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About the Book

It’s time to become a Legend.


Watched by millions and contested by the best professional gamers in the world, League of Legends is more than a game.
 

Fnatic have been competing in League of Legends since the very beginning of eSports. In How to be a Professional Gamer, they take you inside the elite world of the sport, and into the world of competitive gaming. Sharing their knowledge, expertise, and strategies, it’s only a matter of time before you’re a world champion, too.


Including tips on game strategy, teamwork, mental strength and physical dexterity, How to be a Professional Gamer is both a guide for how to improve as a regular gamer, and the story of Fnatic and how they’ve conquered the world of eSports.


Are you ready?


About the Authors

Around the world Fnatic stands as a heavyweight in the world of eSports. With professional teams in the most popular games, they have dominated the sport. In 2011, they won the League of Legends World Championships. In both 2006 and 2009, Fnatic were awarded Team of the Year.

Mike Diver is Video Games Editor at VICE Magazine and has written gaming articles for the Guardian, Kotaku and Edge. When not playing games or reporting on them, he lectures at Southampton’s Solent University. His first book, Indie Games: The Complete Introduction to Indie Gaming, was published in 2016. He lives by the British seaside with his wife, two sons and two cats.
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The Essential Ingredients of Being a Professional Gamer

IT MIGHT SEEM like a niche attraction compared to the big sports filling TV schedules and bringing big numbers to matches on a weekly basis, but don’t be fooled: eSports is here, already in a big way, and it’s only going to get more popular. Speak to people in the industry and they’ll tell you, without hint of sarcasm, that in years to come the player base and global audience for competitive video gaming will eclipse that of many traditional sports.

Sport has evolved over time, and eSports – and gaming, more generally – is doing the same. Today it’s perfectly natural for a kid to get home from school and spend hours in front of their PC, engaging in fantastical combat, or high-tension simulation play, against opponents potentially on the other side of the world. As the individual games grow in recognition, in subscribers, so their players begin to look for more information: how best to play the game; how to get ahead of their peers. And at the very top level of this tree of talent are the pro-gamers, those who earn their living travelling the world, playing video games against the best, inspiring millions.

In Europe, gaming can be seen as a very isolated, singular pursuit – it’s hard to shake the awful stereotype of the kid alone in their room, the screen glowing, social life secondary to the interactive wonders before them. This is a hideously outdated perception of video gaming, however, and one only needs to look to South Korea to see how their culture of PC bangs – cafes full of connected computers, allowing for large-scale cooperative play between friends and total strangers alike – takes the at-home-alone nature of online gaming into the public space. And it’s South Korean teams that have established no little dominance in many eSports disciplines, including League of Legends. Since Fnatic claimed the inaugural League World Championship in 2011, every winning team at the Worlds has come from Asia, with three of the four winners from South Korea itself. Does this success link back to the wider acceptance of gaming as a valuable way to spend one’s free time? It’s hard to argue against the logic of PC bang culture feeding into the world’s healthiest competitive gaming scene.

Society will always grow alongside technology, and it’s the younger elements of it, those who have grown up with video games all around them, who are best positioned to keep up with it. This provides eSports with the opportunity to grow almost exponentially. It also means that competition for places in professional teams will become even fiercer than it is today, pushing the overall quality of play upwards. Yet there is no obvious career ladder in eSports: this is an underdeveloped industry in comparison to traditional sports like football or basketball, where careers can begin at a very young age, perhaps only five or six years old.

In eSports, no organisation is going to take on a player before they reach their teenage years. Then they typically go straight from home into a professional organisation, missing out on the years of steady coaching that a set-up at a football club would provide, helping the player to mature as well as evolve their skills. And that’s a huge jump, to go from being a talented casual player into the spotlight of top-level competitive gaming.

