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ARTISTS HAVE LONG NAVIGATED THE VISUAL TERRITORY SHARED BY ART AND CINEMA, BUT FEW HAVE
BROUGHT THESE SPHERES TOGETHER AS GRANDLY AS DOUGLAS GORDAN AND PHILIPPE PARRENO IN THEIR
ZIDANE, A 21ST CENTURY PORTRAIT. HAVING DEBUTED AT CANNES LAST MAY BEFORE ITS PRESENTATION
FOR ART AUDIENCES AT THE BASEL ART FAIR—NOTABLY, ON THE OPEN FIELD OF THE SWISS CITY'S HERZOG
& DE MEURON—DESIGNED STADIUM—ZIDANE 1S REMARKABLE NOT ONLY FOR ITS FORMAL INNOVATION
BUT ALSO FOR ITS BOLD ENGAGEMENT OF THE GLOBAL MEDIA SPHERE. ART HISTORIAN MICHAEL FRIED
AND ARTFORUM EDITOR TIM GRIFFIN OFFER TWO VIEWS OF A CINEMATIC ENDEAVOR REACHING BACK TO
EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY PORTRAITURE AND FORWARD TO CONTEMPORARY SPECTACLE CULTURE.

DOUGLAS GORDON AND PHILIPPE PARRENO’S FILM Zidane, a 21st Century
Portrait, 2006, was made as follows: During the entirety of a ninety-minute
soccer match between Real Madrid and Villarreal in the Estadio Santiago
Bernabéu in Madrid on the evening of April 23, 2005, seventeen synchronized
movie cameras, using different types of film and in various positions around
the stadium, were trained on one player, the superb and legendary Real
halfback Zinédine Zidane. (Zidane, born in Marseille to an Algerian family and
now in his midthirties, played spectacularly for France in the recent World Cup
before being red-carded—expelled—from the final shortly before the end for
head-butting an Italian defender. It was a stupefying act, and brought his glori-
ous international career to a more memorable close than anything could have
done except scoring the winning goal. Nevertheless, thousands of international
journalists voted him the best player in the tournament, awarding him the
“Golden Ball.”) Gordon and Parreno sat in a trailer outside the stadium looking
at real-time images fed to TV monitors in front of them; this allowed them to
request individual camera operators to move in for a close-up, to pull back, to
focus on Zidane’s torso or head or feet or raised arm and hand, etc. Later the
artists, together with noted editor Hervé Schneid, edited the raw takes, mon-
taging sequences from each camera, as well as bits from the TV broadcast, to
make a single temporally continuous, albeit visually extremely heterogeneous—
at times disorienting—ninety-minute movie; the sound track, also heteroge-
neous, combines the Spanish commentators’ televised account of the game
(which runs intermittently throughout the film, giving it a narrative spine),
crowd noise, sounds of contact from the field, music by the Scottish band
Mogwai, and silence. At several points statements by Zidane appear in subtitles.
The viewer follows not the match per se but number s, Zidane, from beginning
to (almost the) end, though at a few crucial junctures—when he is knocked
down and later, after he defiantly dribbles past defenders and sends a fabulous
left-footed cross that is then headed for a goal by his Brazilian teammate

Absorbed In
the Action
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Ronaldo—we are shown the action three times and from different points of view,
to make sure that we grasp what has just taken place. (We are also given two
views of a crucial penalty that leads to a goal—which we aren’t actually shown—
against Real, and two of a goal by David Beckham that puts Real ahead to stay.)

Zidane opened at the Cannes Film Festival, was projected in a stadium at the
Basel art fair, and went into general release in Paris, where [ caught it twice the
first day it hit the theaters. This wasn’t accidental. I had learned about the proj-
ect some time before and had been looking forward to seeing the film. I had
become deeply interested in Gordon’s work, especially since seeing Déja vu,
2000, a three-screen projection, at very slightly different speeds, of Rudolph
Maté’s noir film D.O.A., in Gordon’s retrospective exhibition at the Hirshhorn
Museum in 2004. Even more to the point, the Zidane project intrigued me; in
particular, I was curious to discover whether or not the designation of the film
as a “portrait” could be taken seriously—whether it meant simply that the film
was a biopic or whether it had some deeper resonance. [ hoped the latter was
the case, and when I saw the film my hopes were fulfilled.

