





»Zidane — a 21st Century Portrait« is Douglas
Gordon’s and Philippe Parreno’s cinematic portrait
of a French football hero. Filmed during a Real
Madrid match in the Santiago Bernabeu stadium,
its 90-minute length equals exactly that of the actual
game, but contrary to traditional television broad-
casts, it is not the ball which is the focal point of
the action. Instead, 17 synchronised cameras dis-
tributed around the entire stadium are directed
solely on Zidane.

Hans Ulrich Obrist talks with Douglas Gordon and
Philippe Parreno about the »writing of an ultimate
story«.

Hans Ulrich Obrist: It's almost like a feedback loop, a really large feedback
loop. Something happened on television that is now taken back into the
film using some TV footage. Can you tell me the story? Douglas Gordon:In
a way, it’s like the beginning and the end. At the end of last week we
found the beginning of a commentary that was a public television
broadcast of the Real Madrid game, which has now become the Zidane
game, which has now become the Zidane film. So in a way it is a bizarre
thing that our project, which was a private thing, actually enveloped a
public event, and the public event started to refer to our filming as an
influence on the game, which is a strange....

...reality production. Gordon: Yes, re-reality or something.

Re-reality production? Parreno: We were in the process of ediling and we
had these pictures with no sound and really by accident we added the
TV commentary that described the fact that we were actually shoot-
ing a film that day. There is this metaphor that we often used of kids
commenting their action on the field using the voice of a TV anchor

while playing football, it's even something that Zidane used to do. So
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in the production, I think especially us, were so intensely focused on
the event that the event itself actually passed us by. We were sitting in
a trailer outside of the stadium.

Parreno: We never really had a taste of the real thing until someone
finally sent us a tape of the public television broadcast.

You found out how the game ended on TV? Gordon: At the end of the game
the Spanish commentator said, »This is the end of the Zidane film.« He
announced the ending to our project, or he announced one ending to
our project, and in a way it was confirmation that this really happened,;
otherwise it was so much like a dream that it almost might never have
existed outside of our fiction.

You mentioned that you were really traumatized when the red card was
drawn. Gordon: On a purely practical level, the producers involved in
the film were always asking, »What if?« What if he breaks his leg, whai
if he falls?

Like a Liam Gillick »What if?« scenario. Gordon: Even more dense thana
Liam Gillick »What if?« scenario. But we refused in a way to think ofa
Plan B because if you're working on a Plan A, there can only be a Plan
A, 50 a Plan A was what we had. But part of Plan A was that there was

bound to be some inbuilt drama, so actually when the red card hap-
pened most of the 80,000 people in the stadium knew what was hap-
pening; 95 percent of our crew didn’t know what was happening, and
Philippe and I just had to be as calm as possible. We knew there were
only seconds to go, so it was actually perfect drama.

Parreno: You could say that the shooting of the film influenced the
event!

That's what | wanted to ask you. Parreno: The day of the shooting, some
interviews of the players of the opposing team were published, they
said that they would do everything they could to keep Zidane from
playing a good game so that we wouldn’t have that much to film. So
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Gordon:In a way, almost like the radical sixties notion that an artist’s
intervention could change reality, but the focus of attention could
change by the mere fact of the artist’s involvement. It reminds me of
John Latham’s project in Scotland, The Nebris Woman.

Is this part of the APG, the Artist Placement Group? Gordon: Actually,
what we did in Madrid was part of an extended practice of a 1960sidea
of the Artist Placement Group. We placed ourselves with the help of
many, many, many people but in keeping with the idea of the Artist
Placement Group we didn’t construct an event, we included ourselves
in the event. By our inclusion, as Philippe says, you include yourself in
a pool of water; there’s a ripple effect. We included ourselves in the
event and there was an effect.

Parreno: That was something we didn’t expect. We didn’t expect that
when we saw it coming.

In many of our previous conversations, you have both always talked about
the issue of the production of reality. Here you are in the midst of things.
Parreno: We were supposed to be on the sidelines of the event, just
observing an ordinary game

‘way TV camera films eve v. At the end, those two reali-
ties crossed each other...

Gordon: It's like when you went to a rock concert as a kid and took a
very bad photograph of the event, and then compared it with the pho-
tographs in the newspapers. It always seemed like a shabby, sub-real
event that you experienced. This was like a hyper-real experience with
the same kind of mechanism. Certainly when we saw the footage of the
television broadcast compared to what we did, compared to what we
had, it was bizarre. There was no link; it was like parallel truths.

Parreno: We only discovered two or three days ago what really hap-
pened that day.

Gordon: Like in courtroom drama just before the verdict is going to
be announced the prosecution or the defense calls one new witness
who suddenly gives new evidence that changes everything. In a way,
that was what happened on Friday. Suddenly a new witness appeared
in the editing room, which was the evidence seen by a million Spanish
people. It wasn’t our version of the story but we need to make our ver-
sion as credible as that one.

