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On an English field a man from Pyongyang argues with a man from Mozambique. 
 
On the 12th of February, 2012 in Libreville, Gabon, an unfancied Zambia side won their first African 
Cup of Nations against pre-tournament favourites Ivory Coast, after a lifeless nil-nil draw resolved itself 
in a spirited penalty shoot-out. That the final penalty was scored by one Stoppila Sunzu was fitting: not 
only had Sunzu put in an influential performance at centre-back in a final which had seen Zambia on the 
defensive for the best part of 120 minutes, but the defender’s CV also told a story of defiance. After a 
fleeting spell in the French league system and an aborted attempt to sign for sometime-English 
Premier League side Reading, Sunzu had returned decisively to African league football and Congolese 
side Tout Puissant Mazembe in 2009. His career trajectory stood in sharp contrast to those of on-field 
Ivoirians like Didier Drogba and Yaya Touré, élite Europe-based players that together made Zambia, and 
Sunzu, natural underdogs on the night.   
  

Though this factor, not to mention the endearing group-singing performed by the Zambian 
squad throughout the shoot-out, contributed to the sense of elation that must have been felt by a large 
section of the neutral viewing public when Sunzu’s strike finally made the difference, this was not what 
made Zambia’s triumph such a richly affecting narrative. The inaugural continental championship 
success of the “Chipolopolo”1 was in fact so perfect, so perfectly timed that it would have been hard to 
believe had the evidence not been so manifest. Just shy of 20 years earlier, on the evening of the 27th of 
April, 1993, a plane carrying the majority of that year’s Zambian national football squad had crashed 
some 500 metres offshore of Libreville, killing all 30 passengers on board. The squad’s captain, Kalusha 
Bwalya – who because of his contract for Dutch side PSV Eindhoven had arranged alternative transport 
for the match in Dakar to which the ill-fated plane was headed – is now president of the Football 
Association of Zambia, and was lavishly honoured in the celebrations following Sunzu’s successful 
conversion. Zambia had achieved their greatest ever success on the site of their greatest ever tragedy, 
all watched over by a man who was at the centre of the latter. The horribly clichéd phrase “you couldn’t 
make it up” could have been written for this moment. 
 
Only, you could make it up. This was a full-blown Hollywood-script-worthy victory. As a friend of mine 
remarked once the post-game festivities were over, nothing in football is this perfect. Evidently, some 
rare things are, but it is more often than not that the story comes out malformed. Like Liverpool’s 
League Cup final victory over Cardiff City in 2012: after a string of cup- and promotion-near-misses, 
the script would surely dictate that Cardiff find redemption against a club that had recently discredited 
their good reputation by repeatedly and myopically pleading the case of their Uruguayan forward Luis 
Suárez. That is, by pledging continuing support for a player who nevertheless served an eight-game ban 
once found guilty by an independent regulatory commission of having racially abused Manchester 
                                                
1 The nickname of the Zambian national football team, which translates as “copper bullets” 



United defender Patrice Evra. Indeed, Cardiff went one-nil up nineteen minutes into the game, only for 
Liverpool to eventually triumph via a penalty shoot-out, securing their first trophy in six years, in a PR 
annus horribilis. Then there’s the other famous Suárez incident: his handball in the closing seconds of 
Uruguay’s World Cup 2010 quarter final, which – ably assisted by an unexpectedly wayward penalty 
kick by Asamoah Gyan –  prevented Ghana from becoming the first African team to reach the final 
four in football’s most prestigious tournament, the first of these to be held in Africa. Or the depressing 
anti-climax ushered in by Florent Malouda’s late consolation goal in the same tournament for an 
already-eliminated France, which made certain that the tournament hosts, South Africa, would in turn 
be eliminated at the group stage on goal difference, just as they looked on the brink of entering free-
scoring mode. Moments like these don’t feel like the edifying unhappy endings that we expect of good 
fiction. Rather, they exude a choking sense of waste. Clearly impassioned, I wrote on my blog at the 
time of South Africa’s disastrous 3-0 defeat to Uruguay in the previous round of group stage fixtures,  
  
now it looks like the songs will be silenced, the vuvuzelas will be turned down a notch, and the fans will 
disappear all too quickly. This sudden, imminent loss of a pre-tournament narrative thread is more deflating 
than any dark narrative shift a novel could take. The result is a feeling not wholly unlike  grief. I desperately 
want to know that this tournament will produce a story that doesn’t consist entirely of repetition, 
disappointment and missed opportunities for renewal.2  
 