In a short joint statement about their project, Gordon and Parreno refer to
portraits by Velizquez and Goya in the Prado but identify Andy Warhol’s real-
time film portraits as the “direct source for the portrait that we hope to paint.”
This is doubtless true, but grasping the significance of Zidane requires a further
consideration of the problem of the photographic portrait—which has come to
mean both still- and moving-image portraits—in our time. For Thomas Struth,
quoted by Ann Goldstein in an essay in the catalogue of Struth’s 2002 traveling
retrospective, “The portrait is the subject matter in photography where the
problems of the media are the most visible.” Basing her remarks on a conversa-
tion with the artist, Goldstein continues: “For him, those problems begin with
the reality of putting a person in front of a camera, and the complex dynamics
that take place between the sitter, the photographer, and the spectator.”
Between them, Struth and Goldstein make it sound as if the portrait presents
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difficulties unique to photography, which may well be true, but it's important
to recognize that something of the sort has been felt to hold for painting as
well. In mid-eighteenth-century France, where modern painting began, the por-
trait was a questionable genre in the eyes of many art critics. As | remarked in
my book Absorption and Theatricality (1980), one objection was that portraiture
required the exercise of merely mechanical skills rather than of the pictorial imag-
ination. “But there was,” I suggest, “still another source of critical misgiving—
the inherent theatricality of the genre. More nakedly and as it were categorically
than the conventions of any other genre, those of the portrait call for exhibiting
a subject, the sitter, to the public gaze; put another way, the basic action
depicted in a portrait is the sitter’s presentation of himself or herself to be
beheld. It follows that the portrait as a genre was singularly ill equipped to
comply with the demand that a painting negate or neutralize the presence of
the beholder”—a demand, I went on to show in subsequent books, that lay at
the heart of a major current or tradition of French painting, from Chardin and
Greuze to Courbet and Manet. One strategy that painters adopted to overcome
this limitation was to depict persons in a portrait as absorbed in thought or
action; by the same token, Diderot in 1767 sharply criticized Louis-Michel Van
Loo’s portrait of him for its air of coquetry, which he explained in terms of the
presence in the room of the engaging Madame Van Loo while he was being
painted. What would have been best, Diderot writes, would have been to leave
him alone “and abandoned to his reverie. Then his mouth would have come
open, his distracted gaze would have been focused somewhere far away, the
labors of his deeply preoccupied mind would have been depicted on his face,
and Michel would have made a beautiful thing.” Van Loo would have made a
beautiful thing both because the result would have been more natural and
because that superior naturalness would itself have been the product of a par-
ticular relation of the depicted sitter, and ultimately the painting, to the
beholder: To the extent that the depicted sitter appeared entirely absorbed in
his reverie, he also appeared unaware of being bebeld, which is largely what
Diderot meant when he insisted in Conversations on the Natural Son (1757) and
Discourse on Dramatic Poetry (1758), his revolutionary early texts on the theater,
on the need to treat the beholder as if he did not exist.

I need hardly add that naturalness so understood has also been a photographic
ideal, based on the universal belief—the doxa—that a person who is captured
unawares, who does not know he or she is being photographed, will reveal the
“truth” about himself or herself, whereas one who is conscious of the camera
will invariably alter, that is, theatri-
calize, his or her self-presentation.
As Susan Sontag writes in On
Photography, “There is something
on people’s faces when they don’t
know they are being observed that
never appears when they do.” In the
course of the evolution of twentieth-
century photography, attitudes
toward that presumption have
shifted back and forth, even within
street photography, which lends itself more readily than any other photographic
practice to ideas of capture and candor. But in recent decades, the practice of
photographing subjects who are unaware of the camera has largely fallen out of
favor, partly owing to a certain ethical unease, partly because, as Roland
Barthes’s comments in Camera Lucida suggest, capturing such subjects has too
much the character of a bravura performance on the part of the photographer—
which is to say that it, too, is tainted by theatricality. (There are, of course,
exceptions, notably Philip-Lorca diCorcia’s strobe-lit street photos [“Streetwork,”

1993-2000, and “Heads,” 2001] and Beat Streuli’s hidden-camera videos of
urban crowds—but in both cases the photographer has found it necessary to
take exceptional measures by way of legitimating his approach.) Accordingly,
photographic portraiture has tended more and more to embrace the frontal
encounter, with all the difficulties and potential embarrassments that that has
been felt to involve; I am thinking, for example, of Thomas Ruff’s deliberately
inexpressive passport-style portraits, Struth’s geographically diverse family
portraits, Rineke Dijkstra’s photos of young people on beaches and similar
series, and Patrick Faigenbaum’s portraits of Italian aristocratic families, to
name four important recent achievements in the genre.

