 in 3-hand).  Not trick-oriented; instead played like a solitaire game whether the cards are built up from foundation ranks (the foundation rank selected by the dealer).  

Dealer may call a rank in which he is void, whereupon he opens play with a knock.  This can help secure the proper timing and drive out other players' control cards … but it is risky.
The four foundation cards start each suit; thereafter they are open at both ends and are built down to the two and up to the Ace.  Play proceeds clockwise, one card at a time until each player gets rid of all his cards.  A player who has no playable cards at a game point passes (saying 'knock') but may have choices later on.  

A player with only one playable card may not knock, much though he would like to; he must play.  This is how players drive control cards out of one another's hands.


A Fantan example.  Dealer calls Fantan Jacks, which means the only four playable cards from which the dealer chooses are the four Jacks.  Dealer plays (J.  A now has five possible playable cards ((J (J (J (10 (Q), but of these, he has only one, the (J, so he plays it.  B plays (10, C plays (9.  D now has a choice of six possible cards:

Clubs


[(J]







Diamonds


[(J]







Hearts

[(Q]
(J
(10
(9
[(8]




Spades

[(Q]
(J
[(10]







(Cards open for play are shown in [bracketed italics])


8.
Summary of individual game scoring.  Recapitulating, game scoring is:

Game
4-hand
3-hand
What gets points

Fantan
+60
+65
1st out = +40, 2nd = +20, 3rd = +10, last = –10.

(3-hand) 1st out = +50, 2nd = +25, last –10.

Trumps
+65
+68
Each trick = +5.  (3-handed, each trick = +4)

Barbu
–15
–15
(K = –15

Losing
–30
–34
Each trick = –2.

Hearts
–30
–30
(A = –6, (x = –2.

Queens
–24
–24
Each Queen = –6.

Last Two
–30
–30
Last trick taken = –20, next-to-last = –10.

Total
0
0


When a full game is over, the total will always come out to zero.  When scoring, therefore, a check-bit column is helpful.

9.
Cycling through the game.  A full-cycle game takes about three hours (3-hand, about 2¼ hours).  Because each dealer calls the games in a different order, mid-game results must be interpreted in light of calls remaining.  For that reason, it is well worth playing all the way to the end each time so the players can experience the increasing frequency of doubles, the rapid shifts of fortune, and the strategic considerations of call selection and risk management. 

B.
Strategy and Tactics

1.
The component games.  Ranked from least to most volatile, strategic considerations in the component games:

Losing
The most common pure bailout because tricks are typically scattered around the table.  Look for average card level.  Runs of low cards (3-4-5) are very helpful because they provide safe leads.  Widely separated suits (Q-9-5) can take zero or three tricks; try to have other people lead them at you.  Occasionally it will be necessary to win tricks early to preserve exit cards later.

Barbu
Owning the King of Hearts helps because the heart-only lead lockout rule means it is usually shucked.  Then look for a long heart suit, or a short or void suit that yields helpful shucks.

Hearts
Quality of the heart suit is paramount, especially having a few good low hearts that can be gently slid under other people's middle hearts.  Avoid side suits, especially long ones, that have no very low or bottom cards.

Queens
Trouble comes in the form of short suits with high cards (A-K-x, Q-x) or long suits with no bottoms (J-10-8-7-5).  Short side suits allow shucks of danger cards and Queens.

Last Two
The most difficult of the trick-taking games because it requires visualizing the ending: the ideal trick 11 holding is 2-2 in suits other people still have.  Look first for bottom cards, then look for means of preserving them – that is, controls that capture the lead and allow a shift.  A suit like A-K-3-2 is a monster, J-10-9-6 a disaster.  

Trumps
A safe and valuable call that depends mainly on trump length (6+ cards in 4-hand, 7+ in 3-hand).  Trump length is more important than strength.  A strong second suit can be a gold mine.

Fantan
The most complex because, like Last Two, it requires visualizing end games, and like Last Two, it is a battle of controls.  Only here the objective is to force out your own extremities (A or 2) while preserving controls in suits where you have no such.  A suit such as A-9-2 is hopeless, 9-8-6-5 is tremendous, and suits like J-6-4-3-2 will entirely depend on the opening rank.

Although the five negative games are superficially similar, their tactics vary dramatically because point-scoring varies.


2.
Choosing within the component games.  When choosing a game, always bear in mind that whatever you choose now will be unavailable later, and what you defer now you will have to call later, when there are fewer choices.  Although every player has his or her least favorite game, a consensus view ranks the games by suitability – that is, the importance of playing the game only with a suitable hand – roughly as follows:

Narrowest


Middle


Widest

Fantan
Trumps
Last Two
Queens
Barbu
Hearts
Losing


That is, Fantan is the most volatile, the most critical to do properly, and Losing the call most commonly used as the catchall bailout.


3.
General strategy.  At a tactical level, Barbu is about learning mastery of the rhythms and techniques in each of the seven component games.  At a strategic level, Barbu is a game where each hand is viewed in relation to those that have come before and those likely to come after.  When a player first comes to Barbu, he or she may be buried by the blizzard of detail and its impact on how each game differs from the others.  A typical player has to play the game through several times before the structural outlines become clear.  


The major elements in gaining confidence are usually accomplished in this order:

1. The mechanics of each game so they are internalized. 

2. When to double and redouble (and when not to).

3. Strategy in Fantan.

4. Strategy in Last Two.

5. Choosing when to save a safer call.

6. The game's seven-round rhythms and appreciating where one is relative to remaining calls.
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