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The pages that follow are dedicated to the children who once upon a time, years ago, crossed my path on Calella de la Costa. They had been playing soccer and were singing:


We lost, we won, 
either way we had fun

















 


This book owes much to the enthusiasm and patience of “El Pepe” Barrientos, “Manolo” Epelbaum, Ezequiel Fernández-Moores, Karl Hubener, Franklin Morales, Ángel Ruocco, and Klaus Schuster, who read each draft, caught mistakes, and came up with valuable ideas and information.


Also of great assistance were the critical eye of my wife, Helena Villagra, and the soccer memory of my father, “El Baby” Hughes. My son Claudio and a few friends, or friends of my friends, did their part bringing me books and newspapers or answering queries: Hugo Alfaro, “Zé” Fernando Balbi, Chico Buarque, Nicolás Buenaventura Vidal, Manuel Cabieses, Jorge Consuegra, Pierre Charasse, Julián García-Candau, José González Ortega, “Pancho” Graells, Jens Lohmann, Daniel López D’Alessandro, Sixto Martínez, Juan Manuel Martín Medem, Gianni Minà, Dámaso Murúa, Felipe Nepomuceno, “El Migue” Nieto-Solís, Luis Niño, Luis Ocampos Alonso, Carlos Ossa, Norberto Pérez, Silvia Peyrou, Miguel Ángel Ramírez, Alastair Reid, Affonso Romano de Sant’Anna, Pilar Royo, Rosa Salgado, Giuseppe Smorto, and Jorge Valdano. Osvaldo Soriano collaborated at my invitation.


I ought to say that all of them are innocent of the result, but the truth is I think they are rather guilty for having gotten themselves into this mess.












Introduction


Rory Smith


As time draws on, it is the memory of the sun that lingers. The images he conjures, the emotions he evokes, are so bright, so warm, that they function as rays of light, etched first onto the retina and then imprinted, deep and lasting, onto the brain.


Eduardo Galeano draws the stadium as the “sacred place,” that great “temple” to the “only religion without atheists.” He paints the ball as it “laughs, radiant, in the air”; the star player “brings her down, puts her to sleep, showers her with compliments, dances with her.” He sees the goalkeeper, “condemned to watch the game from afar,” and the referee, “chasing the white ball that skips along between the feet of everyone else.”


Those are the lines that stay with you, those fragmentary allusions and insights, the ones that capture not just the wonder and the glory and the beauty of soccer but the theater of it, its soap-opera quality, its cast of characters, its litany of heroes and villains, its human drama. They are the ones that, over the years, convince you that Soccer in Sun and Shadow is Galeano’s great rhapsody to the game he adored, a sonnet designed to make you fall helplessly, head over heels, in love once more.


And yet, reading it now, reading it yet again, it is the shadow, cold and callous, that seems to stretch and yawn. The book reads, more than anything, as a requiem for that which Galeano felt he had lost and for that which those who would follow might never know. It is not a paean, not as you remember it. It has been an elegy all this time.


It is a measure of the timeless quality of Galeano’s writing that El fútbol a sol y sombra had the air of a classic the moment it was published. He produced it not in the dim and distant past but in 1995, in the early years of the sport’s modern era, the stage of its development that can be dated by the birth of the Premier League and the Champions League. It was only in 1997 that the book appeared in translation.


Galeano was part of a long and proud soccer-literary tradition in Latin America, one that goes all the way back to—and possibly beyond—Borocotó, his fellow Uruguayan, the editor of the prestigious Argentinean magazine El Gráfico and the man who would capture not only how much of South America understood soccer, but how South America understood itself.


The English-speaking world, though, was a little slower to discern soccer’s dramatic qualities, and its explanatory ones. It was not until the last few years of the twentieth century that the sport started to generate something close to an Anglophone canon. Nick Hornby and Simon Kuper and Jonathan Wilson, among others, began to explore the bonds between the game and the places in which it was played and the communities that sprouted around it.


Galeano’s work was infused with similar themes, of course; he was, first and foremost, not a sportswriter but a historian, a social activist, a radical. He had edited several subversive magazines. His beliefs had seen him exiled from his native Uruguay and from Argentina too, once it came under the brutal control of Jorge Videla’s military junta.


