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INTRODUCTION


Welcome to The Stars of Football, a book published in France for many years as Les Etoiles du Football and now, excitingly, available in English.


The Stars of Football profiles more than 90 players, telling the stories of their rise to prominence and major successes. This fully illustrated book showcases the biggest names to grace the World Cup and the elite club leagues.


Football is as rich in talent as ever, whether the players be young or old, so it wasn’t an easy choice about whom to include and especially with many stars emerging from the 2022 FIFA World Cup in Qatar. Lionel Messi and Cristiano Ronaldo are still there, chasing after trophies, and long may that be the case. We should never take for granted these two multiple winners of the Ballon d’Or.


For this edition you will discover new stories and extraordinary tales of destinies achieved. The profiles in this book will serve to take you into how the lives of many football geniuses changed and evolved. They also serve as models of success for all aspiring footballers. As I’ve seen many times, while the miracle recipe does not exist, those who chase their dreams and work on their skills on a daily basis will find success. Our champions all speak the same language to get to the top regardless of from where they hail.


As you would expect from a book originating in France, blue is a fashionable colour as the French perform across Europe, from Kylian Mbappé in Ligue 1 to Karim Benzema in La Liga via Christopher Nkunku in the Bundesliga, EPL star Hugo Lloris and Olivier Giroud in Serie A. Les Bleus were prominent in the World Cup in Qatar, albeit unable to stop Argentina, with many of Messi’s teammates also appearing in this book. 


England’s campaign may have again ended in disappointment but this would have soon been forgotten for those quickly back on duty for their clubs. A sprinkling of other nationalities also appear over the following pages, as we celebrate the greatest footballers from the world game’s current era.


Enjoy!


Rodolphe Gaudin
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BORN: 24 June 1992
Vienna, Austria


HEIGHT: 1.80 m


POSITION: Defender


PROFESSIONAL CAREER: Bayern Munich, TSG Hoffenheim, Bayern Munich, Real Madrid





Never in trouble as a youth, it was only when he was playing football that David Alaba refused to listen to authority. When his father George asked him to come home to the dinner table the little Alaba continued to play with his Viennese friends; otherwise, at school and in his everyday life the boy was a perfect role model.


The first black person to complete his military service in the Austrian army, George Alaba educated his children with the principles of respect. Unsurprisingly, David’s father also sacrificed much for his son to succeed. As a youngster David was driven to and from training at Aspern SV by George, the father recovering in the family’s old Ford Escort while David was learning the ropes on the pitch.


At the age of 13, David left the family nest for the Stronach Akademie, the training centre of Austria’s Vienna. The following year he was spotted during a match in Tyrol by the famed Bayern Munich scout Werner Kern. Arriving in Munich, David initially found his integration tricky. The mentality at the German giant was hard to get used to, the Bavarian club arriving at tournaments spectacularly dressed in the official club tracksuit and in the most beautiful coach. Above all, Bayern always seemed to walk away with the trophy!


It was this culture of winning that Alaba learned over time, imposing himself on the team and earning a place in the first team as a rampaging left back, becoming known in the Rhine region as the ‘complete footballer’ – a nickname that was coined even before he was a regular in the dominant Bayern squad, then under the tutelage of Louis van Gaal. 


Under the Dutch boss Alaba was a mainstay in the side for more than a decade, enjoying his time on the flank. With the talented French international Franck Ribéry placed in front of him, the duo became firm friends both on and off the field. In this Bayern juggernaut, Alaba won a multitude of prestigious titles. 


In October 2009, at just 17 years and 3 months old, he became the youngest international in the history of Austrian football, making his debut in a 1–3 loss to France at the Stade de France in Paris. And he continues to write his success story, scooping the La Liga title and the Champions League in his first season at Real Madrid following his transfer from Bayern. Now that’s what we call making your mark!




DID YOU KNOW?


