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S PRASANNARAJAN

PUTIN'S FOOTIE AND EL DIEGO

he map was torn apart by history.
Russia 1s on the mind, again. In
another time, when Russia ruled the
imagination, it hurtled across the
pages as Gogol’s troika, a violent leap
intothe future. Then,afew breathless

passages later, it was a conflicted soul, as
portrayed by Dostoevsky. Russia was the name of an
emotion, the depth of which only novelists could
fathom even as emperors and revolutionaries added to
itslegacy of hurt.

The past still drives the passions and pathologies
of its new emperor. Vladimir Putin returns to the
greatyesterday toretrieve fresharmour forthe cultofthe

eternalleader. When he seeks the legitimacy of a sham democracy asa nationalist shaped
by the secret service, it is the past that guides him, for an autocrat needs the exaggerated
memories of greatness to package his present transgressions as a gift to the people.

When I read the new book by Timothy Snyder, a historian with the craft of a novelist
who further convincesusthatsome of the finest storytellersat work today are tobe found in
non-iction, Irealise thateven theneo-tsaristhasamind controller.In The Roadto Unfreedom
(Tim Duggan Books), Snyder writes that the apostle of Christian fascism, Ivan Ilyin, holds
asemaphore for the wounded nationalist in these dark times.

Born in Russia, died in exile, and reburied in hisliberated homeland by his posthumous
protege, Ilyin abhorred a political system sustained by individual choices. ‘The principle
of democracy is the irresponsible human atom,” he wrote. So what Russia needed was not
aleaderborn out of the arithmetic of elections, but a redeemer brought to the top by God’s

EDITOR'S NOTE
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will, the one who would ensure the ‘spiritual
attainments’ of the nation.’ Writes Snyder, ‘The
Russian nation, summoned to instant war against
spiritual threats, wasa creature rendered divine by
its submission to an arbitrary leader who emerged
from fiction. The redeemer would take upon him-
self the burden of dissolving all facts and passions,
thereby rendering senseless any aspiration of any
individual Russiantosee orfeelorchange theworld.’

The redeemer of the fascist imagination, in
practice, would become the robber oligarch. Ilyin
gaveadivineaurato thespiritual fascist who cared
moreabout theillegitimate wealth of the few than
about the rule of law. ‘In the 2010s,” Snyder writes,
‘Ilyin’s ideas served post-Soviet billionaires, and
post-Soviet billionaires served them. Putin and his
friendsandalliesaccumulated vast wealth beyond
thelaw,and then remade the state to preserve their
own gains. Having achieved this, Russian leaders
had to define politics as being rather than doing.
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IN HIS GULTURE
WAR WITH THE
WEST, PUTIN
HAS THE BIGGEST
TROUPE AT HIS
DISPOSALTO
PLAY FOR THE
WORLD—-AND
T0 HEAL HIS
WOUNDED EGO.
HE BADLY NEEDED
A MOOD BOOSTER

Anideology suchasIlyin’s purportstoexplainwhy
certainmen have wealth and powerintermsother
than greed and ambition. What robber would not
prefer tobe called aredeemer?

Theredeemer-dictatorisachild of what Snyder
calls the politics of eternity in which facts can’t
change the ‘story of progress’. Its opposite is the
politics of inevitability in which ‘the specifics of
the past are irrelevant’. Eternity politicians such
as Putin are mythmakers who travel in time
to manufacture a narrative of seduction and
domination. They need theatre. They need the
drama of a crisis—UKkraine or Syria. They need
the spectacular, its glorious display of nationalist
masculinity. The frisson it generates is more
rewarding than the dramatic tension of a nerve-
agentattack onarenegade spy and hisdaughterin
the cathedral town of Salisbury in England.

As the host of the FIFA World Cup, Putin
has scored the redeemer’s goal even before the
official kick-off. The Cup—is there anything more
spectacular’—comes to Russia at time when he,
in his bestselling autobiographical sketch in the
domesticmarket,isthescarrednationalist, alone, his
prideintact, pitted against the West, still steepedina
falsesense of superiority. Sanctionsmay squeeze his
economy to some extent, but the aura of suffering
for the sake of the greater nation only strengthens
the mythology of the eternal saviour. An autocrat
at home, he is also accused of being the remote
controller of Western democracy, and in the
unwritten post-Cold War thriller,asuper computer
in the Kremlin could be the secret manipulator of
freedom, thesecretbrain behindglobal domination.
Putinbadly needed amood booster.

As Hitler needed one in 1936. In the Summer
Olympics held in Berlin, the Fiithrer wanted to
tell a story larger than what Jesse Owens gifted
to America. In the first televised Olympics, the
spectacular kitsch filmed by Leni Reifenstahl,
Aryan supremacy was at play—Germany beat
America in the final medal tally—for global
consumption. More than 8o years later, Putin—
who is not Hitler and whose political ancestry
stretches back to the defeat of Nazi Germany—
needsaglobal blockbuster. In his culture war with
the West, the most domineering strongman of the
day hasthebiggest troupeat hisdisposal to play for
the world—and to heal his wounded ego.

Still, as Snyder writes, ‘the politics of eternity
cannot make Putin or any other man immortal.
Butitcan make otherideasunthinkable. And that
is what eternity means: the same thing over and
over again, a tedium exciting to believers because

www.openthemagazine.com 5 [SIE}]



of theillusion thatitis particularly theirs. In Russia
today, the redeemer-dictator’s struggle for eternity
hasaspectacular backdrop.
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MICHELANGELO’S MARADONA
WON’'T GO ANYWHERE nearthemas
they debate who's the GOAT (the Greatest of

All Time), Maradona or Pele? Or Messi? That
should be an aficionado’s privilege,and I watch
the game only when the ‘fever pitch’ forcesme
tomake my choices, which are not driven by
football knowledge but by what one of the game’s
smartest interpreters, Simon Kuper, who has
written elsewhere in these pages, calls ‘innocent
happiness’.Iamnotafan either, forevery fanis
afanaticwho hasan excess baggage of emotions
tospare, to the discomfort of others. And I think
thereis truth in what Nick Hornby writes in his
fan memoir, Fever Pitch: ‘The natural state of the
football fan is bitter disappointment, no matter

OPENI

MAYBE I LIKE
EL DIEGO
BECAUSE HE I3
THE LAST GREAT
UNIMAGINED
CHARACTER OF
LATIN AMERICAN
FICTION. HE WAITS
FOR HIS BORGES

what the score.’ Then why bother, as you have
more than enough to deal with?

Thatsaid, even non-fansare allowed the
luxury of mythmaking, of claiming ownership
ofafantasy hero.In my private football lore,
Diego Maradona is the one. He wasnot God at
play, though they called him one. He wasnota
machine made to perfection. Still, he won on pure
magic—ora ‘bloody miracle’ in the words of his
victims. He was that crazy little rascal who was
better than all those noble men before and after
him. In that match against England in the 1986
Cup,a classic to which we return to savour the
sorcery, heisa figure animated by Michelangelo,
the creator’s finger reaching out not to Adam
but toamystical ballin the air. Offfield, he wasa
man damaged by his own tortured soul. When he
stopped playing, he wanted the magic to linger.

It was asif a beautifully imagined character had
lostitshome, and fallen to bad reality. Cocaine
nearly killed him. His flaws only accentuated
his authenticity asa hero, even though, as Kuper
writes in The Football Men, ‘never hasa great
athletelooked lesslike a greatathlete’.

MaybeIlike E1 Diego because heisthelast great
unimagined character of Latin American fiction.
Elrealismomdgico,atits best, gave liberatorsand
dictatorsalife more enduring than their historical
relevance. In Argentina itself, Evita comesback to
millions in the pages of Tomas Eloy Martinez. E1
Diego waits for his Borges.
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THE UNWRITTEN MYSTERY

"M NOT SURE who said this, maybe Martin

Amis, about the inherent conflict of mediums
inbook reviews and literary criticism. A review
of whatis written isnot the same as that ofa
painting or a performance. In the first instance,
one writer uses the same craft of language, not
tothe same degree of success or failure, to assess,
appreciate or debunk another. Two writers are at
work, and the original has more reason to feel let
down. What about a review of a game of
football? An essay on a perfect goal? A doctoral
thesis on Maradona’s Hand-of-God catharsis? Or
on the balletic dribble of Messi? Is there a word
that can capture the surge within a player’shead
when the ball defies the barrier of human
possibility and hits the net? It is the nameless
mystery of creation that makes every player,
alone figure in the whirl of 21 others,a work
of singular wonder. Words retreat so that the
mystery alonelingersintheend. m
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INDRAPRASTHA

Virendra KCI]DOOI"

N INTERESTING BATTLE
seems to be on the cards for

the control of the Delhi and District
Cricket Association. (Why theystill
persist with the colonial name
baffles me. Why not simply make
it Delhi Cricket Association?) Atlong
last,now that the court-nominated
managers of Indian cricket are
reluctantly making way for elected
representatives, a time-line for DDCA
elections hasbeen set. Among the
first to throw his hatin the ring was
Rajat Sharma, the owner-editor ofa
Hindi television channel. Crucially,
in his corneris Om Prakash Sharma,
aBJP MLA. Narinder Batra, the
current head of the Indian Olympics
Association and formerly an active
office-bearer of the DDCA, has also
come out in support of Sharma
and Sharma. Theirsseemstobea
winning panel thus far for the poll
scheduled for June-end.

Buta couple of other challengers
have emerged. Vikas Singh, a senior
advocate and current head of the
Supreme Court Bar Association, has
made it known that he is contesting
the topjob. Confirmation of his
intention was available ata lavish
dinner hosted for DDCA members
by ‘“friends of Vikas Singh’ a few days
ago. Then there is this group which
callsitself ‘supporters of CK Khanna
and Chetan Chauhan'. It hascome
up with its own panel for various
postsinthe DDCA. Khanna,
incidentally, makes much of the fact
thatheisthe court-appointed acting
head of the Board of Control for
Cricket inIndia, while Chauhan,a
former Test player, isnow a minister
in the Yogi Adityanath government
of UP. Given the line-up, it might

[
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turn out to be a close contest, though
my money is on my old friend Rajat,
whoisnot unfamiliar with the
guilesinvolved in such contests. A
huge change this time—I would
callitarevolutionary one—is that
members have to take the trouble of
trekking to the polling booth in the
DDCA instead of handing over their
proxy ballots to whoever they so
pleased, aswas the case all along.

OME JOURNALISTS NEVER

retire. They go on to write mem-
oirs. Well, afellow hack during the
decadesIwasanactivereporter,
PRaman, hassurprised me with
hisinteresting insightsinto the
mediabased in the capital in the four
decadesleading up to the early 2000s.
The Post-Truth: Media’s Survival Sutra
is,as Raman callsit, afootsoldier’s
version of the good, bad and ugly of
the print media (the noisy and largely
frivolous television news wasstill
afewyearsaway). Andit’snotasif
governments or ‘ownerjees’ left the
media well alone back in those days.
Raman details the corruptionand
weaknesses of fellow pen-pushers.
Even then, there were lists
of unfriendly journalists; according
tohim, Ifeatured on the top of
an Intelligence Bureau list for
phone-tapping by the Morarji Desai
Government. Fortunately, there were

no cell phonesin thelate 1970s.

Politicians would mentally
note which journalists were soft on
them and go out of their way to give
them ‘exclusives’ while pointedly
shunning unfriendly scribes.
Others would resort to simple
bribes. Like one from a major
newspaper group whom the then
Chief Minister of Maharashtra,
the controversial AR Antulay, is
supposed to have gifted abrand
new car, the long forgotten Premier
NE- 118, launched in the late 1980s
by the the makers of the once much-
in-demand Fiat. And somein the
media thought it was Sharad Pawar.

Thebook hasalot of information
on the working of the media depart-
ments of various political parties.
Even back then, Raman insists, the
BJPwas goodatit. And though the
CPIwasone of the first parties to have
itsown building, even those daysit
did not have fundsto givejournosa
half-decent cup of tea. The shelves
and tablesin the CPIbuilding were
layered with so much dust that some
sympathetic journalists offered to
clean it up (the offer was declined).
Corporate lobbyists stood out like
asore thumbin the media. They
spread misinformation, wore
synthetic safari suits popularin the
70s,and went on all-paid junkets.

It seemsnothing has changed.
With such intense competitionin
the political bazaar now, the media
appears to have shed all pretence to
neutrality, taking sides, rather than
tellingitasitis.

Raman’s book isa must-read for
all those keen to know all about
the decline and fall of the so-called
fourth estate. m
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HAY NOTEBOOK

Anil Dharker

HE SUN RARELY shineson
Hay.Iknow that’sa poor pun,

but theliterary festival’sname lends
itselfto such wordplay, besides which
the weather often plays spoilsport.
Not that it deters the crowds, which
on the festival’s two weekends,
resemble a Mumbai local train.

You could divide the big draws
of thisyear’sevent into four broad
categories: the literary, the political,
the scientific and the spiritual (thislast
more for convenience than accuracy).
Theliterary stars were undoubtedly
Margaret Atwood, Salman Rushdie,
Alexander McCall Smith and Philip
Pullman. The political brigade wasled
by Gordon Brown, former UK chancel-
lorand prime minister,and David
Milliband, president of the Interna-
tional Rescue Committee. Some of
youmightremember that David was
pipped to the post of Labour Party
leader and leader of the parliamentary
opposition by hisyounger brother,
Edward, reason enough to take politi-
cal sanyaasand work directly for good
causes, rather than pretend todoso
indirectly asa politician. To theirranks
one can temporarilyadd AC Grayling,
the philosopher, because he spoke of
‘Democracy and its Crisis’. You can cer-
tainly add Germaine Greer, who spoke
about rape (whatis feminism buta po-
litical movement?). Greer proved that
being provocative isgood,provided you
make sense and have yourarguments
worked out firstin yourown head:
who on earth would support her Big
Idea of punishing rapists? Don’t call
itrape,shesays, call it sexual harrass-
mentandreduce the punishment;
ergo, you will get more convictions.

Thescientific category had talks
on how trees and plants communi-
cate with each other, the pecularities
of theteenage brain (they are wired to
sleep late),and a talk on Artificial In-
telligence which surprised everyone
by not sounding the Doomsday bell.
It gave, instead, hope that robotsand

[&Z50 10

machines would become our intel-
ligent alliesrather than our masters.
You could add to thisscience list
Chelsea Clinton, who narrowly
missed the distinction of being the
offspring of two US presidents, in-
stead becoming the daughter of only
one. She, however, hastaken up her
mother’s cause of public health and
become its passionate advocate.

Shashi Tharoor’s conversation
with me on hisbook WhyIAma Hindu
wasa ‘Spiritual’ one, although given
the politicisation of religion in recent
times, it could easily have becomea
political diatribe against Hindutva.
We madeita philosophical discussion
onthe tenets of Hinduism, itsmany
virtues, its plurality and inclusiveness
andalsoitssociety-driven dogma of
the caste system and itsrecent institu-
tionalising by political parties.

One learnt with some surprise
that Margaret Atwood’s brilliant
dystopian novel The Handmaid’s Tale
was written as far back as 1985, which
meansit predates the Taliban, ISIS
and Boko Haram, yetis so prescient
about these abominations. The book
sounds freshly minted also because
the British TV adaptation is being tele-
castright now. To cash in on this—if
one can usesuch a vulgar term fora
literary festival—Margaret Atwood
was led to her session by a procession
ofhooded and red robed women.

Atwood herself, frail at 78, was
feisty on stage. Somuch so thatHay’s
festival director, the charming and eru-
dite Peter Florence, soon gave up trying
to guide the conversation. Atwood was
no submissive handmaid; rather,she
was the commander of the dialogue,
and took it where she wanted it to go.

There’smuch to be said for age.
Salman Rushdie was at his wittiest
bestdiscussing hislatestnovel The
Golden Housewith Tishani Doshi, but
there wasamellowness thatkeptitat
acivilisedlevel. The book is set in New
York in the year of Trump, although
the writing commenced before The
Donald’s election, so “Iinvented
him”. Two other ‘mature’ gentlemen
writers were around to delight the
audience: Alexander McCall Smith
(70)and Philip Pullman (71).

McCall Smith burst on the literary
sceneinamost unexpected way. Born
inZimbabwe, he studied law and
became professor of medical law at the
University of Edinburgh. Hiswriting
careerisonly 20yearsold, beginning
with The No. 1 Ladies’ Detective Agency
setin Botswana. This soon becamea
series, but itssuccess owes nothing to
hispublisher’sadvice: “Nothing hap-
pensin your books,” the man said, “No
murders, no daring crime, no clever
detective work. Make your books more
edgy.” “ButIamnot edgy!” McCall
Smith replied and continued to write
hisown way. When the series sold
20million copies in English and was
translated into 46 languages, one hopes
the publisher took a vow of silence.

McCall Smith himself comes
across as man of quiet wisdom and
good cheer,and laughs uproariously
athisownjokes. Ifhe has written
8obooksin 20years,it’sbecause he
writesa phenomenal thousand words
perhour,and doesn’t need a revision.
Even Philip Pullman, whose output
islarge and edgy and successful, must
envy the roaring speed of McCall
Smith’s gentle words. m
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FORM & REFORM

By Bibek Debroy

Change the Chamber Music

For a Rajya Sabha that truly reflects the interests of the states

HAT IS THE Rajya Sabha and why do

we have it? This debate keeps surfacing

once in a while, with strong views put for-

ward on either side. It isnot a new debate.
The Constituent Assembly debated it too. Gopalswami
Ayyangar replied to the debate: “After all, the question for
us to consider is whether it performs any useful function.
The most that we expect the Second Chamber to do is per-
haps hold dignified debates on important issues and delay
legislation which might be the outcome of passions of the
moment until the passions have subsided and calm con-
sideration could be bestowed on the measures which will
be before the Legislature; and we shall take care to provide
in the Constitution that whenever on any important mat-
ter, particularly matters relating to finance, there is conflict
between the House of the People and the Council of States,
itis the view of the House of the People that shall prevail.
Therefore, what we really achieve by the existence of this
Second Chamber is only an instrument by which we delay
action which might be hastily conceived, and we also give
an opportunity, perhaps to seasoned people who may
not be in the thickest of political fray, but who might be
willing to participate in the debate with an amount of
learning and importance which we do not ordinarily
associate with a House of the People.”

In this quote, there is a slight patronising tone towards
the hoi polloimembers of the Lok Sabha. The Rajya Sabha
will not be swayed by temporary passions and will
delay matters. It will be a second chamber with a review-
ing kind of function. There was also something else that
does not come out that strongly in Ayyangar’s words. The
Rajya Sabha would reflect the interests of the states. There
isa 2006 Supreme Court judgment that should be quoted in
its entirety. I am referring to Kuldip Nayar vs Union of India

and others. What was the issue? Quoting from the judgment:

‘Petitioner seeks to challenge amendments made in the
Representation of People Act, 1951 through Representation

[OPEN]
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of People (Amendment) Act 40 of 2003 which came into
force from 28th August, 2003. By the said Amendment Act
2003, the requirement of “domicile” in the State Concerned
for getting elected to the Council of States is deleted

which according to the petitioner violates the principle of
Federalism, a basic structure of the Constitution.’ There
were other issues connected with the open ballot system,
but those aren’t germane for our purposes. The Supreme
Court decided no such domiciliary requirement is necessary
(under the Constitution) for election to the Rajya Sabha.
Indeed, were States to be important, you would expect
debates in Rajya Sabha to reflect issues concerning them. If
you compare debates in the two Houses of Parliament, you
will detect no such difference, at least not anymore.

The Rajya Sabha is just another chamber, with a couple of
differences. First, since its political composition is often
different from that of the Lok Sabha, the Rajya Sabha is like
an opposition party of sorts. Second, let me refer to Union
of India’s argument in the Kuldip Nayar case. ‘Union of
India would also claim that several persons whose pres-
ence could add to the quality of debates and proceedings
in the Council of States had, under the dispensation before
amendment, been constrained to enroll themselves as vot-
ersin another State just in order that they could be elected
from such State. It has been further submitted that unless
they did so, some States would remain unrepresented in the
Council of Ministers due to the non-availability of such tal-
ented members of these States in the House of the People
and the Council of States and, thus, the opening out of the
residential provision was meant to help in this regard. The
Constitution under Article 19(1)(e) guarantees the freedom
to a citizen to choose a residence of his choice. There are sev-
eral cases of elected representatives who may have multi-
ple residences and may have to choose any one of them asa
matter of convenience where to vote...We are not concerned
with the political compulsions or considerations that are
implied by some of the above- mentioned submissions of
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the Union of India and others supporting its stand. It isnot
necessary for us to examine the plea of the Union of India
as to the competence or talent of, or the addition to the
quality of debates or discussion in Parliament due to
participation by, certain specific members of Parliament
reference to whose names was sought to be made by the
learned counsel in the course of arguments contesting the
contentions of the writ petitioners.” To put it more
bluntly, Rajya Sabha is a channel to appoint as ministers
individuals who cannot be elected through the rough and
tumble of Lok Sabha polls.