But knowing what qualities are absolutely essential for a pro-gamer to possess will help anyone looking to do just that, and step up to playing on stages, before an online audience of millions. Being a fast learner is vital in competitive League of Legends, maybe more so than any other eSport, because of how its makers, Riot Games, continually patch it. This means that the game is always being updated, its avatars – called champions – having their abilities tweaked, sometimes for the better and sometimes not. These changes alter the meta, which is how the professionals are playing the game around each patch, and even the slightest alterations can have massive consequences for a team’s success.

The patches mean that a top-tier League player must be familiar with more than one champion. Stick with just the one and you might taste success, but a patch later and they might be nerfed – underpowered – into relative irrelevance. This keeps any team’s strategy always changing, and every player needs not only to be specialised within their role, in their position, but to have a great understanding of the whole game. Each position carries with it select duties and responsibilities, and foremost among those is how they communicate with the other players around them. Having the discipline to look outside of your lane without compromising its strengths is a massively important part of being a League professional.

Giving and receiving criticism is something that every pro, whatever their game, has to be open to. If you’re able to take advice, sometimes the hard way, it will only stand to improve your overall game; if you’re able to provide it, then your teammates, assuming they’re level-headed enough not to react negatively, will learn from it. League is not a game that can be won alone. It might have been that way during its first two seasons, but in 2016, it’s the team that wins the game, not the individuals.

Speak to any League professional, from players to coaches, and they’ll tell you that a harmonious atmosphere is so essential to a great team. Working with a player who doesn’t share the ambitions of the rest of the players, or simply has the wrong mindset to fit into the meta in question, will always cause problems. They will struggle to fit into a gaming house, if that’s an option, and cause friction with everyone in the organisation, from the bottom to the very top level of management. Professional League players are in each other’s company for tens of hours every week, leaving no room for holding grudges.

Which isn’t to say there’s no room for flair, for individuality. Every week in the League of Legends Championship Series (LCS), in America and Europe, you will witness a player going off the strategy laid down by their coach and seizing a game-winning initiative. No coach can train this – it’s something that either comes naturally or it doesn’t, and it has a lot to do with the personality of the player. What should never happen, though, is an individual persistently taking risks and damaging their team’s chances as a result – every window of opportunity requires swift analysis, lasting no more than a few seconds, and great communication between teammates can quickly qualify whether or not it’s a move to make.

Whether you’re playing in the Challenger Series (CS), solo queue – playing alone and teaming up with strangers for online games – or in the LCS, you can never be arrogant about your abilities. However highly you think of yourself, as even the pro-players featured in this book can testify to, there’s almost always someone ahead of you. This is a team game, one in which so-called gods are few and far between. With increasing sponsorship and ever-rising levels of professionalism, eSports is becoming an industry in which long-term careers can be pursued. Major sporting organisations like football clubs Schalke 04 and Valencia are establishing their own League of Legends teams, and this will continue, increasing demands on players.

The key ingredient for anyone in the pro game, or hoping to get there, is never to spend too long in your comfort zone. Play in new ways, lose and learn, and you will benefit yourself and the team. Keep on learning, and defeats naturally become victories. Fnatic has seen that first hand – how patience and persistence can produce golden moments, never to be forgotten, and glory enough to fill a dozen more teams. That’s the organisation’s goal: to win everything. With eSports always expanding, this is going to be tougher with every passing year, but if any team is positioned to move with the times, with technology, each patch and each new breakout player, it’s this one.

How To Be a Professional Gamer goes behind the scenes of Fnatic’s League of Legends operation, and delves into the team’s history, to collect indelible memories, professional advice, personal highs and lows and several anecdotes on all things League and eSports. Along the way, readers will learn what it takes to make it at the top level of competitive video gaming. This isn’t something that anyone with a mouse and an opened-daily copy of League on their PC can achieve, as will soon enough become clear.

How to Use This Book

How To Be a Professional Gamer is a book of two distinct but complementary halves.

The first half of the book, roughly speaking, introduces absolute beginners to the world of eSports, and League of Legends, and to the entwined histories of each global phenomenon. These chapters will also be of interest to those who already enjoy playing the game but are not familiar with its roots, which go deep indeed – beyond the introduction of competitive play, the beta testing of League that began in 2009, and the establishment of its makers, Riot Games, in 2006.