If we now try to situate Zidane in relation to these issues, what do we find?
First and most obviously, Zidane himself is depicted as deeply absorbed
throughout almost the entire film. What absorbs him, of course, is the match
itself, which requires the fullest imaginable attention from start to finish and in
addition calls forth the most intense and concentrated physical effort on his
part, not continuously—we see him conserve his energy whenever possible—
but in explosive bursts and sallies that are nearly impossible to follow as they
unfold. Indeed, Zidane’s dazzling and unerring footwork, his astonishing con-
trol of the ball, his instantaneous decision making all exemplify his seemingly
unremitting focus on the game even as they combine to keep the viewer percep-
tually on edge, as does the sheer violence of his high-speed physical encounters
with rival players as they try to strip him of the ball and vice versa. (The miking
of the sound of those encounters adds greatly to their vividness.) Another fac-
tor in all this is Zidane’s physiognomy, not just its leanness and toughness,
emblematized by his balding, graying, closely cropped skull, but its basic impas-
siveness (his expression barely changes after his brilliant cross results in a goal),
which adds to the impression of an inner ferocity that, not at all paradoxi-
cally—think of the great stars of classic Westerns—could scarcely be more pho-
togenic. (To say that the seventeen cameras “love” Zidane is an understatement.)
That impassiveness gives way only once, fairly late in the match, when he shares
a joke with Ronaldo: The effect is marvelous, a sudden lightening, but accord-
ing to Gordon (in conversation), that was the one moment Zidane didn’t appre-
ciate when he was shown the film. He seemed to himself to have lost his
concentration, and that annoyed him.

In short I see Zidane as belonging to the absorptive current or tradition that
I have elsewhere tried to show has played a central a role in the evolution of
modern art. But: Zidane's participation in the match is not depicted as involv-
ing a total unawareness of everything
other than the focus of his absorption—
in particular, an unawareness of being
beheld that has been the hallmark of
absorptive depiction from Chardin and
Greuze in the eighteenth century to
André Kertész’s pictures of people
reading and Walker Evans’s subway
photos in the twentieth. (In the last,
the subway riders’ states of apparent
reverie or distraction go hand in hand
with their unawareness of being photographed with a hidden camera.) On the
contrary, a major part of the conceptual brilliance of Zidarne consists in the fact
that its protagonist’s sustained feat of absorption is depicted as taking place
before an audience of eighty thousand spectators, with millions more watching
via TV. Thus throughout the film there is the unmistakable implication that
Zidane himself—as we see him—could not have been other than acutely aware
that literally untold numbers of viewers had their eyes on him. (In fact, he knew
too that seventeen movie cameras were following his

The sheer violence of
Zidane's high-speed
encounters with rival
players as they try to strip
him of the ball and vice
versa keeps the viewer
perpetually on edge.

continued on page 398
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every move.) And yet the viewer’s conviction of the great
athlete’s total engagement in the match is not thereby
undermined. Instead, the film lays bare a hitherto unthema-
tized relationship between absorption and beholding—more
precisely, between the persuasive representation of absorp-
tion and the apparent consciousness of being beheld—in the
context of art, a relationship that is no longer simply one of
opposition or complementarity but that allows a sliding and
indeed an overlap that would have seemed unimaginable to
Diderot. (Here we might think of Jeff Wall's posing of
“absorbed” figures in works such as Adrian Walker . . .,
1992, and Morning Cleaning, Mies van der Rohe Foundation,
Barcelona, 1999, and more broadly of the larger acknowl-
edgment of the viewer in recent art photography that I have
called “to-be-seenness.”)