To be sure, the Rajya Sabha has a few specific powers.
Ideally, Parliament should not legislate on matters that
are in the State List. Therefore, under Article 249 of the
Constitution, it can only do so if two-thirds of Rajya Sabha
members think thisisin
the national interest. This
is probably the only signif-
icant one. There are oth-
ers, like all-India services,
and Article 352 (emergen-
cy powers) when there
isno Lok Sabha.Ithink
these specific powers are
not as important for the
purposes of our discussion
asabroader debate on the
utility of the Rajya Sabha.
AsIpointed out earlier,
there is little difference
now between the compo-
sition of the Rajya Sabha
and the Lok Sabha, apart
from their method of
election and term of mem-
bership. There was a de-
bate in the Constituent
Assembly, but that pre-
sumed a difference in
composition between
members of the two Houses. This difference no longer
exists and circumstances have changed. The 2006 Supreme
Court judgment was only about the constitutional validity
of an amendment to the Representation of People Act. That
does not prevent us from having a broader debate, a revisit
of what was discussed in the Constituent Assembly. If
the argumentis only about a second chamber as a counter-
vailing force, logically, why stop at a second? Why not a
second, or a third? The Constitution mentions (Article 171)
Vidhan Parishads (Legislative Councils) as upper houses or
second chambers in States. Not too many States have them.
Some that had have now abolished them. If the argument is
in favour of a second chamber, we should argue for
Legislative Councils in all States.
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There are some countries that have abolished their
upper houses of parliament (which I do not advocate). The
abolition of the Rajya Sabha is not a new idea. The first
such resolution seeking to abolish it was moved in the Lok
Sabhain March 1954. Then there was a barrage in the 1970s.
Another resolution in 1973 and separate Private Members’
Billsin 1971, 1972, 1975 and 1981. The Lok Sabha hasa
Committee on Private Members’ Bills and Resolutions. The
Committee ignored these, taking such proposed changes to
be against the basic structure of the Constitution. But that’s
no reason for us not to flag issues that might even affect the
so-called basic structure of the Constitution.

I keep harping on the theme of resources and opportu-
nity costs. PRS is an excellent source for information on
Parliament’s productivity. The last such statistics report
is for the 2017 Winter
Session. ‘During the ses-
sion, Lok Sabha worked
for 78% of its scheduled
time, while Rajya Sabha
worked for 54%. So far in
the 16th Lok Sabha, the av-
erage productivity of Lok
Sabha is 92% and that of
Rajya Sabhais 73%.... Lok
Sabha has spent more time
discussing each Bill passed
as compared to Rajya
Sabha. Since 2014, 65% of
Bills passed by Lok Sabha
have been discussed for
over two hours. The corre-
sponding figure for Rajya
Sabhais 35%. In 2018 19,
the Rajya Sabha will cost
us Rs 388 crore, compared
to Rs 775 crore for the Lok
Sabha.In 2014, the Rajya
Sabha Secretariat pro-
duced a book with
statistical information on it from 1952 to 2013. It has inter-
esting breakups about this kind of aggregate expenditure.
Iam not aware of this book having been updated. But in
2012-13, most expenditure was on salaries, domestic travel
and subsidies. You should look at the details of expenditure
on Members and the Secretariat (something we often forget)
and then decide whether we need this second chamber.

Asforme,Iamin favour of a Rajya Sabha that truly
reflects the interests of the states. This will be much more
than merely rolling the domicile requirement back. As
Union of India argued convincingly, legality can always be
circumvented. Since we want to get away from passions
of the moment, perhaps we should only have nominated
members in the Rajya Sabha.m

SAURABH SINGH
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GLORY

A game in history and the
tradition of defeat in Russia

BY SIMON KUPER



DURING STALIN'S
19308, PEASANTS
FLOCKED T0 THE
GROWING CITIES.
ABOUT THE ONLY
THING THAT GAVE
THEM A SENSE OF
BELONGING THERE
WAS SUPPORTING
A FOOTBALL CLUB

N 1992 I spentamonth having the tra-
ditional foreign journalist’s experience
of confusion while getting lost around
Moscow. Thecity’ssize, greynessand filth
were reminiscent of South London circa
1976, but otherwise the place felt alien.
Then, one Sunday afternoon, some Rus-
sians took a few of us Brits to the Spartak
Moscow vs CSKA derby in the giant Lu-
zhniki Stadium, with the statue of Lenin in front.
‘Horses! Horses!” the Spartak fans chanted at the
CSKA fans, on the logic that CSKA was the army
club,and army equals cavalry equals horses.
It wasa gorgeous sunny day in August (already
autumn in Moscow), and I realised that this
was the perfect Russian tourist event: it wasan
authentic Russian occasion, because the game
wasn’t being staged for our benefit, and in fact
nobody even cared that we were there; there were
real local passions on display; good football;and
all thatfor about three pence. On June 14th,on
the same spot, Russia and Saudi Arabia will kick
off the World Cup 2018—albeitina stadium
expensively rebuilt from scratch for the
tournament after the old Luzhniki wasrazed.
Football still renders Russia a little less incom-
prehensible. The game—past and present—of-
fersa surprising window onto the country. For
most of the last century, the game had a signifi-




cance for Russian fans that it lacked in happier,
freer countries.

British merchantsintroduced the gamein
Tsarist St Petersburg. Later, two northern English
textile manufacturers, Clement and Harry
Charnock, brought football to Moscow. In 1893
they set up the Orekhovo Sport Club for their
local factory workers. After the 1917 Revolution,
Felix Dzherzinsky, head of Lenin’s secret police,
rechristened the club Dynamo Moscow, which
itremains to this day. One Charnock tradition
survives: Dynamo still play in the blue-and-white
of the brothers’beloved Blackburn Rovers. The
Charnocks had brought overkits from home.

Inthe early 1900s, Russia’s male urban masses
began falling for the game. Andrei Starostin—one
of four brothers who make up Russian football’s
most storied family—reminisced much laterabout
takingatramasaten-year-old acrossarapacious
and drunken pre-Revolutionary Moscow; his
ten-kopeck piece to pay for hismatch ticket safely
hidden in hismouth, until he swallowed it. Soon
afterwards, Andrei’s elder brother Nikolaiand
some friendsfounded the club that under thename
Spartak would become the most beloved in Russia.

During Stalin’s forced industrialisation in
the 1930s, peasants flocked to the growing cities.
About the only thing that gave them a sense of
belonging there was supporting a football club.In
the terrible years of Stalin’s purges, just before the
equally terrible German invasion, the stadium
was a haven. It was about the only place in Stalin’s
USSR where you could shout and feel almost
whatever youliked. ‘Not one match have Imissed
in the last few years, wrote the composer Dimitri
Shostakovich to afriend in 1940. He kept stats
onthe Leningrad clubs Zenit and Dynamo, and
followed them to away games.

In Moscow, Dynamo was the club of the secret
police, CSKA of the army, but Spartak didn’t be-
long to any Soviet institution. Fans who chose to
support it—one of the very rare choices in Soviet
life—felt they had created a sphere of autonomy.
Between 1936 and 1940, Spartak’s average home
attendance nearly doubled to 53,900. Nikolai
Starostin wrote: ‘For most people, football was the
only,and sometimes the last, chance and hope
of retaining in their souls a tiny island of sincere
feelings and human relations.’

But Starostin spent these years waiting to
be arrested. Stalin’s football-mad secret police
chief Lavrenti Beria had put himselfin charge of
Spartak’s great rival, Dynamo Moscow. To quote
the American historian Robert Edelman, it was as
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The Starostin
brothers, who
make up Russian
football’s most
storied family,
formed Spartak
Moscow, the
country’s most
beloved club

if the owner of the New York Yankees, head of the
FBIand chief of the Gestapo had all been rolled
into onessingle human.

Finally, one nightin 1942, Starostin was
woken by a torch shining in hiseyesand two
pistols pointed at his head. He was accused of
plotting with the German embassy to assassinate
Stalin and turn Russia into fascist state.

But, explains Starostin in hisnot totally
reliable memoirs, he and his brothers were too
popular to bekilled. Instead they were given ten
years each in Siberia—such amild sentence that
itseemed almost alet-off. They had more funin
the gulags than most. Nikolai saw ‘hills of corps-
es’in hisfirst camp, but was greeted as a celebrity
and quickly appointed camp football coach. ‘Even
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inveterate recidivists would sit quiet as mice to
listen to my football stories, he wrote. As for the
camp bosses: ‘Their unlimited power over people
was nothing compared with the power of football
over them.’ The poet Osip Mandelstam died in the
gulag, butall four Starostins survived their camp
yearsinrelative comfort. They were released in
1954, and returned to their old apartments. Niko-
lai would serve as Spartak’s president from 1955
until 1992, the year after the USSR collapsed.

Throughout those decades, football remained
asource of frustration for the state’s rulers. They
had worked out how to win in Olympic sports:
toddlers with the ideal body shape for a particular
sport would be picked out, trained up for years,
and stuffed with doping. But the method didn’t
work well with football. Stalin even dissolved the
national team after its failure in the 1952 Olym-
pics. In his words: “If you are not ready, you do not
need to participate.”

The Shornaya, as the national team isknown,
won the inaugural European Championship
in 1960 in which few countries bothered to
participate. But after that, the team consistently
underperformed. It suffered from the USSR’s
harsh climate, the state’s international isolation,
thelack of any football tradition in many regions,
butalso from the dictatorial nature of Soviet
workplaces. The coach was the boss and players
had to obey unthinkingly. For decades, they dis-
played the ‘Tonly work here’ demeanour of Homo
sovieticus. They shoved safe square passesinto
each other’s feet, because that way nobody could
ever shoutat them. There was zaorganizovannost,
over-organisation,and none of the creativity that
wins World Cups.

Onlyinthelate 1980s did the Shornayaexperi-
enceabriefflowering. The brilliant, vodka-sodden
Ukrainian coach Valeri Lobanovski builta great
teamat Dynamo Kiev,modelled on the Western
free-thinking Dutch. In international tournaments
most of his Ukrainians would play as the national
team, albeit, asthe Soviet joke went, ‘weakened by
afew playersfrom other clubs’. The USSR reached
the European Championship final in 1988,and
won Olympicgold that same summer.

In football, asinlife in general, the first post-
Soviet decade was criminal and poor. Moscow
spent the 199os transforming from post-com-
munism to late-capitalism (the exact opposite
of Marx’s prophesy). Players were squeezed
between mafiosi telling them which matches
tolose,and Soviet-era coachesstill screaming at
them. There was a spate of football murders, most
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WITH
COMMUNISM
GONE, THE
STADIUM
CEASED T0 BE
A RARE ZONE
OF FREEDOM,
AND NEWLY
IMPOVERISHED
RUSSIANS
STOPPED GOING

notably the gunning-down of Spartak’s director-
general Larissa Nechayevaand her aide in her
dacha(a Russian country house) in 1997. (Nikolai
Starostin had died the year before, aged 93.)

With communism gone, the stadium ceased
tobeararezone of freedom, and newly impov-
erished Russians stopped going. Many of those
who stayed loyal to football were hooligans—an
aspirational identity for many Russian boys,
justas many girls told pollsters they wanted to
be prostitutes when they grew up. The riotsin
Moscow after Russia lost to Japan at the World
Cup 2002—two people were killed, and Japanese
music studentsattacked, while Japanese,
Koreansand Vietnamese hid in adowntown
McDonald’s—were merely versions of the race
riots common after Spartak matches.

In 2002, went to aleague match at the Luzh-
niki. Virtually the only human figure visible out-
side the stadium just before kick-off was Lenin’s
statue. The 1,000 spectators (about 99 per cent
of them men) were guarded by about asmany
conscript soldiers, who tried to warm themselves
with tea from a samovar. At Sportivnaya metro
station afterwards, baton-wielding conscripts
showed usto the trains.

Gradually the violence of the 1990s faded—
one reason why most Russians still support
Vladimir Putin, president since 1999. His anoint-
ed oligarchs bought football clubs and imported
foreign stars. From 2000, the Russian economy
boomed asthe oil price rose. Russia’s relations
with the West warmed. On May 21st, 2008,
Moscow staged its first ever Champions League
final, Chelsea vs Manchester United. That week
may have been the peak of Russian international
modernity. The Moscow stock market hitarecord
high that it wouldn’t return to for years afterward,
and for the first time in centuries, visitors were
allowed into Russia without a visa; showinga
match ticket was enough. Putin’s security forces
invited 40,000 English supporters to party at Red
Square. None was arrested.

One Russian security officer later described
working three consecutive sleepless nights
around the match. The day after, he slept until
evening. He was woken by a phone call froma
friend, whojoked, “Thave good news. From now
on the Champions League final will be held in
Moscow every year.” And the official said, “I'd be
very happy with that.”

Even the Shornayapeaked in summer 2008.
They reached the semi-finals of the European
Championship,and their freewheeling play
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under Dutch coach Guus Hiddink prompted
Moscow’s largest spontaneous street parties since
1945.In the euphoria, Putin decided to bid to

host the World Cup 2018. Like most Russians, he
isn’tafootball fan; he prefersjudo andice hockey.
However, he probably conceived of the World
Cup as his coming-out asarespected member of
the international community—his version of
China’s 2008 Beijing Olympics. He probably even
thought the Shornaya could win playing at home.
He personally met several members of FIFA’s
executive committee, and on December 2nd,
2010, 1in Zurich, Russia was chosen as host. Were
bribes paid? Nobody knows, partly because when
FIFA’s ethics committee asked to see the Russian
football federation’s computers, the Russians
explained that unfortunately they had all been
destroyed after the bid.

In the decade since Putin’s decision to bid,
theinternational climate has transformed. Now
heisthe West’s pariah, after his invasion of the
Ukrainein 2014 and subsequent meddlingin
various Western elections (most spectacularly on
Donald Trump’s behalf). Very few Western digni-
taries will come to the tournament. But Putin will
have to put up with thousands of mostly critical
foreign journalists poking around the country
foramonth—probably the largest international
media contingent ever to belet into Russia.

He may also fail to impress the constituency

The Soviet Union
national team
with the 1960
Euro trophy

THE SBORNAYA
WON THE
INAUGURAL
EUROPEAN
CHAMPIONSHIP
IN1960. AFTER
THAT, THE TEAM
CONSISTENTLY
UNDERPERFORMED

that he cares most about: Russians.
Many of them have noticed that the
World Cup hasalready enriched
his cronies. Most spectacularly, his
hometown St Petersburg now boasts
the most expensive stadium ever
constructed, delivered yearslateata
costof $1 billion, despite being partly
built by North Korean labour. Rus-
sian social media are full of grumbles
about overpriced stadiums.
Meanwhile, the Shornayajust keep
getting worse. Their FIFA ranking s
now 66, theirlowest ever. By chance
(or perhapsnot) they have been
drawn intoa group thatstatisticians
haveidentified asthe weakestin the
World Cup’s history, with Uruguay,
Egyptand Saudi Arabia. Still, only
4percentof Russians now believe
their team will win the tournament,
according toa poll by the state-backed
Public Opinion Fund in April.
Naturally, the state hastried its
traditional sporting remedy: doping. The McLar-
enreport for the World Anti-Doping Agencyin
2016 spoke of more than 150 suspicious doping
tests of Russian footballers. It suggested there was
aspecial ‘urine bank’ containing clean samples
forfootballers,and implied that the whole
Sbornayasquad at the 2014 World Cup may have
benefited from manipulation. Even so, Russia
exited that tournament in the first round. Doping
is of limited use in skill-based, tactical football.
No wonder Putin is keeping his distance from
the team, while the Russian media play down
the World Cup. There’sno equivalent of the ‘One
Nation-One Team’ PR campaign rolled out for the
Sochi Olympics of 2014.
Football’s traditional function in Russiais to
providealittle innocent happiness. No doubt
the World Cup will achieve that, especially for Rus-
sia’supmarket urban young, who tend to prefer
foreign starsto the national game. Putin will have
amonth to parade in front of a bitter West. But the
traditional outcome of football in Russiais defeat. m

Simon Kuper is one of the world’s
Joremost writers onfootballand a
columnist withFinancial Times.
His books include Football Against
the Enemy, Soccernomics and
The Football Men
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In the end, it's all about two geniuses
and one superteam. Nothing else

BY ADITYA IYER

A CONSTELLATION

HE FIFA World Cup in Russia is not
going to be about Russia, its politics
or its national team, Shornaya—or,
for that matter Vladimir Putin—once
this edition begins on June 14th (6 pm
Moscow Standard Time). Russia’s suc-
cessful bid to the host the Cup may
have been forged in the fires of political
grime and corruption, but FIFA’s greed,
Putin’s brazenness and his inept football team
(who, magically, find themselves in the weakest
group of the tournament) are nothing more than
pre-tournament talking points.

Don’t be swayed by the drum roll either. The
opening ceremony and Will Smith’s promised
cameo and the ultras in the stands of Moscow’s Lu-
zhniki Stadium; the mismatched colours onsoccer
boots, thesuspiciousrefereeing, theslantingdabsby
corner-posts; thenext England calamity, the predic-
tive octopuses and the biting strikers; these are but
distractionsto veil the truth.

Russia2018isn’tabout theresurgence offive-time
winners Brazil, who went on a 17-match unbeaten
streak during the qualifiers under their new coach
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Messi plays
against Peru
ataWorld Cup
qualifier, 2018;
(below left)
Ronaldo during
the Euro 2016 final
against France

RONALDO AND
MESSI. TWO
SIDES OF THE

WORD “ARTISTRY".

SYNONYMS FOR
EFFORT AND
EFFORTLESSNESS,
RESPECTIVELY

Tite(pronounced ‘chichi’) tobecome thefirstteamto
qualify forthisedition;and itisn’tabout theabsence
of four-time winners Italy, who missed out on their
first quadrennial in 60 years thanks to the dire mis-
management of (erstwhile) coach Gianpiero Ventu-
1a.No, thisWorld Cupisnotabout massparticipation
either: the Atlas Lions from Morocco, returning to
the world stage after two decades, or debutant Ice-
land, the smallest nation everto qualify for themost
widelywatched tournamentin thisuniverse. Mostof
the 32 participating countriesareheretomakeupthe
numbers. Here to put the World in the Cup.
Distilled toitsessence, Russia 18 (more thanany
other edition in recent memory)is focused, magni-
fied through thelens ofafew billion watchingeyes,
on the twinkling feet of two men—Argentina’s
Lionel Messi and Portugal’s Cristiano Ronaldo.
Not since France 98 has fanfare over individual fi-
nesse been as complete, as absolute (back then, the
world’s attention was on France’s Zinedine Zidane
and Brazil’s Ronaldo and the two met in the final,
the unworldly pressures making the formerrise to
theoccasion with two goalsand crippling thelatter
with high fever). Andaslongasone orboth of them
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remaininthistournament, everythingelsein Russia
isjustnoise, colourand pilferage.

Messi and Ronaldo. Two sides of the word ‘art-
istry’. Ronaldo and Messi. Synonyms for effort and
effortlessness, respectively.Itisuniversallyaccepted
thatboth are geniusesand that one of the twoiscer-
tainly yourgod (depending on whichside of the de-
bateyousquat). Butgodsand geniusescomeinmany
forms, occupy several bodies; no such wiggle room
with the title of ‘greatest’, whose pedestal is placed
on aroof so sharp and small, it has barely enough
space toallow one man to hang on by a fingernail.

Several eras can and have passed with many
greats and not a single occupancy on the rarefied
roof. But now, simultaneously, miraculously and
foralongwhile, twoseparate fingernailshavehung
in there, Real Madrid’s Ronaldo and Barcelona’s
Messishoving and feigning and dinking and float-
ingand sidestepping their feetin this quest to geta
betterhandholdatthetop. Theendgame, however,
isinsightandboth can feel with their fingertipsthe
word’sembossed alphabets. The one withamaiden
World Cup trophy in hand would’ve also firmly,
instantly and unanimously gripped the title of
‘greatest’ with the other.

As club players, and without going into the
specifics, itisimpossible to tell their achievements
apart. Both have scored countless goals over count-
lessseasons towin countless Spanish and European
titles,allwhile playingagainsteach otherforthetwo
moststoried rivalsin world football. The only way to
pry them apart is to prod them with crowbars into
their respective national jerseys. Still, the similari-
tiesfar outweigh the differences. Both Ronaldoand
Messi have featured in three World Cups—thesame
onesin 2006, 2010 and 2014—and four interconti-
nental championshipseach (EuroforRonaldo,Copa
America for Messi). And herein lies the difference.
While Messi has made three Copa America finals
toRonaldo’s two, Messi’s Albicelestehas fallen at the
final hurdle onall occasions. Ronaldo’s Portugal,on
the other hand, won the most recent edition of the
Euro twoyearsagoin France.

The Euro 16 title, one must understand, is foot-
ball-crazed Portugal’s only international silverware
of worth. It catapulted Ronaldo’s celebrity status
from star to the country’s greatest mortal, dead or
alive. Greater than the revered Luis Figo (alive).
Greater than the venerated Eusebio (dead).

