18 | Friday, December 13,2024

HONG KONG EDITION | CHINA DAILY

LIFLE

L ™

i,

e | Y

=

s

From left: The Chinese team winning the gold medal in the Arena of Valor Asian Games Version at the Hangzhou Asian Games in 2023 in the documentary More Than a Game.
The six players representing Team China in the Arena of Valor Asian Games Version at the Asian Games encourage each other before a game. Director Ni Meng (center)
watches the players during training. PHOTOS PROVIDED TO CHINA DAILY

The hidden depths of esports players

Insider documentary reveals a side of gamers that may surprise many, Li Yingxue reports.

t the Hangzhou

Asian Games in

2023, China’s 201

gold medals includ-

ed one that, while

seemingly inconse-
quential, represented a milestone
for its esports industry: a gold medal
in the first Arena of Valor Asian
Games Version.

The team behind the win was
equally distinctive: six players, aged
22 on average, who, after months of
rigorous training, reached the pinna-
cle of Asian esports. It was both their
debut on the national stage, and
most likely, their last appearance.

Esports careers tend to be brief,
often lasting just six or seven years,
with players peaking quickly. It is a
rapidly evolving discipline, one in
which new stars emerge constantly,
and the Asian Games — held once
every four years — is a rare opportu-
nity for players to represent their
country at the highest level.

The six contestants, from five dif-
ferent clubs at that time competing
in the King Pro League, a profes-
sional esports league in China dedi-
cated to the mobile multiplayer
online battle arena game Honor of
Kings, and one of the most prestig-
ious mobile gaming competitions in
the country featuring top teams and
players, came together for a
moment that is unlikely to be
repeated.

The months leading up to the
Asian Games were precious to the
players. Their shared journey —
marked by intense training, passion
and uncertainty — was carefully
documented on film.

Now, a year later, 32-year-old
director Ni Meng has brought their
story to the big screen in More
Than a Game. Released nationwide
on Dec 6, the documentary invites
viewers to relive the triumph, the
camaraderie, and the youthful vig-
or that defined this historic
moment.

“This is a film without gaming
barriers. I wanted to create an
esports documentary that parents
could understand,” Ni says.

Duan Xiaoxiong, a teacher at the
National Academy of Chinese The-
atre Arts and a film critic, admitted
that as someone who isn’t an
esports fan, he hesitated before
watching the film, concerned it
might be too specialized for some-
one like him who has never played
video games.

“After seeing it, I realized this is a
film for anyone with a dream,” Duan
says. “As the director aptly put it,
this is a movie about people. The
title has a dual meaning, reminding
us that its significance extends far
beyond the competition or the film
itself”

It begins with 22 young players
selected to take part in a rigorous
15-day training camp to compete for
one of six spots on the national team
for the Asian Games.

At the heart of the camp are Chen
Zhengzheng and Peng Yunfei, both
strong contenders, neither of whom
made the final cut despite giving it
their all.

At 26, Chen was particularly eager
to represent his country. He had
been a torchbearer at the 2018 Asian
Games in Indonesia, an experience
that left a lasting impact. His wish
for success, fueled by that memory,
didn’t come true.

Peng, who was 23 at the time,
made a concerted effort to support
the emotional well-being of his
teammates, but struggled to per-
form at his best during the selection
trials.

“Peng is from Chongqing and was
raised by his grandmother. He
worked in a hotpot kitchen to save
the 2,000 yuan ($275.8) he needed

Top: Twenty-two players, with an average age of 22, participated in the national team training camp.
Middle: Director Ni Meng (right) and coach Liu Xuexiang during a film road show in Chengdu in
November. Above left: Ni (second from right), Xu Bicheng (second from left), who made the final
six-player roster, and Xie Chengjun (left), who was a participant in the training camp, at a film

road show in Beijing. Above right: Ni takes part in the recording of the film’s theme song.

to buy his first smartphone, and
start his esports career,” Ni says.

