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A Brief History of Hearts

Hearts is a classic trick-taking card game that traces its roots back to the 18th century. Its origins can be found in a family of games known as "Reversis," popular in Europe during the 1600s. The modern version of Hearts, which penalizes players for capturing certain cards, especially hearts and the Queen of Spades, began to take shape in the United States in the late 1800s. Over time, regional variants emerged, and by the 20th century, Hearts had become a staple of family game nights and social card gatherings.

The game gained even greater popularity in the digital age when it was included as a pre-installed game in Microsoft Windows operating systems starting in the 1990s. This introduced millions of new players to the game and helped solidify its status as one of the most well-known and frequently played card games around the world.

Overview of the Game’s Popularity and Appeal

Hearts is beloved for its perfect balance of skill, strategy, and chance. Unlike purely luck-based games, Hearts requires players to carefully manage their hand, anticipate opponents’ moves, and make calculated decisions to avoid gaining penalty points. Its gameplay is fast-paced, yet simple enough for beginners to pick up quickly, making it a popular choice for casual players and seasoned card enthusiasts alike.

The game is especially appealing in social settings, whether played at home with friends, online with strangers, or competitively in tournaments. The unique mechanics (such as “Shooting the Moon”) add excitement and depth, offering thrilling moments and surprising turnarounds. Because Hearts can be played with as few as three players and typically supports four, it’s ideal for small gatherings and adaptable to various play styles.

Objective of the Game

The primary objective in Hearts is to avoid collecting penalty points. Each heart card is worth one penalty point, and the Queen of Spades is worth thirteen. Players aim to finish the game with the lowest possible score. A standard game ends when a player reaches or exceeds a certain point threshold (commonly 100 points) and the player with the lowest total wins.

To succeed in Hearts, players must carefully choose which cards to play, often avoiding winning certain tricks or strategically passing cards to manipulate outcomes. The game rewards careful planning, observation of other players’ behavior, and the ability to adapt to shifting strategies.

In the chapters that follow, you’ll learn how to play Hearts, from the basic rules to advanced tactics, helping you become a confident and competitive player.
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Number of Players

Hearts is traditionally played by four players, each competing as an individual. There are also variations for three, five, or six players, but the four-player version is the most balanced and widely played.

Required Deck and Setup

Hearts uses a standard 52-card deck (no jokers). All cards are dealt out evenly so that each player receives 13 cards. Before the first trick is played, players usually pass three cards to another player. This adds an extra layer of strategy and will be explained in detail in a later chapter.

Players typically sit across from one another in a square formation. The direction of play is clockwise.

Basic Goal: Avoiding Points

The main goal in Hearts is to finish the game with the fewest total points. Players collect points by winning tricks that contain specific cards:

	Each heart is worth 1 point.

	The Queen of Spades is worth 13 points.


Each round (or hand) consists of 13 tricks. At the end of each round, players add up the points from any hearts and the Queen of Spades they captured. The game ends when any player reaches or exceeds a target score, usually 100 points. The player with the lowest score at that point wins.

Overview of Card Values and Suits

Hearts uses the standard four suits: spades, hearts, diamonds, and clubs. Card ranks go from Ace (high) to 2 (low). There is no trump suit in the game. Players must follow the suit of the card that was led, if possible. The highest card of the lead suit wins the trick. In terms of scoring:

	Hearts are each worth 1 penalty point.

	The Queen of Spades is worth 13 penalty points.

	All other cards have no point value.


While most of the time you want to avoid taking point cards, there is one exception called "Shooting the Moon." This high-risk strategy, which involves capturing all the point cards in a single round, will be covered in a later chapter.
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Card Rankings (Aces High)

In Hearts, all suits are ranked equally. There is no trump suit. However, within each suit, the cards follow traditional rankings:

Ace (highest), King, Queen, Jack, 10, 9, 8, 7, 6, 5, 4, 3, 2 (lowest)

When a trick is played, the suit of the first card determines the suit to follow. Each player must play a card of the same suit if possible. The player who plays the highest card of the lead suit wins the trick.

For example, if the lead card is the 9 of clubs, and the other players play the Jack of clubs, the Queen of clubs, and the 2 of clubs, the Queen of clubs wins the trick.

