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Abstract
Post-cinema in the post-art era can also arise from the collaboration of 
two artists, as in the case of Zidane: A 21st Century Portrait (2006), a 
f ilm by Douglas Gordon and Philippe Parreno: 17 cameras placed around 
the Bernabéu stadium in Madrid where a match is taking place follow the 
well-known football player, Zinédine Zidane, from the beginning of the 
game until his dismissal. Richard Conte examines this special portrait, 
paying particular attention to how the f ilm focuses primarily on Zidane 
and on details that could only be captured by the artistic f ilmic device. 
This in-depth analysis of such an approach and its astonishing f ilmic 
result also concern a social aspect of post-cinema that deserves to be 
highlighted: here, “the elitist contemporary art meets the most popular 
sport of the world and one of its most emblematic f igures.”

Keywords: Football (soccer), portrait, dance

Football – Cinema – Contemporary Art

“Acclaimed as one of the greatest football f ilms ever made, Zidane: A 21st 
Century Portrait (2006) is a unique real-time study of one of the beautiful 
game’s greatest icons: Zinédine Zidane.

During an entire Real Madrid vs. Villarreal match in front of 80,000 fans 
on April 23, 2005, at the Santiago Bernabéu stadium, 17 movie cameras under 
the direction of acclaimed cinematographer, Darius Khondji, were set around 
the playing f ield focusing solely on Zidane. Featuring the legend’s thoughts 
and observations on his playing career and a magnif icent score by Scottish 
rock band Mogwai, this extraordinary feature – conceived and co-directed 
by Turner Prize-winning artist Douglas Gordon and French artist Philippe 
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Parreno – captures, in stunning detail, all the drama and excitement of a 
football genius in action.”1

This f ilm was presented in Cannes out of competition.

Prelude

Sitting in front of the television, tonight, December 2019, I am watching the 
PSG/Marseille match. On the screen, the image is perfect, constantly clear. 
There isn’t the slightest distortion or interference with the reception. When 
the action requires it, the overall plans make room for tighter plans, but 
whatever happens, at every moment, the synchronized cameras focus on 
the ball’s trajectory; open sesame to the football dramaturgy.

There isn’t the slightest blur, except for a few transitions to slow-motion 
or accelerated replay. It is about showing the game with the best visibility, 
in the empathy of the movement and the clearness of the game. When the 
situation requires it, the producer might not lose the agonistic track of the 
match.

A Unique Portrait

As kids, the two plastic artists Philippe Parreno and Douglas Gordon, eyes 
glued to the screen of the family television, were wondering what the football 
players were doing when they were not playing football. It is true that at the 
stadium, each person is free to watch where one wants to and thus break free 
from the course of the game. In front of the TV, you have to follow the ball 
tracked steadfastly by the cameraman. So, what would one see if, instead of 
following the ball, the cameras only accompanied one exceptional player, a 
true football legend? This is what the two artists imagined. Thus, in 2005, 
who was more inspiring than the star of Real Madrid, Zinédine Zidane … 
Thanks to the intercession of a journalist, the two artists offered the project 
to Zidane who accepted, conscious that it was a singular project quite unlike 
the regular f ilmed televised matches. The notion of “portrait” is advanced.2

1 Zidane DVD, Artif icial Eye, France 2006 (f ilm and special features). This study was greatly 
facilitated by the existence of this DVD.
2 The genre of the portrait, in any art form, shows an interest in the individual; it is not only 
the human being in general, or this type of whole species, that makes the portrait painter; he 
is such a person insofar as he is himself (and this, even though through the individual an idea 
of general signif icance is revealed: the portrait cannot be reduced to it).
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Zidane: a 21st centUry portrait (Douglas gordon and Philippe Parreno, 2006)
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However, this is a new kind of portrait with considerable risk: “If I get hurt 
at the eighth minute, the movie is buggered” warns Zidane. It is also like 
the portrait of a moving unconscious mind, a portrait in which the subject 
does not pose; a portrait in which he is acted on by the game more than he 
acts. Thus, he is not playing a role as an actor but remains in a performing 
situation. The character disappears, but in a certain way, the person does 
too. The player on the football f ield is seemingly outside of himself, deprived 
of the customary use of the hand which is forbidden by the rules of the 
game. However, the portrait of a focused being, who is on watch as a hunter 
searching for the perfect moment, is very different from the synthesis of a 
personality which constitutes, for example, the Portrait of Monsieur Bertin by 
Ingres,3 or in another different format, the numerous biopics so loved by the 
modern-day public.4 Instead of the traits being gathered in the same image 
as an aggregation of temporalities, in this f ilm, hundreds of expressions and 
behaviors, minute details to reckless acts – as the f ight that earned him a 
red card at the end of the game – draw a contradictory portrait which can 
only be captured by a documentary f ilm.