Argentina, unlike Portugal, haven’tbeenstarved
for international glory, with 14 Copa America
titlesand two World Cup trophies—none of them
thanks to Messi; one thanks to Diego Maradona.
So, on the streets of Argentina, it perhaps explains
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SINGE THE TURN
OF THE GENTURY,
THREE OUT OF FOUR
WORLD CUPS HAVE
WITNESSED THE
TITLE-HOLDERS
FIZZLING OUT
IN THE GROUP
STAGES ITSELF

whyacoke-snorting, rule-bending, death-cheating
Maradona is considered a saint; and a God-fearing,
rule-following, game-studying Messi, who gets his
kicks from football and football alone, a sinner.

In 2015 and 2016, Messi lost two back-to-back
Copa America finalsto Chile, the second of which
broke his will badly enough to push him into in-
ternational retirement at the age of 28 (he, merci-
fully, returned the following year to help Argentina
qualify for Russiawith a hattrick in theirlastmatch
against Ecuador). Butthelossthathad themostdev-
astating effect on Messi’s life was at the final of the
2014 World Cup in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, where,
two minutes before the match would be sent into
apenalty shootout, Germany’s Mario Gotze found
theback of Argentina’snet.

Ineach of Messi’sthree World Cup appearances,
Germany hadsenthimand histeam packing. Asin-
dividuals,the Germansrangefrom goodtogreat. But
asaunit, as a teamm—and this makes them amuch-
watch side in Russia 18—they function with the
force of 11 Messis. When the final whistle blew at
the Maracana and Gotze walked up to the sobbing
Argentines with an outstretched hand, Messi held
hisfacein hispalmsandhislegsbuckled. When his
kneescrashedagainstthegrass, the tremors, itissaid,
could befeltall the way to Buenos Aires.

ORLD CUPS DON’T end quietly. The

sonic dome of firecrackers and the pop-
ping corks of champagne, those are the softsounds;
heard only by fans of one nation. A lotlouder are
the cries ofanguish—broken seats, brokenbottles,
broken knuckles and giggling walls. When hosts
Brazil lost to eventual champions Germany in
the semi-finals of the 2014 edition, the boom of
exploding hearts echoed acrossits vast lands ona
carnivalesquescale. Buttheloudestsoundisalways
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produced by the losing finalist, and their loyalists.

During Brazil 14, hundreds of thousands of
Argentines drove across the border and arrived in
RiodeJaneiroadaybefore thefinal,occupyingevery
parkinglot, peaceful nook and quiet cranny in the
city. Theywereboorishandbrilliant,crassand clever,
loud and lovable, teasing their neighbours, the
mourning Brasileiro. Hourslater, at the Maracana,
Argentinalost. And hundredsof thousands ofmen
and women in Messi’s sky-blue-and-white stripes
drove back across the border far more noisily than
they had arrived—in ear-pricking silence.

Of the 211 nations registered under the FIFA
banner, 210spend the next four yearslicking their
wounds. Clubfootball provesto beaworthy distrac-
tion, butthesilentagony of the previous World Cup
liveson, through international friendlies, intercon-
tinental championshipsand World Cup qualifiers.
And sometime during these sporadicinteractions
with their countrymen, the anticipation for the
next World Cup beginstoslow-cook; thelid of pres-
suresittingheaviest over the defending champions,
akin toan uneasy crown. Since the turn of the cen-
tury, three out of four World Cups held so far have
witnessed thetitle-holdersfizzling outin the group
stagesitself: Francein 2002, Italy in 2010and Spain
in 2014. The strain on Germany—winners of the
2014 editioninBrazil—to buck thistrendin Russia
this summer, hence, isimmense.

Die Mannschaft, or the German national team,
did more than simply win their fourth World Cup
inRio;theyproved that they wereindeed worthy of
thelabel of‘Golden Generation'—or, the greatest set
of players to represent Germany at the same time.
Planned, produced and prepped with the futurein
mind after an ageing German side lost in the final
of the 2002 World Cup, the likes of Philipp Lahm,
Bastian Schweinsteiger, Per Mertesacker, Miroslav
Klose and Lucas Podolski became the key pistonsin
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GERMANY DID
MORE THAN SIMPLY
WIN THEIR FOURTH
WORLD CUP IN RIO;
THEY PROVED THAT
THEY WERE INDEED

WORTHY OF THE
LABEL OF ‘GOLDEN
GENERATION’

Germany’s heart for close toa decade. This univer-
sally feared engine-room, however, spluttered on
the biggest stages, always seizing just short of the
trophy in two World Cupsand as many Euros—in
the final once (Euro 08) and in the semis on three
occasions (World Cups 06 and 10,and Euro 12).

By the time the quadrennial in Brazil came
around, it was all but certain that this was going to
bethefinal opportunity for Germany’sfinest,led by
captain Lahm, topreserve the word ‘gold’in ‘Golden
Generation’. When they did, in the penultimate
minute ofamonth-long campaign, Lahmachieved
afeat even more remarkable than becoming the
first captain of a unified Germany (West Germany
had won the trophy thrice) to win a World Cup. By
hoisting the Jules Rimet trophy into the crimson
Rioair,Lahm hadinadvertently played god with the
storyline of two World Cups.

The overwhelming theme of 2014, Copa das Co-
pas(or Cup of Cups, since the spiritual guardians of
thegamewere hostingit),layintattersafter Germa-
ny’s 7-1 winover thehostsin thesemi-finals. Andby
denying Argentinathetrophyin thefinal, Germany
hadsetthe predominantnarrative forRussia 18 four
years in advance: Messi, and his quest to stitch an-
other star on the Albicelestejersey.

Argentinaand Portugal, teams powered by one-
man turbines, find themselves in relatively easier
groups than Germany, whose title-defence will-de-
pendonanall-new engine-room (Lahm, Schwein-
steiger, Mertesacker, Klose and Podolski all retired
following their World Cup success). While Messi
faces up against midcards Croatia, Nigeriaand Ice-
land in Group D, Ronaldo is up against an ageing
heavyweight and two featherweights in Group
B—atransitioning Spain and the non-entities that
are Morocco and Iran. Germany, meanwhile, find
themselves in this edition’s group of death, sur-
rounded by Mexico, Sweden and South Korea in
GroupE

Still, finding a safe passage to the knockout
stageshouldn’tbe much ofa problem for Germany,
given that its core now consists of Toni Kroos,
Jerome Boateng, Thomas Miiller, Mesut Ozil and
Mario Gotze—all men who know what it takes
to win a World Cup; all men thrilled not to be
in either Messi or Ronaldo’s shoes for one month
every four years. m

Aditya Iyeris the sports editor at
Open. He covered Brazil 2014 and
is on his way to Russia 2018
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The pain and pleasure

of hosting the greatest

game on earth. Areport
from Moscow

— BY EKATERINA MOTYAKINA —

ITH THE WORLD Cup
kicking offinaweek, politi-
cal tensions between Russia
and the West seem to be at
theirworstindecades. How-
ever, ordinary Russians are
hopeful thatif all goes well
thetournamentcouldboost
the country’simage as well
aspush the national team’s game to a higherlevel.
Walking through Moscow’s city centre, even
one who may have not been aware that Russia is
hosting the FIFA World Cup in 2018 will find that
outoneway oranother. Authoritiesseemtobeusing
every single opportunity to draw attention to the
World Cup, whichistokick off on June 14thinthe
capital’s Luzhniki Stadium. For instance, a daily
light show dedicated to Russia hosting the tour-
nament has been launched on the facade of the
Manege exhibition centre, located metres from
Red Square. Most key tourist locations have some
form of FIFA-related decoration ranging from the
surrealistic countdown clock and colourful flags
hoisted on street lamps across the city centre to
giant football-themed graffiti on buildings.
“Moscow is preparing for the opening. It’s pleas-
ant to see how the city is changing right in front of
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youreyes,”sayslocalresidentZinaida, 58,“TodayIsee
flagsand [other World Cupl]attributes everywhere.”

Thereseemstobeasense ofanticipationamong
Moscow residents. “I'm wholeheartedly waiting
to hear the first whistle,” says Mikhail, 22, who
works at Galaxy studio in central Gorky Park.
Popular with the young and overcrowded during
warm summer days, the park hasbeen chosen to
temporarily showcase the gold trophy awarded to
the winnersafterittoured Russia, visiting 24 cities.

Residents are expecting hundreds of thousands
oftouriststoflock tothecity. Amid the tense political
atmosphere and talk of a new Cold War, some are
hoping that when foreignersvisit the country, they
will discover that Russiaisan open and welcoming
nation. “Russia will beseeninadifferentlight, with-
out those Soviet stereotypes,” says Dmitry, 35.

OtherssayatatimewhenRussiansportsmenare
beingaccused of doping, the country’simage will be
revamped. According toarecent poll conducted by
Nielsen,aresearchagency, 7o percent think Russia’s
reputation abroad willimprove.

“We are expecting spectators to come from
around the world, who will learn about Russia not
fromthe newspapers. Whowilllearnabout Russia
live and hopefully will take a part of Russia back
home with them,” Russia’s UN envoy Vassily Ne-
benziasaidon June 2nd,speaking toreportersatthe
United Nations headquartersin New York.
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Ekaterinburg
Stadium witha
temporary stand
that extends outside
the premises

THE
EKATERINBURG
STADIUM I3
HOME 10 ONE OF
THE COUNTRY'S
OLDEST FOOTBALL
CLUBS, URAL.
BUILT IN
193, IT WAS
REFURBISHED FOR
THE WORLD CUP

But what do Russians think of their role as
‘World Cup hosts, given that the country cannot
be called a football superpower?

Somemusethatthechampionshipwillenhance
the skills of its professional footballers. “Maybe the
standard of playing will change in Russia and we
could become champions in the near future,” says
Oleg, 33,amanagerin Moscow.

But chances of that are very slim. Russians
were a major player in world football during the
times of the Soviet Union when the team attended
seven World Cup finals. Notably, the Soviet team
won theinaugural 1960 European Championship
and participated in many Olympic tournaments,
earning the goldmedalin 1956 and 1988. However,
after the collapse of the Union, the Russian team
has rarely challenged others for major interna-
tional honours.

Onlyin Euro 2008 did Russia excite many when
itadvanced to the final four teams in the playoffs.
Led by Guus Hiddink, the team beat the Dutch 3-1
inanunexpected victory that wascalled ‘amiracle’
bylocal media. “Nobody expected this,” a State TV
correspondent reporting live from the streets of St
Petersburg said amid fans cheering, ‘Russia, Rus-
sia...”and eventually silencinghim with their cries.

High on such success, the Russians submitted
theirbidtohost the World Cupin early 2009. “A bid
to hold the World Cup is not a simple decision for
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the sports ministry or for the government. But we
needtolook ahead. Crises come and go, butfootball
remains,” then sports minister Vitaly Mutko said.
Russia was chosen the following year.

During this World Cup, there will bealot of pres-
sure on the Russian team to perform better than
their usual standards. Russia’s President Vladimir
Putin is expected to attend the opening game in
Moscow, when for the first time in its history Rus-
sia hosts the tournament. Putin has said he wants
toseetheteamliftthe trophy onhomesoil—some-
thing even the most optimistic Russian supporter
cannot see happening.

“We know thatwearenotthefavourites,butthis
doesnotmeananything,”Russia’s World Cup coach
Stanislav CherchesovsaidinaTVinterviewin April.
“Wewanttobe ourselvesand then see whetherthat
will be enough, how far that takes us.”

There’salso pressure on the governmentto orga-
nise the event well. Russia has been heavily invest-
ing into the construction of stadiums and related
infrastructure, spending an estimated $11 billion.

Moscow is one of the 11 cities chosen to host
the 65 matches of the tournament. The Luzhniki
Stadium is the centrepiece of the event—it will
hostboth the opening fixture and the final on July
15th. With a seating capacity of 81,000, it is one of
the largest football stadiums in Europe. It was also
main stadium for track and field during the 1980
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Areplicain Moscow
of this year’s mascot,
Zabivaka

MOST KEY
TOURIST
LOCATIONS HAVE
SOME FORM OF
FIFA-RELATED
DEGORATION,
RANGING FROM
THE COUNTDOWN
CLOCK TO GIANT
FOOTBALL

THEMED GRAFFITI

Olympics that the Soviet Union hosted.

The other venue—the Otkritie Arena, witha
seating capacity of 45,000—was temporarily re-
named for the tournament as Spartak Stadium.
Builtin 2014, it quickly became the home ground
ofthelocal club Spartak Moscow, which never had
astadium of theirown despite theirimmense popu-
larity in the capital city.

St Petersburg, which is Russia’s former impe-
rial capital, is the secondary venue of the cham-
pionship, this stadium hosting as many as seven
fixtures, including one semi-final and the third-
fourth placematch. Forthosenotin the know, the St
Petersburg Stadium, designed by the late Japanese
architectKishoKurokawa,ishometothecity’sclub
Zenit, who have done better than most other Rus-
sian clubs on the European scene.

Italsocomesasnosurprisetoanyone thatlarge-
scale international sporting events have been un-
derscrutiny overincreasing budgetsand fearsthat
thevenueswon’tbe finished on time. Russiawasn’t
anexceptiontotherule. The St Petersburg Stadium
constructionspendingwent over budget more than
once duringadecade plagued by a chain of corrup-
tionscandals. The city’shead recently said that the
cost of the construction work could be estimated
atabout $ 723 million, although legal proceedings
with its former contractor are still going on, so he
added that the estimates could be inaccurate.
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Another venue, the Cosmos Arena in Samara,
which will host six matches, was also embroiled
in a corruption scandal where the construction
company demanded extra funding for the work.
Until recently the stadium didn’t have a pitch, but
hopefullyitwillbe completedin time for thestart of
thetournament. Ithasaseating capacity of 45,000,a
huge dome and spaceship-like featuresasatribute
to Samara’srole in the Soviet space programme.

The most easterly city to host games will be
Yekaterinburg situated almost 1,800 km from the
capitalandseated at the foot of the Ural Mountains,
the physical divide between Europe and Asia. This
year also marks 100 years since the execution of
the Russian Imperial Romanov family, which was
exiled to Yekaterinburg after the 1917 Revolution.
The Ekaterinburg Stadium is home to one of the
country’s oldest football clubs, Ural. Builtin 1953,
it was refurbished for the World Cup. It, however,
hasretained its historical facade with Soviet neo-
classicism features. A temporary stand positioned
partly outsidethe stadium was especially built for
the tournament with the highest seats along way
from the pitch.

Nizhny Novgorod, a city which was closed to
foreigners during the Soviet era to safeguard the
security of Sovietmilitary research and production
facilities,hasanew stadium for 45,000 fans, builtin
apicturesque location perched on the Volgariver.
Locals, however, have voiced criticism against this
structure, saying that thestadium blocksthe histor-
icview of the city. Also, the future-use of the venue
is shrouded in doubt, given the city’s local club,
Olympiets Nizhny Novgorod, does not compete
inthe country’stop-flight Russian Premier League.

Kazan is another host city on the Volga—the
longest river in Europe—with a 45,000-seater sta-
dium that hasbeen open since 2013, servingasthe
home ground for Russian Premier League side Ru-
bin Kazan. The newly-built Rostov Arena, located
ontheleftbank of the Donriver, willbecome home
toRostov, the 2014 Russian Cup winners.

Themost westerly stadiumislocatedin Russia’s
Kaliningrad exclave, sandwiched between Poland
and Lithuania. It’sanew construction, with a seat-
ing capacity of 35,000 built at an estimated cost of
$28o million. Following the World Cup, it will be
home to the smalllocal club, Baltika.

Kaliningradis not the only small city that was
gifted an unnecessarily large stadium, far larger
than the requirement to host the insignificant
crowds than are drawn during local matches. A
45,000-seater has sprouted in Saransk—a tiny re-
publicin the province of Mordovia with a popula-
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AMID
THE TENSE
POLITICAL
ATMOSPHERE,
SOME ARE
HOPING WHEN
FOREIGNERS VISIT
THE COUNTRY,
THEY WILL
DISCOVER RUSSIA
IS AN OPEN AND
WELCOMING
NATION

tion of about 835,000. The same holds true for Vol-
gograd, whichnowboastsofanarenathatcansoak
in nearly 50,000 spectators. Once the World Cup
ends, the Volgograd Arenawillbe home tofootball
clubRotor, which saw anaverage of 3,800spectators
in the most recently concluded season.

The city of Sochi isn’t even blessed with a local
club team that could take over the Fisht Stadium,
which wasbuiltforthe 2014 Winter Olympics. The
authorities claim they have other plansforthis off-
track venue—useitfor the Russian national team’s
training campsand also channel amajority of their
international friendlies in the coming years.

The allure of this World Cup in Russia is that its
vastnessandgeography ensurestravelling fanswill
beforcedtoembracethesesatellite centresthataren’t
onRussia’stourist trail—rural citiesand small towns
that one wouldn’t have visited otherwise. This is
good forRussian tourism. With close to twomillion
fans expected, Russian officials are certain tourism
alone can boost the country’s economy.

Leonid Slutsky, former head coach of the na-
tional team, may have once infamously described
his country as a “non-footballing nation” (he was
fed up with their poor performances and poorer
ticket sales) and many may have grudgingly
agreed with him. Just 30 days of football across
the country, with the entire world watching, shall
set the record straight; that football, indeed, is the
Russia’snumber onesport, greatereven than their
otherlove,ice hockey.

“I'think footballisthe greatestlove of our popu-
lation—kids love it, adults cheer for their teams,
for Spartak, Lokomotiv,” says Georgy, 22,astudent
at the People’s Friendship University of Russia.
“Football playsareally bigrolein oursportsculture.
People sometimes don’trealise that wehavealot of
fans closely following the national team as well as
other foreign teams,” says Ivan, 23, a sailor.

Whetherfootballistruly the most popularsport
inthecountryisadebateforanothertime. Butwhat
hosting this World Cup will most certainly do is
draw the interest of every man, woman and child
inRussia towards the game for the duration of the
tournament. Whether their collective interest re-
mains piqued onceitendswill depend on how well
the national team performs on home soil. But for
now, the worldis watching. Asare we.m

Ekaterina Motyakinais a
Moscow-basedfreelance
journalist who writes on Russian
culture and society
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GROUP A

LUIS SUAREZ
URUGUAY ==

Suérezis Uruguay’s leading goal-scorer
with 50 goals, five of which were
scored in the last two World Cups. The
Barcelona striker was the hero of his
country’s campaign in the 2010 World
Cup (they finished fourth) and the
villain of the 2014 edition, after he was
suspended for nine games for biting
Italy’s Giorgio Chiellini.
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MO
SALAH

Until the season gone by began, Salah was a nobody
inthelarger scheme of things. He was a Chelsea reject
and had been sold by Roma to Liverpool—where he
would goontohave oneof the greatest breakthroughs
ever; so great that he would now be spoken about in
the same breath as Ronaldo and Messi. In the 2017-
18 season, the forward netted 44 goals, 11 of those to
take outsiders Liverpool all the way to the Champions
League final (even the staunchest Scouser wouldn’t
have expected that)and 32 goalsin the English Premier
League to ensure his club’s European participation
next season. Then, during his finest hour at the Kiev
final, two weeks ahead of his first-ever showing ata
World Cup for the Pharaohs, disaster struck in the first
half of the match. Salah was wrestled to the ground
by Real Madrid’s Sergio Ramos—a move that caused
enough damage to hisshoulderfor him to beruled out
of Egypt’s opening World Cup game, but thankfully
not the entire tournament.

IGOR AKINFEEV
RUSSIA mm

Akinfeev is Russia’s most capped
goalkeeper ever, with 105 appear-
ances, and the unanimous leader of a
mediocre football team. The 32-year-
old stands between his side’s slim
chance of making it to the knock-outs
and becoming only the second host
nation (after South Africa) to crash out
inthe first round.

AL-SAHLAWI
SAUDI ARABIA K=

Al-Sahlawi netted 16 goalsin the
World Cup qualifiers, the most by any
player anywhere in the world, to drag
Saudi Arabia to their fifth World Cup
appearance, ending a dozen-year wait.
Although he hasn't attracted the
European scouts yet, Manchester
United did invite him to train with their
first team to prep him for Russia 2018.
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GROUP B

CRISTIANO

RONALDO

PORTUGAL I

Since Portugal’s group stage exit at the previous World
Cup, Ronaldo has spent the last four years collecting
trophies. Between Brazil and Russia, he hassingle-hand-
edly won three consecutive Champions League titles
forReal Madrid, where he has maximised his potential
to become an all-time legend, reflected in his four Bal-
lon d’ors (FIFA’s top prize for player of the year). Apart
fromthat,Ronaldohasalsoled Portugal toamost unex-
pected intercontinental win in the form of the Euro 16
cup—overwhelming proof that teams powered by the
brains and willpower of one man can be the difference
inafiercely-contested tournament. Still, World Cupsare
rarely, if never, won by teams consisting of just highly-
talented individuals. But Ronaldo, and for that matter
Portugal, willbe keen to prove otherwisein Russia. With
his explosive presence anywhere on a football field
(including by the manager’s tramlines, as seen in the
Euro 16final), it will befairtosaythat Ronaldo personi-
fies his country’s prayer for success.