This is melodramatic, of course, but it should be read as a sincere intention to communicate the 
demanding sense of investment assumed by football in its most dramatic forms, a sense that had 
become acute to me over the course of watching my first World Cup since seriously renewing my 
interest in the sport. The thought had struck me earlier, and struck me repeatedly throughout South 
Africa 2010, and strikes me again every time items like the respective cup successes of Liverpool or 
Zambia unfold: football is a machine that we’ve created for telling stories, and it is a particularly 
economical and rewarding machine at the best of times, but at other times it malfunctions, it smokes 
and hisses and rattles and spits out something that can only stop you in your tracks, can only take the 
affective wind out of one’s affective sails.  
  

In an earlier draft of this essay, I sought to make the point that emotionally investing in football 
is not altogether unlike emotionally investing in another human being, given the complex weave of 
elations and disappointments that normally results from our most intimate relationships. On second 
thought, however, I reject this idea; football is at its root impersonal, un-reciprocal and an-ethical. It 
doesn’t listen to us, it doesn’t take into account our hopes and fears. It gives us some of the most 
compelling narratives we are ever likely to experience, and yet it frequently resists any of the narrative 
shapes we want to impose upon it. Its intelligence is strictly machinic. Yet its moving parts are the very 

                                                
2 http://theoystersearrings.wordpress.com/2010/06/17/two-dispatches-from-south-africa-2010/ 



stuff of human experience; of ethics and encounter, memory and affect. This was famously recognised 
by former Racing Universitaire d’Alger goalkeeper Albert Camus, among others.3  
 

* * * 
 
The epigraph that opened this essay in taken from Nigel Patrick’s voice-over narration to Abidine Dino 
and Ross Devenish’s Goal!, the official FIFA-endorsed film of the 1966 World Cup. It is a quarter-final 
match, and a member of the North Korean squad has taken issue with Eusébio, eventual competition 
top scorer and one of Portugal’s all-time greats. Patrick’s well-chosen words reveal more than just dry 
facts, however: here is football facilitating an almost-impossible connection. The North Koreans are ‘so 
little known they might be flying in from outer space’. All that really is known is ‘that they beat the weak 
Australians to qualify, they lived in barracks for 2 years, celibate, under military discipline.’ And here is 
one of their number exchanging words (presumably not understood, but words nonetheless) with a man 
born in Portuguese East Africa, representing his adopted European homeland at a time when African 
football was yet to enter the global stage.4  
  
Elsewhere in the film, Middlesbrough’s football fans take the North Korean team to their heart, 
referring to them as ‘us’. Everton F.C.’s Goodison Park is likewise portrayed as a crucible of the English 
game thrown open to all manner of cultural intermingling. Patrick again:  
 
Out of this bleak industrialism football grew, to sweep across the world. This is Everton, where they once 
cheered Dixie Dean & Tommy Lawton; now they’ll cheer Albert from Budapest, Eusébio from Mozambique, 
Pelé from the state of Minas Gerais.  
 
Then there is a third scene, notable for its quaint sense of obsolescence, in which a parade of men in 
suits, speaking a cacophony of different languages (the voices are all conveyed by an amusingly artificial 
overdubbing process) queue up to call home on bubble-shielded public telephones. The internet and 
television, not to mention the increasingly international flavour of the domestic game, have evidently 
taken a great deal of the energy out of encounters such as these – except, perhaps, where North Korea 
is concerned; that republic, which competed once more in South Africa in 2010, has lost none of its 
mystique. In 1967, Nigel Patrick could emote that “there are 16 finalists from…everywhere: Moscow, 
Rio, Rome, Pyongyang. In 1930 when it all began, the European teams took weeks to sail to Uruguay; 
now it’s a matter of jets and hours’. This shrunken world now appears fully self-evident. The hard lines of 
encounter are blurred, and difference is no longer so different. 
  