He saw soccer through that lens; a team was, to him, an expression of a place. “Eleven men are the sword of the neighborhood, the city, the nation,” he wrote, an observation that echoes with eerie accuracy the assertion of the great British historian Eric Hobsbawm that “the imagined community of millions seems more real as a team of eleven named people.” Galeano recognized the real power of what might, by others, be dismissed as a trivial game; it was through its primacy at soccer, after all, that his homeland, Uruguay, had been “pulled from the shadows of universal anonymity.” He understood that soccer was often hijacked by political actors, mostly the nefarious kind, for their own ends.


It was not just the clarity of his insight, the seriousness with which he treated his subject, that made him stand out. It was that there was, even as the genre grew, nothing quite like Galeano, nothing so poetic, nothing so evocative, nothing so unashamedly romantic, nothing so obviously literary. Nor was there anything quite so global. The slim book that bore his name did not look like some magisterial history of the world’s most popular sport; how could such a complex, sweeping narrative arc be captured by an endless succession of microchapters, most of them amounting to nothing more than a reflection on a single incident or memory or anecdote? Yet somehow that is precisely what it was. Galeano had written the story of soccer, in its entirety, a few paragraphs at a time. That, in itself, was quite a feat. More impressive still was the fact that he had also contrived to write the game’s future.


Galeano saw, decades in advance, precisely where soccer was heading. He had long known that the defining tension in the game, the ultimate battle, was not between the soccer of the left and of the right—as depicted by the great Argentine manager César Luis Menotti—but between what he termed “heroic” soccer and its mortal enemy, the system. Heroic soccer is defined by the idols on the field, by their virtuosity and their imagination. System soccer is designed and directed by coaches, bureaucrats in their tailored suits and baggy leisurewear, drawing up schemes and plans on the sidelines.


He never made any secret of his allegiance in that particular struggle. The manager’s job, he wrote, was “to prevent improvisation, restrict freedom and maximize productivity.” He pined for the days when teams had not a coach but a trainer, someone to make sure they had done a little stretching before the whistle blew, someone to make sure they did a spot of running during the week. At some point, trainers had disappeared and managers had risen in their place. They no longer sent the players out to the field by declaring: “Let’s play.” Now, they told them: “Let’s go to work.”


It had always been a job, of course. Players had, like factory workers, long since “traded their energy for a wage.” But somewhere along the line, something fundamental had shifted. “The game stopped being a game,” he wrote, “and professional soccer required a technocracy to keep people in line.” Considerable amounts of time and resources were dedicated to “castrating the energy of happiness,” the impetuous improvisation that connected the professionals on the field to the children in the streets and the parks and the potreros who would one day emerge to take their place. The soccer Galeano loved was a game for players; the soccer he saw, the soccer he saw coming, was a game for managers. That was not a semantic change; it represented the alteration of something deep within soccer’s fabric, something hard baked into its code. The sport had been taken, unwillingly and unwittingly, on a “journey from daring to fear.” He knew, deep down, that his battle was lost, that the age of heroes was at an end.


He knew whom he blamed for that, too. It was the administrators, sometimes corrupt and always craven, who were supposed to care for the sport, to nurture and cherish its soul, but instead spent their time packaging it up and parceling it off to the highest bidder. It was the managers themselves, puffed up on their own importance, coddled in the illusion of their brilliance by the complicity of fawning journalists. And, most prescient of all, it was the mighty hand of television, its influence growing so great that it had come to exert a dread gravity on the game, bending it and twisting it and contorting it until it could be presented not as sport but as a form of entertainment.


In Galeano’s eyes, everything in soccer was now at the mercy of the “machinery of spectacle.” More worrying still, he saw how much of it was up for grabs. He understood—perhaps earlier than almost anyone else—that the sway of money would come to detach soccer from its moorings, to splice it from its history. “There is nothing less empty than an empty stadium,” he wrote. Wembley still echoed to the songs of 1966, and the Maracanã to the groans of 1950. Meanwhile, “the stadium King Fahad in Saudi Arabia has marble and gold boxes and carpeted stands, but it has no memory or much of anything to say.”


Galeano died in 2015, after a long battle with lung cancer. Reading his work now, it is easy to believe that he would regard what modern soccer has become with almost complete dismay, would view it as a dystopia that he had uncannily and unhappily predicted. Almost everything about the game has been consumed by the machinery of spectacle. Broadcasters command how we interact with the sport. The most glamorous competitions are traveling circuses, and the most garlanded clubs spend their time detaching themselves from those they no longer regard as worthy company. The first World Cup without Galeano was held in the Russia of Vladimir Putin. The second will be staged in a postage stamp of desert in Qatar, its soil and its sand soaked with the blood of migrant workers, a month-long celebration of quite how rotten the game’s highest echelons have become.