When you are from Austria it is impossible not to be a ski fanatic. In the land of the kings of sliding, David Alaba is no exception. The left-sided player is a particular fan of Marcel Hirscher, several times champion of the downhill world. And when winter spreads its white coat over the Tyrolean peaks, David Alaba turns into an attentive spectator, especially in Kitzbühel, the temple of the sport.
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SPAIN
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BORN: 11 April 1991
San Pietro Vernotico, Italy


HEIGHT: 1.74 m


POSITION: Midfielder


PROFESSIONAL CAREER: FC Barcelona, Bayern Munich, Liverpool FC





Thiago Alcântara fell into his vocation when he was just a child, a ball never being far from his feet. His father Mazinho was world champion with Brazil in 1994 and his brother Rafinha plays with Paris Saint-Germain (PSG), so football is very much in his blood. 


Thiago Alcântara was born in southern Italy when his father was playing for US Lecce, but it was in his adopted country of Spain that he grew up. He also made regular trips back to his father’s homeland of Brazil, where Thiago was able to sharpen his technique at giants Flamengo, the great Carioca club. However, when his father moved to Celta Vigo, Thiago, by then a promising young midfielder, began to anchor his playing style in the same way as the Galician club.


While Spain is significant to Thiago’s development, his adolescence was spent integrated in the prestigious surroundings of La Masia, the historic FC Barcelona Academy. Thiago is an eclectic mix of both Brazilian and Spanish background. ‘My style, I don’t just owe it to Barça,’ Alcantara recalled. ‘There are also inspirations of Brazil in my pivotal role. The Blaugrana gives you the game philosophy. The rest you learn on the job.’ 


After growing up with the Catalan cadets Thiago found himself training with the Barcelona professionals. His rise was noticed by Chelsea, who made great efforts to lure him to London, but Pep Guardiola watched over his young prodigy. Then in 2008 Luis Enrique accelerated his inclusion into the first team set-up. 


At international level Thiago could have chosen one of three countries – Brazil, Italy, or Spain – but opted for La Roja. He made his debut in 2011, ironically claiming a first cap against Italy in Bari, the region of the country he was brought up in. Later that year he found himself established in the Barcelona jersey alongside his younger brother Rafinha. 


After a successful spell at Barça, Thiago’s next step saw him follow former coach Guardiola to Bayern Munich, signing for the German side in the 2013 off-season. Despite winning a multitude of titles at Bayern a series of injuries thwarted any further progress, and after being a part of the side that won seven Bundesliga titles in succession Thiago made the move to the English Premier League, signing for Liverpool. His time at Anfield has been tricky, but he did claim an FA Cup winner’s medal in 2021/22 and has proven throughout his career that patience is one of his many virtues.




DID YOU KNOW?


On 20 September 2020 in the Premier League, during the match between Liverpool and Chelsea, Thiago Alcântara beat an incredible record. Entering the break, the midfielder had more passes – 75 in total – than any player in any other Premier League match in history. This was more than other players who have played 45 minutes or less in a meeting, since the Premier League was first analysed in 2003. The Reds won the match at Stamford Bridge 2–0.
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ENGLAND


Trent 


ALEXANDER-ARNOLD




[image: ]






BORN: 7 October 1998
Liverpool, England


HEIGHT: 1.75 m


POSITION: Defender 


PROFESSIONAL CAREER: Liverpool FC





The blood that runs through the veins of Trent Alexander-Arnold is unquestionably a little redder than it is in most common mortals. This is because Alexander-Arnold, who is currently considered one of the best right-backs in the world, has been a loyal Red since he was six years old.


Very quickly, the young prodigy was spotted by Liverpool legend Steven Gerrard, who in his biography was effusive in his praise for a youngster who lit up the club’s training base on a daily basis. In his book Gerrard wrote: ‘Trent has a real chance of one day becoming a professional at a very high level, he has all the qualities for that.’


The Scouser was quick to prove himself worthy of the hopes of his illustrious elder. The lad, who once held Jamie Carragher’s hand when he escorted the players as they entered the cathedral of Anfield, made his professional debut just days after blowing out the candles on his 18th birthday cake. It was October 2016 to be exact, and Tottenham Hotspur provided the opposition.


Much like the incredible turn of pace he showcased throughout his early displays, everything moved extremely quickly for Alexander-Arnold, and he capped his maiden appearance in the Union of European Football Associations (UEFA) Champions League in August 2017 with a special goal against the German side Hoffenheim. The following season he provided a record 12 assists in the Premier League, the most ever by a defender in the competition. A series of excellent performances saw him selected in the UEFA Best X. 