In spite of this, football’s special power at generating encounter persists. Comedian Frank 
Skinner’s words, upon being granted the privilege to draw numbers in a recent FA Cup draw, to the 
                                                
3 Camus, author of some of the cornerstone texts of French existentialism, is reported to have stated that ‘All I know 
most surely about morality and obligations, I owe to football’. 
4 The build-up to the 1966 World Cup was marked by a boycott carried out by sixteen African nations in protest against 
the lack of a single automatic qualifying spot for their confederacy. 



effect that “I’m deciding people’s travel plans here, aren’t I?” testify to football’s continuing status as a 
permanently open social motor. The only reason anybody from outside the north west of England has 
ever visited my home town, Preston, is either to watch their team play at Deepdale, home of Preston 
North End, or to visit the National Football Museum.5 What these visitors see while they are in town 
becomes, for better or for worse, a part of their sensorium, a thread in their tapestry of lived experience. 
Life accrues in relation with the mechanical interfaces of the game: the balls in the pot for the third-
round draw; the impositions of promotion and relegation; the motiveless motions of the fixture-
computer; hive-mind tactical preparations blending seamlessly with the operations of chance and 
convulsion to generate results on the football field itself, results which despite all their contingency can 
never be undone.  
 

* * * 
 
Craig Coulthard’s Forest Pitch is born out of an attempt to retrieve, reanimate and represent precisely 
that part of the artist’s lived experience that was sewn in by his experiences on and around the football 
field. During a 2008 residency in Düsseldorf, an opportunity presented itself to revisit the nearby 
stomping ground of now-defunct club SV Wildenrath, for whom the artist turned out as a child.6 It’s 
worth quoting the artist himself at length: 
 
We visited our old home, and took a walk through the woods. We found the pitch, where I hoped a match 
might be played, and I could maybe buy a strip. But the pitch was overgrown with long grass (it was shale 
when I played on it). The wooden changing room building was sort of leaning to the side and was covered in 
graffiti. The space itself was unchanged otherwise, there was still a small chapel to the side of it. I was 
saddened – this was the site of many happy memories, and more idiosyncratic ones too, such as the smell of 
washing powder when the strips were turned out onto the floor of the changing room, and I struggled to find 
the number 8 shirt…The smell of sweat on the  inside of goalkeepers gloves in the summer. 
 
It seems appropriate here to bring up a second film, Guy Maddin’s My Winnipeg (2008). The Canadian 
director’s homage to his home city plays notoriously hard and fast with interior and exterior histories, 
with fact and fiction, utilising surrealistic montage techniques and absurd scenarios to create what the 
director described as a “docu-fantasia”. In one of the movie’s central scenes, Maddin narrates the story 
of his birth and early infancy as inextricably interwoven with the history of the now-condemned (and 
subsequently destroyed) Winnipeg Arena, an ‘ice hockey cathedral’ in the city that Maddin (partially, 
no doubt) christens the sport’s ‘world capital’. Below is a typically impassioned extract from that scene’s 
monologue: 
 

                                                
5 This has long since vacated its premises in search of greater attendance figures in Manchester, that other, more 
illustrious Lancastrian football city. 
6 Defunct only in the sense that there is no longer an entity called “S.V. Wildenrath”. There is, however, a club called 
S.V. Helpenstein 1991 that is heir to the Wildenrath legacy, and whose set-up features at least one of Coulthard’s 
former coaches. 



This building was my male parent, and everything male in my childhood I picked up right here. I was even born 
here, right in this dressing room…I grew up in the locker rooms, was breast-fed there in the wives’ chambers, 
and was often lent out to visiting teams as a stick-boy. I met my first superstar, in the Soviet  showers, 
dazzled by Anatoly Firsov, as he emerged from the steam, naked except for the lather mantling his torso; 
positively smitten by him, I once stole his famed number eleven jersey, taking it home and sliding it over my 
nude body to take a few erotically-charged secret slap-shots, before tossing it into the forks for fear the KGB 
would catch me wearing it.7 I nearly fainted from the touch of its fabric, and the fear. 
  