This section of How To Be a Professional Gamer takes us all the way back to when Riot’s founding pair of Brandon Beck and Marc Merrill were freshly graduated and seeking an opportunity to carve out a niche for themselves in the nascent competitive gaming sector. Not that playing video games in media-covered tournaments attracting top-level participants from around the world was a new thing in the first decade of the twenty-first century – the first publicised gaming contest was actually held in 1972, technically making this wonderfully ‘new’ world of eSports over forty years old.

From there, the book explores the monumental scale of League’s premier, seasons-climaxing competition – the League of Legends World Championship. This knockout-format, city-hopping contest, pulling in teams from across all major League territories, was first won by Fnatic at its debut staging in 2011. Since then it’s been the one achievement that all League-focused organisations set their sights on.

The book’s second half, beginning at Chapter 7, digs into the hopes, dreams, pressures and stresses that both make and break today’s professional gamer. We hear directly from Fnatic’s League of Legends stars – all of the players on the EU LCS team – about how they raised their game to the level it’s at today, where they’re not just mixing with the best but setting new standards themselves.

And it’s in this second half of the book where League regulars will find guidance for improving their results. Every member of Fnatic’s first-team roster has advice for gamers looking to take their own performance up several notches – simple tips for setting themselves apart from the pack of great summoners, and into the elite. The book also explores what the future of Riot’s game might be – and how Fnatic is future-proofing itself in order to stand strong against the fluctuations of the always-evolving eSports scene.

Whether you’re someone who plays League every day – all day long, given the opportunity – or you’re only just taking your first steps into its cavalcade of champions, encyclopaedia of abilities and perplexing terminology, there is something for you in How To Be a Professional Gamer. This book is designed to entertain and educate, and to open eyes both experienced and anew to the fascinating arena of eSports. The players might typically be young, and the infrastructure developing, but pro-gaming is exploding in popularity all around us, and accelerating. There’s never been a better time to get into it.
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What is League of Legends, Anyway?

LEAGUE OF LEGENDS didn’t just blink into life one fine day back in 2009. Its production, at the Los Angeles-headquartered Riot Games, was meticulously meditated. Some might even say that its development was spurred not by an innate desire to create for the sake of doing so on the part of its makers, fuelled by a burning passion to further this most interactive of entertainment mediums, but by competitive gaming trends of the time, a very business-minded and margins-led methodology.

League of Legends wasn’t pretending to break entirely new ground in the emerging multiplayer online battle arena (MOBA) scene. Instead, it aimed to match the player base of the standout title of the time, and ultimately to surpass it in popularity by refining all of the elements that made this style of game so appealing, and by introducing compelling new ones all of its own. That market leader, or more accurately that mod – a user-made game created using custom tools – was Defense of the Ancients, or DotA. And understanding both its success and that of League of Legends necessitates a brief history lesson.

Warcraft III: Reign of Chaos, released in the summer of 2002, was Californian studio Blizzard Entertainment’s third real-time strategy title in its Warcraft series. Today that franchise covers not only video games in the same style, but also the massively multiplayer online role-playing game (MMORPG) World of Warcraft (WoW) – the most successful MMORPG of all time, according to Guinness World Records, with over 100 million subscribers – and Hearthstone, a free-to-play collectible card game inspired by Warcraft lore, which as of spring 2016 was being played by 50 million people worldwide. Back in 2002, Reign of Chaos was the title amongst web-connected strategists with a taste for everything fantasy-flavoured, selling over a million copies in a month.

Its cast of orcs and humans, elves and the undead may have been indebted to the fiction of authors like The Lord of the Rings writer J. R. R. Tolkien and ancient European folklore alike, but Blizzard’s combining of familiar constituents with established real-time strategy (RTS) mechanics resulted in a game that was enveloping like so few other comparable experiences of the time. The sales figures don’t lie; likewise the review scores: Reign of Chaos was a runaway hit commercially, and it secured highly positive press coverage from the likes of Game Informer and PC Gamer, the latter calling it ‘a brilliant game in every facet of its design and execution, with not a single dull moment’.