How did the editing process work? It was in a linear fashion, right? Gor-
don: The composition is linear because we are working with a profes-
sional editor. I think that one of the great things about working with all
these people who know their craft, who know their art, is they know
what they are doing more than we know what they are doing, so we
have to conform to certain orthodoxies. One of the orthodoxies that
he’s suggesting is that we build a skeleton that goes from head to toe in
that order.
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A temporal order? Gordon: The temporal order is physical: head to toe.
I had a fantasy that we could use Godard’s idea that a film exists with a
beginning, a middle, and an end, but not necessarily in that order.
However, for editing purposes we have 35 hours of material; we need
a beginning, a middle, and an end (at least this week!)

Parreno: The structure of the film is quite musical. Since the event is
a given, our work consists in reading it, playing it back. The event lit-
erally needs to be read, treated like a score, interpreted. Reality needs
to be interpreted as it was played, and reinvented. Each time we refer
to Zidane, his effect on the game, to his way of being in the image.

Gordon: We set out with this project to make a portrait for cinema so
we have certain ... well, not obligations, but you can imagine...

Responsibilities. Gordon: And certain formal structures that we want to
address. In a way the film has been edited constantly since we talked
about this in 1996.

1996. That's exactly nine years ago. To start at the beginning, what was
the initial spark? How was the idea born ? What was the conversation?
Was there a catalyst? Parreno: 1 think it was during adinner ... no, it was
in Jerusalem.

Gordon: 1t started in Jerusalem.

Parreno: We were playing football.

Gordon: Yes. Maybe it was Haifa. I can’t remember exactly the gen-
esis of the thing, but we were playing football, we talked about football,
and after that we'd email about football, and if I was in Paris it just so
happened that whenever I'd come to Paris there were amazing games.
Before 1998, we had already decided we wanted to do something. We
made a decision to do something with Zidane, I'd say in 1997.

So that was the casting. You've been saying a lot about the camera direc-
tor, the director of photography, about the sound person, but usually cast-
ing is about actors. Here, there's no casting of actors because there's only
one protagonist. Parreno: A player. Or as Bresson says, model. Here, it’s
a player.

Gordon: 1t's a mélange between sport, television, cinema and art.

Parreno: It is a connection of two subjective points of view.

Gordon: It's an interesting thing we were speaking about when we
come to the editing stage is that one of the difficulties for people when
they watch the film is that they expect to see the ball. When most peo-
ple watch a football match on TV the thing they see most is the ball but
they are always watching for the unseen player that they like, so in a
way it's a perversion of that. The other thing is that when you watch
sports and performance on TV, the players are never credited when
the credits go up. So we are theatricalizing the televisual event. It's the
difference that we are interested in between cinema and television.
Cinema has an auteur, television has no responsibility in a way. When
you watch a football match on TV there is no signature. It’s an event
that’s public. And this is why we fell in love with the sport, why we fell
in love with those people that are heroes. And we knew when we saw
the first assemblage cut there was something missing from it, and that
we were that something.

Parreno: We constantly tried to remind one another of that. Itisa sim-
ple statement »One single player is observed throughout the entire
game, while the television records the factual, that the artistic shaping
to forget the project. ' > best

m course does notm film. We had to ask ourselves about
the main figure and the narrative. How can we maintain the focus on
one single character, what narrative is possible?« Its very Beckett ... In
the radio drama Cascando, a narrator named Voice struggles to create
the ultimate story. The narrator ultimately fails to capture »the right

one«and decides to start over. The characters in Beckett plays attempt
to complete their speeches, whereas their stories should never come to
an end. This leads us to identify the characters as a writer who is in the
throes of creating texts. This idea of characters with a persistent desire
for the ultimate story seems to derive from Beckett.

Gordon: Again, I think it was interesting that we didn’t have to make
the storyboard. We had to take television into the film culture in order
to let them know that our difficulty was a normal difficulty in a way. We
had to normalize this, to have them solve it for us, or at least let them
believe that.

Parreno: to go back to Bresson.

Gordon: It’s problematic when you read the word »model.« I have a
problem now when I think through it. A s; i Yo

In athletics or in the world

of athletes, team sports have players.

There's obviously also that other connotation of the term, painting as a
model, a Mondrian kind of thing, there’s also an interesting connection to
that. Gordon: In art history, if you make a portrait it is not a model, it is
a subject. If you have someone assume the pose that you want, like 7he
Raft of the Medusa, that’s about models, whereas the Mona Lisaisn’t a
model, she’s a subject. It’s fairly clear that there is a difference between
a model and a subject when it comes to that. The puzzle is to work out
who is who.

Parreno: Both of them have an ambivalent relation with classical nar-
rations, possibilities of narration without the use of fiction.

Gordon: The beautiful thing about what we’ve been doing is that it’s
not our film. The beautiful thing is that the viewer has to decide if they
are a subject or a model or a so-called innocent viewer. The model has
animplication, the subject has an implication but they are not the same,
they don’t have the same responsibility. +
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