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In the past month, 
sixteen teams have 
been whittled down to 
just two. Players have 
travelled from around 
the world to compete 
at landmark venues 
in Paris, London and 
Brussels; but it all ends 
on Saturday. At Berlin’s 

Mercedes Benz Arena, 
a 15,000-strong crowd 
will witness history be-
ing made as the victor is 
crowned the best in the 
world, winning a hand-
some $1 million prize-
pot in the process.
And it will all be for a 
game you’ve probably 
never even heard of - 

but you should because 
an expected 30 million 
people will be watching 
the final live (more than 
the NBA Finals); and 
nearly 70 million play it 
every week.
Welcome to League of 
Legends, one of several 
games transforming eS-
ports into mainstream 
competition.
eSports is competitive 
video gaming which 

sees players competing 
for cash prizes in front 
of huge audiences. 
Tournaments such as 
The International Dota 
2 Championships, the 
Battle.net World Cham-
pionship Series and 
the League of Legends 
World Championship 
have put eSports on the 
map.
League of Legends in-
volves two teams of five 

players, with each play-
er controlling a hero as 
they attempt to destroy 
their opponent’s base 
on the opposite side of 
the map. With over 100 
champions available to 
pick from, the game is 
incredibly complex and 
it requires the ability 
to remain patient but 
also have an awareness 
that one split-second 
decision could lead the 

team to glory.
League of Legends is 
into its fifth season of 
competition, and sim-
ilar to other eSports, it 
is dominated by Asian 
teams. The two finalists, 
KOO Tigers (KOO) 
and SKTELECOM T1 
(SKT) are all-Korean 
teams.
KOO formed last year 
with a mix of rookies 
and overlooked veter-
ans, no one was sure 
what to expect of them. 
Despite a rocky start in 
the Group Stage, KOO 
have been dominant 
in the latter knockout 
phase of the tourna-
ment, winning 3-1 and 
3-0 to secure a spot at 
the final.
SKT, winners of the 
2013 World Champion-
ship, have gone unde-
feated in the tourna-
ment. From the Group 
Stage to the Semis, they 
have not conceded a 
single game. They look 
favourites to become 
the only team to win 
two World Champion-
ships.
The 2015 World Cham-
pionships begins at 
11am GMT on Saturday 
31 October. You can 
view online on YouTube 
or Twitch.tv.

“An expected 30 
million people 
will be watch-
ing the final live 
(more than the 
NBA Finals)”

Cover Art: Ảnh – League of Legends
by Wacalac on deviantART

League of Legends: Saturday’s 
final is the biggest sporting 
event you have never heard of
Ryan Ramgobin
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Clashing Winds - By Deviant Artist: ae-rie

Season 5 Start Art - By Leauge of Legends Art Team

Behind League of Legends, 
E-Sports’s Main Attraction
David Segal

Since its debut in 2009, 
League of Legends has 
evolved from a small 
population of desk-
top-computer warriors 
into a full-scale phe-
nomenon. In the pro-
cess, it has become an 
e-sport. If you are not a 
male between the ages 
of 15 and 25, a group 
that Riot says accounts 
for 90 percent of all LoL 
players, the odds are 
good that you have nev-
er heard of e-sports, a 
catchall term for games 
that resemble conven-
tional sports insofar as 
they have superstars, 
playoffs, fans, uniforms, 
comebacks and upsets. 
But all the action in 
e-sports occurs online, 
and the contestants 
hardly move.
In the case of League of 
Legends, players work a 
keyboard and a mouse, 
wielding exotic weap-
ons in a virtual forest 
of turrets and torches. 
The standard match is a 
mercilessly kinetic and 
bewilderingly complex 
battle between two 
teams of five players; 
each team tries to de-
stroy the other’s base.
Though e-sports were 
around for about a de-
cade before Riot Games 