And not only does Zidane lay bare this new relationship,
it goes on to explore it, in the first place, by the repeated fore-
grounding of the filmic and TV apparatus (mainly by shots
of the game as mediated by television monitors, including
at least one black-and-white monitor in the trailer outside the
stadium) as well as by one brief “climb” to the upper reaches
of the stadium, whence we zoom down to the field; in the
second by sequences involving Zidane himself, as when the
camera apparently follows his gaze up to the stadium lights
or to the scoreboard before returning to the match, or when
it draws us close to his face, then blurs his features as it brings
the previously indistinct crowd behind him into sharp focus
before zeroing in on him once more (the effect is to suggest
Zidane’s shifting consciousness of the “theatrical” aspects
of his situation); and in the third, even more explicitly, by
means of some of the handful of Zidane’s remarks that are
reported in the form of subtitles. “When you step onto the
tield,” Zidane is quoted as saying at one point, “you hear
the crowd, you feel its presence. There is sound, the sound
of noise.” Then: “When you are immersed in the match, you
don’t really hear the crowd. At the same time you can almost
choose what you want to hear. You are never alone. I can hear
someone shift around in his seat. I can hear someone cough.
I can hear someone speak to the person next to him. I can
imagine that | hear the ticking of a watch.” And then: “When
things go badly, you feel less concentrated and more inclined
to hear the insults, the whistles. You begin to have negative
thoughts, sometimes you want to forget .. .” All these
remarks—which we read avidly, grateful for a glimpse of
Zidane’s “inner life”—are set off by the sound track, in par-
ticular by haunting stretches of music that at these moments
consists mainly of a kind of repetitive, harmonic plucking,
sometimes with crowd noise in the background. Above the
subtitles or during the “silences” between statements we
see Zidane, sometimes in action, sometimes walking or
standing still, at moments in extreme close-up, hooded gaze
focused offscreen, sweat dripping from him as he waits for
the play to surge back in his direction. (From time to time
he spits. He wipes his face with his arm or sleeve. He
scratches his head behind his left ear. Now and then he
barks “Hey” or “Aie” or raises one arm asking for the ball.
We are also given repeated shots of his legs and feet, includ-
ing close-ups that reveal him scuffing his toes against the
turf as he walks along—why does he do that? His gait
becomes intimately familiar by the end of the film.
Somewhere in the context for Zidane is Bresson’s magnifi-
cent Au hasard Balthazar [1966]). The overall effect of sub-
titles, sound track, and images is intensely “subjective” and
underscores the already powerful impression of Zidane’s
capacity for stillness—one might almost say the impression
of his psychic apartness, his faithfulness to his own Achilles-

like singularity—at the heart of the general combat. (There
are some things more important than the Trojan War, as a
friend recently put it apropos the notorious head-butt.)

As for the subtitles themselves, I am, of course, greatly
struck by the fact that Gordon and Parreno chose to make a
point of Zidane’s consciousness of the crowd, which sug-
gests that the artists recognized, explicitly or otherwise,
that this is the crucial issue, artistically and ontologically,
raised by their film. And beyond that there is the (to me
beautiful) question of how exactly to understand Zidane’s
account of his own double consciousness, if that is what it
is: On the one hand, immersed in the game, he doesn’t
really hear the crowd; on the other, at the same time, he can
almost choose what he wants to hear and indeed can go so
far as to imagine—extraordinary thought—the ticking of a
watch. What is clear is that this is not a matter of distrac-
tion, absorption’s traditional nemesis; rather, it almost
seems another form (another channel?) of absorption, a
kind of psychic countermovement, reaching phantasmatic
lengths (the ticking of that watch!), to his sense of exposure
to the crowd’s unpredictable, divided, at times hostile atten-
tions. Not that such a countermovement is always available:
When things go badly, Zidane’s concentration flags, he
hears insults and whistles, sometimes he wants to “forget.”
(Another extraordinary thought: Does he mean to forget
what he is there to do? But “forgetting” is also a traditional
way of describing an absorbed person’s unawareness of his
or her surroundings. Can he mean both? “You don’t neces-
sarily remember a match as an experience in ‘real time,’” he
says. “My memories of matches are fragmented.” Like the
film itself? Gordon and Parreno probably think so; they give
us the last two quotations twice. And what is the relation of
imagining the ticking of a watch to that fragmenting of
time?) It may be that something like a flagging of concentra-
tion begins to become visible toward the end of the match.
At any rate, one can’t help noticing what appear like signs of
exasperation, culminating in . . . but [ won’t give away the
climax. “On n’est jamais seul” (“You are never alone”):
Whatever else Zidane may be, it is a marvelously compelling
portrayal of that state in all its essential instability. (It also
occurs to me that Zidane’s remarks about the crowd are
wholly in the register of hearing, as if even under the worst
circumstances his visual attention remains on the game.)