Point Cards

In Hearts, most cards have no point value. Only specific cards add to your score, and since points are bad, your goal is to avoid collecting them.

	Each heart (♥) is worth 1 penalty point. There are 13 hearts in the deck, so a total of 13 points are available each round from hearts alone.

	The Queen of Spades (♠Q) is worth 13 penalty points. This card is the most dangerous in the game and often the main focus of defensive strategies.


So in each round, there are 26 possible points: 13 from hearts and 13 from the Queen of Spades.

Ending the Game

The game usually ends when any player reaches or exceeds a total score of 100 points. This doesn't mean that person wins, just that the game ends. At that point, all players compare their scores.

Winning the Game

The winner is the player with the lowest total score when the game ends. Because scoring in Hearts is based on penalty points, a good player focuses on minimizing their score throughout the game, especially by avoiding hearts and the Queen of Spades.

In some cases, a game may end early if players agree to a lower score limit, such as 50 or 75 points. Regardless of the chosen target, the player with the fewest points at the end is the winner.
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How to Deal Cards Evenly (13 Each)

Hearts is played with a standard 52-card deck, and all cards are used. One player is chosen to deal, either randomly or by agreement. The dealer shuffles the deck and then deals the cards one at a time in a clockwise direction until each player has 13 cards. No cards are left over.

Once the cards are dealt, players pick up their hands and organize them, usually by suit and rank, to prepare for passing and play.

The Passing Rotation

Before each hand begins, players pass three cards to another player. This adds a strategic element and allows players to get rid of dangerous cards or shape their hand more favorably.

The direction of the pass follows a repeating four-hand cycle:

	First hand: pass to the player on your left

	Second hand: pass to the player on your right

	Third hand: pass to the player across from you

	Fourth hand: no pass (this round is called a "hold" or "keep")


After the fourth hand, the cycle starts over again. All players must pass their chosen cards face down and at the same time. Once all cards have been passed and received, players add them to their hands before play begins.

Strategy Behind Passing Cards
Passing cards is one of the most strategic parts of the game. It gives you the opportunity to:
	Get rid of high-risk cards, like the Queen of Spades or high hearts, which could lead to penalty points.

	Break up suits, allowing you to play off-suit early and avoid winning unwanted tricks.

	Prepare for Shooting the Moon, if you decide to try to take all the point cards.


Some common passing strategies include:

	Passing high cards: Especially high cards in suits you have little coverage in, such as the Ace or King of a short suit.

	Passing the Queen of Spades: If you're not planning to try for all the points, this card is almost always better off in someone else’s hand.

	Passing low hearts: To increase your chances of not accidentally taking a trick once hearts are broken.

	Keeping middle cards: These can help you avoid winning tricks unintentionally.


Reading your hand carefully and choosing the right cards to pass can give you a major advantage in the round. In the next chapter, we’ll look at how the play of each hand begins, including who leads and how hearts can be broken.
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Leading and Following Suit

The player who holds the 2 of clubs always leads the first trick of the hand. That card must be played to start the round, and the other players must follow suit if they can. This means that if a player has any clubs in their hand, they must play one of them. If a player does not have any cards in the suit that was led, they may play a card from any other suit.

Each trick is won by the highest card of the suit that was led. The player who wins the trick collects the four cards and places them face down in front of them, then leads the next trick.

No Trump Suits

Unlike some other trick-taking games, Hearts does not have a trump suit. No suit outranks another. The only factor in winning a trick is who plays the highest card in the suit that was led.

Restrictions on Playing Point Cards

To keep the early part of each hand fair and strategic, there are special rules about when point cards (hearts and the Queen of Spades) can be played.

	Hearts can’t be led until they’ve been “broken:” This means a heart must first be played on a trick where the player couldn’t follow suit. Once this has happened, hearts are considered “broken,” and any player may lead hearts in future tricks. Until then, players may not lead with a heart, unless they have only hearts remaining in their hand.

	Hearts can be played early if you can’t follow suit: If you don’t have any cards in the suit that was led, you are free to play a heart, even if hearts haven’t been broken yet.

	The Queen of Spades has no restrictions: This powerful card can be played at any time if you are unable to follow the suit that was led. If spades are led, the Queen of Spades can be played like any other spade.


These rules shape the strategy of the game and create a tense balance between avoiding points and managing your cards wisely. 
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