Just a few months later, at 20 years old, he dethroned the Italian Christian Panucci to become the youngest player in history to play in two consecutive Champions League finals. These feats saw his reputation soar, the Golden Boy of the Reds being valued at a mind-boggling €100 million. This hasn’t affected him, though, as the down-to-earth defender is seemingly impermeable to praise and has kept a cool head throughout, even retaining his shirt number of 66.


‘We don’t like to give them a little number in case they think they succeeded right away,’ explained Lee Radcliffe, jersey management coordinator for Liverpool FC. ‘For Trent, we chose this number because he was just coming out of the academy’ – a number the star chose to retain despite his new status.




DID YOU KNOW?


Besides being an intelligent football player, Trent Alexander-Arnold is also passionate about chess. As a gift for his 20th birthday he met one of the absolute legends of the chessboard, Magnus Carlsen. The Englishman even allowed himself a small duel against the Norwegian, being swept away in 17 moves and five short minutes of play. As consolation he can always tell himself he outlasted Bill Gates, who was knocked out in just nine moves!
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GABON/FRANCE


Pierre-Emerick 


AUBAMEYANG
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BORN: 18 June 1989
Laval, France


HEIGHT: 1.87 m


POSITION: Striker


PROFESSIONAL CAREER: AC Milan, Dijon FCO, Lille OSC, AS Monaco, AS Saint-Étienne, Borussia Dortmund, Arsenal FC, FC Barcelona, Chelsea FC





An event in November 2016 perfectly summed up the character of Pierre-Emerick Aubameyang, a specialist in emotional uplift. Without warning the Franco-Gabonese striker decided, on the sly, to go and celebrate a friend’s birthday in Milan. Taking a private jet, a lavish gift package and with cake and candles in hand, it wasn’t long before photos began to circulate on social media. Unsurprisingly, all of this did not go down well with his then-club Borussia Dortmund’s team boss, Thomas Tuchel, who sanctioned ‘PEA’ and banished him to the stands for the Champions League match with Sporting. 


A week later the repentant star, who had been caught with his hand in the jam jar, was rehabilitated into the team and promptly slammed home a quadruple in a Bundesliga battering of Hamburg. Simply, Aubameyang is a paradox. He is the perfect example of an endearing guy, someone with a permanent smile who does not hide his attraction for the bling-bling style. Despite this taste for luxury and its atmospheric side, Aubameyang does not cheat in training. Never has a coach complained of his lack of involvement, appreciating the 100 per cent investment of this pure sprinter.


Aubameyang made a breakthrough at the highest level at AS Saint-Étienne (ASSE), quickly becoming a darling of the supporters of Les Verts. With this phenomenon in their ranks the Foréziens even won at the Parc des Princes against a strong PSG, and capped it all by winning a league cup in 2013: a title that had escaped ASSE for 32 years!


Despite being selected for the France U-21 team, Pierre-Emerick finally opted for the Gabonese jersey. He became captain of the Panthers and followed the path traced by his father. His involvement is always total; during the Africa Cup of Nations (CAN) 2012 he was reduced to tears after missing a penalty against Mali in the quarter-final shoot-out defeat. 


Consolation came in the form of a transfer to Borussia Dortmund and then a move to Arsenal, where he became the most expensive Gabonese player in history (€63 million). At the end of the 2018–19 season, along with fellow Africans Sadio Mané and Mohamed Salah, PEA finished top scorer in the Premier League with 22 goals. A great craftsman, Aubameyang latterly played for Barcelona and Chelsea. 




DID YOU KNOW?


It was following an astonishing misunderstanding that Pierre-Emerick Aubameyang signed his first professional contract at AC Milan in 2007. While his father Pierre Aubameyang was playing at La Triestina, Pierre-Emerick missed a plane at an Italian airport and came across the sports director of the Rossoneri, who confused him with George Weah! The two men sympathised, and the Milanese boss agreed to welcome the young footballer to Millanello. Fate did the rest.
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BRAZIL


Alisson 


BECKER
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BORN: 2 October 1992
New Hamburg, Brazil


HEIGHT: 1.93 m


POSITION: Goalkeeper


PROFESSIONAL CAREER: SC Internacional, AS Roma, Liverpool FC





He was the missing piece of the puzzle. In Kyiv on 26 May 2018, Liverpool lost 3–1 to Zinedine Zidane’s Real Madrid in the UEFA Champions League final. For at least one of the goals scored by the Merengues, Reds’ goalkeeper Loris Karius was held largely to blame. It thus became a priority for the club to recruit one of the best shot stoppers in the world, and two months later the English club took out its chequebook and signed Alisson Becker from the Eternal City: Rome. At a cost of €75 million the former AS Roma goalkeeper became the most expensive custodian in history.