“He was determined,” she con-
tinues. “After facing failure or
emotional setback, many people
struggle to bounce back, and their
negativity affects others, but Peng
didn’t let that happen. When he
was cut from the national team, he
said, ‘It’s OK. I did my best. I'll try
again next time. Chen and Peng’s
stories are relatable — they poured
everything into something they
care about. There’s no such thing
as a perfect life, but they give it
their all, every time.”

The two share a parallel career
path, both entering the professional
esports world in the same year —
one as a film director, the other as a
King Pro League player.

Ni worked on shows for the Olym-
pics, World Cup, and the UEFA
Champions League and began cre-
ating esports content in 2017.

Like many others, she initially
thought of the players as little more
than talented gamers, but after sev-
en years, she came to realize they
display aspects that the outside
world often overlooks, from their
resilience in the face of youthful

tribulations to their transformative
journeys.

Portraits of Youth

For Ni, the most compelling
aspect of esports lies in the collec-
tive stories of its players. Her film
seeks to capture the energy and
camaraderie that define the world
of competitive gaming.

“I saw a lot of idealism and inno-
cence in their stories. People are
drawn to group portraits because, in
a crowd, they find a reflection of
themselves — someone who repre-
sents their own hopes and dreams,’
Ni explains.

Although she has vivid memories
of each player’s journey, Ni and her
team had already compiled 6,000 to
7,000 words of background material
on the competitors before filming
began. The profiles of players like
Chen and Xu Bicheng, one of the six
who ended up in the national team,
exceeded 30,000 words.

“While the media already pro-
vides ample coverage of the games
and tournaments, I felt it was essen-
tial to understand these individuals
on a deeper level,” Ni says. “When
they speak to me in the documenta-

1y, it’s as if they’re speaking directly
to the audience.”

Ni was more than a director and
became an integral part of the
team, collaborating with the
coach on training plans, and earn-
ing the trust of the players as a
close confidante.

“This is the magic of esports — it
brings together a group of people
who are fully dedicated to one
goal,” Ni says. “The true appeal of
competitive sports lies in the emo-
tions of the players. Win or lose, I
experienced those emotions with
them — even though I wasn’t the
one competing.”

Through the nuances of everyday
life and training, Ni captures the
personalities of each player, pre-
senting an intimate portrait of the
team dynamic.

The latter half of the story focuses
on the training for the six finalists
and the competition itself.

She says the six finalists shared
one key trait: They were all chil-
dren from humble beginnings.
One was the son of a truck driver,
another grew up helping his par-
ents work in the city, and another
was raised by a single mother who

ran a hardware store. Esports
changed their lives and opened
doors to new opportunities.

Ni and her team visited several of
the players’ hometowns, offering
glimpses into the environments that
shaped them.

“Some of the players demonstrate
surprising contrasts,” Ni says. “Take
Xu Bicheng, for example, he seems
like the cheerful one, but at home,
he carries a lot of responsibility.”

Asachild, Xu traveled the country
with his father on his truck. Follow-
ing a car accident, and worried
about his father’s safety, Xu decided
to keep him close by renting and
running a fishpond in their village.

The Asian Games not only
allowed him to develop his skKills,
but may have also brought him a bit
of luck. In an interview in the docu-
mentary, he recounted a dream in
which he was lifting a trophy in a
packed arena as the crowd chanted
his name.

Last month, that dream came
true as Xu led AG Super Play, the
club he normally competes with, to
victory at the 2024 KPL finals in Bei-
jing, as the crowd roared his name.

Since its national preview last
month, the documentary has drawn
emotional responses, with many
viewers reflecting on their own
youthful ambitions and saying they
were inspired by the protagonists’
struggles.

Go player Ke Jie, who also com-
peted at the Asian Games, is particu-
larly moved by a line from Xu’s
interview: “The worst thing you can
hear is ‘You've done your best, but
deep down, I know I could have tried
harder. I could have done better.”

