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IMAGINE ANOTHER WORLD THAT IS A LITTLE BIT
fantasy and a little bit steampunk, and yet not quite either.
[magine a place where it's hard to tell what is magic and
what is technology. Now, get 2 little closer: Here are tWo
cities intertwined in a double helix of creation and anni-
hilation, inextricably at odds but also interdependent and
not all that different from each other. Above is the resplen-
dent, inventive Piltover, looking ever skyward in its ded-
ication to science and progress. Below is the scrappy:
rebellious Zaun, finding inspiration and community in its
outsider status.

How this world functions, how the people of these
cities love, fight, and dream forms the heart of the
animated series Arcane, which is based on the juggernaut
PC game League of Legends. Getting it off the ground
was a yearslong odyssey, and the secret to the show's
success was an American-French team that embraced
a wildly ambitious dream, then proceeded to figure out
how to make it a reality. Arcane ended up being the
triumph we know and love because its creators never
forgot their guiding principle: Creativity and artistry
always come first.

When the show debuted on Netflix in November
2021, it was obvious that Riot Games and Fortiche
Production had a worldwide smash on their hands:
Arcane reached the Netflix Top10ina whopping eighty-
nine countries. In an incredible display of unity, fans
and critics declared it an artistic victory—that first
season hit a rare one hundred percent rating from
critics on the reviews aggregator Rotten Tomatoes,
while the average audience score was ninety-six percent.
Arcane would go on to receive numerous industry
accolades, and it became the first streaming show t0
win the Emmy for Best Animated Program.

Three years later, lightning struck again when
Season 2 was released in the late fall of 2024, bringing
a number of epic stories to a close—with even more
complex emotions, gut-wrenching battles, and characters
willingly meeting their destinies.

With the benefit of hindsight, it would be easy to take
the show's success for granted. “Well, duh,” a peanut
gallery might say, “Arcane is based on one of the most
popular video games of all time, and a dominating
presence in esports—of course it was going to be huge.”
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But “of course” did
not come up very often during
the making of Arcane. Rather, the show's
lineage has been marked by leap-of-faith decisions made
by a disparate group of people who, according to con-
ventional Hollywood wisdom, would not normally cross
artistic paths or complement each other so well.

Then again, following a well-trodden path does not
foster creativity—a lesson that is one of the key take-
aways in the complex story of Arcane.

On paper, the show looked like the kind of head-
scratching assignment professors might give film and
business students: “Create a big-budget TV series inspired
by a narrative-light multi player online battle arena game,
And here are some constraints, to make it even more
challenging: To come up with those hours of original
content, your team must start with a couple of young
employees at the game’s parent company who have
worked their way up from customer service and have
no experience in longform storytelling, working in
tandem with a French animation studio well known for
ads and music videos, but not television series.”

Arcane succeeded because imagination, flexibility,
innovation, tenacity, and creativity were always in its
DNA, going all the way back to the birth and ethos of
League of Legends and its vivid universe—which the
show is integrated into, creating a sprawling multi-
media lore.

In 2009, two University of Southern California stu-
dents, Brandon Beck and Marc Merrill, and their young
company released a game based on the concept of teams
of champions trying to conquer each other’s base. In a
bold move for a fledgling gaming studio, Beck and
Merrill's company, Riot Games, released League of
Legends as one of the very first free-to-play games. They
also refused to monetize access to power, thus keeping
the battlefield even and preventing players from relying
on pay-to-win strategies.

“At Riot we had a disruptive layer to everything that
we did,” said Alex Yee, who is the co-creator and co-
showrunner of Arcane with Christian Linke. “The game
itself was very different at the time and had the same
amount of doubt around a lot of decisions for it. Free-
to-play as a concept for games in the West at the time
was madness. I don't think there were any AAA titles
that were using that model. The way we handled esports

was also similar: That was never really done as much
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Christian Linke and Alex Yee with*
Riot’s founders Marc Merrill and
Brandon Beck at the Emmy Awards

in-house as it was done at Riot.
Also, the ambition that we've
had for a lot of the things was
not to do anything like what's
already out there.”
Yee and Linke's partnership at Riot
goes way back. In the late 2000s, Linke had embarke(i
on a promising career playing in a “somewhat successful
band, as he put it, in his native Germany. When he sepsed
he was hitting a creative and professional wall, Linke
relocated to the United States to reboot his music caree‘r.
Unfortunately, things did not significantly pick up; in
need of a job, he answered a Craigslist ad for a cu.stonler-
support position at an upstart game company in West
Los Angeles—and his interview was with Yee., who ended
up hiring him. “Maybe a year after that, I discoverec.i he
was actually a fairly legitimate European rock sta? right
before he came to work with us,” Yee said, laughing.
Riot was still fairly small at that point, and Linke and
Yee segued to new duties. Yee had always been interested
in League of Legends’s ever-extending lore so he stepped
into that department in 2010, working on eIeme’nts
relating to story and narrative, as well as with th.e voice-
over division. Linke had followed his inclination and
skills toward the music department. By 2012, he had
built up a formidable team there, helping to put together
scores and songs for cinematics, spin-off albums and
in-game music, and events like the annual League of ‘
Legends World Championships—a major esport event . X
pitting teams from around the world against each other.
Linke also was scouring the web for potential partners
with whom to work on short-form music projects, because |
he wanted to give some of the champions room to roam —_
beyond the game’s constraints. One day, Fe stumbled )
upon an animated video for “La Gaviota,” an instrumental /0
song by a French band called Limousine. “I had .madre
it on a tiny budget, we had no money,” said the v1dt=.o s .
director, Jérome Combe. “It was a bit of a side project
for us, something we did for friends.”
The action in the video seemed simple, and yet it cast
a languid spell. A young woman goes horr??: smokes a‘ ‘{\
cigarette, takes a swig from a bottle, sinks into-an arm-| | \g: r’>
chair, starts taking off her SRt \ _
clothes. She is unselfcon-
scious and seems to be
alone, but she also
often looks at the cam-
era, as if silently inter-
acting with—teasing,
maybe—the unseen per-
son making the film.