The greatest teams of the era—the masterpieces hewn by Pep Guardiola at Barcelona, Bayern Munich, and Manchester City, and by Jürgen Klopp at Borussia Dortmund and Liverpool—are monuments to system rather than heroes. Those teams may possess stars, and they may produce moments of inspiration, but they have been brutally, relentlessly crafted on the training field; the runs and the ideas and the movement that seem so balletic, so extemporized, have, in reality, all been mapped out according to a coach’s grand vision. A sport now overseen by the all-seeing eye of the camera now has a robotic, algorithmic quality. Everyone and everything is subsumed into the collective. The shadows grow.


And yet, even then, the sunlight breaks in. Galeano would surely not have turned away in disappointment from modern soccer; he would still have been able to locate and appreciate the moments of human beauty amid the brutalism of the machine. That is the thing about soccer. Not every instant of a game is compelling entertainment. It makes you wait. It tests your patience. Vast tracts of time are spent waiting for a player to take a throw-in or compose themselves for a set piece, or for the referee to hear a whisper on their headset, a deus ex machina decreeing if a goal should stand. Soccer’s glory lies, as it always has, in certain moments: the sudden flowering of inspiration, the spontaneous explosion of wonder, those brief few seconds when the human becomes the divine and the image is so clear that it burns onto our retinas and is imprinted, forevermore.


Galeano understood that feeling, captured that sensation. “Years have gone by and I have learned to accept myself for who I am,” he wrote, right at the very start of his great treatise on the game he loved. “A beggar for good soccer. I go about the world, hand outstretched, and in the stadiums I plead: ‘A pretty move, for the love of God.’” No matter how the game changes, no matter how much it drifts away from what it used to be, that is the prospect that keeps us all hanging on. We are all waiting for that one, singular moment, the one where the clouds break and the shadows recede and all that is left, bright and clear, is that golden ray of light.












Author’s Confession


Like all Uruguayan children, I wanted to be a soccer player. And I played quite well. In fact I was terrific, but only at night when I was asleep. During the day I was the worst wooden leg ever to set foot on the little soccer fields of my country.


As a fan I also left a lot to be desired. Juan Alberto Schiaffino and Julio César Abbadie played for Peñarol, the enemy team. I was a loyal Nacional fan and I did everything I could to hate them. But with his masterful passes “El Pepe” Schiaffino orchestrated the team’s plays as if he were watching from the highest tower of the stadium, and “El Pardo” Abbadie, running in his seven-league boots, would slide the ball all the way down the white touchline, swaying back and forth without ever grazing the ball or his opponents. I couldn’t help admiring them, and I even felt like cheering.


Years have gone by and I’ve finally learned to accept myself for who I am: a beggar for good soccer. I go about the world, hand outstretched, and in the stadiums I plead: “A pretty move, for the love of God.”


And when good soccer happens, I give thanks for the miracle and I don’t give a damn which team or country performs it.












Soccer
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The history of soccer is a sad voyage from beauty to duty. When the sport became an industry, the beauty that blossoms from the joy of play got torn out by its very roots. In this fin de siècle world, professional soccer condemns all that is useless, and useless means not profitable. Nobody earns a thing from the crazy feeling that for a moment turns a man into a child playing with a balloon, a cat toying with a ball of yarn, a ballet dancer flying through the air with a ball as light as a balloon or a ball of yarn, playing without even knowing he’s playing, with no purpose or clock or referee.


Play has become spectacle, with few protagonists and many spectators, soccer for watching. And that spectacle has become one of the most profitable businesses in the world, organized not to facilitate play but to impede it. The technocracy of professional sport has managed to impose a soccer of lightning speed and brute strength, a soccer that negates joy, kills fantasy, and outlaws daring.


Luckily, on the field you can still see, even if only once in a long while, some insolent rascal who sets aside the script and commits the blunder of dribbling past the entire opposing side, the referee, and the crowd in the stands, all for the carnal delight of embracing the forbidden adventure of freedom.












The Player


Panting, he runs up the wing. On one side awaits heaven’s glory; on the other, ruin’s abyss.