For Gordon and Parreno, understandably, Zidane repre-
sents an attempt to make a film that belongs at once to the
world of galleries and museums and to that of popular
entertainment—of sports on TV, notably. But more might
be said about the work’s relation to certain issues of art. In
his book The World Viewed, Stanley Cavell suggests that
film by its very nature satisfies the “wish for the magical
reproduction of the world by enabling us to view it unseen,”
a thought that has a close equivalent in Laura Mulvey’s claim
that mainstream narrative film portrays “a hermetically sealed
world that unwinds magically, indifferent to the presence of
the audience.” Considerations such as these were why [ was
earlier led in “Art and Objecthood” to say that film escapes
or bypasses the need to overcome theatricality that, I argued
in that essay and others, lay at the heart of high-modernist
painting and sculpture. Understood in this light, Zidane's
inspired investigation of its protagonist’s capacity for absorp-
tion under conditions of maximum exposure to being viewed,
as well as of the modified and shifting meaning of absorption
itself under such conditions, makes it, if not quite a modernist
film, at the very least a film that is of the greatest interest to
anyone engaged by these and related topics. [J
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ATEMPLATE FOR Zidane, a z1st Century Portrait may be found in the film’s very
first moments, when the opening kick of a championship football match in
Madrid, Spain, appears on the grainy screen of a television monitor. Slowly the
film’s frame closes in on this broadcast image to focus on a single player, his
figure increasingly vulnerable to televisual distortion until, finally, he dissolves
into the very mechanism of his reproduction and dispersion—a grid of pixels.
Paired in turn with an ambient sound track and the hushed tones of what seem
to be French ralk radio and the animated dispatches of Spanish play-by-play,
this abstraction is the Zinédine Zidane of artists Douglas Gordon and Philippe
Parreno: the individual immersed in his own mediation, never viewed apart
from all his representations and attendant commentaries. Indeed, set for the
duration of a single game at the intersection of seventeen cameras encircling the
pitch, Zidane is, as a subject of portraiture, an evocation and accumulation of
all these different topographies of the self. And if, as Pasolini once observed,
“Cinema is the written language of reality,” then the artists’ treatment of their
star might be perfectly encapsulated in the final graphic of the film’s opening
credits, courtesy of the design firm M/M Paris: Each letter of the player’s name
is superimposed, one atop the other, creating a figure that is at once totally
present and also entirely obscure.

While keeping their man perpetually in the viewfinder, Gordon and
Parreno nevertheless continually change channels throughout Zidane, shuttling
among vantages and depths, cutting from television broadcasts of the match
to footage recorded on their 35-mm and high-definition cameras. The vivid-
ness of the latter tool announces itself in the freezing clarity of the athlete’s
perspiration on-screen, which, matched by the deafening roar of the crowd,
seems to proclaim that one could not possibly get any closer to this player or
scrutinize him, or the conditions around him, more intently. (Such image
quality may be increasingly common today, but its manifestation here in a
sports-related work of art recalls the old formalist anecdote about Frank
Stella, who considered the baseball player Ted Williams a genius because he
could see the seams on a ninety-mile-an-hour fastball.) This is, in other
words, as real as it gets. Or, more accurately, this is #ore real than it gets.
The systemic rendering, where the artists navigate various perspectives on a
single individual, seems an exercise after Pasolini’s “Observations on the
Sequence Shot.” There the director imagines a film of the Kennedy assassina-
tion, in which the famous Zapruder footage would be complemented by
cameras shooting from every possible angle: By coordinating a “series of
sequence shots which would reproduce the real things and motions of that
hour,” Pasolini writes, “the existential subjectivity would give way to objec-
tivity,” which, as Pierre Huyghe has elaborated, would produce “a hologram
image of a situation.”
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In the context of such total mediation, and at the prospect of such intrusive-
ness of reproduction in our encounters with the real, it is worthwhile to con-
sider that Gordon—introducing his film this past summer during the Basel art
fair—referred to Zidane as a portrait of “a man just doing his job.” Here one
gets a whiff of the twenty-first century. After all, Pasolini’s dream has in a sense
come to pass in today’s sports arena. Whereas Barthes in the ’5os called wres-
tlers epic players in a realm characterized by “the drenching and vertical quality
of the flood of light,” a football player such as Zidane now operates in the dens-
est microcosm of contemporary post-Fordist society—a spectacularized work-
place designed almost exclusively for sight; a landscape premised on immanent
reproducibility, the likes of which entices, say, a communications giant like
Rupert Murdoch to purchase Manchester United. Zidane’s extraordinary phys-
ical and analytical ability places him in the center position, but it is the dissemi-
nated image of his play—the object of a billion people’s trancelike gaze—that
earns him a contract with Real Madrid to the tune of sixty-six million euros
over four years. The game on the field, in other words, is also always a contest
for mass attention. So it is impossible when looking at Zidane, its stadium set-
ting glinting at you with advertising, not to become aware of the implications
for portraiture in an age of design, when life is the stuff of style (unless, of
course, the phenomenon is so familiar by now that you fail to see it). What
should a portrait be when, as Hal Foster has succinctly observed, “Design seems
to advance a new kind of narcissism, one that is all image and no interiority—an
apotheosis of the subject that is also its potential disappearance”? The stadium
seems a matchless mise-en-scéne. Nowhere else is the intensely corporeal in such
intimate proximity with the abstract, immaterial flows of commerce. Zidane’s
body is literally enmeshed within and against a backdrop of advertising: He
passes a ball effortlessly as an M3 Power Razor by Gillette floats across a screen in
the distance behind him; as exhaustion begins to register in his awkward gait, the
sweat on his chest is soaked up by a jersey advertising Siemens mobile services.