What do you get for that price? A modern, complete goalkeeper who is half rock, half feline and always effective. For his first season in the Premier League Alisson made Reds fans very happy, going 20 matches without conceding a goal and more than one match in two with a clean sheet, which underlied his importance to the team. However, if there is one area where Alisson really impresses it’s on his line. 


Standing at 1.93 m tall, his impressive frame makes him excellent in the air, but he also has the agility and athleticism to get down to low shots. This combination, allied with some perfect positional sense, makes him the nemesis of opposition strikers. His uncanny reflexes from shots near and far are vital to the Liverpool cause. Just ask Lionel Messi and FC Barcelona!


Within 13 months the Catalan club had suffered two terrible defeats in the Champions League, nightmarish evenings that had one point of reference: Alisson Becker. Both times, in the second leg of the ties at the Stadio Olimpico and at Anfield respectively, Becker was an impassable wall who made all the difference. On two consecutive occasions he put an end to the Argentine number 10’s dream of success in a fifth Champions League. 


Goalkeeper for his international team since 2015, the Seleção number 1 really justified his huge fee in the final of the most important European competition, the Champions League. In the last quarter of an hour he pulled out two huge saves against Tottenham Hotspur, preserving Liverpool’s lead. Madrid, on 1 June 2019, forever became Alisson Wonderland as Liverpool claimed their sixth cup with ‘Big Ears’. 




DID YOU KNOW?


Transfer discussions between AS Roma and Liverpool over the signing of Alisson had been intense and everyone had heard about it – enough for almost namesake Alison Becker to have fun on social networks. ‘Very excited to announce that I will be joining Liverpool as a goalkeeper,’ the American actress tweeted. The day after, Liverpool confirmed the signing of their new goalkeeper. 
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FRANCE


Karim 


BENZEMA
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BORN: 19 December 1987
Lyon, France


HEIGHT: 1.85 m


POSITION: Striker


PROFESSIONAL CAREER: Olympique Lyonnais, Real Madrid CF





When he arrived at Real Madrid in the summer of 2009 just before his 22nd birthday, Karim Benzema entered another dimension. In the Lyon bubble the young striker was impressive and a standout star. 


Once in the workforce of the Merengues, a change of scenery for him, the young kid suddenly found himself thrust into the midst of a plethora of Galacticos. Nobody could have imagined then that during the next decade ‘KB9’ would plough his own furrow to become a legend in his own right. To last so long in such a club is testament to a foolproof adaptability and ability to bounce back at every moment.


Over several seasons the peak of his personal success was very much around Karim’s agreement with Cristiano Ronaldo. While the Portuguese brought goals and glamour to Real, the child of Bron was Ronaldo’s model teammate during those golden seasons when they won four Champions Leagues together.


Upon arrival at Bernabéu ‘CR7’ spent most of his time on the left flank, leaving the point of the attack to the Frenchman. Then, over time, the Portuguese folded his wings, settling at the top of the pyramid and leaving it to Benzema to ensure support and move away from the penalty area. An altruistic player, the ex-Lyonnais never took offence and was quick to stifle media speculation. ‘Stop saying that I sacrifice myself for Cristiano; it’s nonsense!’ a passionate Benzema stated loudly and clearly. ‘I like to play, I like football. It’s not complicated to understand.’


Until March 2016 Didier Deschamps also defended his striker against all odds, even though many doubted Benzema’s abilities would be translated into the major events on the world stage. Convinced of his hotshot, the coach announced that ‘All the countries envy him,’ but the issues involving the player in the Valbuena affair later cooled the ardour of the boss . . . 


. . . That was, until Euro 2020, when Benzema was finally called up to join the ranks of the French team and made a welcome return following a substantial number of goals at club level. To cap it all, Benzema then claimed the 2022 Ballon d’Or as the best player in the world. 