On the surface; this is not the
Kkind of matefial that feels like 2
good selling card for an action-
packed game: but Linke was
immediately taken by the atmo-
spheric mood, worldly casualness,
and sophisticated lighting. He saw
that the short had been made by a
paris-based animation studio called
Fortiche, and he reached out 10 ask
if they might want t0 do something
with Riot.

1n 2012, Fortiche was just three
mall, essentially

years old and very s
undets-—Combe

boiling down to its fo
and his associates pascal Charrue
and Arnaud pelord—and 2 few
employees. “It was a group of people
working together rather than a proper
company, at least in our minds,’ said
Hervé Dupont, Fortiche's managing
director. “There were twelve of us,
working on ads and clips.’
with such a small team, Fortiche

divided up responsibilities among skills,
taste, and personal affinities, while
keeping them fluid and reactive. “I'm
more into preproduction, artistic direc-
tion,” Charrue said. “Arnaud comes from,
os and is really into cons
ceptualization and editing, and Jérome i3
into finalizing the project and composit: g W
ing. Everything is linked, though. Man\:' :

companies compartmemalize: There's
ion, there’s

preproduction, there’s animatl
execution. Fortiche’s strength is 10 have
three partners who know each other well,
share the same tastes, and work well together. garl
part of creating Fortiche was being able to
oversee the entire chain.”
As Riot and Fortic
each other, the initial discrepancies
of scale, style, and sensibilities were almost comical.
“There were twenty people (from Riot] in a room,
and there we Were€ with our little webcam,”’ Delord
said, referring to an early video meeting. “They

asked if we knew their game and we said no. But

Christian didn't care whether we were famil-
t: He just wanted

jar with the game 0t 1O
to do something artistic.”
That “something artistic”
turned out to be “Get Jinxed,”
about the colorful League of
Legends champion Jinx.
While not technically part of

live-action vide

y concept art of

he got to know Christian Linke

powder and Vi

; Arcane, that music video from
deve]zﬂ marked a key stage in the
il B prflent m" the show: It was

et timepF rrz:.txon of Jinx's personality and
e OJ?L iche put its distinctive stamp
o e’gends t?niverse.
Sl It\:r; it c\;as obvious that “Get Jinxed”
A Legenas ma'.l 1§erent from previous League
i upoz :e:al yet’complemented and
- e gafne s artistic horizons.
. ambitio,usjand Linke decided to get a little
g thmake that a lot more ambitious.
s L ehse. three-minute explorations
o their stories, and you'd neve
r;at hy 511'.1]( your teeth into them fully,” Linke saicri
Were;\lsec':s and .teasers he was making. “We
oth wondering ‘How can we finally get to
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thechampions’ Story? What
fighting? Where 4o they sle
are their friends? Whe are

“We were lucky because e
fatigued by the Cinematics

do they do when they’re not
ep? What do they eat? Who
they as characters?™

want to see something that

is grounded, something that
has a story,

something that's meaningful.””
It also felt important—remember
early Riot jobs involved direct]
and concerns—to reward Le

» both Yee and Linke’s
y handling players’ queries
ague of Legends fans, “If you
more thought, if you drive

The two men asked if they could do some preliminary

till frames and illus-

Movie studios had approached Riot in
had ever come oyt of those talks.
game to know the game ” Linke s

the past, but nothing
“You need to play the

aid of the disconnect
ide collaborators, Byt
felt simpatico with Fortiche, even
ch collaborators Were not expert
groups had in common was just as
important; They shared artistic sensibilities and the desire

to push the boundaries of animation, both from 4 story-
telling and a visya] standpoint,

leadership felt with potential outs
he and Yee immediately

though their new Fren

Staying close to home in terms of the show’s production
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g coherent universe are maintained throughout all the
p new projects. Riot could easily have said “We're a game

= ' company, We don’t do animated shows, let’s farm this
out”"—especially since it's headquartered in Los Angeles,
- where you can find everything and everyone you need
i to make film and television. With Arcane, the call was

tnade to avoid the licensing route and instead keep things
in-house, with Linke and Yee co-creating the series and

’ . acting as showrunners in tandem.
¥ e time, the stars were aligning in terms of

_ At the sam
o the game world nurturing a generation of creative folks
: ____able to handle storytelling in different mediums. “It’s

not that old of an industry,” Linke said. “We're only now
e real adults who grew

| ¥ getting t0 2 point where we hav
= gp with video games and are old enough to say, ‘HeY,
I'm experienced enough as a leader to make something

as big as a TV showora movie. In the end, it definitely

“You know, we should just try to

\was 4 decision to say.
hasn't worked the

doithis ourselves because it really
Sther way around.”