It is a world radically evolved from the one that appears in the last film to
have followed a single football player for an entire game, Hellmuth Costard’s
1971 Fussball wie noch nie (Football Like Never Before), starring “George Best in
the role of his life”—a tagline that contrasts markedly with Gordon and Parreno’s
suggestion that their portrait is emblematic of an entire century. Nevertheless,
a brief comparison of the films is instructive. Although Costard may have pio-
neered the premise (using six cameras), today’s hypertrophied mediasphere and
technical means have merged to result in an altogether different kind of portrai-
ture. Unlike the taut beginning of Zidane, for example, Costard’s project opens
casually with Best “offstage,” during warm-ups before his Manchester United
team’s match against Coventry. But more significant for our relatively unmedi-
ated view of Best is the fact that he appears to be filmed from just three principal
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perspectives: two at spectator level and one higher in the stands (where most
television broadcasts of such events are shot today)—the last one privileged
since a camera more readily covers the field from that vantage. The main conse-
quence of this arrangement is that while Costard, like Gordon and Parreno,
carves and dismantles the athlete before his camera—filling the screen with the
image of a single arm held up against the sky or of those magical cleated feet,
which all three filmmakers fetishize, lending their respective stars the aura of a
bull pacing a ring—he is most often forced to display Best from head to toe.
This perspective establishes a different relationship between the master and the
overall game, as he clearly drifts with the tides, swirls, and eddies of activity on
the field just visible at the periphery of the frame. And when Best runs to his mark,
the camera sometimes has difficulty keeping up with him; whereas, for Zidane,
there is no escape. There is always another camera, another angle. Best is, in other
words, the center of our attention, but he is merely one part of the action. The
same may be true of Zidane, but Gordon and Parreno are able to stay with him in
extreme close-up, placing him at a remove from the action. Or more to the point,
Zidane is the only action, his face filling the giant screen for long stretches.
Theorizations of the cinematic close-up date back to the very inception of
film studies, but especially pertinent to Zidane is scholar Mary Anne Doane’s
recent distinction between the English/American and French/Russian schools
of thought. The former dwells on the incredible proximity of the actor’s face
and its attendant sense of interiority, prompting the audience to wonder what a
character might be thinking or feeling. (Recall Marlon Brando’s recommenda-
tion to a young actor that he move his face as little as possible in close-ups, let-
ting the audience do all the emotive work.) The latter school, on the other
hand, reads the close-up less in terms of proximity than actual scale: the mas-
sive image on-screen and “the very possibility cinema has of representing dis-
proportion, of interrogating and displacing realism,” in Doane’s words. (It is
this quality that appealed to Eisenstein, for example, who saw in it a politically
consequential space for critical distance.) In Zidane, Gordon and Parreno seem
to brilliantly execute the French/Russian model, fragmenting action by using
different perspectives and coexistent variances of mediation, capturing different
tempos in single moments, expanding and contracting time, as when Zidane’s
feet fly across the ground beneath the slow arc of the ball aloft in the air. As if to
confirm this sense of defamiliarization, Zidane himself—someone who is no
doubt quite familiar with his on-screen image—recently observed that his close-
up visage was odd to encounter, saying, “I think [ am looking at my brother.”
Yet the duo’s filmic mastery makes
it all the more confusing when they
induce us to seek, or project, shad-
ows of depth in the face on-screen.
As the game wears on, single tones
of sound are held at length to create
an impression of melancholy or
isolation about the man on film.
(Though here the technique of add-
ing ambient compositions is at once
beautiful and obviously distinct
from the game and player, thereby evidencing its own theatricality.) Elsewhere,
texts inserted at the bottom of the frame feature Zidane’s observation that time
is fragmented during the game, suggesting to viewers that their experience of
the film is his experience on the field, and so a form of empathetic realism. It
must be said that the film seriously falters at halftime, when images and subtitles
with the hokey globalist ring of a telecommunications commercial announce
other events that occurred on the same day as the match in Madrid, ranging from
a Bob Marley marionette performing in Ipanema to escalating violence in Iraq.
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Perhaps the weakest moments in the film arise when subtitles feature anecdotes
verging on cliché, as when the player recalls listening to broadcasts of football
as a child. Zidane is recast, from figure on the field to psychological figment—
an identity existing, it seems, to be identified with.