He is the envy of the neighborhood: the professional athlete who escaped the factory or the office and gets paid to have fun. He won the lottery. And even if he has to sweat buckets, with no right to failure or fatigue, he gets into the papers and on TV. His name is on the radio, women swoon over him, and children yearn to be like him. But he started out playing for pleasure in the dirt streets of the slums, and now he plays out of duty in stadiums where he has no choice but to win or to win.


Businessmen buy him, sell him, lend him and he lets it all happen in return for the promise of more fame and more money. The more successful he is and the more money he makes, the more of a prisoner he becomes. Forced to live by military discipline, he suffers the punishing daily round of training and the bombardments of painkillers and cortisone that hide his aches and fool his body. And on the eve of big matches, they lock him up in a concentration camp where he does forced labor, eats tasteless food, gets drunk on water, and sleeps alone.


In other human trades, decline comes with old age, but a soccer player can be old at thirty. Muscles tire early: “That guy could-n’t score if the field were on a slope.”


“Him? Not even if they tied the keeper’s hands.”


Or before thirty if the ball knocks him out, or bad luck tears a muscle, or a kick breaks a bone and it can’t be fixed. And one rotten day the player discovers he has bet his life on a single card and his money is gone and so is his fame. Fame, that fleeting lady, did not even leave him a Dear John letter.












The Goalkeeper


They also call him doorman, keeper, goalie, bouncer, or net-minder. But he could just as well be called martyr, pay-all, penitent, or punching bag. They say where he walks the grass never grows.


He is alone, condemned to watch the match from afar. Never leaving the goal, his only company the two posts and the crossbar, he awaits his own execution by firing squad. He used to dress in black, like the referee. Now the referee doesn’t have to dress like a crow and the goalkeeper can console himself in his solitude with colorful gear.


He does not score goals; he is there to keep them from being scored. The goal is soccer’s fiesta: the striker sparks delight and the goalkeeper, a wet blanket, snuffs it out.


He wears the number one on his back. The first to be paid? No, the first to pay. It is always the keeper’s fault. And when it isn’t, he still gets blamed. Whenever a player commits a foul, the keeper is the one who gets punished: they abandon him in the immensity of the empty net to face his executioner alone. And when the team has a bad afternoon, he is the one who pays the bill, expiating the sins of others under a rain of flying balls.


The rest of the players can blow it once in a while or often, and then redeem themselves with a spectacular dribble, a masterful pass, a well-placed volley. Not him. The crowd never forgives the goalkeeper. Was he drawn out by a fake? Left looking ridiculous? Did the ball skid? Did his fingers of steel turn to putty? With a single slip-up the goalie can ruin a match or lose a championship, and the fans suddenly forget all his feats and condemn him to eternal disgrace. Damnation will follow him to the end of his days.












The Idol
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And one fine day the goddess of the wind kisses the foot of man—that mistreated, scorned foot—and from that kiss the soccer idol is born. He is born in a straw crib in a tin-roofed shack and he enters the world clinging to a ball.


From the moment he learns to walk, he knows how to play. In his early years he brings joy to the sandlots, plays like crazy in the back alleys of the slums until night falls and you can’t see the ball, and in his early manhood he takes flight and the stadiums fly with him. His acrobatic art draws multitudes, Sunday after Sunday, from victory to victory, ovation to ovation.


The ball seeks him out, knows him, needs him. She rests and rocks on the top of his foot. He caresses her and makes her speak, and in that tête-à-tête millions of mutes converse. The nobodies, those condemned to always be nobodies, feel they are somebodies for a moment by virtue of those one-two passes, those dribbles that draw Z’s on the grass, those incredible backheel goals or overhead volleys. When he plays, the team has twelve players: “Twelve? It has fifteen! Twenty!”


The ball laughs, radiant, in the air. He brings her down, puts her to sleep, showers her with compliments, dances with her. Seeing such things never before seen, his admirers pity their unborn grandchildren who will never see them.


But the idol is an idol for only a moment, a human eternity, all of nothing. And when the time comes for the golden foot to become a lame duck, the star will have completed his journey from burst of light to black hole. His body has more patches than a clown’s costume, and by now the acrobat is a cripple, the artist a beast of burden: “Not with your clodhoppers!”


The fountain of public adulation becomes the lightning rod of public rancor: “You mummy!”