The way Warcraft III played only gently nudged RTS games forward in terms of functionality – you controlled units to secure new territory on a map, obliterating the enemy’s own ranks to take control of their held areas, gathering construction resources and developing player-controlled ‘hero’ avatars as you went – but soon enough it would inspire a sea change in multiplayer gaming. Not that Blizzard themselves had much to do with it.

A Game of Clones

DotA was born from the Warcraft III world editor, with a modder known as Eul taking the layout of a custom map in another of Blizzard’s RTS games, StarCraft’s triple-lane Aeon of Strife, and applying its structure to the newer game’s menu of creation tools. StarCraft’s Aeon pitched one powerful hero against waves of enemies coming down the three lanes, but for Eul’s 2003 take on it, which he titled Defense of the Ancients, up to five players could take on the same number on the other team, alongside two computer-controlled (or artificial intelligence (AI)) units per game. That’s five on five, on a map with three clear avenues of engagement – for any existing League of Legends players, this is starting to sound familiar. Eul’s map proved incredibly popular but was unexpectedly left behind by its maker, who elected to step away from the DotA scene. This allowed many others in Warcraft’s modding community to put their own mark on proceedings, increasingly so after Reign of Chaos was followed by a new expansion pack, The Frozen Throne, boasting brand-new world editor features.

One such modder was Guinsoo, aka Wisconsin-born game designer Steve Feak. He took over an already in-rotation DotA variant map, February 2004’s Allstars by Meian and Ragn0r, which placed Warcraft III’s most popular heroes into combat against one another, and worked some unprecedented magic. Just a month after Allstars’ unveiling, Feak put out a new version of the map, quickly followed by another that featured the non-player-controlled Roshan, a powerful neutral ‘creep’ designed to pose more of a threat than the weaker, AI-controlled characters that DotA teams would farm for gold – the same sort of cannon fodder as League of Legends’ minions. Roshan would become a DotA mainstay, now the most powerful of all creeps in Dota 2, and so too would how the game played once Feak had finished his work, although another modder, Icefrog, inarguably perfected what his predecessor had left for him, tweaking the map to facilitate a wider competitive community.

DotA Allstars’ basic premise was simple enough: each team, one named the Sentinel and the other the Scourge, would try to obliterate the other’s base, located at the south-west or north-east of the map depending on which side you were on. These bases were protected by fortifications, towers and a range of AI-controlled units; and at their centres were ‘Ancients’, the destruction of which served as the end-game trigger. Bring the enemy’s ‘Ancient’ down and you won. This gameplay would serve as a broad base for League of Legends, in which the ‘Ancient’ became the Nexus, a brilliant beacon begging to be smashed into smithereens. Obliterate your opponent’s Nexus and to your team go the spoils. League added extra win conditions, not necessitating the fall of a Nexus, but at its heart the parallels with DotA are crystal clear.

Competitive DotA Allstars tournaments began in earnest in 2005, at that year’s BlizzCon, a public convention held annually by Blizzard in support of its major franchises. Grass-roots contests had started a year earlier, with the first Allstars league formed in April 2004 under the banner of Clan TDA. The game’s global profile was accelerated by its addition to the World Cyber Games in 2005, and the Electronic Sports World Cup in 2008, and by the summer of 2008 it was truly a phenomenon. Games industry website Gamasutra covered DotA that June, writer Michael Walbridge calling it ‘an underground revolution’ and ‘a delight to all who play it’. He noted that only Valve’s team-based first-person shooter Counter-Strike could hold a candle to DotA in terms of depth, fun and, most importantly, fan base. Swedish dance artist Basshunter named a 2006 song after it, which went top-ten in his home country. All of the momentum was leading to the inevitable: a DotA ‘proper’, built by a professional games studio.