was born, no company 
has jumped in with the 
same intensity. Riot 
controls every aspect 
of the professional 
league, right down to 
the music composed 
for live events. It runs 
tournaments world-
wide, with its own slick 
broadcasting operation 
streaming to various 
Internet video sites, 
complete with color 
commentators and 
highlight reels — a kind 
of ESPN for gamers. 
The company also keeps 
a few hundred profes-
sional players on salary, 
ensuring that they can 
spend up to 14 hours a 
day practicing, the time 
required to compete at 
the highest level. Today, 
according to SuperData, 
a market research firm, 
League of Legends has 
more than eight times 
the number of active 
players as Dota 2, its 
closest rival in the genre 
known as multiplayer 
online battle arena.
Yet despite ticket prices 
of $15 to $50 for seats 
at league events, the 
league itself is a money 
loser. The tournaments 
function as marketing 
to bring in new players 
and to inspire loyalty 
in regulars, says Marc 

Merrill, a Riot Games 
co-founder and the 
company president. 
The goal is to inspire 
enthusiasts, doing for 
LoL what LeBron James 
and other stars do for 
basketball.
Which is just the first 
reason that Riot Games’ 
business model sounds 
insane, at least initially. 
The second is that the 
game is free to play and 
can be downloaded 
from the Internet, with 
no special hardware 
required. And players 
can’t buy extra power or 
skill for their online av-
atars, known as “cham-
pions” in LoL parlance. 
In other words, you 
could play League of 
Legends for years and 
never spend a nickel.
What the company sells 
to anyone playing the 
game — and, for the 
moment, it sells them 

nothing else — are 
game enhancements 
and goodies that cost 
less than $10 apiece. 
This may not seem like 
a path to riches, but if 
the player base is big 
and riveted enough, it 
is. The company says 
there are now 67 mil-
lion active monthly 

players around the 
world, and in August 
alone this crowd spent 
$122 million, according 
to SuperData.
“Whenever I talk to 
executives at Riot, it’s 
like a mantra: ‘Revenue 
is second, the player 
experience is first,’ ” 
said Joost van Dre-

unen, chief executive of 
SuperData. “The par-
adox is that by putting 
revenue second, League 
will be one of the very 
few games to bring in 
$1 billion in 2014.”

find more at www.bestoftimes.com
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In mid-September, six 
people met in a room at 
Riot Games. They were 
members of a corporate 
division, called Founda-
tions, tasked with flesh-
ing out the history of all 
the game’s champions, 
including the climate, 
landscape, architecture 
and dress of their place 
of origin.
Little of that informa-
tion has any effect on 
game play. The point of 
Foundations is to lend 
concreteness to the 
Legends universe, as it’s 
depicted for fans on the 
website and in promo-
tional materials.
A new champion, Azir, 
had just been unveiled. 
He comes from a 
place called Shurima, 
a once-grand empire 
in a sweltering desert. 
The Foundations team 
looked at Shurima 
images from the art de-
partment, projected on 
a large video screen.
“The designs on the 
sword look great, but 
I want to think about 

leather,” said a team 
member, looking at 
the leather garb of a 
Shurima soldier. “In 
this environment, I 
think leather is not your 
friend.”
“It’d be minimal,” some-
one else agreed.
“You’d cook in it,” said 
another.
While Foundations 
spends its days refining 
aesthetics and narra-
tives, a separate group 
is devoted to policing 
online player etiquette. 
It’s a problem facing 
just about every video 
game publisher. When 
a few million males 
in their teens and 20s 
get together and try to 
slaughter one another 
online, in an anony-
mous setting, while able 
to chat via on-screen 
texts, slurs are inevita-
ble.
A few years ago, Riot 
Games trawled aca-
demia for hard-core 
gamers to lead a player 
behavior team. The 
company hired Jeffrey 
Lin, who was working 