DID YOU KNOW?


Better than Thierry Henry! During the 2018–19 season Karim Benzema became the top French scorer in the Champions League, reaching the symbolic bar of 60 goals in the prestigious event. Overall, the Real Madrid striker has only three players left in front of him: Cristiano Ronaldo (121 goals), Lionel Messi (106) and Raúl (71). In December 2005 the native of Bron had scored his very first goal in C1 during a Lyon-Rosenborg fixture (2–1) played at Stade Gerland.
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ITALY


Leonardo 


BONUCCI
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BORN: 1 May 1987
Viterbo, Italy


HEIGHT: 1.90 m


POSITION: Defender


PROFESSIONAL CAREER: Inter Milan, Treviso FBC, Pisa SC, SSC Bari, Juventus FC, AC Milan, Juventus FC





To remain at the bedside of his sick son, Leo almost gave everything up; there was no question that his life and passion for football needed to take a back seat. Suffering from an acute infection in 2016, little Matteo was saved by the medical profession and his champion dad has since resumed his career with even more motivation than before.


In his early career Leonardo Bonucci often suffered swings in concentration during a match, a bad habit that earned him the less than flattering nickname of ‘Mister One Dumpling Per Match’: hardly a moniker that was to his advantage! Soon, however, Bonucci’s maturity was reflected in his performances, and he became one of the best defenders on the planet. It wasn’t always this way.


In his youth the kid from the Rome region of Lazio was more of a midfielder, but on signing for US Viterbese he took a step backwards on the pitch and began to impose himself at the centre of defence. His displays, which relied on a sense of anticipation, his excellent heading game, his determination in duels and his formidable ability to raise cleanly thanks to an above-average ball to foot technique led to a move to Inter Milan. 


To toughen up ‘Bonny’ was sent out on loan to Treviso, Pisa and then Bari, all in Serie B, but when he was recruited by Juventus in 2010 his career took off. Alongside Andrea Barzagli and Giorgio Chiellini he formed the other BBC, a much more defensive unit than that of Real Madrid CF’s Bale, Benzema and Cristiano but one that gave cold sweats to all the attackers of the Italian peninsula and across the continent.


Bonucci’s rise to international stardom was equally rapid. After just 20 matches in Serie A he celebrated his first call-up in February 2010, pulling on the Italian shirt in a 0–0 friendly stalemate with Cameroon at the Stade Louis II Stadium in Monaco. Eight years later, on the occasion of his 78th cap, he was made captain of the national team. 


A strong character, Bonucci proved his strength of mind when, after falling out with coach Massimiliano Allegri, he made the switch to Juventus’s bitter rivals, AC Milan. An unnatural marriage, the move lasted barely 10 months before Bonucci returned to Juventus. In the absence of the injured Chiellini, who was out with a knee problem, Bonucci added a new dimension to his game: the leader of the Bianconeri.




DID YOU KNOW?


Perfect for building character! Even if, at the time, the anecdote was painful, as a teenager Leonardo Bonucci suffered the threats of an unscrupulous peer. ‘I was 14 and he tried to extort me,’ the Italian defender remembered. ‘I managed to escape. The episode marked me because I understood that I had to grow. If this boy attacked me it was because he thought I was weak.’ A salutary life lesson.
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FRANCE


Eduardo 


CAMAVINGA
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BORN: 10 November 2002
Cabinda, Angola


HEIGHT: 1.82 m


POSITION: Midfielder


PROFESSIONAL CAREER: Stade Rennais FC, Real Madrid





Having barely played in Ligue 1, it was evident early on that Eduardo Camavinga would not be lingering long in the French top flight, and that was confirmed in August 2021 when Real Madrid came knocking to swoop for the talented midfielder. Since his first appearance with the Stade Rennais in April 2019, Camavinga has been amazing the football world. At a time when records are being swallowed up by the precociously talented Kylian Mbappé, we will probably have to make some space for someone who obtained their French naturalisation shortly before Christmas 2019. A native of Cabinda in Angola, Camavinga quickly became an object of desire for Les Blues.