N {/, \._\\

DAVID DE GEA
SPAINE=Z

The finest goalie in the world today,
De Geais yet to play a World Cup
match—benched for the entirety of
Spain’s calamitous 2014 campaign.
But now his time has come, having
replaced World Cup-winning captain
Iker Casillas as La Roja’s first-choice
goalie. Those are big gloves tofill; but
the 27-year-old is used to it, having
helped Manchester United fans move
on from the Edwin Van Der Sar era.

SARDAR AZMOUN
[RAN =

Azmoun is no Ali Daei (Iran’s
leading goalscorer with 109 goals,
aworld record) yet. But with the
attack-minded Daei as his team’s
coach and with the experience of
having played in Russia (for club
Rubin Kazan), the 23-year-old
striker is the singular hope of a
nation that hasn’t gone past the
first round of a World Cup in four
previous attempts.

MEHDI BENATIA
MOROCCO

The 31-year-old Benatia is Morocco’s
most decorated player ever, having
played nearly his entire career in top-
flight European clubs—Marseille,
Udinese, Roma, Bayern Munich
and his current side, Juventus. The
centre-back played a crucial role in
ensuring Morocco reaching Russia—
the Atlas Lions were the only African
side to end the qualifiers without
conceding a goal.



GROUP C

ANTOINE

GRIEZMANN

FRANCE W B

Griezmann’s finest achievement, even greater than
hisstellarrole as the heart of Atletico Madrid in thelast
fewseasons, hasbeen togethis countrytofocus on foot-
ball when France’s squad for the 2018 World Cup was
announced. Because, in therecent past, Le Bleussquads
sparked incredible controversies. Whether it was slap-
ping striker Karim Benzema with a suspension before
Euro 16 (forallegedly blackmailing teammate Mathieu
Valbuena with a sex tape) or banning centreforward
Nicolas Anelka for celebrating with an anti-semitic sa-
luteahead of World Cup 14, orsnubbing forward Samir
Nasri, France have entered tournaments in a wrangle
of offfield problems. With the 27-year old Griezmann
in the prime of his goal-scoring life, all the talk back in
France (and around the world) isnow about his prom-
ise. During hisfirst Euroappearancein 2016, in front of
demanding home fansno less, the Atletico striker slot-
ted in six goals to win the Golden Boot and also get
France into the final.

CHRISTIAN ERIKSEN
DENMARK 2=

Denmark would’ve missed out on their
second straight World Cup if not for
their new superstar Eriksen and his
glut of goals (11)—including a hattrick
against Ireland in the final play-off
match. Tottenham’s attacking
midfielder, who is widely considered
to be Michael Laudrup’s reincarna-
tion back home, could well power the
Danes into becoming the dark horse of
the tournament.

TIM CAHILL
AUSTRALIA &8

Cahill is to Australian football
what Don Bradman is to their
cricket—he holds every
Socceroos record in town. He has
played the most matches (105),
scored the most goals (50), played
the most World Cups (this will be
his fourth) and scored at least one
goal in all of them. At 38, Cahill will
be the oldest striker on display
in Russia.

JEFFERSON FARFAN
PERU BB

Peru might not have been to a World
Cup for 36 years, but they head to
Russia at a time when their greatest-
ever footballer, Farfan, is still around.
He has been the apple of Peruvian
eyes since he was 14 and for a while
in his twenties, was even considered
a heavyweight winger in European
clubs. Now in his mid-thirties, Farfan
has his first and final chance to repay
his country’s love.



LUKA MODRIC
CROATIAZZ

Technically, Luka Modricis the finest
footballer Croatia has ever produced.
His club side, Real Madrid will vouch
for this fact, with the 32-year-old
playmaker having played an integral
role in Madrid’s four Champions
League winsin the last five years. But
in Croatia, he continuestolive inthe
shadow of Davor Suker, who took his
country all the way to the semi-final of
the 1998 World Cup.

GROUP D

LIONEL

MESSI

ARGENTINA =

Asremarkableasitsounds, Lionel Messi’slegacy hinges
onRussia 2018. Messiin the Albiceleste stripesisadark,
conflicted superhero compared to the white knight in
Barcelona’s colours. Since he shanked a free-kick high
over Manuel Neuer’s net in the dying seconds of Brazil
14, Messi’s Argentina haslosttwomore major finals—to
Chile,both on penalty shootouts,in back-to-back Copa
Americas, the second of which sent him into (tempo-
rary) international retirement. But football romantics
will believe all roads have led here. Russia might just
beit for him. Twice over, this might have been a Messi-
less World Cup—he not only un-retired himself after
three consecutive final defeats, butalsosingle-handedly
draggedabelow-par Argentina through qualifiers, scor-
ing a hattrick against Ecuador in their do-or-die game
game. Now Argentinaare here. Asan underdog. And the
shadow of Maradona is looming large. The greatest to
have ever played the beautiful game looks incomplete
withoutaJules Rimet trophy in his hands.

GYLFI SIGURBSSON
ICELAND &=

Iceland made a fairytale big-stage
debut at Euro 16 in France, where they
made the quarters, relegating England

on the way. In the whirlwind that was
their campaign, Sigurdsson’s style-
of-play held the romance together.
Everton's attacking midfielder prefers
tofind the back of the net during
non-friendlies, with nearly every
international goal scored in Euro and
World Cup qualifiers.

VICTOR MOSES
NIGERIAN N

Nigeria have been World Cup
constants for 24 years. Not once,
though, have they moved past the pre-
quarters. The 27-year-old Moses can
change that. The Chelsea wingback
was a product of England’s youth sys-
tem. But snubbed by its senior team,
Moses decided to move back to the
country where his parents were killed,
instantly handing Nigeria their only
intercontinental trophy in 20 years.



GROUP E

NEYMAR

JR

BRALZIL ES3

The last time Brazil won a World Cup, in 2002, a
great striker had found salvation after living with
the horrors of a campaign-gone-sour for four years.
Brazil’sRonaldo could well be Neymar’sinspiration
for Russia 18. Until Neymar was kneed in the
spine by a Colombian defender in the quarter-
finals of the 2014 World Cup, the Brazil edition was
all that it was built up to be—Copa das Copas, or
the Cup of Cups. But when Neymar went down,
clutching his back and his eyes sprinkling tears,
it was a sign of things to come; a bad omen that
would soon go on to eruptinto a nation-wide night-
mare. The country’s great hope and top-scorer of
the World Cup had been ruled out with a broken
vertebra. And without their inspirational No 10,
Brazil lost 7-1 to Germany in the semi-final. All
of Brazil slipped into mourning and the Paris
St Germain striker began counting down the long
days to redeem himself in Russia.

KEYLOR NAVAS
COSTA RICA==

Navas was the breakout goalkeeperin
Brazil 14, keeping clean-sheets against
both Italy and England to help Costa
Rica make it into the knock-outs. He
was the star in the penalty shootouts
versus Greece in the pre-quarters
and the valiant heroin the penalty
shootouts versus Holland. All that got
him a gig with Real Madrid, where he
has been their No 1goalie in a hattrick
of Champions League titles.

XHERDAN SHAQIRI
SWITZERLAND 3

Switzerland’s only claim-to-fame
moment after 1954 was defeating
Spain during their World Cup
winning campaign. Until, in 2014,
the Kosovo-born Shagiri showed up,
scored a hattrick against Honduras,
sealed his country’s presence in the
knockouts, and all hope broke loose.
A nation’s hope to do better lingers
in Russia, in the form of the prolific
Stoke City forward.

NEMANJA MATIC
SERBIA e

Matic is quite simply the biggest
name among many Serbians who
have found first-team homes in big
clubs all over Europe. Manchester
United’s defensive midfielder,
Mati¢ plays just ahead of defenders
Branislav lvanovic and Aleksander
Kolarov—the three constituting the
bedrock of Serbia’s defence. It also
tells you why Serbia lost just one
match during the qualifiers.



GROUP F

THOMAS

MULLER

GERMANY W=

Miiller could possibly be the player that opposition
think-tanks spend the most amount of time discuss-
ing, strategising against and mulling over before a
game against Germany at a World Cup. The Bayern
Munich playmaker has played all of two World
Cups—2010 and 2014—and has slotted home a
total of 10 goals, split precisely into two halves of
fivein each edition. In Russia, going by how blessed
these quadrennials have been for him, he will surely
surpass the great Pele (12 goals in 4 editions) and
reel in compatriot and fellow Cup winner Miro-
slavKlose, the all-time leading goalscorer in World
Cups, with 16. Despite playing a pivotal role for
Munich, who've won the last six Bundesliga titles
in arow, Miiller has had a couple of quiet scoring
seasons with his club. But if Germany are to suc-
cessfully defend their title in Russia, they will rely
heavily on their vice-captain’s assistance. Afterall,a
Miiller goal for Germany can’t be too far away.

JAVIER HERNANDEZ
MEXICO N+l

Hernandez is the only Premier
League player in Osorio’s squad
to travel to Russia. The West Ham
striker is Mexico’s leading goalscorer
with 49 goals in 100 appearances. All
eyes were on Chicharito (or ‘little pea’
as he is known) during the 2014
edition as well, but he scored
justonce in Mexico’s run to the pre-
quarters. Four years on, the nation
turns to him once again.

SON HYEUNG-MIN
SOUTH KOREA Ze:

No South Korean team has relied as
much on one star as Shin Tae-Yong’s
side depends on the 25-year-old Son.
Tottenham’s incredible winger and
playmaker has a penchant for finding
the back of the net too—he is now
Asia’s top goalscorer of all time in the

English Premier League, with 30 goals.

Son will have the support of the next
best (24 goals) on the EPL list,
Swansea’s Ki Sung-Yueng.

EMIL FORSBERG
SWEDEN 5=

In Germany’s Leipzig, Forsbergis
already quite the legend, having
helped the club during their break-
through season in the Budesligain 2017.
But at home in Sweden, the winger is
still living in the shadow of Zlatan
Ibrahimovic—the country’s alpha male
despite not having taken Sweden to
the last two World Cups. lbra has now
retired and Forsberg has his chance to
wean his country off an old obsession.



GROUP G

HARRY

KANE

ENGLAND =

Riding on Kane’s chiselled shoulders are not just
the hopes of English football, but also the burden of
history;a history of devastation following World Cup
failure. The Tottenham striker,and England’s bright-
est prospectin Russiabya country mile, hasto pull off
whatHoddle, Lineker, Gascoigne, Shearer, Beckham,
Rooney and Gerrard (men previously in his shoes,
in his predicament) failed to do in the past—return
home from a World Cup campaign with a smile on
hisface. Butin Kane, England trustsacleanslate. The
24-year-oldis too young to be scarred by the past (this
will be his first World Cup) and has gone on a goal-
scoringrun never seen before in the English Premier
League.In 2017, the man known as the Hurricane—
Harry Kane, get it?—set the record for most goals
scored in one calendar year: 39. The streak wasn’t
specificto the year as he finished the 2017-18 season
with 41 goals, Kane’s fourth consecutive season as
Tottenham’s leading goalscorer.

KEVIN DE BRUYNE
BELGIUMN N

De Bruyne has replaced Eden Hazard
as the face that represents his
country’s era of glut. The playmaker
was one of the primary reasons why
his club, Manchester City, won the
league with a handful of games to
spare. No one was surprised when
Belgium made the quarters of
Brazil 14, and few will bat an eyelid if
De Bruyne takes them a step or two
further in Russia.

GABRIEL GOMEZ

PANAMA =™

Panama’s maiden appearance at
the World Cup stage is being credited
to Roman Torres, the defender
who scored the all-important goal
against Costa Rica that booked
Panama’s spot in Russia. But the real
engine of this side is midfielder and
captain Gémez, who has earned
quite a reputation for creating
moments at Atletico Bucaramanga,
the Colombian club he represents.

NAIM SLITI
TUNISIA IR

Aninjury has ruled out Tunisia’s
leading man, winger-striker Youssef
Msakni, making 27-year-old striker
Sliti the focus of a nation’s prayer.
After their glory days of making three
back-to-back World Cups, the north
African country is back on the big
stage after 12 years—with the hope
of Tunisia making it past the group
stages for a first time resting
on Sliti’s shoulders.



GROUP H

ROBERT LEWANDOWSKI
POLAND

Lewandowski wasn’t even born
when Poland had peaked on the
global stage—finishing third in
two World Cups, 1974 and 1982
respectively. But now, the Bayern
Munich striker is singlehandedly
threatening to help his countrymen
relive those days of glory,
having thumped in a European
record 16 goals during the World
Cup qualifiers.

SADIOC

MANE

SENEGAL W-N

Mané was a 10-year-old when Senegal last madeit to
a World Cup in 2002, which was also his country’s
first appearance. The current Senegalese superstar
must have watched in awe as hisheroes, led by Aliou
Cisse, took the Korea-Japan edition by storm—de-
feating defending champions France in the opening
game and going on to bulldoze their way to the quar-
ters. That performance was seen as a one-off, until
Cisse became coach in 2015 and with a little help
from Mané, navigated a struggling team through
terrain fiercer than the fabled Dakar Rally, all the
way to Russia. And once again, hopes have soared
in Senegal, given that their team boasts of one of
the finest finishers in the game today. In the final
of the Champions League, Mané scored Liverpool’s
only goal;but his greatest feat that night was to take
charge ofa weakened side, coming into hisown once
Mo Salah limped off. It showed everyone watching
what Mané is made of.

JAMES RODRIGUEZ
COLOMBIA sm

All of Colombia panicked when their
superstar goalscorer, Radamel Falcao,
didn't recover in time for Brazil 14.
Falcao who, asked James Rodriguez,
then a22-year old upstart—scoring
and assisting goals for fun. He scored
in each of Colombia’s group games
and twice—the second of which was
the goal of the tournament—in the
pre-quarters. The Golden Boot was his
and a superstarwas born.

KEISUKE HONDA
JAPAN e

If not for an eleventh hour change of
Japan's head coach, Honda, the only
Japanese player to score in two World
Cups (2010 and 2014), wouldn't have
featured in Russia. The versatile mid-
fielder, incredibly, was made a pariah
by former coach Vahid Halilhodzi¢
for the World Cup qualifiers. In April,
Halilhodzi¢ got the sack, replaced by
Akira Nishino, whose first call of duty
was to reach back for Honda.
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VIT RECEIVES GREEN
AWARD FROM TAMIL NADU
GOVERNMENT

Chief Minister Mr. Edappadi K. Palaniswami hands over
award to VIT Vice President Mr. G.V.Selvam

n recogniton of its immense

contribution  towards increasing

green cover of Vellore, its efforts to

protect and rejuvenate Palar river
also to conserve natural resources in
Vellore district, India’s Premier Private
educational institution — Vellore Institute
of Technology (VIT) has been given the
Green Award for the year 2017 by the
Tamil Nadu Government.

ChiefMinister Mr. Edappadi K. Palaniswami
handed over the prestigious award to Mr.
G.V.Selvam, Vice President of the VIT at
the Secretariat.

The coveted award is given each year

to District Collectors, Industrial Units
and Educational Institutions by the
Tamil Nadu government. The award is
recognition of efforts to conserve and
protect nature and natural resources,
promote and create the concept of
environment protection and also to
acknowledge efforts taken to reduce
pollution.

VIT has been acknowledged as the
best educational institution for protecting
the environment. Itis to be noted that VIT
has planted several thousand saplings
year after year not just in Vellore town, but
also in different places in the rest of the

district to reduce the impact of the heat
wave in the district. The institution has a
VIT Nature Club under the Green Vellore
Project and has distributed several
thousand saplings to students as part of
efforts to imbibe the spirit of environment
protection from a very young age.

The Green Vellore project, launched
in 2008 aims at increasing green cover,
water body restoration, and creation
of traffic Islands and parks in and
around Vellore city. Further, VIT also
launched the Palar River Clean Up
Project and has reaped rich dividends
from all quarters. m



By defeating Gerrany in

the 2002 World Cup final

in Yokohama, Brazil won
heir fifth title



The beautiful legacy
of‘the.Last redeemer

— BY DILEEP PREMACHANDRAN —

g

N THE 68TH MINUTE, Junior, the
marauding left-back, cut infield, ran
towards the area and then played anon-
chalant pass with the outside of his boot.
With theltalian defendersdropping back
tokeep an eye on the players further for-
ward, Falcio shimmied thiswayand that
to create space before lashing a left-foot
shotpastDinoZoffandinto thefarcorner.
Italyhadled from the 25th minute, when Toninho
Cerezo's carelesssquare ballletin Paolo Rossifor his
second of the game, but with just over 20 minutes
remaining, Brazil were on their way to the semi-
finals of the 1982 World Cup.* *

“That was the moment we should have shut
up shop and said, ‘Let’s get players behind the ball
and everyone defending’,” said Serginho, the oft-
criticised centre forward, in a documentary on in-
ternational football’sgreatest teams.“And 'm sure
Italy wouldn’t have scored against us. We lacked
intelligence. That’s the best word.”

Luizinho, the centre-back, tellsasimilarstory.“I
rememberin thatgame, OscarandIshoutingatthe
full-backs [Leandro and Junior] to stay back when
it was 2-2. But they wanted to win the game. Our
coach, Telé, wanted to win the game. To be honest,
Idon’tthink we played with enough humility. We
alllacked humility, from anagement to the
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players. Wehad two chancestohold on to the draw
and we went for the win instead.”

Seven minutes after Falcdo’s goal, the 15th that
Brazilhadscoredin fivematchesin Spain,an Italian
corner was cleared only as far as Marco Tardelli on
theedge of the penalty area. Hismis-hitshotfound
Rossi in acres of space in the six-yard box. The de-
nouement wasinevitable.In the quarter hour that
remained, a defence immaculately marshalled by
thelegendary Gaetano Scirearepelled every Brazil-
ianefforttofindathirdequaliser. Andjustlike that,
the dream was over.

“Thatteam wasfootball inits purestform,”said
Janior. “If Brazil had won, I think other national
teamswould have copied usand ourstyle. But that
didn’thappen. Whoeverwinsisdoingitright. And
asItaly won, everyone wanted to copy Italy.”

But it wasn’t just a dream that died on July 5th,
1982, at the Estadi de Sarria in Barcelona. A style of
play wasjettisoned too,and replaced by more prag-
matic,some wouldsay colourless,methods. When
Brazil won the World Cup in 1958, they did so
scoring 16 goals in six matches. In 1970, the team
widely considered the greatest ever, put 19 past
theiropponentsin six games.

Those that argue that such numbers were the
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ITWASN'T JUST
A DREAM THAT
DIED ON JuLY
aTH, 1982, IN
BARCELONA.
A STYLE OF
PLAY WAS
JETTISONED 100
AND REPLAGED
BY MORE
PRAGMATIC,
SOME WOULD
SAY COLOURLESS,
METHODS

result of mediocre defending have no clue what
they’re talking about. In 1970, Brazil’s toughest
game was against an England side that had Bobby
Moore in imperious form. A video of his perfor-
mancein thatgame couldstillbeusedasatraining
manual for aspiring defenders. In the semis, Brazil
beat Uruguay, who had conceded one goal in their
previousfour games. The team they overwhelmed
inthe final?Italy, masters of the defensive arts.

Evenin 1982, Brazil didn’t have it all their own
way. The Soviet Union, denied two penalties, kept
them atbay for 75 minutes. It needed magical goals,
from Sécratesand Eder, togive Brazil the points. Scot-
land too took the lead before being brushed aside by
Zico's banana free kick, Eder’simpudent chip and
Falcio’s precisedriveintothe corner. Argentinawere
seenoffwiththehelpofan Ederfreekick thatnearly
brokebar—Zicotappedintherebound—andamar-
velous team goal that Junior finished off.

With defeat, however, the narrative was dis-
torted. “We all look back on that game with great
sadness,” said Eder. “It didn’t just change Brazilian
football. It changed world football. All the Spanish
newspaperssaid the World Cupwasoverwhen we
were knocked out.”

“We didn’t win, we didn’t even reach the semi-
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final,” in Eder’s words, “And it’s not justin Brazil,
the whole worldremembersourteam from 82,and
that makesusso happy.”

After the game, when Telé Santana, the coach,
walkedinforthe pressconference, hundredsofjour-
nalists gave him a standing ovation. But more than
three decades on, Santana isa symbol of failureina
world increasingly obsessed with the bottom line.
“Idrathercoachateamthanagroupofgreatplayers,”
saidJoseMourinhoinaninterview.“Italy wasagreat
team, with a square, pragmatic, objective coach.”

Brazil weren't the only story of that World Cup
though. The first tournament to feature 24 teams,
Spain 1982 offered us the first hint that there was
more to football than Europe and South America.
Therehad been stray instances earlier—North Ko-
rea upsetting Italy in 1966, Tunisia holding West
Germanyin 1978—butitwasin 1982 thatthenew
order really began to make its presence felt.