Because of the seventeen cameras and cameramen situated all around 
the stadium on different levels, the regular convention which gives the 
spectator a sense of the game (a team on the right, the other on the left, 
with a switch during half-time) is shattered, disorienting the f ilm viewer. 
On the contrary, in this f ilm, we never really know who’s watching, who’s 
directing our gaze, so that it can be any of the 80,000 spectators present at 
the stadium.5 With its zoom shots6 and close-ups offered only by a f ilm 
intended for theatrical release, this is a match that has never been seen 
before. Unlike with conventional orientation, the abundance and variation 
of points of view permit an understanding of the dramaturgy of the match. 
Here, the focus is neither on the ball nor the action of the 22 players and 
the goals but on Zidane alone, as if we were with him on the f ield. We are 

3 Jean-Auguste-Dominique Ingres, Portrait of Monsieur Bertin, 1832, oil on canvas, 116 × 
96 cm (Louvre Museum). Ingres took a long time to f ind the masterful pose of his subject, a 
representative of the liberal bourgeoisie of the time and director of a French Newspaper.
4 What the audience expects from cinema when football is f ilmed looks more like the 
Maradona by Kusturica (2008), evoking the youth, the achievements and the demons of 
this other great player.
5 “The only way to record reality,” said Pasolini, “is to multiply the points of view that look 
at it endlessly” (qtd. in Parreno 2014, n.p.; my translation). Initially, for both artists, the ideal 
would have been to have as many cameras as spectators in the stadium. It was from this utopia 
that the idea of 17 shooting teams was born.
6 Two Panavision zooms, the best at the time (2005), were provided by the United States 
military.
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there with him and yet not; we never see what Zidane is seeing from his 
own point of view.

The artist f ilmmakers offer a discontinuous alternative to the continuity 
of the game, to its general movement. Where the pursuit of the ball induces 
the continuity of the action (drama), the f ilming of Zidane shows the gaps, 
the attempts, the sudden accelerations, the ball-to-foot races, like the paces 
of equine (the step, the trot, gallop), the shouts and gestures of ball calls, 
the heavy breathing, the backups … it is not the behind-the-scenes but the 
exertion of the body which are expressed here.

Different Sliding

Zidane clearly says it: “It was not the game of my life, but I was in my game; 
why did I say yes? Because I wasn’t playing a role.” Indeed, Zidane is not 
Bruce Willis, neither a hero from an American movie nor an actor. He is 
a football player who plays his match, as is the case for him at this time, 
twice a week. At the same time, he is a “Stadium God,” a ball artist and an 
employee fulf illing his contract with mastery. In this way, during the match 
between Real Madrid and Villarreal, by a perfect pass, he kicks the ball on 
Ronaldo’s head who scores.

However, just by reading the comments about the f ilm at the time of its 
release, the deception of a great deal of “supporters,” “football lovers” and/
or “Zizou fans” (Zizou is Zidane’s nickname) can clearly be felt. They had 
expected to see a biopic, a biography of their idol or a f ilm providing a “very 
high level” psychological analysis. Instead, they ended up “dying of boredom” 
in front of an amphigoric and redundant-style artistic experiment, which 
did not even show the exciting game, depriving them of what mattered 
most. Moreover, at various points during the f ilm, it is blurry, out of focus, 
and ribbed. In brief, all of this is “nonsense” as expressed on the French 
entertainment website Allociné.7

This clearly indicates, albeit rather negatively, the different shifts that the 
f ilm operates: from biographical to the activity of a portion of the present. 