Sometimes the idol does not fall all at once. And sometimes when he breaks, people devour the pieces.
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The Fan


Once a week, the fan flees his house for the stadium. Banners wave and the air resounds with noisemakers, firecrackers, and drums; it rains streamers and confetti. The city disappears, its routine forgotten. All that exists is the temple. In this sacred place, the only religion without atheists puts its divinities on display. Although the fan can contemplate the miracle more comfortably on TV, he prefers to make the pilgrimage to this spot where he can see his angels in the flesh doing battle with the demons of the day.


Here the fan shakes his handkerchief, gulps his saliva, swallows his bile, eats his cap, whispers prayers and curses, and suddenly lets loose a full-throated scream, leaping like a flea to hug the stranger at his side cheering the goal. While the pagan mass lasts, the fan is many. Along with thousands of other devotees he shares the certainty that we are the best, that all referees are crooked, that all our adversaries cheat.


Rarely does the fan say, “My club plays today.” He says, “We play today.” He knows it is “player number twelve” who stirs up the winds of fervor that propel the ball when she falls asleep, just as the other eleven players know that playing without their fans is like dancing without music.


When the match is over, the fan, who has not moved from the stands, celebrates his victory: “What a goal we scored!” “What a beating we gave them!” Or he cries over his defeat: “They swindled us again.” “Thief of a referee.” And then the sun goes down and so does the fan. Shadows fall over the emptying stadium. On the concrete terracing, a few fleeting bonfires burn, while the lights and voices fade. The stadium is left alone and the fan too returns to his solitude: to the I who had been we. The fan goes off, the crowd breaks up and melts away, and Sunday becomes as melancholy as Ash Wednesday after the death of Carnival.












The Fanatic
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The fanatic is a fan in a madhouse. His mania for denying all evidence finally upended whatever once passed for his mind, and the remains of the shipwreck spin about aimlessly in waters whipped by a fury that gives no quarter.


The fanatic shows up at the stadium prickling with strident and aggressive paraphernalia, wrapped in the team flag, his face painted the colors of his beloved team’s shirt; on the way he makes a lot of noise and a lot of fuss. He never comes alone. In the midst of the rowdy crowd, dangerous centipede, this cowed man will cow others, this frightened man becomes frightening. Omnipotence on Sunday exorcises the obedient life he leads the rest of the week: the bed with no desire, the job with no calling, or no job at all. Liberated for a day, the fanatic has much to avenge.


In an epileptic fit he watches the match but does not see it. His arena is the stands. They are his battleground. The mere presence of a fan of the other side constitutes an inexcusable provocation. Good is not violent by nature, but Evil leaves it no choice. The enemy, always in the wrong, deserves a thrashing. The fanatic cannot let his mind wander because the enemy is everywhere, even in that quiet spectator who at any moment might offer the opinion that the rival team is playing fairly. Then he’ll get what he deserves.












The Goal
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The goal is soccer’s orgasm. And like orgasms, goals have become an ever less frequent occurrence in modern life. Half a century ago, it was a rare thing for a match to end scoreless: 0–0, two open mouths, two yawns. Now the eleven players spend the entire match hanging from the crossbar, trying to stop goals, and they have no time to score them.


The excitement unleashed whenever the white bullet makes the net ripple might appear mysterious or crazy, but remember, the miracle does not happen often. The goal, even if it be a little one, is always a goooooooooooooooooooooal in the throat of the commentators, a “do” sung from the chest that would leave Caruso forever mute, and the crowd goes nuts and the stadium forgets that it is made of concrete and breaks free of the earth and flies through the air.












The Referee


In Spanish he is the árbitro and he is arbitrary by definition. An abominable tyrant who runs his dictatorship without opposition, a pompous executioner who exercises his absolute power with an operatic flourish. Whistle between his lips, he blows the winds of inexorable fate to allow a goal or to disallow one. Card in hand, he raises the colors of doom: yellow to punish the sinner and oblige him to repent, and red to force him into exile.


The linesmen, who assist but do not rule, look on from the side. Only the referee steps onto the playing field, and he is certainly right to cross himself when he first appears before the roaring crowd. His job is to make himself hated. The only universal sentiment in soccer: everybody hates him. He gets only catcalls, never applause.