on a Ph.D. in cognitive 
neuroscience at the 
University of Wash-
ington. He and his 
colleagues set up a kind 
of community polic-
ing system for flagging 
offensive conduct or 
speech and voting on 
whether the flagged 
player should receive a 
warning. Warned play-
ers who didn’t reform 
were banned for two 
weeks, or, if the infrac-
tions were numerous 
or bad enough, perma-
nently.
“Online society has de-
veloped without conse-
quences,” Mr. Lin said. 
“If you were homopho-
bic or used a racial slur, 
nobody punished you 
for it.”
Mr. Lin says 75 percent 
of players who receive 
a warning immediately 
change their behav-
ior. But the rate of 
recidivism was high 
enough that in July, he 
announced tougher 
sanctions via Twitter. 
Henceforth, he wrote, 
“players that show 
extreme toxicity,” which 
includes homophobic 
and racist language, as 
well as death threats, 
“will be instantly 14-day 

or permabanned.”
The next day, Mr. Lin 
reported on Twitter that 
he had been inundated 
with racist tweets.
While Riot Games is 
combating noxious talk, 
critics contend that it all 
but encourages a type 
of sexism. A website 
called League of Sexism 
critiques, among other 
things, female champi-
ons — who tend to be 
male fantasies of slim, 
busty women in extrav-
agantly kinky outfits 
— and their images as 
presented in paintings, 
called splash art, that 
are posted to the LoL 
site.
A Riot Games producer, 

Omar Kendall, ad-
dressed this issue at the 
Comic-Con convention 
in July, by saying, in 
effect, that the compa-
ny was working on it. 
But the splash art for 
a champion named Shy-
vana, who has improb-
able proportions and 
a lot of bare skin, was 
posted just a few weeks 
ago, suggesting that this 
new body-type strategy 
isn’t exactly urgent.
Or perhaps it’s just low 
on a list of priorities. 
Riot Games feels like 
a company in a full-
out sprint. It is now 
enhancing the produc-
tion values of its world 
championship, hoping 

to make more of the 
sort of corporate spon-
sorship deals that could 
transform the league 
from loss leader into 
moneymaker. Coca-Co-
la and Korean Air are 
currently on board.
At every step, Riot has 
underestimated the 
appeal of its game, from 
how fast it would catch 
on, to how much people 
would spend, to the rise 
of its e-sports league. 
It is a gaming compa-
ny run by gamers who 
constantly ask, “What 
would I want from this 
game?” and then pro-
vide it, even if it won’t 
yield immediate profits.

At its most basic level, 
League of Legends is 
a game of capture the 
flag, though that is a bit 
like describing brain 
surgery as “a medical 
procedure.”
Before play begins, the 
10 members of two 
teams each select a 
champion, each with 
a distinct personality, 
back story and powers. 
Jinx, for example, is a 
blue-haired vixen who 
“likes to wreak havoc 
without a thought for 
the consequences, leav-
ing a trail of mayhem 
and panic in her wake,” 
as it says on the League 
of Legends website. Jinx 
has a minigun named 
Pow-Pow and a rocket 

launcher named Fish-
bones, both of which 
inflict a very specific 
type of damage.
So the first step to LoL 
expertise is memorizing 
the abilities of every 
champion — all 120 of 
them.
And counting. League 
of Legends has been 
engineered to be as 
engrossing as possible; 
the company prefers 
the word “engaging” 
because it insists that 
“engrossing” has nega-
tive connotation. Part 
of that engineering 
involves constant tin-
kering. New champions 
are issued every month 
or so, and the powers 
of longstanding cham-
pions can be reduced 

(“nerfed” in LoL lingo) 
or enhanced (“buffed”) 
by Riot Games.
“There are regular 
updates to the game,” 
said Joedat Esfahani, 
a professional player 
who competes under 
the name Voyboy. “That 
forces everyone to re-
think their strategy and 
figure out the optimal 
way to play. It’s a race 
to innovate. The best 
teams are the ones that 
are constantly evolving 
along with the game.”
Riot likes to say LoL is 
easy to learn but impos-
sible to master.
Those who manage 
to digest the language 
and arcana of LoL will 
swear that the following 
sentence, spoken by the 
panting narrator of a re-
cent plays-of-the-week 
video, makes perfect 