7 The viewers’ critique is more scathing than that of the journalists, for example: “We are 
immersed in the heart of a match but condemned to understand nothing … by wanting to get 
closer we forget the essentials: football is a collective adventure!”; or again: “Unconvincing for 
lovers of contemporary art, frankly boring for moviegoers, ultra-frustrating for football fans, 
this f ilm only seems to exist to f latter the megalomania of its directors, amplify or accelerate the 
canonization of the great Zizou and bring contemporary art in cinemas for the general public 
[…]” (2006; my translation). See www.allocine.fr.
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There is almost no interest in the narrative suspense despite the game and its 
dramatic tension provided by the music and the cheering supporters from the 
stands. The conventions of the documentary have changed in that there is no 
step back or analysis and the live shooting of the game lacks the usual com-
mentaries of the televisual transmission. The disruption of visual performances 
of screens by interference, besides noises and contrasted editing, leads to a 
break in continuity between the filming of the game on the screen and the out 
of the ordinary dispositive of all-out shots (even for the Hollywood cinema).

While some football lovers may be frustrated, for many others, it is a 
new experience. For the f irst time, the elitist contemporary art meets the 
most popular sport in the world and one of its most representative f igures. 
At half-time, news images of what’s going on elsewhere in the world on 
April 23, 2005 (Iraq war, refugees, and explosions) are edited in to hint at 
the polemological signif icance of football and its policy. The violence of 
these images reminds us that, in Pierre Bourgeade’s words, “football is the 
war continued by other means” (1981; my translation). While we are playing 
here, a real war is in fact taking place elsewhere.

As there are no camera shots from the subjective perspective, only the 
subtitled quotes by Zidane announce the thoughts of the player; thoughts 
that have little to do with what’s happening on the f ield.8 Indeed, these 
Zidane quotes replace the voice-over technique often used to provide an 
intimate look into the mind of a character, in this case Zidane. On the other 
hand, what we can hear are the many small injunctions or calls for the 
ball by means of short bursts of Hispanic onomatopoeias – let’s not forget 
that he is Real’s playmaker – expirations, and even spitting. As he wipes 
the sweat of his forehead using the ends of his sleeves he remains on the 
lookout like a predator, meticulously scanning the f ield to at any moment 
take advantage of the slightest opportunity.

For the artist f ilmmakers and their teams, everything is played out 
between sickle cutting and lace editing. The story’s multiple viewpoints 
are skillfully darned together using the thread of time; because, ultimately, 
the chronology of the game is strictly respected. Thus, they f ind a narrative 
force intrinsic to any football match, even if in this case, we only see the 
ball at Zidane’s feet or from far away on the control room screen.

Even if the football lover can be bored during watching the f ilm, the 
contemporary art lover enjoys the way in which sport is turned into art, 

8 For example, “As a child / I had a running commentary in my head / When I was playing / 
It wasn’t really my own voice / It was the voice of Pierre Cangioni / a television anchor from the 
1970s/ Every time I heard his voice […].”
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breaking with the conventional television aesthetics of the sport. Indeed, 
today like yesterday, the TV screen is a washing machine that standardizes 
the iconic materiality.

The Part Played by Sound

Douglas Gordon and Philippe Parreno felt that despite their very clear 
principle of mainly f ilming a player instead of the game, they could not 
escape a certain disparity and multiple breaks in rhythm induced by their 
subject. This is where the function of the soundtrack intervenes, linking 
disparate visual to composite sound. The murmurs, clams, foghorns and 
applause of the crowd, as well as the exchanges and sounds coming from 
the players, create an acoustic depth between the close voices on the “green 
square” and the distant sound coming from the bleachers. A permanent 
oscillation between the sounds being broadcasted to the Spanish TV 
with their hissing noises and the sound captured live is maintained and 
combined with music by Mogwai.9 This music is at once present, almost 
repetitive, almost absent, functioning as the nervous system of the f ilm. 
It is simultaneously inherent to it and distant. It beats to the pulse of the 
f ilm by according itself to the speed of the player, to his remoteness in a 
universe of brutal and rowdy confrontations. It is generic in the sense that 
it imports into the world of sports documentaries the memory of f ictional 
f ilms. It compensates for insuff icient narration and reinforces the hypnotic 
dimension of the f ilm.