Nobody runs more. This interloper, whose panting fills the ears of all twenty-two players, is obliged to run the entire match without pause. He breaks his back galloping like a horse, and in return for his pains the crowd howls for his head. From beginning to end he sweats oceans chasing the white ball that skips back and forth between the feet of everyone else. Of course he would love to play but never has he been offered that privilege. When the ball hits him by chance, the entire stadium curses his mother. But even so, he is willing to suffer insults, jeers, stones, and damnation just to be there in that sacred green space where the ball floats and glides.
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Sometimes, though rarely, his judgment coincides with the inclinations of the fans, but not even then does he emerge unscathed. The losers owe their loss to him and the winners triumph in spite of him. Scapegoat for every error, cause of every misfortune, the fans would have to invent him if he did not already exist. The more they hate him, the more they need him.


For over a century the referee dressed in mourning. For whom? For himself. Now he wears bright colors to disguise his distress.












The Manager


In the old days there was the trainer and nobody paid him much heed. He died without a word when the game stopped being a game and professional soccer required a technocracy to keep the players in line. That was when the manager was born. His mission: to prevent improvisation, restrict freedom, and maximize the productivity of the players, who were now obliged to become disciplined athletes.


The trainer used to say, “Let’s play.”


The manager says, “Let’s go to work.”


Today they talk in numbers. The history of soccer in the twentieth century, a journey from daring to fear, is a trip from the 2–3–5 to the 5–4–1 by way of the 4–3–3 and the 4–4–2. Any ignoramus could translate that much with a little help, but the rest is impossible. The manager dreams up formulas as mysterious as the Immaculate Conception, which he uses to develop tactical schemes as indecipherable as the Holy Trinity.


From the old blackboard to the electronic screen: now great plays are planned by computer and taught by video. These dream maneuvers are rarely shown when the matches are broadcast. Television prefers to focus on the furrows in the manager’s brow. We see him gnawing his fists or shouting instructions that would certainly turn the match around if anyone could understand them.


Journalists pepper him with questions at the postmatch press conference but he never reveals the secrets of his victories, although he formulates admirable explanations of his defeats. “The instructions were clear, but they didn’t listen,” he says when the team suffers a big loss to a crummy rival. Or he dispels any doubts by talking about himself in the third person, more or less like this: “The reverses the team suffered today will never mar the achievement of a conceptual clarity that this manager once described as a synthesis of the many sacrifices required to become truly effective.”
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The machinery of spectacle grinds up everything in its path, nothing lasts very long, and the manager is as disposable as any other product of consumer society. Today the crowd screams, “Never die!” and next Sunday they invite him to kill himself.


The manager believes soccer is a science and the field a laboratory, but the genius of Einstein and the subtlety of Freud is not enough for the owners and the fans. They want a miracle worker like Our Lady of Lourdes, with the stamina of Gandhi.












The Theater
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The players in this show act with their legs for an audience of thousands or millions who watch from the stands or their living rooms with their souls on edge. Who writes the play—the manager? This play mocks its author, unfolding as it pleases and according to the actors’ abilities. It definitely depends on fate, which like the wind blows every which way. That’s why the outcome is always a surprise to spectators and protagonists alike, except in cases of bribery or other inescapable tricks of destiny.


How many small theaters inhabit the great theater of soccer? How many stages fit inside that rectangle of green grass? Not all players perform with their legs alone. Some are masters in the art of tormenting their fellows. Wearing the mask of a saint incapable of harming a fly, such a player will spit at his opponent, insult him, push him, throw dirt in his eyes, give him a well-placed elbow to the chin, dig another into his ribs, pull his hair or his shirt, step on his foot when he stops or his hand when he’s down—and all behind the referee’s back and while the linesmen contemplate the passing clouds.


Some are wizards in the art of gaining advantage. Wearing the mask of a poor sad sack who looks like an imbecile but is really an idiot, such a player will take a penalty, a free kick, or a throw-in several leagues beyond the point indicated by the referee. And when he has to form a wall, he glides over to the spot very slowly, without lifting his feet, until the magic carpet deposits him right on top of the player about to kick the ball.


There are actors unsurpassed in the art of wasting time. Wearing the mask of a recently crucified martyr, such a player rolls in agony, clutching his knee or his head, and then lies prone on the grass. Minutes pass. At a snail’s pace out comes the fat masseur, the holy hand, running with sweat, smelling of liniment, wearing a towel around his neck, and carrying a canteen in one hand and some infallible potion in the other. Hours go by, years go by, until the referee orders them to take that corpse off the field. And suddenly, whoosh, up jumps the player and the miracle of the resurrection occurs.
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“A winning celebration of the beautiful game.”

—The New York Times Book Review
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