And in 2010, Washington state’s Valve Corporation, the studio behind Half-Life and its sequel Counter-Strike, Portal, Team Fortress and Left 4 Dead – all classics of their kind, as revered today as they were on release – made the announcement that everyone in the DotA scene had predicted. They’d be making DotA 2, with Icefrog as lead designer, building from the ground up a stand-alone title tailor-made for the developing eSports market. Work on the game began in 2009, and it eventually came out in July 2013. But by the time of its launch, another MOBA had established a stranglehold on competitive and casual scenes alike: League of Legends, a game explicitly inspired by DotA Allstars.

Starting a Riot

Riot Games was officially founded in 2006 by Brandon Beck and Marc Merrill, CEO and president of the company, respectively, as of July 2016. Merrill’s postgraduate background was in corporate marketing, and he’d worked at financial services companies Merrill Lynch and US Bancorp. Beck, meanwhile, left a job in media and entertainment strategy at Bain & Company, a global consultancy firm, to begin what at the time was a risky venture. The pair met each other while attending the University of Southern California, in Los Angeles, and both graduated in 2004. Competitive gaming was in its infancy in the middle of the twenty-first century’s first decade (some may argue that it still is, given the near-infinite space available for it to evolve into), and the pair’s vision for League, and Riot, started more as a wouldn’t-this-be-nice daydream than a determined, spreadsheeted plan, road-mapped to perfection.

Riot didn’t begin in an office space of any size: the founders laid the foundations for what was to come in a shared apartment, where each had a sizeable gaming rig set up. Online, competitive gaming was in their blood, but for a while it remained a passion only, not a professional avenue of investigation and, ultimately, reward. Come the end of 2005, though, all that changed. An idea took hold of the pair: that gamers, people just like themselves, who were enraptured by this emerging world of web-connected competition and cooperative play, wanted something more than a game on a disk that as good as stopped once you’d seen out its core objectives. There was the demand for something more fluid, something more alive, something that couldn’t be boxed up and shipped out, but instead continually flowed through the globe’s broadband networks, free of physical form but just as rich in detail, lore, longevity and fun as the likes of World of Warcraft.

Beck and Merrill could see a future capable of changing the way online gamers played: no more lengthy waits between game updates, no more year-on-year iterations asking for more money for essentially the same experience over again. They looked outside of gaming circles for business guidance, and found it with the popular ‘software as a service’ (SaaS) model used by enterprise software – programs used in the workplace, for jobs including payroll processing, IT management and human resources. This SaaS model saw programs receive regular updates, which the user didn’t have to leave their desk to pick up at the shop; and rather than every new version of said software costing an individual price, businesses would pay subscriptions simply to receive the updates as and when they became available, in real time. SaaS models saw the companies behind them establish two-way conversations with their clients, communities forming around software, and regular dialogue between makers and customers meant that the programs in question could be refined with direct input from the people actually using them.

This is what Beck and Merrill wanted to bring into the video gaming space: a service-orientated approach that would keep them in constant touch with the people playing the game itself, which in turn would evolve it in a way that satisfied all parties. They began to recruit. An office opened in September 2006, and into it came none other than Steve Feak, and alongside him Steve Mescon, aka Pendragon, the creator of a DotA Allstars community website. The concept of a spiritual successor to Feak’s DotA map was a natural product of Riot’s initial DNA, and the team didn’t look back. League of Legends was announced in October 2008, and come January 2009 Riot had forty employees working hard to get the game off the ground, and both closed and open betas – a kind of water-testing period for the final game to come – out to an eager player base.