“I felt that deeply,” Ke says. “In
competitions, people often say
you’ve done your best, but you know
there are always areas where you
could improve.”

One online user who goes by the
name of Choufeizhiren Wangxiaoxia
comments on the changing view of
gaming. “Older Chinese people have
long seen video games as a threat ...
but in this film, these young men,
wearing the Chinese national team
uniform at the Asian Games, are
challenging those stereotypes. Gam-
ers can be kind, warm and full of
light”

Ni says that 22 is both the prime
age for esports players, and the
threshold of the rite of passage into
adulthood.

“For the public, 22 marks a turn-
ing point. It’s when you graduate,
start supporting your family, and
take on adult responsibilities. At 18,
life is still uncertain,” she says, add-
ing to her comment in the docu-
mentary that, “if you’re not yet 22,
embrace it with courage. If you've
passed it, face every challenge with
the same bravery.”

Contact the writer at
liyingrue@chinadaily.com.cn

Young

Turk takes
to Chinese
Innovation

SHENZHEN — Mehmet Nemo
Turker, a young Turkish man, has
made the southern metropolis of
Shenzhen, Guangdong province,
his home and base for entrepre-
neurial ventures. He has set up
several companies that focus on
the research and development of
energy-related products, includ-
ing battery cells and energy stor-
age solutions.

Born in 1990, Turker has always
had a passion for electronic prod-
ucts. During high school, he
developed a social media website
and uncovered a vulnerability in
the school computer system. Sub-
sequently, the school entrusted
him with managing its website,
and he even got his own office.

With his sights set on broader
horizons, Turker left university to
study abroad, choosing Shen-
zhen, a leading global tech hub.

“Nemo’ means ‘no one’ in Lat-
in. In the realm of technological
innovation, I am a nobody, but I
aspire to seize China’s develop-
ment opportunities and start
anew,” the young man says, riff-
ing on his name.

Turker’s entrepreneurial jour-
ney began with a desire to help a
disabled friend, who became a
quadriplegic at the age of 18 after a
car accident, and was able only to
move his head. His search for devi-
ces to aid his friend was a limited
success and the quest led him to
many others with similar disabili-
ties who yearned to reintegrate
into society, but lacked the means.
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Intherealm of
technological
innovation,Iama
nobody, butI aspire
to seize China’s
development
opportunities and
start anew.”

Mehmet Nemo Turker,
Turkish entrepreneur in
Shenzhen, Guangdong
province

Huagiangbei, one of the world’s
largest electronics markets, pro-
vided the answer for which he
had been desperately searching.

“Facial recognition was too
costly but strolling through
Huagiangbei, I saw a motion-
sensing gaming console demon-
stration and had an epiphany.
‘Why not leverage sensor technol-
ogy?” Turker says.

He combined sensors with
normal glasses, and after a great
deal of development and refine-
ment, launched the GlassOuse
series. The aid enables those una-
ble to use a mouse or keyboard to
operate smartphones and com-
puters with their heads.

“Look, even if a person cannot
move their limbs, they can con-
trol the mouse by shaking their
head, blinking, biting, or even
exhaling, leveraging modern
technology to enable people with
disabilities to return to normal
social interaction, life and work
to the greatest extent possible
under their physical limitations,”
Turker explains from his office in
Longgang district, as he demon-
strated the head-controlled
mouse he has developed.

His other companies include
EnnoPro Group, which is focused
on energy product R&D. His team’s
continuous perfection of its prod-
ucts eventually caught the atten-
tion of Sony Group and led to the
sale of a patent.

Turker says that his company’s
focus on hybrid vehicle batteries,
supported by the mature indus-
trial chain in the Guangdong-
Hong Kong-Macao Greater Bay
Area, is allowing its global mar-
ket share to steadily increase.

“As Turkiye is my homeland
and China is my second, I will offer
my GlassOuse products for free to
those in need in either country. I
hope that one day, a ‘Mr Nobody’
like me will become somebody
who contributes to society.”
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