Algeria beat both West Germany and Chile
and were eliminated only as a result of the dis-
graceful complicity between the Germans and
Austria. Cameroon drew each of their three games,
includingagainstItaly,and exited the tournament
only on the basis of goals scored. What many of
those teams lacked, however, was the tactical
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The team at the
1982 World Cupin
Spain; (left) Brazil
beatsItalyina
penalty shootout to
win USA 94

IN 1994, DRIVEN
BY THE NEED NOT
10 REPEAT THE
MISTAKES OF THE
PAST, BRAZIL
WERE ALMOST
UNRECOGNISABLE
FROM THE
ENTERTAINERS
OF AN EARLIER
GENERATION

discipline to control games.

Thatbegantochangeastheworld’sfinest players
madeabeeline for Europe’sleagues. South Korea’s
ChaBum-kunwasone of the Asian pioneers, while
Rabah Madjer, whoscored for Algeria against West
Germany, would go on to score the winning goal
in a European Cup final. African football, with its
best playersnow playingacrossthe Mediterranean,
took its next big step in 1990, as Cameroon’s In-
domitable Lions reached the quarter-finals, losing
toEngland only in extra time.

Nigeria would have emulated them, if not for
alate, late goal from Italy’s Roberto Baggio in the
round-of-16 clash at USA 94. The Nigerians upset
Spain four years later, but as with their predeces-
sorsfrom Cameroon, they werelet down by lack of
disciplineand discord behind the scenes. Asia’s big
moment camein 2002,as South Korea, the co-hosts,
reached the semi-finals, even if some of the refer-
eeing decisions that went in their favour against
Spain and Italy leftmuch to be desired.

That was the year Brazil won the World Cup
for a fifth time. Ronaldo, Rivaldo and Ronaldinho
provided sprinklings of stardust as they scored 18
goals across the seven games, but the style of play
wasalmost European, based on excellent organisa-
tion,asound defenceand midfielderswhoworked
hard with and without the ball. Gilberto Silvaand
Kléberson were excellent at breaking up play and
feeding the ball to that exceptional front trio, but
no one would ever have accused them of being in
the Socrates-Falcao-Cerezo class.

Still, they were an improvement on the 1994
championsled by Dunga. By then, after 24 years
without the trophy and driven by the need not to
repeat the mistakes of the past, Brazil were almost
unrecognisable from the entertainers of an earlier
generation. Romarioand Bebeto up front provided
flairand goals—just 11 acrossseven matches—but
theworkmanlike midfield with Dungaatitsheart
was far removed from fantasy.

AndBrazil weren't the only ones. Paceand power
became the primary concerns for most coaches,
with the maverick playmakers increasingly side-
lined. The most ludicrous example of that came in
1998, when Daniel Passarella refused to pick Fer-
nandoRedondoforthe Argentinasquad. The heart-
beat of awonderful Real Madrid side, Passarellaleft
him out allegedly because Redondo, aliberal who
had been uncomfortable with the idea of playing
under Carlos Bilardo—another win-at-all-costs
coach—aswell, wouldn’t cut his hair.

France, whose Euro 1984 side were almost as
good to watch as the 82 Brazilians, also went the
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dour way. The 84 midfield of Michel Platini, Alain
Giresse, Jean Tiganaand Luis Fernandez wasas good
asany Europe has seen, and Platini—the captain
and talisman—scored nine of the 14 goals (in just
five games) as France swept to the title. But when
France finally won the World Cup 14 years later,
they did so with a target man, Stéphane Guivarc’h,
who would have struggled to hita barn door.

Thatside, of course, had Zinedine Zidane, but
in most cases, teams didn’t risk fielding more
than one such ‘luxury’ player in the XI. The idea
of Brazil-1970-like attacking options—Pele, Jairz-
inho, Gerson, Tostao and Rivelino—was almost
unthinkable.

But after three straight World Cups won by Eu-
ropean teams, the tide may finally be on the way
out. Spain in 2010 and Germany four years later
were hardly boring to watch, producing some sen-
sational displays on their way to the trophy. But
both playedasystem thatcame naturally,and with
the personnel perfectly suited for it. A Brazil oran
Argentina, when they tried to imitate them, usu-
allyfloundered. Athis Barcelona peak, Lionel Messi
wassurrounded by Xavi, Andres Iniesta, Luis Suarez
and Neymar. The Argentine national teamhasEver
Banega in midfield. Xavi, heisn’t.

Africannationstoohave disappointedinrecent
years by trying to fit their players into a tactical
straitjacket that doesn’t fit. Cameroon and Nigeria
were so frightening a generation ago because they
allied paceand power with the trickery of men like
Cyril Makanaky and Jay Jay Okocha.

The biggest transformation has been in Brazil,
humiliated 7-1 by Germany on home turf four
years ago. Under Dunga, they often played dire
football, what Argentine great Jorge Valdano once
referred to as ‘shit on a stick’. But under Tite, you
can see glimpses of the old Brazil. The coach who
wasmentored by Luis Felipe Scolari,anotherof the
pragmatists, cut his teeth in hishomeland instead
of following the gravy train to Europe. Andin Tite’s
sides, you can see the best of both worlds.

The defence and midfield have a solidity thatis
the envy of many European sides, and the attack-
ing options are capable of playing Samba football.
Where four years ago, the onus was squarely on
Neymar, the load now is shared with the likes of
Gabriel Jesus and Philippe Coutinho. Liverpool’s
Roberto Firmino, not even likely tostart, isas com-
pleteaforward asany.

Marcelo on the left brings back memories of
Jinior and his rampaging runs, and in Allison and
Ederson, Brazil have two goalkeepers of the highest
quality.SinceTitetookchargeafterthe CopaAmerica
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Pele holds aloft the
trophy after Brazil
defeated Italy

in Mexico, 1970

TIME WILL TELL

F BRAZIL'S TITE
DOES AWAY WITH
THE HANDBRAKE

AND LETS THE

ATTACKING

QUINTET RUN RIOT
AS THEY DID IN
1970 AND AGAIN
12 YEARS LATER

debacle in 2016, Brazil have won 15 and drawn

three matches. The only loss was in a friendly
against Argentina, who they thumped 3-0in the
World Cup qualifiers.

Time will tell if Tite does away with the hand-
brakeandletstheattacking quintetrunriotasthey
didin 1970and again 12 yearslater. For some, there
ismore at stake than results. S6crates, who passed
away in 2011, was convinced that there was more
to Brazilian football than victories and trophies. “I
come across as football’s Che Guevara, don’t I?” he
said in an interview with FourFourTwo 18 months
beforehe passedaway. “Inotice that. There’saneed,
in the modern society, for people who instigate
thinking, who don’taccept the status quo.”

“There’s a fascination with people who
question established ideas, like I do.Iwish much
more people had that attitude,” he added. “I mea-
suresuccess by the experiences welive;andto play
foraside like that [1982]is like dating the woman
you’reinlove with.”

We’ll soon find out whether the inheritors of
thatmagnificentlegacyareimbued with the same
romantic spirit. m

Dileep Premachandranis a sports

5 1 columnistforThe Independent, Mint
Lounge and Arab News. Hewas
formerly editor-in-chiefof Wisden India
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You cannot mention
Messi without bringing up
Maradona. The moodin
Argentina is one between
gratitude and grudge

— BYMUGIL BHASKAR ——
INBUENOS AIRES

NE OF THE favouritesportsjour-
nalistic tropes is the setting up of
aplayer, preferably a great, in the
larger context of the aspirations of
the country. The idea that you be-
gin with the simple-enough story
of the rise of this genius, and you
keeppullingon thatthreadand be-
forelongyouhavetheentiresocial
tapestry. Kids growing up in the gos anywhere in
India would later be told how Sachin Tendulkar
came to symbolise their generation; that of post-
liberalisation India. It does make for good copy,

[OPENE]

Messi with
Maradona, who
was Argentina’s
coach then, at
Johannesburg
2010

whether or not the assertion is true. Itis the kind

of story you would want to believe in, lending asit
doesarespectable sheen to more complicated feel-
ingsaboutidentity and nationalism.

With Lionel Messi, on the first signs of a tug,
what (or, ratherwho) tumblesoutin conversations
is Diego Armando Maradona. (‘Complicated Tango’
is the New York Times description of the associa-
tion.) It seems you cannot mention Messi without
bringing up Maradona, and after the pleasantries
(‘Yes, they are both great players’), there is always
the lingering feeling that, with Messi, despite his
tremendoussuccessatthe clublevel, thereisadebt
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that remains unpaid to the country. Another NYT
articlerunswith theuncompromisingheadline of
‘In Argentina, Messiisnotasloved as Maradona’.
Argentine writer Eduardo Sacheri, in hisarticle
No Es Tu Culpa(ItIs Not Your Fault), makesa point
about how this need to build narratives around
heroes gets in the way of appreciating someone
like Messi as he s, or deserves to be. Sacheriis the
author of the book on which was made The Secret
in Their Eyes(2009), which remains only thesecond
Argentine movie to win an Oscar. The author also
collaborated onitsscript. A particularlymemorable
sequenceispicturedin the stadium of clubside Rac-
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MARADONA I3
REMEMBERED
WHILE MESSI IS
EXPERIENCED.
WHICH IS T0 SAY,
IN REMEMBRANCE,
MARADONA
BELONGS T0 AN ERA

REUTERS

ing. Anaerialshottracksa passage of playin which
the ball pings off the crossbar and into the crowd,
andseamlessly, we are with the hero Ricardo Darin
andhisside-kick,on thelookoutforasuspectinthe
crowd. Though he left Argentina at the age of 13
andhaspracticallylived in Spainsince, itissaid that
Messi retains the accent of his native Rosario and
counts Darin as his favourite actor.

Riffing on the ‘Ttis not your fault’ scene from
Goodwill Hunting, Sacheri in No Es Tu Culpa plays
the shrink to Argentina’s obsession with Messi, or
more exactly, Messileading Argentina to World
Cup glory and matching Maradona. He insists it’s

www.openthemagazine.com 47 [S[E}]




not Messi’s fault that the country isn’t coming out
ofadictatorship oradisastrous war,aswasthe case
with Maradona in 1986, it is not his fault that the
two had different personalities—within the same
conversation, people mention Messiasarole model
for youngsters while simultaneously yearning for
the spirit of Maradona, his viveza creollo, the street-
smartness and disregard for rules, to take hold of
thenationalside(foranyone familiarwith fandom,
thisholding of contradictory beliefs will not come
acrossasasurprise),and thatitisadisservicetocom-
pareaplayerwhose career wasdone and over with
thatofsomeone whostillhad plentylefttogive (the
articlewaswritten when Messi wasin hisearly 20s).

LaNacion,one of Argentina’sleading dailies,runs
agriminfographicundertheheadline: ‘World Cups
andcrisis, the constantsthatmark Argentina’s histo-
1y’,listing World Cup years with the corresponding
domesticcatastrophe: 1974 and the death of General
Juan Perén, 1978 and the military dictatorship, 1982
and the war over the disputed Malvinas/Falkland
Islands, 1990 and hyperinflation, 2002 and the sov-
ereigndefaultand economic crisisthat plunged mil-
lions of middle-class Argentinesinto poverty.

InMay 2018, Argentinawent back toseeking IMF
assistanceafterthe pesofellbymorethan 2opercent.
Thedecision of Argentina’s President MauricioMacri
toseekIMFhelptorestructure the country’sexternal
debt(which wasbecomingmoredifficulttopayback
afterthedevaluation)and calm thefinancialmarkets
hasbeen met with alot of scepticism. The IMFand
its conditionalities are believed by many to have ex-
acerbated theeconomicwoesofthe country,leading
to the default, the crisis and corralito(the freezing of
bank accounts) of 2001. The failure to pay creditors
backlocked Argentina out of the international debt
market. Unsurprisingly,a TV commentator uses
afootball analogy to make his point. “The referee
blows fora penalty. Even if you don’t agree, you con-
cede the goal and play on. You don’t walk out of the
World Cupin protest.” Tofurther complicate things,
inflationin 2018isexpected tobe over 3o percent.In
2017,it was 24 per cent. In 2016, it was above 40 per
cent. Theyearsbeforethat, inflation wassohigh that
the country’s then government simply decided not
topublish thedata, itissaid.

The weakening peso and complicated history
with the IMFbrought several thousand protestors
ontothestreets. An Argentine sportsjournalist re-
markswryly thatMessijustneedsto win the World
Cup, and areport he has filed opens with an Earl
Wiarren quote (“I always turn to the sports pages
first, whichrecords people’saccomplishments. The
front page hasnothing but man’s failures”).
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THERE IS ALWAYS
THE LINGERING
FEELING THAT
WITH MESSI THERE
|S A DEBT THAT
REMAINS UNPAID
T0 THE COUNTRY

Itisnot perhaps the lack of a crisis (or World
Cup win) thatholds the Messi myth back, but the
factthat though still alive, Maradona is primarily
remembered while Messi is experienced. Which
istosay,inremembrance, Maradonabelongstoan
era. Hislater day shenanigansdonotreally matter.
Heisrelived through the words of writers, through
songs and movies. Sacheri, Eduardo Galeano,
Roberto Fontanarrosa and Osvaldo Soriano
(whose vignette on El Diego remains my favou-
rite), toname afew, have written and spoken about
Maradona extensively.

Soriano’s story goes like this. The author runs
intoMaradonainabarin Romeandfeignsindiffer-
ence to the star’s stardom. It works, and Maradona
places an orange on his head and in a few seconds
makesit dance and bounce over every curve of his
body without dropping it once. He turns around
and asks the writer how many times the orange
touched his hand. “Never,” shouts Soriano. “No,
once,”replies Maradona withagrin. “But thereisno
referee in the world quick enough forme.” Thean-
ecdoteisprominently fixed in the Soriano universe.
It may well be true. There isno way to find out.

HE WIKIPEDIA ENTRY on Maradona

lists 11 songs and three movies in his
honour among plenty more. I have met peo-
ple who recalled verbatim the frantic, hal-
lucinatory commentary of the Uruguayan
VictorHugoMoralezwhohappened tobeonairthe
day Maradona scored the double against England
in the 1986 World Cup. The English translation,
inadequate and soul-killing, as Moralez calls it on
air during the second of the two goals, widely con-
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sidered ‘the goal of the century’, runs:

“There he has the ball, Maradona. There are two
marking him. He steps on the ball. He sets off to the
right, the genius of world football. He can passit to
Burruchaga, butMaradonaforever! Genius,genius,ge-
nius, td,t4,td,gol,goool goooooooool! Twant tocry,dear
God,longlive football! Golazoo! Diegol! Maradona!
Thisistocryfor,sopardonme. Maradona,onamemo-
rablerun,inaplayforall time.Thecosmickite, which
planet did you come from? To leave in your wake so
many Englishmen, so that thelandisa clenchedfist,
screaming for Argentina! Argentina 2, England o. Di-
egol, Diegol. Diego Armando Maradona. Thank you
God, forfootball, for Maradona, for these tears.”

In contrast, in the must-win World Cup qualifier
thisyearagainstEcuador,as Messidragged Argentina
into the lead after having conceded in the first min-
ute, the commentator on national television finds

Messi, futbol, futbol, fitbol.” With Maradona, thejoy
of watching him play was more orless restricted to
experiencingitlive orthroughradioorTV,andlater,
iflucky, tocatchingafew of themorememorablemo-
ments on VHS tape. The rest was down to recollec-
tions, shared memories and the produce of culture,
both high-brow and popular. In Messi’s case, videos
of each of his goals, each feint and swivel are easily
availableontheinternet. The oversaturated coverage
requires little ornoadditional commentary.

Messi, of course, isarelatively constant presence
on TV, especially during the World Cup season.
Beyond the ads for a range of products, from cars to
chips (in which he appears comfortable with the
camera on), Messi is a part of popular culture in un-
expected ways. The morning news speaks of ‘ Nenes
bier’ orgood kids, used ironically torefertoaband of
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20-somethingswhohelddayjobs(oneof themeven
worked for the city government), but on weekends
brokeintounoccupiedhousesin therichersuburbs
ofthecity. Tobreak through, they use what theband
referred toas ‘la granMesst, their crowbar. A restau-
rant chef in a cook-off proffers his best offering, a
hamburger, as “nuestra ganador, nuestraMessi” (our
winner, our Messi). A friend remarks that Messi is
notsomuch seen orexperienced asheisconsumed.

After the friendly win against Haiti, powered
oncemore by aMessi hattrick, the Argentine squad
isready toleave for Spain (where they would train,
travel to have an audience with the Pope ) before
travelling to Russia. It is also the day the Upper
House is to pass a resolution to cut back on sky-
rocketing utility prices (gas and light bills, heavily
subsidised earlier, have gone up by 10-15 timesover
two years, comfortably above the rate of inflation
orincreasein wagesin the period). President Macri
promisestovetotheresolutionasthelawthreatens
the government’s fiscal consolidation plans.

News coverage (typically, all TV shows on foot-
ball are high on the passion-meter—five to eight
experts disagreeing with each other for the length
of the show, mimicking each other asa form of put
down) alternates between footage of the Congress
and scenes at the Ezeiza international airport in
greater Buenos Aires. HD cameraszoominon What-
sapp conversations of a Congressman readying for
the vote (‘Lucila threatens to abstain. I think I con-
vinced her,’ saysamessage. ‘Sheisscheming,’ comes
thereply). At Ezeiza are gathered fans with banners
(‘Messi, bringusthe Cup’), celebrating,chanting. The
newscasterannouncesthatthepresident,evenasthe
Congress was gettingready to vote, would find time
tomeettheplayersbeforetheyleavethe country.Can
Messi save the government? So asks the ticker. And
then a panellist says not what many would say in
Argentina, letalone onnational television.

“What is football today? It is a business. They
use it to launder black money,” says the anchor.
“What if Messi wins the World Cup for us? We are
whereweareand we come back tothe samemess.”
The programme ends, giving way toabroadcast of
thelottery results of the province of Buenos Aires.
Numbers flash as Black Strobe’s Madonna and Me
is pumped out in the bacwkground. The scenes at
the airport, fans with Messi banners, continue to
appear onascreen within the screen.

No Es Tu Culpa, Messi. It isnot your fault. m

Mougil Bhaskar is a translator based in Buenos Aires,
Arygentina. He writes on economics, chess and football
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The emotional hurt of supporting
England and other acts of violence

BY ANDY NIGHOLLS

ORLD CUP TRIPS,
following England, are
never dull. They are, for
the most part, fantastic in
every sense. Other than the
results, performances and
inevitable failure in a pen-
alty shootout, of course. Oh,
and the fact that every hoo-
ligan, thug and member of the police force world-
wide, rightly orwrongly,seesus, the followersof our
national side, as the main enemy.

I'was born in the early 1960s, and was just too
youngtoremember the greatestdayin English foot-
ballhistory—when Bobby Moore proudlylifted the
JulesRimet Trophy followinga 4-2 victory over (our)
arch-rivals, West Germany. That day, how we cele-
bratedasanationand thesongwasborm: ‘Two World
‘Wars and One World Cup... do dar do dar day’ How
thatsongcameback tohauntus.Fartoomany times.

Fouryearslater,in1970,Icanjustaboutremem-
ber my late father waking me up with the heart-
breaking news from Mexico; that England had
thrown away a two-goal lead against the same op-
position (the West Germans)and were beaten 3-2 at
thequarter-finalstage. Evenin 1970, that wretched
song was being thrown back at us as the Germans
began to dominate us on the football pitch.

At this point, English football fell upon hard
times, so much so that we spectacularly failed to
qualify for the 1974 tournament in West Germany.
And then failed to make it to Argentina in 1978,
where the hosts won the Cup on home soil. Those
eight years were a low point in our history—the
countrythatinvented thebeautiful game wassopa-
thetic they we couldn’t make it to two back-to-back
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quadrennials. It wasalsono greatsurprise thatwith-
inthe Englishranks, Bobby Moore, Geoff Hurstand
Alan Ball-—our World Cup winners from 1966—
had been replaced in the team by Emlyn Hughes,
KevinKeeganandJimmy Case, respectively,and the
beautiful game actually turned quite ugly.

Bynowthenationalsidehadinherited ‘The Eng-
lish Disease’ (the term widely used for people like
me, UK hooligans) and football hooliganism was
transported from the terracesat home to the coun-
trieshosting the England football team abroad. And
thetrail of destructionleftonafartooregularbasis
meant that asa nation we not feared but hated.

For those who do not understand why and how
onebecomesahooligan,itisprobably hard tounder-
stand why thousands (yes thousands, and that’sno
exaggeration)of mensimply decidetofight,rampage
and pillage every town, city and country they visit
while following the Three Lions around the world.

Iwill try and explain.

In the 7osand 8os, the United Kingdom had be-
come a crumbling shit-hole. Our industry was on
its knees, unemployment at its highest since the
end of World War II and the unrest in our inner
cities saw several outbreaks of mass rioting, as the
youth on the streets had decided that enough was
enough. Theriots received global news, but the re-
portscovered only thesymptomsofthediseaseand
notits cause. For years, the same youth had been
behaving in a likewise manner, only this passion
was concentrated inside the confines of a football
ground on Saturday afternoons.