To help League of Legends stand out against DotA – and, indeed, Warcraft III and every other online multiplayer game of the time – the team at Riot began to create champions, its player-controlled (or summoner-controlled, if you will) avatars, that were so much weirder than much of what had come before. Fiddlesticks, ‘the Harbinger of Doom’, was a scarecrow-like mage capable of casting dread and fear on the enemy; Annie, ‘the Dark Child’, went into battle beside a demonic teddy-ish bear by the name of Tibbers; and Soraka was a healer from the stars, a celestial once-immortal whose aggression stripped her of everlasting life. They’re all still in there, playable today. Every character, and the game featured forty at its 2009 beta launch (at the time of writing there are 131), had a compelling backstory woven into detailed lore telling of the Rune Wars that ravaged the land of Valoran, and the Fields of Justice upon which winner-takes-all battles were now to be waged.

But this layering of aesthetic qualities and background fiction wouldn’t guarantee League’s long-term survival. Riot recognised that gameplay alone would be the determining factor there, and that DotA was proving this well enough. So, it stood to reason that a fresh twist on Feak’s Allstars map built in a new proprietary engine, supported by a high level of customer service, fresh-to-the-scene in-game features and exemplary community communication would be a recipe for getting results. And so it would prove, once the game slipped free of its beta phases and became available as a finished product, albeit one that would go on to be patched regularly, in order to balance champions and refresh play styles.

By July 2011, League of Legends had 15 million registered players worldwide, ahead of Warcraft’s 12 million, making it one of the biggest PC games of all time. Well over a million of those players were logging on every single day, adding up to an accumulative total of 3.7 million hours spent on the Fields of Justice every twenty-four hours. The growth of the game’s community outstripped all expectations. But no laurels were about to be rested on. Speaking to the tech website Engadget in the summer of 2011, Beck said, ‘We are proud of the numbers we are hitting on our platform and are confident our fantastic team can continue to grow and evolve our . . . technology to handle even greater numbers.’

Gauntlet thrown, but the confidence has been vindicated: in early 2014, 67 million people had registered with the game, and more than 27 million worldwide were playing League on a daily basis, 7.5 million of them simultaneously during peak periods. And while Riot hasn’t released any official figures for 2015 or 2016, 334 million people in total watched the four-week conclusion to the 2015 League of Legends World Championship, covering the quarters to the Berlin-staged final itself. The climax at the Mercedes-Benz Arena – contested between the ultimately victorious SK Telecom T1 (SKT) and KOO Tigers (now known as ROX Tigers) – was watched by 36 million unique viewers, a new record across the whole of the eSports sector.

Evidently, mainstream, casual-level enthusiasm for League is far from on the wane, just as the professional side of the game achieves new peaks of competitiveness and prize money – SKT walked away from the German capital in 2015 with a million US dollars added to the team’s already healthy kitty.

Would You Like to Play a Game?

League of Legends, then, is a five-against-five, multiplayer online battle arena game, in which the player assumes the role of a summoner – to use the game’s vernacular for the godlike controllers of the champions in battle, i.e. you – and works alongside their teammates to destroy the enemy Nexus. Sounds simple. And the game’s availability as a free download – it uses a microtransactions model to sell new champions, boosts and skins (avatar outfits), but progressing in the game does not necessitate any payment whatsoever – ensures that anyone, or at least anyone with a halfway dependable personal computer, can try it out to see if it fits their gaming tastes.

But getting into the game for the long term, as opposed to getting into a game just to run about and murder some minions, isn’t quite so simple. League is far from an easy game to jump into, versus other competitive online multiplayer offerings like those based on real-life football/soccer, and the one-on-one fighter scene, presenting to the absolute beginner a cavalcade of confusing characters, abilities, perks, stats and stages. It has a language all of its own, spanning champions, move-sets, shoutcaster (commentator) colloquialisms and in-progress measurements of who’s winning and who most certainly isn’t.

There are a host of ‘beginner’s guides’ to League of Legends online, but to condense what’s out there on the web into a succinct couple of paragraphs on how to take your first steps in the game, in such a way that you’ll make the journey again, here are the basics.

First, spend nothing, to begin with: select an already-unlocked champion and don’t worry about what position they’re best suited to. Ideally stick with that champion for the foreseeable, too – later in this book, this very advice will be dished out by one of Fnatic
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