sense:
“She kites Blitzcrank 
through the creeps 
staying perfectly out 
of range to avoid the 
Power Fist and take him 
down as she flashes to 
make it a double.”
As you zoom around a 
verdant battleground 
called Summoner’s Rift 
as if strapped to an 
overhead camera, you’re 
supposed to read a lot 
of instruction text at 
the same time. Speed 
matters. The eye-hand 
coordination is so 
tricky that, according to 
Riot, pros over 25 years 
old start to age out of 
the top rungs of the 
league.
A professional league 
wasn’t originally a core 

part of Riot’s busi-
ness plan, though the 
co-founders thought 
from the start that they 
had created a game as 
fun to watch as any 
sport. The league be-
came a focus in 2011, 
after Riot held its first 
championship tourna-
ment at DreamHack, a 
twice-a-year computer 
festival in Sweden. Sev-
eral hundred thousand 
people watched online, 
via Twitch.tv, far sur-
passing the company’s 
expectations.
Viewership has since 
soared, and the league 
has expanded. Next 
year, the company will 
stage multiple matches, 
every week, in more 
than a half-dozen coun-

tries. There are profes-
sional teams with their 
own managers, spon-
sors, sports psycholo-
gists and increasingly 
contentious relation-
ships with their star 
players, many of whom 
earn six figures through 
salaries, endorsements 
and tournaments.
“A lot of money is 
now funneled through 
e-sports,” said Steve 
Arhancet, who owns 
Team Curse, one of the 
most successful squads 
based in the United 
States. “When I negoti-
ate a contract with one 
of my players now, it’s 
my lawyer talking to 
his lawyer. It wasn’t like 
that two years ago.”

Blitzcranks and Power Fists

The Weather in Shurima

Blitzcrank - Top Left Corner - By Leauge of Legends Art Team
 Jinx - Bottom Right Corner - By League of Legends Art Team

Azir - By Leauge of Legends Art Team

David Segal

David Segal
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1m views 
during
World 
opener
Ben Parfitt

Friday, October 30th 
2015 at 2:59PM GMT

Riot’s League of Leg-
ends World Champi-
onship draws to a close 
tomorrow and already 
it has drawn some huge 
viewer numbers online.
Newzoo reports that 
a single match on the 
tournament’s first day 
gained over 1m con-
current viewers on 
Twitch alone. Since the 
beginning of the event 
there have been near-
ly 100m hours logged 
by Twitch viewers on 
LoL channels. During 
non-Championship 
time these same chan-
nels would typically 
attract around 25m 
hours.
Riot’s League of Leg-
ends World Champi-
onship draws to a close 
tomorrow and already 
it has drawn some huge 
viewer numbers online.
Newzoo reports that 
a single match on the 
tournament’s first day 
gained over 1m con-
current viewers on 
Twitch alone. Since the 
beginning of the event 
there have been near-
ly 100m hours logged 
by Twitch viewers on 
LoL channels. During 
non-Championship 
time these same chan-
nels would typically 
attract around 25m 
hours.
It is estimated that glob-
al viewing hours for the 
tournament across all 
streaming channels will 
pass 250m. Last year’s 
event was watched for 
around 179m hours, 
with 27m viewers tun-
ing in to the final.
“The League of Legends 
World Championship 
has always been im-
mensely popular, as it 
pioneered the free-to-
play eSports scene in 
the West,” Newzoo said. 
“However, we can no 
longer look at single 
events as illustrative of 
growth.
“More indicative of the 
eSports explosion is the 
number and frequency 
of big events. For exam-
ple, the weekend of this 
past August 22nd/23rd 
marked another mile-
stone in eSports history, 
when four events across 
the globe (ESL One Co-
logne, LCS Europe Fi-
nals, LCS North Amer-
ica Finals, and OGN 
Hearthstone Masters in 
Korea) drew more than 
100k stadium attendees 
and entertained more 
than 50m unique en-
thusiasts worldwide.
“Growth in number, 
frequency, and regional 
spread of large events 
per year per country 
will be the key indica-
tors of future growth.”
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