Why, you ask? Because it was exciting, a buzz
from the mundane existence of our lives. And be-
cause we could freely give the two-finger salute
(Englishfor ‘stuffit’) totheauthoritiesthat we hated
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so much more than they hated us. Of course, we
alsoloved ourfootball teams; mine was Everton and
Ifollowed and fought for them for the best part of
fortyyears. During thattime, Ireceived everything
from beatings to fines and bans (I was even sent to
prisonformysins), butitdidn’tbotherme onebit.I
lovedbeingwhoIwasandImust confessthatthere
wasno better buzz in the world. Fact.

Back to the Three Lions; apart from the thrill of
standing up for our team, it soon became apparent
tous, thetravellingfans, that watching England play
abroad could be profitable as well. I won'’t flower it
up. Thetruthisthatwe pillaged everything we could
get our hands on, from tills full of cash, jewellery
shopsfull of gold and silver,and even the continen-
talsportsshops,laden with designer sports clothes,
weren’t spared. We took the lot and the Football Ca-
sual (a term for hooligans wearing expensive casu-
als) culture was born. But that’sanother tale.

On the pitch, things got better during the World
Cup in Spain in 1982 as England returned to the
world stage. That joy too was short lived as we were
eliminatedinthe groupstages—bysomebizarregoal
difference permutation—despitenotlosingagame.
Of course, then, England’s elimination brought its
fair share of problematicissues off the field as Eng-
lishfansfoughtwith thelocals, theirrivals, the police
and within themselves (in-house clubrivalrieswere
strained) after toomuch sun and fartoo much beer.

Mexicowasthenextcountry tohostthe world’s
greatest football tournamentin 1986 and our hopes
were high as manager Bobby Robson had assem-
bled a great side with thelikes of Gary Linekerand
Peter Beardsley. We were hoping to emulate the
‘Boys of 66’ and we came so, so close. After a poor
start, England gained momentum during the group
stagesand breezed into the quarter-finals, where we
faced our (new) arch-rivals, Argentina. Why arch
rivals?Because fouryearsearlierwe had beenatwar
with them overthe Falkland Islandsand 255 British
troops died fighting to take back an island which
laynearly 13,000 km away from Britain, Istill can’t
work than one out to this day.

This fervour, this palpable hate between the
two countries was expected to spill over on to the
football stands of the enormous Stadium Aztecain
Mexico City. A bloodbath wasfeared. But fortunate-
lyforall concerned, the Argentinavs England game,
which was watched live by close to 115,000 specta-
tors,waswellsecured and the hooligan element did
notrise. Infact, the day passed off peacefully despite
Diego Maradona’s two goals in five minutes—the
first was the infamous ‘Hand of God’ goal and the
secondanactofsheerbrilliance—which edged out

IOPENNKY

WITHIN HOURS
OF US SHOWING
UP, RIMINI HAD
TURNED INTO
A WAR ZONE.
WE FOUGHT
ALL THROUGH
THE NIGHT
WITH ITALIAN
LOCALS AND
THEIR POLICE

England 2-1.Ican assure you this. Had that very
match unfolded anywhere in Europe at the same
time, there would have been deathsin the stands.

‘Wemovedontothenext World Cup, Italiago,and
our brand of hooliganism had been earmarked asa
majorrisk, totheextent thattheauthoritiesensured
that England’s group games were played on the re-
mote Islands of Sardinia and Sicily. We felt cheated,
forit wasablatant attempt to keep us out of the big
cities. But tobe honest, we got rather fond of the Sar-
diniansandSicilians, whowelcomed usEnglish with
open arms and in return they were given the peace
and respect that their hospitality deserved.

Once again Robson’s England qualified for the
knock-outstages,and with ouryoungand talented
strikerPaul Gascoigne pulling the strings, the news-
papers back home in the UK had already begun
making enough noise about winning the bloody
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thingthatwetravellingsupporterscould hearitin
Italy. Themoment England madeit tothe Round of
16wemoved outof theislandsand descended upon
Rimini—withinhours of usshowing up, the place
had turnedintoa war zone.

We foughtall through the night with Italianlo-
calsand their police, who werenotas welcomingas
theirisland neighbours. As the blood and dust set-
tled, we progressed past Belgiumin the pre-quarters
andthen Cameroonin the quartersand we danced
longintothenightafterboth games. Partly because
wewere celebrating England’s winsbutmostly be-
cause Ecstasy had become the new craze. Now, us
beer-swilling thugshad become pill-popping hugs.

The semi-finalin Turin (against West Germany;,
who else) was billed to be the biggest game in the
history of English football since that glorious Sat-
urdayin 1966. Butdelight quickly turned to despair
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as West Germany beat us on penalties. Thisloss by
shootouts would set the precedent for future Eng-
land teams as the highest paid footballers on the
planet would fail miserably overand overagain to
hit the target from 12 yards, repeatedly failing us
fanson the big stages. In Turin, we waved goodbye
to the World Cup and the Italians waved goodbye
tous—hoping we would never return. Such was
thetrail of injuries, the destructionleftin our wake.

The emotional hurt of supporting England got
worse four years later, as we once again failed to
qualify for the World Cup. USA 94 beckoned until
Graham Taylor’s boys missed the boat at the ex-
penseof, well, Norway. We were now the laughing
stock of the world. How the Germanslaughed. ‘Do
dar do dar day.’ Luckily, we didn’t miss two World
Cupsinarow and I was on my way to France in
1998. The experience was bad, very bad.

On the field, we were poor but limped into the
knock-outstages, where we would meet Argentina
(again) in the Round of 16. Off the field, Marseille
was the scene of some of the worst violence I have
everbeenapartofatany World CupasEnglish fans
clashed with Tunisian gangs. We didn’t just bump
heads, wesliced and stabbed with knivesforan en-
tireday. Yes,alldaylong. We, of course,had become
aliability for the French Police and they toojoined
in, beating and arresting anyone who remotely
looked like ‘an English thug’. There were plenty
of easy pickings and the local jail was so full that
several aircrafthad tobe chartered todeportusback
to the Blighty. I, somehow, managed to stay back.

Following the arrests and the deportations,
our numbers had dwindled and didn’t have the
resources for a fight. Lucky, I would say, as in the
gameagainst Argentina, David Beckham was sent
offand once again we lost the game on penalties.
Little did I know then that this would be my last
World Cup as a travelling supporter for a while,
for the next tournament was in South Korea and
Japan and the British government decided to take
control of the hooliganism that was getting out of
hand and began placing FBOs (Football Banning
Orders). Many of our passports were confiscated for
the duration of the tournament, including mine.

Anyone with a history of causing violence was
banned from travelling to Korea and Japan, which
was a bit extreme because many of us wouldn’t
have travelled even without the ban. Why? The
threat of beingjailed in Japan put many of us off.
We didn’t miss much, another quarter-final, an-
other defeat, another false dawn. The World Cup
returned to Europe (Germany) four years later in
2006. Asdid the violence. But there was a small dif-
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ference. We English fans had gone from being the
hunters to the hunted, as local gangs—especially
Eastern European thugs—began emulatingusand
became the worst hooligans on the block.

The story, however, was status quo on the field.
The England team was the worstin many yearsand
once our star striker Wayne Rooney was sent off
during the quarter-final against Portugal, our slim
chancehadallbutdisappeared. It went to penalties.
Andthatmeant we were gone—England managed
toscorejust once from the spot.

Travel costsand more football bansensured that
I,and many others, missed out on travelling to the
World Cups of 2010 and 2014, in South Africaand
Brazil respectively. Strict fan control policies didn’t
help England’s chances either—we lost both in a
whimper, but at least without the embarrassment
of more penalty shootout failures. Our perfor-
mancein Brazil especially was one of utter disgust,
where we didn'tmakeit out of the groupstage. Still,
thankful that the spot kick didn’t cost us.

Now;, toRussia 2018, where we will be travelling
later thismonth.Isay ‘we’asThavenotbeenserved
withabanning order... yet.

But I know what to expect if I indeed go to
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Russia. Online videos are awash of Russian gangs
practising their fighting skills in forests. And we,
the English, will be far from welcomed as the
Russians are making their move to become the
world’s more feared football hooligans. But, in re-
ality,theyarethirty yearstoolate,asmostofushave
long given up the fight. Unlessitis forced upon us.

Still, I can foresee some serious violence, remi-
niscent of the bald old days of the 70s and the
80s. Why? Because during the European Cham-
pionships in France two years ago, Russian
thugs conducted their own championship onthe
streets to be the most feared hooligans—guilty of
beating to a pulp anyone who got in their way.
That wasin France. Imagine what itis going to be
likein Russia.m

Andy Nicholls is the author of Scally:
Confessionsofa Category C
Football Hooligan. Thelifelong
Evertonfan has been bannedfrom
every ground in England and Wales,
including a life ban at Goodison
Park, Everton’s home ground
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ALAMY

Action and emotion
merge seamlessly in
football films

BY RAHUL DESAI

ECONDS AFTER SKIPPING
across the ‘Water Mirror'—a con-
cretereflecting poolsymmetrically
dotted with misty water jets—I
swerved into one of the several cob-
ble-stoned streets of central Nice.
The pubs of Place Messina were
packed, the cafes overflowing. Iwas
too late. From running on a liquid
sky,Icamebarrellingdown tocommercial earth. As
the 2014 FIFA World Cup final between Argentina
and Germany kicked off at the distant Maracana
stadium in Rio de Janeiro, I found myself bundled
up with other unfortunate latecomers against a
vegetable truck. Each of us stretched, flexed and
squinted to steal a glimpse of the adjacent bar’s
oversized plasma screen.

One of them was a Portuguese backpacker who
hadbeenontheroadforsixmonths.Sheadored Cris-
tiano Ronaldo, but cheered for Lionel Messi because
Germany had demolished Portugal in the group
stages. Another,a Chinese exchange student,rooted
forJoachimLow’sboysbecause hisex-girlfriend was
half-Brazilian,and Germany had destroyed the South
American giants 7-1 in the semi-final. Another was
Norwegian; thiswasthefirstmatch hewaswatching
after his country’s failed qualifying campaign. The
driver,aheavy-set Parisian man, insisted thathislate
grandfather,onceaprisonerin Nazi-occupied France,
would have given anything tobe in Rio thatnight.

Those 120minutes, in hindsight, wereimpossi-
bly cinematic. They weremade up of momentsthat
‘World Cup cinema’ thrives on. It wasn’t just the
game. Any one of us could have been the far-flung
protagonist ofaclassic football-fan’ film—thekind
where the sheer universality of the quadrennial
tournament drives a particular era’s sociopolitical
narrative. The sport itself is barely seen or heard
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here; it serves, instead, as a romantic device that
unites cultures, bridges generations and cements
over the cracks of language.

Wemighthavewell been thegirlsfromdisparate
backgrounds herded together in the holding pen of
Tehran’s Azadi Stadium, agonisingly close to the
footballactioninIranian masterJafar Panahi’s Offside.
Set within the confines of a crucial World Cup 2006
qualifierbetweenIranand Bahrain, Offsideisaclever
snapshot of a country’s gender-distinct civil system
through the eyes of five women arrested for trying
toenteran ‘all-male’arena. ‘Azady’, ironically,means
‘freedom’. The film opens with a nervous girl who,
disguised asaboy to fool the guards, breaksdown at
the prospectof being touched duringsecurity proto-
col. The camerainitially follows her,conditioningus
tomark her as the sole protagonist. The nearer she
getstothegame, however, thelesseritbecomesabout
asingular point of view; once she is caught, it occu-
pies the general space shared by the frustrated girls.
Panahi expertly employs the ‘suggestion’ of football
the way horror-movie directors use jump scares—
the anticipation, the sounds and rhythm of a tense
match serve as the sensory grammar that connects
everyone for one patrioticevening.

Ditto for Cao Hamburger’s Brazilian period dra-
ma, The Year My Parents Went On Vacation. Thefeeling
offootballactsasrespitefora 12-year-old boy, Mauro,
abandoned by hisleft-wing parentsinamulti-ethnic
Séo Paulo neighbourhood during the country’s op-
pressive military regime. It'sno coincidence thata
kid who must survive on the hospitality of Jewish
strangersaspirestobeagoalkeeper—alone, waiting,
fearingthe worstinenemyterritory. Evenasthelocal-
ityshieldshim, he waitsfor elusive phone calls, taxis
and letters fromafamily onindefinite ‘vacation’. Set
against the backdrop of Brazil’s Pelé-inspired run to
the 1970 World Cuptitle, thereal film occursthrough
hisexperiences onaturfthatisn’t truly his.

This template bridges the details of German di-
rector Sonke Wortmann’s The Miracle of Bern, too.
We see ajittery post-war nation react to West Ger-
many’sunlikely 1954 World Cup triumph through
the eyes of a passionate 11-year-old boy from the
town oftheteam’sstar striker, Helmut Rahn. In the
film’sfinestscene, the boy’sex-POW fatherdribbles
on an empty pitch. He punctuates the moment
by scissor-kicking the ball into a makeshift goal.
Thisbrief burst of energy helpshimrediscover the
youngfreeman that once wanted toshootballsinto
the netrather than bullets into bodies.

Another frontrunner in this genre is Bhutanese
filmmaker Khyentse Norbu’s 1999 Tibetan-lan-
guage Phorpa(The Cup). The director, a Buddhist
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Lama himself, paints a beguiling ‘humar’ picture
of areligion that pridesitself on transcending the
excesses of humanity. Set within a Tibetan mon-
astery-in-exile in the Himalayas, the quaint little
story explores the friction between traditionalism
and modernity by pivoting on the efforts of some
young monastic students to secure a black-and-
white television set to watch the 1998 World Cup
final between Brazil and France. Whetherit’ssport-
ing a hand-painted No g vest under their robes,
comparing their shaven heads to Ronaldo (“but he
isnomonk”), or rooting for other nations while be-
ingaway from theirs, the boysmake foradisarming
access door into an ecosystem at the crossroads of
evolution. Mostof themarerefugeeswho, like Mau-
1o, are exported by their families for a safer future.
“Twocivilisednationsfightingoveraball,”the Head
Lamais told, on asking about the sport that invigo-
rates the otherwise placid kids. “What do the coun-
triesgetoutof this?”heinquiresfurther.“A Cup,”the
warden replies, grinning, as he watches the Lama
wryly sip on hot tea from a clay cup. It’s only inevi-
tablethatamoviemadebyamonk presentstheidea
of footballinits most spiritual light yet.

The definitive image of football fever—that of
remote fans desperately wrestling with technol-
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ogy on the outskirts of civilisation—is repeated in
Gerardo Olivares sweeping multilingual comedy,
La Gran Final (The Great Final). Not unlike the
Buddhists, in a last-gasp bid to catch ‘reception’
for the 2002 World Cup final, representatives of
three tribes from distant corners of the planet—
the Mongolian steppe, Sahara desert and Amazon
rainforests—find themselves atop solitary poles
and 300-year-old trees punching the air hopefully
with TV antennas. Fora people whoseidentity tran-
scends the concept of nationalism, it is somewhat
therapeutictosee them freely cheerforasportthat
officially ranks up to 210 countries. It’s this fleet-
ingsense of inclusivity—both on the pitch and off
it—thatatruly perceptive sportsmovierecognises.

There is, however, an unfiltered pureness that
accompanies the sight of history being created, not
recreated. Themostaffectingof themarestoriesthat
strip the beautiful game down to amessy desire. It’s
why some of the aforementioned movies (Offside,
Phirpa)areshotinalow-budget,docudramaformat;
this allows their environments to stylistically meld
into our perception of the game’s controlled chaos.
Butit'swhen the little films unravelling within the
football become just as important as the football
within films that the hallowed ‘World Cup’starts to
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look alittle more like the intimate Jules Rimet Tro-
phy. By virtue of form, there is nothing like the non-
fiction narrative torecognise this precise balance.
Forinstance,monthsbeforeIstruggled towatch
theRio final on a balmy French night,adocumen-
tary crew had followed the weakest football team
in the world as it bravely attempted to qualify for
the 2014 World Cup. The heartwarming result,
Mike Brettand Steve Jamison’s Next Goal Wins,isa
remarkable example of how football is inherently
a film about finding the right perspective. This
British documentary about the national team of
American Samoa—an unincorporated USterritory
inthe South Pacific—isthe perfect manifestation of
thefactthatthe mostcompassionatesportsmovies
are, by design, movies about anything but sports.
Sample the littler films within: a traumatised
goalie whospends nightsshot-stopping onan Xbox
after he letin a world-record 31 goals against Aus-
traliain a 2002 qualifier, a federation determined
tohealanislandstill reeling froma tsunami,a win-
less team yet to score a goal after conceding 228 of
them, the world’s first transgender footballer to
play amen’s FIFA qualifier, the import of veteran
Samoa-born semi-professionals at the twilight of
their careers, an atheist coach out to slay his own
personal demons while adapting to a religious
culture,and afinal derby between twolow-ranked
rival islands. These parts form a whole so rousing,
so primal, that some of the criticism levelled at it
singled out the ‘predictability’ of the tropes. When
youcalladocumentary clichéd, youare essentially
blaming life for imitating the movies. Which, in
away, isan unwitting compliment to its makers.
Inapep talk before a do-or-die game, the team’s
Dutch coach,onceajourneyman footballerin Am-
sterdam, spurs them on with an inelegant speech
thatoutlines the privilege of opportunity.“I'dhave
cut off my penis to play a World Cup qualifier,” he
declares. Withoutan ounce ofirony, he then smiles
at the transgender defender, Jaiyah Saelua, only
days after he anointed her ‘Woman of the Match’
in American Samoa’s first-ever international vic-
tory. Unlike previous coaches, he refuses to use
herbirth name (Johnny) while gesticulating to his
playersonthe pitch. Next Goals Winsistherarekind
of inclusive documentary in which one suspects
that such moments might have existed—as they
do,across the globe, even as you read this—even if
the cameras weren’t on them. They happen despite
the coverage and not because of it.
In contrast, around the time goalie Nicky Sala-
pu conceded 31 goals to the Socceroos, another
Dutchman, Johan Kramer, counted on the power
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ofacamerato‘create’the story of hisdocumentary;,
The Other Final. Disappointed by Netherlands’ fail-
ure to qualify for the 2002 World Cup, Kramer was
so disillusioned with the notion of competition
that he conceived a parallel narrative to counter
the exclusivity of the elite FIFA tournament. He ar-
ranged fortwo of thelowest-ranked nationsto play
afriendly on the day Brazil faced Germany in the
finalatJapan’s Yokohamastadium. And so Bhutan,
ranked 201, took on the tiny Caribbean island of
Montserrat, ranked 202, at Thimphu’s Changlim-
ithang Stadium in ‘the worst match in the world’.

It'snot the teams but the prospect of the match
itself that becomes the underdog. Six months of
preparation, resigning coaches, delayed flightsand
several setbackslater, the winningmomentoccurs
even beforeaballiskicked:aftera 40-hourjourney,
thetall, strapping and exhausted Montserrat play-
ersstep onto Bhutanese tarmacto the tune of their
calypsoanthem, Hot Hot Hot. Anightlater, they belt
out the classic on stage at a formal function, while
their pint-sized opponents look amused, presum-
ably ponderingtheir different perceptions of Gross
National Happiness.

Thefilmconstructsthe ‘event’ of football through
these two endearing teams—showcasing the game
asamelting pot of sociocultural interaction rather
thanaclash ofaction.Iteven paintstheactual World
Cup as something of a capitalist villain, dwelling
over the refusal of Nike and Adidas to sponsor their
modestkits. “Japan may have 528 loudspeakers to
our one today, but we both have two goal posts,” an
official remarks, before adding that spectators can
watch thishistoricmatch free of charge. The 4-0score
line—Bhutan’sfirstofficial victory—becomesaside
note. The trophyis, quite literally, splitinto half.

And yet, an hour after the game, the ground
is empty. The excitable voices of television com-
mentators waft out of the town’s windows into its
deserted streets. Cheers spill into the air. Ronaldo
hasscored, in ‘The Other Final’.

It’s this unlikely fusion of cultures that also de-
finesthe BBCdocumentary, The Gameof Their Lives.
Nottobe confused with themiddling Gerard Butler
starreraboutaragtag American team thatupsetsar-
rogant England in the 1950 World Cup, Daniel Gor-
don’s 2002 film entersmodern-day North Korea—a
cinematic peg, if there was ever one—to chronicle
the story of the famous team that defeated Italy to
reach the 1966 World Cup quarter-final. A combina-
tion of archival footage and interviews throws us
backtoatime when, fortwo weeksin the swinging
60s, North Korea defied diplomatic convention to
become the most popular country on the planet.
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Iranian master
Jafar Panahi’s
Offside

SET WITHIN THE
CONFINES OF
A WORLD CUP
2006 QUALIFIER
BETWEEN IRAN
AND BAHRAIN,
OFFSIDE 1S A
CLEVER SNAPSHOT
OF A COUNTRY’S
GENDER-DISTINCT
CIVIL SYSTEM
THROUGH THE
EYES OF FIVE
YOUNG WOMEN

It'salittle unnerving to see the surviving mem-
bersshed loyal tears for Kim Il-sung, the deceased
‘Supreme Leader whohad demandedamemorable
performance in England. But they drop their guard
assoonastheystepintoastadium. Theglowon their
facesintermittently cuts through notoriously regi-
mented personalities as they reminisce about the
clever through balls and adoring English fans. The
best parts of the film humanise the young Korean
players—weseegenuine wonderin theireyes,while
the industrial towns of Middlesbrough and Liver-
pool embrace them as the home team’ and chant
theirnamesinstadiumswhoseadministrationshad
marked theirqualification tobeabad precedentthat
mightencourage other Eastern trenches of commu-
nism. Allittook wasaball,and a camera tracing it.