Perhaps the artists are aware of this oscillation, or are even toying with the
nation of such insight (and of Zidane’s consumability). Consider, for example,
that Parreno has previously produced a number of works that, while never pre-
sented as portraiture per se, problematize the genre and its putative ability to
provide some essential knowledge of a subject. In Anna Sanders, bistoire d’un
sentiment, 1997, Parreno and his sometime collaborator Pierre Huyghe aban-
don the literal individual and instead create a magazine comprising articles,
advertisements, and design elements that denote a fictional woman’s taste, in
effect positioning identity as commercial demographic. And in his contribution
to the Annlee project (another collaboration with Huyghe), titled Anywhere
Out of the World, 2000, Parreno presents a digitally animated character’s face in
close-up: Purchased from the catalogue of a Japanese manga company, the
virtual being is scripted by the artist to deconstruct itself before the viewer,
declaring its own status as a product and short-circuiting notions of projection
and identification while adding that its voice is actually that of a model who is
most often employed to sell other products (“subject-less subject,” indeed).
Such forays into fiction offer an obvious critical foil for reading Zidane as a por-
trait executed in reality (or as a portrait of the fictions in our reality), signaling
Parreno’s long-standing interest in entertainment, as well as his post-Situationist
desire (shared by Huyghe and others) to operate in the sphere of the mass media
and branding. Ample opportunity for that crossover certainly abounds in the
stadium of Zidane, where leisure’s commodification is perhaps most resolved,
where the very dynamic of play (or, conversely, doing a “job”) has been mar-
keted to the extreme. In this regard, the technical virtuosity of Zidane cannot
be ignored, with sound engineered by the mixer for the remakes of King Kong
and Charlie and the Chocolate Factory; a camera crew including two National
Football League specialists under the direction of Darius Khondji, who is
currently working with Wong Kar-wai; graphic design by the aforementioned
M/M Paris; and a sound track performed by Mogwai.

Finally, how should one describe the nature of this fragile relationship, or
inter-view, between image and viewer in Zidane? To what extent is the viewer
absorbed into or invested in the subject? A second, editioned version for “art”
audiences will soon be released, each copy pairing a DVD of the film with

“rush” footage from one of the seven-
For Zidane, there is no escape. teen cameras trained on the player that
There is always another night. The shifting between these two
camera, another angle. perspectives, as well as the smaller-
scale format, would certainly offer
viewers a kind of reflexive distance
from the action on-screen. (If this is a
critical space, however, it is also an
exclusive luxury that borrows from the
proven marketing strategy—and poten-
tial oxymoron—of the “unique edition.”)
But perhaps such measures are ultimately beside the point, since the artists
come upon a stroke of luck carrying with it a certain truth: The match, and film,
ends—as would this year’s World Cup championship—with an inscrutable act
by Zidane (the kind of stuff that makes sports writers scramble for quotes from
Camus). And so audiences leave even the theater with the inevitable realization
that Zidane, whether image, symbol, or hero—all real aspects of his being—
is also a man we can’t pretend to know at all. Of course, that is his appeal. [
TIM GRIFFIN IS EDITOR OF ARTFORUM.



Opposite page: One of seventeen cameras
used in the filming of Zidane, a 21st
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