Eduardo seems to have no limits; his maturity and calmness are amazing at such a young age. Bred in Brittany, this terrier found coach Julien Stéphan, who launched Camavinga’s career at the age of 15, and his assistant Mathieu Le Scornet, who had spotted him at the Ploumagoar tournament five years earlier. The trio was reunited and confident this would be a win-win for all involved. 


At 17 years and 35 days Camavinga became the youngest player to score with Rennes in the top flight since the post-war period when he struck against Olympique Lyonnais, breaking on the counterattack to score what proved to be the match-winning goal. His outstanding achievements at both ends of the pitch demonstrated the full extent of the possibilities of this young combatant. 


He defends with ice in his veins in a crowded penalty area and then shows composure at the other end to deceive the opposition goalkeeper, bluffing and annoying throughout. Goodbye and thank you, signed Camavinga. But perhaps his greatest strength is surely to succeed in still surprising people who have known him for a long time. 


During Camavinga’s years at AGL Drapeau-Fougères and his training at Stade Rennes all his educators praised his talent and ability to adapt to the next level. The question is no longer whether he is already part of a group of precocious talents such as Yoann Gourcuff or Ousmane Dembélé, who left their mark on the history of Rennes. The answer is a resounding ‘Yes’. It’s Real Madrid who is the winner, the signing of Camavinga surely the prelude to more silverware to fill the trophy cabinet.




DID YOU KNOW?


Stade Rennais striker and captain M’Baye Niang still remembers the first steps his young teammate made and his great strength of character in the first team at Rennes. ‘For his first training I saw him strongly tackle Hatem Ben Arfa,’ Niang recalled. ‘I thought at that moment that he was going to return to the U-16s after that.’ However, it was Camavinga who won and it was Ben Arfa who left the Breton club.
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ITALY


Federico 


CHIESA
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BORN: 25 October 1997
Genoa, Italy


HEIGHT: 1.75 m


POSITION: Winger


PROFESSIONAL CAREER: ACF Fiorentina, Juventus FC





The perfect archetype of the modern striker, the young transalpine Federico Chiesa is the king of timing his penalty box entries. Able to carry around the whole front of the attack, he also positionally looks like a nine and a half. ‘Technically, on the left flank, I can transplant towards the axis, while on the right I try to go along the sideline before delivering a decisive pass,’ this child of the ball insisted.


A good dribbler, excellent on set pieces and with superb peripheral vision despite long being criticised for playing with his head down, ‘Pepo’ knows how to rectify any situation. In his blood the native of Genoa has champion genes, his father Enrico having been an international with the Nerazzurri from 1996 to 2001. Born in Liguria, little Federico nevertheless made his first steps in Tuscany, near Florence, where his dad slammed in goal after goal in the Viola jersey of Fiorentina.


It is moreover at Fiorentina that the youngster did the majority of his classes. A good student, ‘Fede’ Chiesa had an excellent attitude to his studies. At the same time as football, he attended the University of Florence. Before skipping ahead, though, it is fair to remember that Chiesa Junior started with the primavera of Fiorentina in August 2016 before being launched into the seething duels of Serie A by Paulo Sousa. 


Despite some up and down performances Chiesa got along perfectly with Croatian striker Nikola Kalinić and Federico Bernardeschi. A few months later the valuable advice of Franck Ribéry in training also helped him progress.


After making his way through the Italian youth ranks, Roberto Mancini gave Chiesa his first cap in March 2018 against Argentina, a 0–2 defeat. Well aware of the talent of the new generation, the head coach turned Chiesa into one of his jokers in the pack, and he was named as part of the Team of the Tournament at the delayed Euro 2020, in which Italy emerged triumphant.


In October 2020 Chiesa’s departure for Juventus raised as many hopes as doubts. The Turin giants invested more than €50 million in Chiesa and in the peninsula some find the investment excessive; however, the perfectionist will surely quickly silence all his sceptics.




DID YOU KNOW?


Twenty-two years apart, the legendary Italian goalkeeper Gianluigi Buffon won the Italian Cup with both the father and then with the son! In 1999, in the Parma jersey, ‘Gigi’ won the trophy alongside Enrico Chiesa against Fiorentina over two legs (1–1 and 2–2). With Juventus in 2021 the 2006 world champion conquered the Holy Grail again, climbing to the top step of the podium and taking up a position near Federico Chiesa after overcoming Atalanta 2–1.
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