Then there are the tragedies. The stories of how
not even World Cup football could withstand a
country’s cultural crisis. Before they made the
frightfully stereotypical biopic, Pele: Birth of a Leg-
end, Jeff and Michael Zimbalist pieced together
the toxic puzzle of gos Colombian football in their
effective ESPN 30 for 30 documentary The Two
Escobars. A few years before Netflix series Narcos
delved deepintothelegacy of drug-lord Pablo Esco-
bar, the Zimbalists circled the other dimension of
hisregime—narco-soccer—through theirmaster-
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fully assembled film. By juxtaposing the rise and
fall of the ‘bad’ Escobar with that of the good one,
star defender Andrés Escobar, themakersreveal the
fragility ofagameso beautiful thatitinadvertently
seduces everybody from gangsters to politicians.
The sport becomes a reluctant symbol, torn be-
tween beingabusedand used. Narco-terroristsabuse
the ‘business’of Colombian football by employingit
asamoney-laundering device, whileadefiant presi-
dentusesthesamenational team tosootheaviolent
nation in the run-up to the 1994 World Cup. When
Andrés, the captain, accidentally turns the ball into
hisown net against hosts USA, the film presentsan
unforgettableimage. Hisface. Heknows, right then,
that his team isn’t the only thing that is going to be
eliminated. The soft-spoken, religious Colombian
superstar wears the look of a soft-spoken, religious
Brazilian superstar who had, notlong ago, woken
up inItaly with a similar sense of foreboding. Even-
tually, Andrés Escobar was killed only two months
afterthe death of F1 great Ayrton Senna.
Onamilderlevel,it’sthissinkingfeelingthaten-
gulfsthe privatespace of England manager Graham
Taylorin the British Channel 4 documentary, AnIm-
possible Job. A crew traceshisreign during England’s
doomed qualifying campaign for the 1994 World
Cup. Weseelongstretchesof Taylorreacting toevery
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IT'S WHEN THE
LITTLE FILMS
UNRAVELLING
WITHIN THE
FOOTBALL
BEGOME AS
IMPORTANT AS
THE FOOTBALL
WITHIN FILM3
THAT THE
HALLOWED
‘WORLD CUP’

STARTS 10 LOOK A
LITTLE MORE LIKE

THE INTIMATE
JULES RIMET
TROPHY

tackle inreal time, like an exasperated football fan
stuck in the dugout. It'simpossible not to feel sorry
for aman who is hounded so heavily in those 18
months that Princess Diana sent him a thank-you
note for distracting the paparazzi. The fly-on-the-
wall documentary,ironically, usesthe gaze ofarabid
medialens; thevery camerasouttoimmortalise him
end up sealing Taylor’s footballing mortality.

The film, often hailed as a ‘black comedy’, is so
embedded into English conscience that it resulted
in the biting satire, Mike Bassett: England Manager,
lessthanadecadelater. The unsparingmockumen-
tary tries to ‘correct’ history, too, by making the in-
competentmanagerlead theteam tonotonly qual-
ifythroughastroke of dumbluck butalsoreach the
(fictitious) World Cup semi-final against all odds.

Inthis context,Iwonderifa crew stalked Italian
coach Gian Piero Venturoashisteam stumbled out
of contention earlier this year. Heck, T hope one is
shadowingthelcelandic team rightnow; the Viking
war chant might make for a rousing soundtrack. I
wonder if a few more disgruntled Dutch entrepre-
neurs have been driven to look further outward—
maybe arrange for the first-ever international in
Antarcticato coincide with the Moscow final.

Perhapsit’s only appropriate that football and
films form the most organic of unions. In one, the
legs do what the hands are designed to do.In the
other, the camera does what the eyes are designed
todo. Both mediumsrequire aninherentability to
operate against instinct, and yet produce a result
thatemulates the naturalism of instinct.

Maybe it’s also no coincidence that the first
talkie wasreleased in 1927, three years before the
first World Cupmatchin 1930. Because when hosts
Russia take on Saudi Arabia in the first match of
the 21st FIFA World Cup, you can be sure that the
stories began a while before the opening whistle.
Somemighthavebegun themoment Mario Gtze’s
extra-timevolleyhittheback of thenetinRio—not
least his own, about a debilitating muscle disorder
and pressures of thespotlight. And others, whenJai-
yah Saeluamadeaheroiclast-gasp clearancein the
dying seconds of American Samoa’s first triumph.

Eitherway,comeJune 14th,twoworldsofartare
settorenew theirvows:football willfindahomeon
thebigscreen, and cinema will finda home on the
fields of Russia.m

Rahul Desai is afilm critic based in
Mumbai. He writes for Film
Companion and The Hindu
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WHAT ARE
WE DOING
THERE?

With no dog in the fight, Indians stll
travel the world to see the Cup

BY DEEPAK NARAYANAN

HE DECISION TO go to Brazil for
the World Cup was taken the day they
won the bid to host the 2014 finals—in
July 2007. A friend-colleague-boss and I
were at work and our logic was simple:
South America’s turn to host the tour-
nament—based on FIFA’s continental

rotation policy—would nextcomeina .
coupleofdecades. Andit was extremely
unlikely that Brazil—the home of football if there BY THE TIME
ever was one—would host another one in our (for THE 2014 FIFA
want of a better word) primes.
Now;, by thetime 2014 rolled along, the bravado WUBI-D GUP
ofthetwenty-seven-year-old me had beenreplaced KICKED OF |:’

by generalmiddle-aged pragmatism—notime,no |
money...no point? EIGHT OF US HAD

‘Whatchanged? The friend-colleague-boss with BOOKED OUR
VV.hOTI'l tl‘le pact vs./as‘made sevenyearsagowas defi- FLIGHT TICKETS
nitely going. Theirtickets werebooked, theirhotels |
were sorted. “Are you guys coming?” AND WE WERE ON

My wife and I discussed it for a week (maybe it OUR WAY TO THE
was amonth) before taking the only logical deci-
sion: max out our credit cards. And let me tell you BIGGEST PARTY
onething, maxingoutour credit cards was possibly ON EARTH
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thesingle greatest decision we’ve takenin our lives.

The next few weeks were spent convincing
others, and by the time the 2014 FIFA World
Cup kicked off, eight of us had booked our flight
ticketsand we were on our way to the biggest par-
ty on earth—our very own version of Zindagi Na
Milegi Dobara.

Let’sbe clear what thisisabout:it’sone partself-
indulgent recollection of the best vacation of my
life. It’s also, at some level, an attempt to convince
youto getintothe World Cup ticket draw—for Rus-
sia(toolatenow, but giveitashot), Qatar,ormaybe
the one after that; to consider making the journey.

When all this started, it was about ‘going for
a World Cup in Brazil’. Having been there, I can
assure you it’s actually about ‘going for a World
Cup—evenif you don’t watch football.

Here we go then, an attempt to piece together
something coherent from what wasalong, manic,
exhilarating blur.

E GET THERE in time for the first semi-

final—favourites Germany versus hosts
Brazil. We don’t have match tickets, but watching
the game with 20,000 Brazilians at the fanzone in
Sao Paulo is exciting enough (80 people at Cafe
Mondegar in Colaba, Mumbai, was probably the
largest football-watching ‘mob’ I'd been a part of).

I usually support Germany at international
tournaments, but that day I really do want Brazil
to win—I want to see the hosts explode out on to
the streetsto celebrate.

Brazillose7-1,and thereisonly thesilence through
those excruciatinggominutes,and theironic cheers
when Brazil scoreaconsolation goal at theend.

Sohow doesa proudfootballingnationrespond
tosuch publichumiliation? What was theimmedi-
ateaftermath ofaresultdescribed in the papersthe
next morning as ‘the disgrace of all disgraces’and
‘the biggest shame in history’?

Not wanting to get caught in any kind of riot-
ing, we pick out a little roadside bar close to the
apartment our friends are staying at. Here we
meet a very angry bartender. He is pissed about
the result, he is pissed with his boss, he is gener-
ally pissed with the world.

He has an interesting way of dealing with his
misery—pouring giant drinks. Isee him pour half
abottleof cachacain a caipirinha. Iswitch towhisky.
He poursmeaglasstopped up with whisky—that’s
approximately a 220-ml drink. He truly gets our

party started.
The only clear memory left of the night is of

73 64

THE ARGENTINES
SETTLED ALL
ALONG THE

COPACABANA
STRETCH-
LITERALLY, AS
IN THEY'RE

COOKING THERE,

WASHING THERE,

DRYING CLOTHES

ON TEMPORARY
LINES THERE

GETTY IMAGES

HE SECOND SEMI-FINAL is being played

between two old favourites—Argentina and
the Netherlands. We're at Vila Madalena, a street
lined with pubsand bars packed with football fans
who've travelled from all over the world.

Argentina wina tense penalty shoot-out toseal
their place in the final. Outside the bar, a true foot-
ball party is kicking off. The hosts—dealing with
their hangovers—have ceded the street to the visi-
tors,and aglobe-trotting collection of football fanat-
icsare making the most of it.

Theonlyrealstreet party I'd experienced before
this was when India won the 2011 World Cup. We
ended up at Carter Road in Mumbai, packed to the
gillswithsinging, dancing, flag-waving,horn-toot-
ingIndians. It wasmad fun.

Thisisdifferent,and notonlybecause there’salso
alot of very chilled beer—cerveja—being sold out
of thermocol boxes (if there’s one thing you learn
very quickly about Braziliansit’s that they take the
temperature of their beer very, very seriously).

A group of Sombrero-sporting Mexicans starta
chant, ‘Messi-Messi-Messi’. As theyraise the tempo,
they sneakily switch to ‘Mexico-Mexico-Mexico’
leading to much amusementall around.

Abunch of Englishmen spot my Arsenaljacket
(tip:football clubaccessoriescan be used forinstant
bonding)and we spendanhourbuyingeach other
drinksandsinging Arsenal songs. We're friendson
Facebook even now.

The Argentinians sing loudest and proudest:
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Brasil Decime Qui Se Siente/ Tener en Casa tu Papa.

Brazil how does it feel/ to have your daddy in
your house.

Andlaterinthe chant...

A Messi lovan a ver, la Copa seva a traer/

Maradona es mas grande que Pele.

Messi with no fuss, will bring the Cup to us/

Maradonais greater than Pele.

This song will ring in our ears for the next four
days. Youliterally can'tmove royardswithouthear-
inganotherbunch of Argentiniansbreakingintoit.

This night is a celebration of a sport, not a re-
sult.It’sacoming together of fans from around the
world, many of them with similarly maxed-out
credit cards, bonded only by the love of watching
22 people kick aball. It’s absolutely brilliant.

ELAND IN Rio de Janeiro. We do a lot of

sight-seeing. Some of usareexhausted. One
of ushasatoothache. We'rewalking proof that there
issuchathingastoomuch partying. Weneed some
rest. So what do we do? We drag ourselves to Lapa,
the nerve centre of Rio’s nightlife. We’ve sipped on
afew cervejas, partaken of pastels but even though
the streetsare heaving, our heart’sreally notinit.

This trip has been fairly unique in that we’ve
been here almost a week and still haven’t run into
any fellow Indians. Ourears perk up when we hear
agroupspeakinHindion the nexttable. “India se?”
we ask. “Nahin, Pakistan se.”

I don’t know if you've experienced this, but
there’san incredible and instant feeling of brother-
hoodI'vefelteverytimeI'vemetsomeonefrom Paki-
stan (in press boxes around the world, a hospital in
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Dejected fans
after Argentina
lose to Germany
inthe 2014
World Cup final
in Rio de Janeiro

WE’VE MADE
HALF-HEARTED
ATTEMPTS T0 GET
OUR HANDS ON
TICKETS FOR THE
FINAL, BUT AT
SOME POINT IT
BEGAME 0BVIOUS
WATCHING THE
MATCH ON THE
BEACH WOULD BE
PRETTY AWESOME

Singapore,apubin Nottingham...alwaysthesame).

Thiswasnodifferent. Withinseconds, twotables
become one. Within minutes, we’re best friends
with Salman, Ali, Hassan and Noor. In ten minutes,
we’re practically family. We discuss cricket. We dis-
cussmovies. Wediscusshow Argentinawinningthe
World Cup at the Maracand would be like Pakistan
winning the cricket World Cup at the Wankhede.
Wemighthavediscussed politics,Idon’tremember.

Fourhourslater, we'restill atit,except thathigh-
fiveshave now turned to hugs.

Fouryearslater, Imessage Salman: ‘Hello Hello’.

Hisresponse, moments later: ‘Merey bhai’

See, Itold you, we're family.

119 EY,CAN WE bum asmoke?”
“Sure, have you smoked Indian ciga-
rettes before?”

Many, many conversationsstarted with thisex-
change over the three weeks we were in Brazil, but
noneturned outtobeasentertainingasthe oneon
the night before the final.

We’re walking down the promenadeadjoining
the Copacabana. As you'd expect, there’s a street
party of fairly epic proportions along the four-ki-
lometre stretch.

“So,do you recognise this guy?” one of the ciga-
rette-bummers asks, pointing at his friend.

“Nope,should I?”

“He’s Jimmy Jump. He jumps at football
matches.”

“What does that mean? Don’t most fans jump
atfootball matches?”

“No, hejumpsthefenceandrunsontothefield.”

“Ah, got it, like the guy who almost got to the
World Cup trophy before the finalin South Africa?”

“Thatwas Jimmy Jump! Thisis Jimmy Jump!”

The next few minutes are spent verifying this
(apartfromfootball matches, he hasalsomanagedto
find hisway onstageat the 2010 Eurovision. Google
him onarainy day, it’s guaranteed toimpress you).

Westartagain,now playing therole of wide-eyed
fans: “What happens once the cops tackle you?”

“Notmuch. Anightinjail,afine. Copshavebig-
ger problems than aman running on toafield. In
South Africa, they were strict. Two nightsin jail...
Hey can you get me tickets for a cricket match in
India?T'veneverjumped atacricket match.”

“Icould, butI don’t know what the cops back
homewilldotoyou.”

“Don’t worry about that. 'l manage.”

Really, Jimmy? Doesn’t going tojail put you off
even one bit? For most people, one time in prison
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would be one time too many.
Notreally. “Tonight jail, tomorrow legend.”
Someone needs to put that on a t-shirt.

MAGINE YOU’RE partofthismassive crowd

described above. You spot a news camera, and a
journalist valiantly trying to interview some fans.
What do you do? The answer is universal, you
sneak into the frame and wave.

Now imagine your surprise when you realise
of all the cameras you could’ve jumped in front
of—there were 40 or 50 of them from all over the
world that night—the one you've picked belongs
toanIndiannewschannel. Twelve hoursandafew
Whatsappmessageslater, we haveaclip of my wife
maniacally video-bombing a broadcast, recorded
offatelevision screen back in Chennai.

This was, without doubt, the most bizarre mo-
ment of the trip.

WAS ROOTING FOR Brazilin the semi-final

against Germany becauseIwashopingtoseean
entirecountry outcelebratingon thestreets. We got
toseeexactly that,butwith Argentine fansinstead.

Through the World Cup, they’ve been taking
over Brazilian cities where Argentina have played,
descending in such large numbers that it’s been
described in a few placesasan ‘invasion'.

The semi-final win seems to have been the cue
foranyone leftin Argentina to get into cars, vans,
mini-buses, any set of wheels, and drive to Rio in
time for the final.

The takeover of the Copacabana is complete.
They’ve settled all along the stretch—literally
settled, asin they’re cooking there, washing there,
drying clothes on temporary lines there.

Rio’slocals—Cariocas—love this stretch. They
playfootball here,work outhere, hangout with their
mates here. Every day. For these few days, they’ve
beendriven out toIpanema,afewkilometresaway.

Copais officially base camp for the Argentine
World Cup dream.

W E'VE MADE half-hearted attempts to get
our hands on tickets for the final, but at
some point it became obvious that watching the
clash on the beach would be pretty awesome. The
renovated Maracand hasacapacity of 75,000 people.
Around 500,000areexpected to watch on this four-
kilometre stretch of pristine, white sand.

Three of us are in Germany colours—three in
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THE FAGT THAT
WE'RE FROM
INDIA WINS US
SOME POINTS
WITH THE
ARGENTINIAN
FANS, AS HAS
THE FACT THAT
ONE OF OUR
GANG HAS GONE
FULL ARGENTINE.
HE HAD MUGGED
UP THE LYRICS OF
BRASIL DECIME
QUI SE SIENTE,
AND EVERY OTHER
CHANT HE HEARD
THAT WEEK

asea of blue-and-white. They treat us with amuse-
ment. Fordaysnow, the Copastretch hasbeensplit
down the middle: on the beach side are the Argen-
tines singing, dancing, playing football; the other
side of the stretch, at the fancier hotels, cafes and
bistros, is where you see the German fans.

The fact that we’re from India wins us some
points with the Argentinian fansaround us,ashas
thefactthatone of ourganghasgone full Argentine
(he had mugged up the lyrics of Brasil Decime Qui
Se Siente,and every other chant he heard from any
Argentine that week).

We find a spot four hours before kick-off, at
one of the five or six giant screens that have been
set up. Clear view of the screen? Check. Caipirinha
guy within shouting distance? Check.

By kick-off time, both boxes have been un-
checked. The crowd’s packedinsotight thatnoone
except the tallest among us hasareally clear view
of thescreen. And we’ve been there forsolongnow
thatwe don’treallyneed any Caipirinhas any more.

Unlike most football games, I remember very
little of the match itself: I remember Gonzalo
Higuain’s missin the first half, which sparked the
loudestcollective groanIhave everheard. Iremem-
ber Mario Gotze scoring towards the end of injury
time, which sparked the loudest collective silence
I have ever heard. I remember being ushered out
before the final whistle by friendswe had made that
day. They’d spotted trouble brewing and knew the
German colourswould notgodownaswellnowas
ithad doneearlierin the day.

AndIrememberalot of people. Not just from
thebeach that day, but from the entire trip. Thean-
gry bartender in Sao Paulo, the Arsenal fan at Vila
Madelena, merey bhaifrom Pakistan, Jimmy Jump,
the couple that tapped us on our shoulder at Copa
tosay “go, go quickly now... this way”, the brothers
from Uruguay whomade the best Caipirinhas in the
world, the Cariocas who my friend played football
with(braveman),anotherfriend meetingajournal-
ist he follows on Twitter. So many people from so
many countries and so many different culturesall
packed into one great memory.

Maxing out your credit cards to go for a party
isnever a good idea—if that party is the football
‘World Cup, it becomes kind of acceptable.

PS: The bills have finally been paid off. m

Deepak Narayananis a Goa-based
freelancejournalist
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| music |

Streaming Me Softly

The liberating future of listening

ISTENING TO MUSIC is
rarely aboutjustlisteningto
music. The processistied upin
allkinds of knots. Forinstance,
wheneverI'monatrain gazing out the
window headingtoafarawaylandlike
thestar of a French film from the 70s,
Iendupfallinginlove with whatever
isplayinginmy ears. Putmein a Delhi
Metro during peak hoursand, well,
alltheromanceissucked out of the
moment. It’sabout the ‘experience’, that
elusive, fragile,indescribable emotion.
The speakers or headphones you have,
the device you're using, the mood you’re
in,the time of day, the weather—there
are so many moving parts thathelp
craftthe perfectlistening experience,
thekind where you, for only a second
ortwo, forget where youare. When the
musicstops playing on the outside and
startsplaying on theinside.

Something happens whenever I
stream music. I feel conflicted: guilty
and free together at the same time.
Recently, I dipped into the world of
Saavn, an Indian streaming platform.
They claim to have 30 million songs,
inHindji, English and other languages.
Ican’t verify that claim since it'll take
me 200-odd years (human, not dog) to
get through every single song on their
list. ButIdobelieve it. Apple Music has
over 4o million songs; Spotify has over
3omillion too. Depending on your taste,
there’san app that exists catering to your
exactneeds. The possibilities are endless.