Coupled with the film’s visual experimentalism, which draws together archival footage with footage shot 
by the director on an eclectic range of formats, this scene unfurls in a vortex of hypnagogic imagery, 
infantile eroticism and bodily fluids: ‘Urine! Breast-milk! Sweat! The hockey cathedral’s holy trinity of 
odours.’ Maddin is a director obsessed with interiority and knows that no sense reaches deeper inside 
our psyches than the decidedly abstract sense of smell. Sport, moreover, is perhaps second only to 
cooking in generating odours which stick to our brains, offering us transport to moments acutely lodged 
in our memory banks. Washing powder, soap and sweat; the freshly-washed number 8 shirt and well-
worn goalie gloves, the implied musk of Anatoly Firsov’s jersey; the fuggy vapours of team showers, 
laundries and changing rooms. It is a struggle for any artist to re-capture the impressions that such 
moments and places make on a young mind. The nature of consciousness means that such returns are 
always mutated, distorted or distended. Yet artists repeatedly try to work through these effect, out of 
some nagging sense of inner necessity.   
  

There are crucial differences between Maddin and Coulthard: the Manitoban is dedicated in all 
his works to mining the legacy of film, while the Fifer is strictly multi-media. Maddin’s nostalgia is less 
hopeful than Coulthard’s: where for the former the demolition of his reputed birthplace (and ‘father’) is 
a ‘blasphemy’, leaving a ruin ‘like a heart ripped open in the snow, closed to the public which worshipped 
in it,’ Coulthard actually embraces the ruination of his own seminal scene of infant experience for 
making his memories ‘seem more precious’. The purpose of this sketched comparison, however, is to 
demonstrate how Coulthard’s own thinking around his biggest project to date resonates with the 
language of a modern master of surrealist affect like Maddin.  Underneath football’s artificial, 
mechanical exterior lies a network of beating hearts. This Olympic-scale intervention affords Coulthard 
the opportunity to disentangle, via a kind of mimetic construction, a knotted thread in the fabric of his 
own being, much as Maddin at one point in his monologue claims to have undertaken My Winnipeg in 
order to ‘film his way out’ of a city that holds an almost overwhelming surfeit of memories. 
 
 

* * * 
 

                                                
7 Here Maddin references the “Forks” of the Assiniboine and Red Rivers, a location ascribed magical powers by 
Winnipeg’s indigenous inhabitants, or so Maddin would have us believe.  



Participatory art is a difficult thing to get right. Apply too much pressure on the spectator, over-burden 
her with allegorical connections and personal mythology, and you’ll be read as an authoritarian 
demagogue peddling propaganda in contravention of art’s essential ambivalence. Go too far the other 
way, remove yourself from the picture too much, and you’ll be lambasted as a hypocrite, complicit with 
the late-capitalist “experience economy” and faceless management ideals of “openness”.8 The difficulty, 
it seems to me, lies in establishing a genuinely engaging circuit between individual necessity and 
participatory openness. The football field seems as likely a place for success in this department to occur 
as any. Coulthard’s comments on the inspiration behind this piece should not be seen to over-
determine the work’s content in any way. In spite of the personal resonance of the piece, the artist is 
not the director here, so much as a machine-attendant. His decision to base the four competing teams 
around individuals who have been granted citizenship or Leave to Remain in the UK since 2000 in turn 
excludes from his game all British-born and -raised players – that is, ‘people who would not normally 
encounter exclusion’, in which number Coulthard counts himself. This speaks volumes to the artist’s 
desire to not turn the day into a love-in, to maintain certain hard lines of encounter, to foster that 
intrinsically impersonal aspect of football which permits unexpected conversations between a North 
Korean full-back and a Mozambican forward to occur. In transforming personal memories into the open, 
cosmopolitan playing field of the Forest Pitch, Coulthard has done what the best interactive artists do – 
bequeathed a mechanical interface fit to accommodate all manner of confrontations and epiphanies, 
derived from his own authentic experience as a decidedly non-mechanical human being. There are no 
foregone conclusions in a work like this, however. The games could be decided just as easily by a sudden-
death spot-kick from the perfect underdog as by an outrageous bit of goal-line foul play. That is the 
essential risk, and the essential realism, of a project such as this.  
 
 

                                                
8 If this all seems a bit vague, seek out Benjamin Buchloh’s critical handling of Joseph Beuys, and Claire Bishop on 
Liam Gillick..  