A Cinematic Film Produced by Contemporary Artists

Between what is known as contemporary art on the one hand and cinemas 
(which must now be used in the plural form) on the other, a new paradigm 
has emerged for addressing these creative developments. In 2005, Gordon and 

9 “Mogwai is a British post-rock group from Glasgow. Mostly instrumental, the songs of the 
band are most often based on a bass or guitar line, to which are added as the theme changes. 
These compositions oscillate between atmospheric ambiences and sonic violence”; see Wikipedia, 
https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mogwai_(groupe). In 2006, they made the original soundtrack for 
Zidane. Without extrapolating too much, we can clearly see what guided the directors in their 
choice: an unprecedented combination of calm tension, almost sweetness and the potential for 
contained violence (their concerts usually ended in complete chaos, in a rain of feedback). This 
is what characterizes the portrait of Zidane.
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Parreno speculated that three foreign elements would be combined: football 
(even when, since and during the 1998 World Cup, artistic initiatives were 
multiplied [Conte 2002, 167-171]), mass cinema (an industry that remains 
driven by profitability obligations), and contemporary art (an inclusive f ield 
of art that continues to “annex” all forms of expression, art or otherwise). 
Usually, artists who tackle cinema, with some exceptions,10 use modest 
means. While Zidane can be considered an artist’s movie, having been made 
by renowned visual artists, the importance of the technical measures and 
the performance of the material (far removed from the experimental cinema, 
super 8, videos and smartphones of today) links it to high-budget cinema. 
Unsurprisingly, the film was presented in Cannes out of competition in 2006.

Apart from the different shifts mentioned earlier concerning the diegetic 
conception of the f ilm, it is also necessary to reflect on the plasticity of the 
screens, the grain of the images, the blurs … And it starts with the credits, 
which immediately provide the opportunity to expose the visual and sound 
project as well as the typographic research11 (a sort of ex-libris, the name 
of Zidane).

Grids and screens in complementary colors and the hypnotic, crystal-clear 
music provoke a dream-awake effect, a form of hypnosis, almost a trance, 
in front of the scrolling of shots. This effect is not always specif ic to artist 
f ilms but underlines that the cinematographic projection has to ability to 
induce sleep or drowsiness.

In this context, does the football game resemble a form of hyphen drawn 
by both artists between the contemporary art and the cinema (see Chateau 
2014; especially chap. 4, 89-106) or, more precisely, as specif ied by Jacques 
Aumont:

In order to make an interval between things surface – and to make people 
see it – one must f ilm scenes without staging them (whenever possible) 
so that they do not begin to convey a story. One must f ilm them for 

10 For example, the series of f ive Cremaster f ilms by Matthew Barney made between 1994 
and 2002 and, of course, the work of David Lynch; these works are constantly in transit between 
cinema and contemporary art.
11 This is a typo from the family of the lineal drawn in the 1920s and 1930s. This family of 
characters carries all the ref ined modernity of the 1930s, with the refusal of serifs (of History, 
therefore). The assertion of geometry for immediate readability (the famous Gestalt describing 
“pure” forms as easier for humans to decipher). It is also a period in the history of forms that 
removes all references to the past, a sort of typeface without roughness, without belonging, 
without the past, for more universal openness. The extra light type is a desire to completely 
degrease the letter, which suddenly disappears, dematerialized. This favors the medium and 
the image over the letter.
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themselves and I would even say with themselves, in themselves. Showing 
is not embracing a point of view of things […]. Showing is a move within 
itself, a motion not bound or, at least, not entirely bound to conscience 
and accounts for a dynamic of things, phenomena, and events. (2006; 
my translation)

Could this be what the two f ilmmakers intended when making the f ilm? 
It very well could be, the f ilm does seem to reflect this, but in parts only.

Red Card

The heated moment of the game, placing Zidane front and center, comes a 
few minutes before the end of the match when Zidane receives a red card, not 
his f irst,12 and is send off; the offense in question concerned a mischievous 
heel kick to a player who was down.13 Quite uncharacteristic for someone 
known to be calm and civil. So, where does this sudden, almost irrational 
violence come from? I hypothesize that it is inherent to football; it’s written 
in its DNA. Let me explain.