Streaming, then, has become like this
uncertain new future of music. We've
gone from badly scribbled notations
tolive performances to LPs, tapes, CDs,
MP3s/WAVs, to now playing infinite
music on internet platforms fora small
monthly subscription fee. Apple Music
comesataridiculously cheapRs190a
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By Akhil Sood

month forafamily pack. Gaana,another
bighitterin the streaming spacein India,
offersits paid version for Rs g9 amonth,
same as Saavn. Amazon Prime Music
isanother new entry into the market,
amonga host of others. And then there’s
good ol’ YouTube hanging around on the
fringes. Most of these companies func-
tion ona ‘freemium’ model, where you
get basicaccess for free but need to shell
outafeetogetextrafeatures. Inaddition
tostreaming, you getabunch of other
services, such as personalised or spe-
cially curated playlists, radio, exclusive
releases, and commissioned content.
Saavn, for example, has Artist Originals
(AO),an artist development programme
for South Asian artists.

The case of Spotify, arguably the
company to break open this space
worldwide in a struggling industry,
isabitmore curious. You have many
yuppie users already on it in India. This
isthrough some techie-nerd wizardry,
where youruna VPN, avirtual private
network, to gain access. Yet the company
hasn’t officially launched in India yet.
It'sbeen in the pipeline fora while now.

Earlier this year, Spotify went public,
and was valued at close to $30 billion. Last

GONE ARE THE DAYS OF
THE EXCESSIVE AND
EXCESSIVELY INSUFFERABLE
ROCK STARS. TODAY, YOU
HAVE DRIVEN YOUNG FOLK
TRYING TO GAME THE
SYSTEM AND MAYBE MAKE
SOME POCKET CHANGE
ALONG THE WAY

year, there were reports thatit wasin
a17-yearlease agreement forits World
Trade Center office, which amounted to
$566 million inrent (an obscene $2.77
million permonth).

Andyet, there’sthe underbelly. A
fewyearsago, Thom Yorke, the vocalist
of Radiohead, called Spotify the “last
desperate fart of a dying corpse”. (Today,
Radiohead’s musicison Spotify.) It'sa
criticism pointed out widely by artists
across the world, that Spotify—and
streaming in general— doesn’t pay
artistsmuch. As perreports, artists get
$0.003 per play, or 20 paisa.

Thatamountadds up when it comes
tothe bignames—say a Kanye West or
aTaylor Swift—who can afford to pull
whatever stunts (exclusive releases,
favouring one platform over the other;
the usual popstar antics). It’s the smaller
artist who loses out: the musician who
spendsall hersavings onanew guitar,
who hasadayjobsoshe can manage
the Rs 250an hourit coststobook a
rehearsal space, who'll hunt the market
foran affordable producer willing to
work on her songs for Rs 8,000 apiece.

The underground, in a way, getslost
in the shuffle. Especially the grassroots
movements that existeverywhere.

The non-playlist friendly artists trying
something new, something different.

| Getting people to pay for music has
| beenaseemingly impossible task ever
| since Napster redefined music listening

forever through its piracy-driven model.
Butnow it’s practically nonexistent. At

| underRs200amonth on Apple Music
| foraccesstojustabout every song ever

| written, theidea of paying for musicis
| somewhatofamirage.

Artists have recalibrated their ap-

proach to fit the new model, focussing
| instead on extensive touring and mer-
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chandise to survive. Gone are the days of
the excessive and excessively insuffer-
able rock stars. Today, you have driven
young folk trying to game the system in
away thatletsthem get by,and maybe
make some pocket change along the
way. InIndia, mostindie bands survive
by investing their earnings back into the
band, or pumping theirincome froma
dreary day job to fund their passion. It’s
adepressing state of affairs,and the odds
are stacked againstactual creators. And
still there’s this air of positivity about
streaming, asamodel that’s yielding
returns (possibly because the bigbad
labels are back to minting it afterafew
yearsin thered).

It’s complicated. While young,
forward-thinkingartists might be fall-
ing by the wayside in a congested space
controlled by algorithms and major
label sway, in the same breath there’s the
idea that streaming provides accidental
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exposure toartists. It could take your
music toanew audience.

HE FIRST TIME I heard, say,

Nirvana, it changed my life. It was
dumbluck and nothing else: Theard
Lithium, accidentally,on afriend’s
brother’s assorted MP3 CD, got myself
atape of Nevermind, and was never the
same again. Streaming streamlines
discovery. It’s thrilling; on any given
day, there’s the chance that you could
stumble upon something that could
potentially change you. The pre-internet
age,in India especially, meant that you
hadto go out of your way to find what
youlike. You had to scan old magazines,
trawl the internet, rely on recommenda-
tions from unreliable narrators. Wait
formagic. Access was limited. Of course,
all meaningful art demands a degree of
time and effort from the consumer. But

thiskind of access eliminates a major
logistical obstacle. Users can spend
allday jumping from oneartisttoa
similar-sounding other, until something
eventually sticks.

The flipside to this, of course, is that
excessive choice can be daunting. And
then there’sthe omniscience of the
internet. Ineed to turn off my phone, my
'WiFi periodically, just to maintain an
illusion of sanity. Streaming music poses
adistressing sense of reliance on the
internet, and a difficulty in getting away.

Further, doIreally ‘own’the music
I'm listening to? Ownership of artisa
tricky concept to begin with. By paying
$9foradigital version of analbumon
Bandcamp, or pickingupaband’s CD
fromagigIgoto,doesit make thatmu-
sic mine? Does it solidify my relationship
withan albumif I've sought outa physi-
cal copy, or adigital download, and spent
my moneyto acquireit,even though I
don’treallyneed to? AmIalesser fanif
Istealitoff Pirate Bay? Can I, oranyone,
everreally ‘own’ awork of art,oramI
just borrowing it? Streaming muddies
these already dense waters.

Serious listeners tend to share a per-
sonal relationship with the creators of
music that moves them. I often buy CDs
oronlinealbums despite already own-
ing said musicasa tiny form of support
toitscreators. And it provides me with
anintangible sense of satisfaction thatI
have some kind of ‘right’ to that music
—anotherword for thisis being smug,
perhaps—butIdon’t get that samejoy
whenIscroll through a playlist to find
what I'm looking for.

That'swhatit’sallabout, really.

The logistics—the process, the method-
ology—ofhow, when, where, why you
listen to musicisno more thanameans
toderiving the mostjoy outof theact.
Of occasionally feeling that ephemeral
emotion of transcendence. If thisis the
future, then I will learn to embrace it
too, because it’s the end that matters
most. But these reservations complicate
matters. Streaming musicis
liberating—and it canbe sucha
revelatory experience. But there’sall
this baggage to contend with.m
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Tt youre ashamed
of your darkness,
you will never grow’

Hind:i cinema’s most versatile star of the 90s now finds new meaning in her work.
Tabu in conversation with Divya Unny

T’S TAKEN SOME coaxing to get Tabu to give me

thisinterview. She has been an actor from a time when

social media was unheard of, smart phones didn’t exist

and talking too much about oneself was considered

pompous. “What more canIsay about me?” she asks
with a humility and grace that you wish other actors could
borrow. Sitting in her comfortable home-turned-office in sub-
urban Mumbai, in akurta, with her shiny long hair half open,
Tabu’s face is free of make-up and her demeanour casual. About
five minutes into a conversation with her, you forget she’sa
celebrity. She’s terribly unintimidating, yet carries an aura only
afew of her calibre do.

It'sbeen overamonth since the release of herlast film,
Missing, where she playsa mother whose young daughteris
absconding while on vacation with her family. The film did little
toempower Tabu as an actor, but what’s noteworthy is that this
ishersecond release in six months (including the hit Golmaal
Again), arare occurrence for her. “Five filmsin the last four years,
notbad haan...?” she asks, well aware thather average ismuch
lower. “There’sa whole new space for films that has opened up
these days which makes me inquisitive and excited asan actor.
Fortunately, through my career I've been part of films that have
broken the norm in some way or the other. ButI think these
days, inashortspan of time, people are making filmsthatare
trying to say something important, which isgreat because then
actors like me won't go hungry for good roles,” she says.

Tabuhasalwaysbeen an actor one longsto see more of. She
hasbeen choosy with her films, butin the last few years she has
been more receptive toroles that demand her craft. She’s shoot-
ingafilmayear,and italmost seems like anew professional
phase for her. “Ithink itisnow that I've started to understand
the meaning of really enjoying my work,” she says, “Iused to
think ‘enjoy’ means having fun and being on a high all the time,
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but that’snotit. Enjoymentis when you really interpret your
work in a way that you derive joy out of it. It'snot about the
result or about whatit’s bringing to you. It’'sjust about loving
whatyou’re doing that very moment.”

She sounds content, almost asif she finally feelslike she’s
getting her due. But that may not be it. Thirty years and 84 films
later, she confesses that one needs to find reasons to rejuvenate
oneself. “Istarted working when I'was 16. And there has been so
much work that you end up feeling like an absolute burn-out.
You don’t want to do it anymore because you’re simply fed up.
There have been times when I've just gone to my motherand
said, ‘AllIwantisahouse in the mountainsand want to golie
there.’ But of course it’s all wishful thinking,” she says.

Tabuis the only female actor of her time (her contempo-
rariesinclude talents such as Kajol, Preity Zinta and Karisma
Kapoor) whois doing any noteworthy work currently. Her
recent filmography—with fearless and bold characters—
would give younger performers acting goals. Be it the jilted
half-widow in Haider(2014) who draws empathy even while
manipulating her own son, or the astute yet helpless copin
Drishyam(2015)looking for herlost child, or the dejected
ex-wife of asuperbusy cop in Talvar(2015), she’snever played
black-and-white roles. They are complicated, confused,
passionate, progressive, ones that refuse to toe the line. They
exude this power, which most of us feel only in our most trying
circumstances. And Tabu, the performer that she is, underlines
that power with complete control and grace.

“Ifound it pretty boring to play the good girl. Inever thought
it'sawrong thing or arisky thing to play morally incorrect
people, orlayered people or lustful women for that matter. I
didn’t understand why not. Itold myself that society’sidea of
what ismoralistic should never come in the way of my saying
‘yes’to any character. That's whyI could play a suicide bomber
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oramilitant orawoman who hasan extramarital affairina
film like Astitva,” she says.

Inascene in Astitva(2000), Tabu, a housewife, questions
expectations of women being loyal to their husbands when
men are often unfaithful to their wives. It was a rare Hindi
film that touched upon adultery from a woman’s perspective.
“These characters exist in the world. They exist in us. We are
notassimpleas we portray to the world. If you’re ashamed of
your darkness, you will never grow, and these were characters
who celebrated their dark side.Ifound it very interesting to
bring them out on screen through myself,” she says.

She chose roles that were unconventional, a reason why she
never got stereotyped despite such along run in Hindi cinema.
She’s gota clay-like quality, which she credits to the fact that she
began so early. “When I came to Mumbai from Hyderabad, I
wasjust 13. My sister was already in films, and like they always
spot the sibling, they spotted me too. WhenIset foot on thesets
of my first few films,T had noidea what I was doing. Thad 20
people saying 20 different things to me and I could hardly hear
the sound of my own head. My first director K Raghavendra Rao
(whodirected Coolie No 1) said to me thatIonly had tokeepa
few thingsin mind. Ishould always be on time.Ishould always
be financially independent. And Ishould know thatno matter
whathappens, it'sjust work. I feel like that made me confident
andThave held onto that till today.”

In the first film she was recognised for, she was divested of all
glamour. She played Mohanlal’slove interestin Priyadarshan’s
National award-winning Malayalam film Kaala Pani(1996),a
film she maintains she struggled with. In the same year came
Maachis,where Tabu played a Sikh girl from a simple family who
turns tomilitancy. It got her her first national award. Gulzar, the
director of Maachis,spoke of her as an actor who was fearless and
belonged to an eramuch earlier than the gos. “Maachisgave me
hopetogoondoing whatIwasdoing,” shesays, “It changed the
way lapproached myselfasan actor. Gulzaar saabgave me so
much freedom to play that part that I realised thatit can be soem-
poweringtodoit. After that film, even people who were not very
sure of my taking this path were validating the choicesImade. It
was very gratifying.”

It wouldn’t be wrong to say that the gos—which wasa bleak
decade for Hindi cinema when it came to good content—be-
longed toher. Oratleast, she starred in films where the female
lead had ameaty role to play. Be it Virasat(1997), Chachi420
(1997), Hera Pheri(2000), Chandni Bar(2001), Filhaal (2002) or
Magqbool(2003). For every three or four commercial films, there
was one meaningful film that paved her way ahead.

She says, “Some characters might take more from you
emotionally than others. That’s what Magbooldid. Thad never
ventured into that kind of dark space before. Iwas completely
taken aback by the entire experience of that film.” There’sa
scene where Nimmi wails in Magbool’s arms after a meltdown.
You experience what she did during the film, thanks to that one
scene. Even today, Nimmi, the woman who destroyed Magbool
with herlove, stands apart as one of the top ten roles ever
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With Manoj Bajpayee
in Missing
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I told myself society’s idea of what is
moralistic shouldn’t come in the way of
my saying ‘yes’ to any character. That’s
why I could play a suicide bomber or a

woman who has an extramarital affair”
TABU

written for afemale Indian actor. It falls in the league of what
Meena Kumari did with Sahib Bibi Aur Ghulam(1962) or what
Rekha did with Umrao Jaan(1981). Taburecognisesit wasan
unparalleledrole, saying, “I can’t ever think of that film as
something Ijustshot for orjust another good film. It was some-
thing that changed something in me, forever.”

Despite herlove-hate relationship with acting, she has
given us other gems like The Namesake(2006), Life of Pi(2012)
and Cheeni Kum(2007). Ask her about her processand she
replies, “I don’t think you can ever deconstruct orintellectu-
alise the process of an actor. It's become a fashionable word,
‘process’. Every day you are feeling differently, you are different
characters, you are working with so many different people; the
weather, the colour you're wearing, the fabric you're wearing,
everything affects you. Everything s part of what comes on
thatscreen. Asan audience, you only see the actor asasolitary
figure on screen. But when youzoom out, it’san entire set of
500 people who have worked towards that,” she says.

Herunderstanding of the craft is far more than one can
deconstruct on paper. The best part for heris the absence ofan
image to go by. Sheishappy to travel the world whenever she
wishes, and shoot a film when she wants. The smaller, simpler
thingsin life keep her going, like the smell of popcornina
movie hall. “These days they have those recliner chairs. Ilove
going and sitting on them. I feel like for three hours 'mjust cut
off from all the chaos. It's so blissful,” she says.

She will continue to act, or maybe she won’t. Tabu likes to
remain unpredictable, and that makes her the happiest.m
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The Mythmaker

A spy thriller travels back in time with elan

By Akshaya Pillai

memories, the Sunday morning

walk with my grandfather to the
grocery store. The galliwould be
vacant, harbouring a plague-struck
silence that would be punctured only
by synchronised dramatic dialogues
and occasional peals of monstrous
laughter from the Mahabharata,and
other mythological serials that aired on
Doordarshan. These would escape from
the windows to form the city’s voice
ona Sunday. Ravi Shankar Etteth’s The
Brahminevokes the nostalgia of the
early gos when television embraced
history and an entire country waited to
watch tales of shrewdness that helped
save akingdom.

The Brahmin (a title that seems
rather problematic today) transports
us to Pataliputra. It is the year 267 BCE
and an agitated Ashokais seated on
agilded wooden bench in hisroyal
garden. Facing him is the chief spy-
master of the kingdom, the Brahmin.

I T IS ONE of those vivid childhood

SAURABH SINGH

The atmosphere is tense as one of
theking’s concubines hasjust been
brutally murdered. Her body was found
abandoned, partially charred nexttoa
pyre. Through the seven days that the
king has granted for the murder to be
resolved, we follow the Brahmin and
hisbeautiful part-Vietnamese aide Hao,
asthey cross forests, dine at taverns and
search the neighbouring kingdoms for
an assassin who leaves a rakthapushpa
(blood flower) beside each of
hisvictims.

Etteth, through a network of spies,
illustrates the picture of a kingdom
on the brink of war. While the book
succeeds topographically, conjuring
the grandeur of the palaces, the comfort
of wide roads that sport caravans from
various ports and the intricate details
ofaneatly planned Mauryan city; the
storyline isnot special, and the
characters, shallow.

Many intriguing—but often one-
dimensional—characters populate the
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pages of thisbook, like the descendants
of Greek soldiers who came to India
along with Alexander the Great, the
warrior monks who justify violence
when itistime toattack eviland fight
for the light, or the hermaphrodites
who spar like tigresses from hell.

The main characters converse
mostly to row the plot forward.
Dialogues feel urban, like when
Ashoka beginsa question with ‘What
thehellisa...

Itisagainst the backdrop of
the deep woods, where danger
camouflagesin the dark, that the better
conversations in the book take shape.
Riding horses that come galloping
atthe call of a whistle, the spies pass
rivulets and strange scented flowers.
Sometimes even a bat hurrying
backintoits cave leads to an amusing
anecdote about a poet-turned-hermit
who once inhabited the same cave after
hislove life turned sour.

Ettethisastorytellerina hurry
and once you step into this thriller, the
pages turn quickly. The latter half of the
book issetin the palace of Ujjain, in the
daysleading up to the Queen’s birthday.
The Brahmin and Haoreside in the
palace along with their suspects,
feast on duck roasted in honey,
braised fish served on rose petals and
quietly go about investigating a few
interconnected murders. To the writer’s
credit, the grand reveal leaves behind
noloose ends.

The story has most of the
stock characters that are likely
to occurin 300 pages of a George
RR Martin book, for example, though
minus the fantasy elements.

Readers not familiar with the sweep
and majesty of Game of Thrones might
enjoy thisbook. m
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A Seismic Shift in Hindi Cinema

The back-to-back successes of Raaziand Veere Di Wedding
suggestaseismic shiftin Bollywood. Every naysayer who has
ever said films with women as central protagonists—those
withno big male star to prop up the women—donotand
cannot make bigbucks, arelikely eating their hatright now.
Alia Bhatt was the only A-listerin the recent spy drama Raazi
thathastaken in more than Rs 1oo crore at the box-office.
Veere Di Wedding, an all-girlsromantic comedy on the lines

of Bridesmaidsand Sex and the City, willlikely do that number
sooner than it took Raazito get there.

To be fair, these aren’t the first women-led films to
makeasplash at the box office. Vidya Balan’s Dirty
Picturewas a huge hit, but industrywalas credit the lure
of sex-and-skin to that film’s success. Thz
encouraging numbers of Tanu Weds Manu Returns
were attributed toits being a sequel toamuch-loved
hit(anditsinbuiltappeal). Bollywood, as you can see,
willfind any excuse toslightits women.,

Butnomore. Raaziand Veere Di Wedding .
have truly broken the glass ceiling. Rest
assured, those conversationsaround
pay parity will berevived, and expec-
tations from otheractress-driven
pictures will be high. Kangana
Ranaut’s Manikarnika, slated to
release before year-end, could well
serve asan acid test. Itis, afterall,
abig-budget historical with
awomanatits centre.

Big Budgets for Women-Led Films

Speaking of women leading from the top, Bareilly
KiBarfidirector Ashwiny Iyer Tiwari hasnotone
buttwo bigmovies on the cards. The firstisa kabaddi
film thatinsiderssay Kangana Ranaut will starin.
Sourcesrevealit’sa Mary Kom-like empowerment
story abouta kabaddichamp who givesup her
career to havekidsand startafamily. She returns to
discover thatshe mustup her gamein orderto
stayrelevant. And she does.

Thesecond film isreportedly aremake of the
uplifting French drama La Famille Belierabout a young

(OPENE )

girl born to deaf-mute parents, torn between her responsibili-
ty toherfamily and herlove for singing. Unlike Sanjay Leela
Bhansali’s 1996 tearjerker Khamoshi, which it sounds
suspiciously like, thisone’sreportedly acomedy. Alia Bhatt
isslated to play the centralrole.

Expectbudgets for both filmsto go up considerablyin the
wake of theaudience’s sudden love for women-driven movies.

Image Makeover Time
This star son, who’s been going through arough patch
in his careerfor some time now, is working towards
animage overhaul. His first step towards that was
signing a movie with the poster-boy of indie cinema.
It’'sa Hum Dil De Chuke Sanam-style love triangle in
which heplays the sympathy magnet.

Nextup, he’sbeing strongly pitched tostaralong-
side our‘global female star’in a film based on the true
story of agirl withafatal health condition who had

greatsuccessasamotivational speaker before
herpassingattheage of 19. Theactor,along
with the female star, will play the parents of
the protagonist,arole thathasgone tothe
childartist whomadeahugesplashintwo
movies produced by a top superstarrecently.
Apart from mixing up his film choices
and picking material that makes him
step out of his comfort zone, the actor has
also signed up to be ‘handled’ by one of

\ Bollywood’s top agents, who was respon-
\ sible for the image-reinvention of one of
P the industry’s most infamous bad boys.

Sourcesreveal that the agent—whohad
a falling out with the bad-boy-turned-super-
star—has taken up thisactor’'sworkasa
challenge, andis determined to turn around
his career and people’s perception of him. By all
accounts the actor himself has taken charge; the
indie director whose film he next starsin insists
thaton the set he was professional, committed,
and hungry to be challenged.
Well, who doesn’tlove a good comeback? m

Rajeer Masand is entertainment editor and film critic at CNN-NEWSI8
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