“orhe decision was made to set the show in Ppiltover

and Zaun, which sit between the Valoran and Shuriman

continents of Runeterra, where League of Legends is set.

Linke, Yee, and their new collaborators across the Atlantic

went to work and created a pilot that combined the Riot
& Games universe with Fortiche’s distinctive st\_vle-—which
mixed the studio’s evocative, kinetic mix of 2-D and 3-D
with 1ive—action-inspired mise en scene
enery and stage before

animation
(defined as the arrangement of sc

the camera).
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final render Vi

As the two
e Cc:;‘zzl‘s set up to make a pilot, Linke acted
first budget meet'lt to streamline the process. “For the
SeBsite we™ D ing, the.re was only Christian sitting
and he 100}(;{1 UP;‘nt said. “We showed him a budget
et as § e!t is ce:ll phone and said, ‘Okay.” The
Everything s:fhed within a quarter of an hour.”
IS e :r}lled to. require an astonishing amount
discussions rangi . O}t perfection—and endless
acter’s outfit toé;hng from minute details about a char-
¥ Gt astd "‘; oxlfzr‘all tOFlE.‘. “We had to really nail
where you hav;e .OU it be like a summer blockbuster
be darker and mjr?:lea;:;zw n;fo seconds, or would it
,a
Our earliest storyboards Easei}'f;:sl asdp];l;tzaeﬁ-ng?
ring
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make it feel as if the violence is earned rather than gra-
tuitous, and impacts the characters? Everybody knew the
stakes had to be high for viewers to care for the characters,
and violence was g necessary part of that Process,

base built on mutual trust. “I can certainly imagine 5
much more fraught process with someone you're new
working with, or have 4 traditional vendor relationship
with,” Yee said. “we really feel like we're partners in
figuring out how the story should evolve, and what's
going to look good in the show. Fortiche, they're amazing
at what they do even when what they're saying doesn’t
make sense in the foom. You always have this piece of
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To further help Arcane cross the finish line, Riot hired
oducer Melinda Dilger in 2020. She devised an L.A. produc-

pr

S'L . tion pipeline in coordination with Hervé Dupont at Fortiche
a ;,' to complete the first season’s nine episodes. It was around
: \ this time that Riot secured a distribution deal with Netflix.
- At the time the streamer’s executives signed on based on the

pilot and, really, not much else. That's because that one episode
(which was further refined after the version delivered at the
end of 2017) made the project’s uniqueness evident: In less
than an hour, viewers were introduced to a fully formed,
visually and sonically sophisticated universe. Immediately, it
established a sense of history and people you cared for, as
» well as a virtuosic mise en scene—the introductory parkour
scene alone could be taught in film schools.

A major reason for Arcane’s success is that the show skill-
fully weaves seemingly irreconcilable perspectives and sen-
sibilities into a cohesive whole. Think about it: A Los Angeles
game company and an artsy French studio joined forces to
create a series that delights players while also welcoming
those who have never heard of Runeterra—or aren't into

Vi animation test concept art Animation test environments;
Jayce concept art
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Previsualization layout and
animation for the pilot
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gaming to begin with. Dilger captured the mindset
binding both teams: “I have always prided myself on
working with people who know what they’re doing,”
she said. “This taught me the really important lesson
that you can get a new look, a new vision from people
who are brand new to something. They're artists and
they're not used to being pigeon-holed into any kind of
formula. They haven't gone through the studio system,
so they're not jaded at all. They just want to make
something really cool, and different, and interesting.
And you get that from Christian, Alex, Pascal, Arnaud,
Jérome, all those guys.”

While the show's creators heavily drew from the
painstaking worldbuilding (both internal and player-
facing) that Riot had created over the years, Arcane also
served as an opportunity to expand the Runeterra uni-
verse. Not only did Riot and Fortiche translate the League
~ of Legends intellectual property into a two-season series
that stands on its own, but over the years they have
expanded the Runeterra universe by refining a creative

MonUuIS1 2017 | steveiglves |

loop in which the various Riot video games and the show
feed into each other to form a thriving ecosystem.
Champions from the game reemerge into the show;
characters created for the show are integrated into the
game; storylines and design elements bounce across
the two mediums harmoniously.

“To be honest, I think we didn’t realize how big of
an impact it was going to have on players,” marveled
Paul Bellezza, director of creative game production at
League of Legends studios. “But it did, and it came from
the heart.”
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