The underlining content of this f ilm, what is represented as a portrait, 
is the reveal of this permanent tension inherent to the secret of football, 
its drama, and its beauty, and its name, which reaff irms that one should 
play ball with the foot, not with the hands! It took time to pry this name 
from the hands of rugby football, and for association football to become 
exclusively about football. Banning the use of one’s hands is the found-
ing rule; a rule that has not been highlighted enough, in my opinion. In 
football, the arms’ only function is to keep balance while moving. Between 
the head and the feet, a direct relation short-circuits the customary use 
of the hand, its language function, its delicate coupling with the eye 
and the human brain. The ban on the voluntary use of the hand may 

12 Coinciding with the release of the movie a famous incident occurred involving Zidane that 
was widely discussed in the media at the time and that even extended its reach to the f ield of 
contemporary art. On July 9, 2006, during the World Cup f inal in Berlin, Zidane, captain of 
the French team, headbutted the Italian player, Marco Materazzi. In the media, this incident 
gave rise to many questions in France about what had provoked Zidane. An investigation was 
launched by the International Federation of Football Association (FIFA). Countlessly parodied 
in the media, Zidane’s gesture was later immortalized by Adel Abdessemed as a bronze sculpture 
and exhibited on the forecourt of Beaubourg (temple of contemporary art) in 2012.
13 June 18, 1998, saw the second meeting of Pool C between France and Saudi Arabia at the 
Stade de France. In the 71st minute of play, when the score was 2-0 for the blues, Zidane lost his 
nerve. Number 10 of the Blues received a red card.
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let one believe that football permits actions of the feet used as if they 
were hands (like painters whose upper limbs have been amputated). 
This is not possible because the anatomy of the foot does not allow one 
to capture the ball; thus, there is no functional transfer from the hand 
to the foot as in the case of a disabled painter. However, the brain-foot 
connection does have a specif ic use; the brain signals the hand to reach 
out to its surrounding environment. In the game of football this innate 
urge to relate to the world by using one’s hands needs to be suppressed at 
all times; the success of football hinges on the removal of this universal 
relationship between men and world – that of grasping. Thus, the absence 
of capturing the ball with one’s hands results in the amazing f luidity of 
the game, an intense circulation of the ball, a desperate quest for control. 
In short, this is what makes football a unique sport, an art performed by 
the feet of Zidane.

However, prohibiting the use of the hand opens up a yawning gap, removes 
a f loor to humans and perhaps allows expressing “archaic” freedom by 
removing the legs from their pure function of support and extension. Here, 
the feet beat, trap, curl the ball. In sum, they more or less perform all sorts 
of operations apart from the seizure and capture of the ball. Of course, it 
goes without saying that feet also tackle, mow down, and give low blows, but 
these excesses are all the more systematic because they lack tact. The player 
is also a victim of this pedestrian excitement because, after having “sheared” 
an opponent, he then courteously offers him a helping hand. Therefore, my 
hypothesis is that the symbolic amputation of the hand constitutes at once 

Zidane receives a red card in Zidane: a 21st centUry portrait (Douglas gordon and Philippe Parreno, 
2006)
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the nobility and brutality of football. Thus, trying to control the impossible 
would only add to the violence on the football f ield.14

Therefore, football is fundamentally a tragic sport that carries within 
it a latent violence that authorities try to regulate through sanctions, 
exclusions, and suspensions. But basically, all is in vain and thus we 
see a player at the level of Zidane caught in this anthropologic trap. The 
cinema is of course drawn to this f law of humanity: when the subject 
cannot escape his/her own destiny … Such a dramatic consequence always 
underlies a football game, where everything can happen in 90 minutes. The 
match is like a f ilm: it consists only of movements within a specif ied time, 
where nothing is played in advance. As in cinema, we enter a rectangle of 
f iction where the f ield duplicates as the screen. Incidentally, this theme 
of the rectangle, the window, runs through the f ilm at every possible 
turn: the “green square,” the stadium, the retransmission screen, and the 
cinema screen … All this superposition of visible and visual is made more 
complex by the artistic ambition that works its synchronic relationships 
by inserting disorder, rupture, and displacement of a formal ref lection 
in the dramatic diachrony of the match. Therefore, football, cinema, and 
contemporary art have found, with Zidane as pretext, an unpredictable 
meeting place.

Translated by Marion Majourau
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