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Do I love you precious moments?
Reply, for life is slowly killing me.
Do I love you precious moments? Yes or no?
—Clarice Lispector, Jornal do Brasil, 20 September 1969

T he cherishing of moments, within literature and 
popular media, is an ongoing struggle for women 
in sport. Clarice Lispector wrote ten years before 

Brazil lifted a nationwide ban on soccer for women, 
more than twenty years before those in charge of asso-
ciation football mustered the institutional will to stage 
a Women’s World Cup. The finals of the sixth Women’s 
World Cup will play out in Germany from June 26 to July 
17, prompting WLT’s look at soccer through the eyes of 
women writers, artists, and dogged female competitors: 
Nalinaksha Bhattacharya (India), Mona Nicole Sfeir (US), 
Ana María Moix and Yrsa Roca Fannberg (Spain), Elísa-
bet Jökulsdóttir (Iceland), and Clarice Lispector (Brazil).

Like Edna Pontellier in Kate Chopin’s The Awaken-
ing, women soccer players reach out in sport for the 
“unlimited” in which to lose themselves. The Women’s 
World Cup includes sixteen teams and will expand to 
twenty-four in 2015. The spread of women’s soccer to new 
horizons is evidenced by the presence for the first time of 
Colombia and Equatorial Guinea in the final phase.



World Cup /                

May – June 2011 ı 29  

Although advocates for and organizers of women’s 
football existed in England and Scotland in the late 
1800s, one of the top English-language historians of the 
sport, Jean Williams, describes the sport’s culture in 
terms of rootlessness. To unearth the particulars of play-
ers and organizations that supported them in industrial 
Britain and the United States, Williams carried a portable 
scanner to informants’ homes in order to catalog pictures 
and ephemera of no interest to museums. Soccer for 
women is an idea tantalizing in practice, but weak in 
word and memory.

As the writers in this section testify, women of 
diverse cultures and times have defined themselves in 
relation to men’s football, such as women in Iran who, for 
more than a decade, have harnessed euphoria surround-
ing the national team to question Islamic restrictions 
on dress and women’s attendance at football stadiums. 
Women in soccer are an implicit and often explicit threat 
in both tradition-bound and liberal societies. During a 
postseason press conference in fall 2010, Anne-Marie 
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Eileraas, chief executive of Women’s Profession-
al Soccer, the seven-team league in the United 
States, claimed there is no discrimination facing 
professional women’s sports. But her dismissal 
of prejudice ignores reality and the shocking 
lack of media attention for women athletes, even 
in the West. The percentage 
of sports coverage given to 
women has declined sharp-
ly over the past twenty 
years, according to the Cen-
ter for Feminist Research at 
the University of Southern 
California. Men’s sports in 
2009 received 96.3 percent of 
airtime in the United States, 
women’s sports 1.6 percent.

Within this section, 
Catalan writer Ana María 
Moix approaches the sport 
through FC Barcelona, one 
of the most famous men’s 
teams in the world. Reykjavík poet Elísabet 
Jökulsdóttir connected to soccer through her sons. 
For Jökulsdóttir, the essence of world football is 
communication, an insight that follwed a commu-
nications breakdown in her family. Jökulsdóttir’s 
sons view her tendency to mix life and soccer as 
heresy, but she persists with a vision of sport that 
encompasses the unfathomable.

Women help revitalize a sporting universe 
of tedium—the routine of “one damn game 
after another”—by reaffirming soccer’s con-
nection to life. Football is more than football, 
Lispector tells the gifted soccer columnist, her 
contemporary Armando Nogueira. She affirms 
Nogueira’s capacity to write about football, but 
what about life? In her separation from futebol, 
Lispector feels cut off from Brazil (“dispirited 
by my smallness”)—an exile from conversation 
and experience also identified by Moix and 
Jennifer Doyle, who writes about the striking 
soccer paintings of Yrsa Roca Fannberg, a life-
long Barça fan. By introducing readers in the 
early 1990s to Hemprova Mitra, Bengali writer 
Nalinaksha Bhattacharya showed how a female 
athlete, by petitioning for a right to play soccer 
and by building school and amateur teams, 
could confront a domesticated life of fulfilling 
male expectations. Moreover, Hem’s football is 
not genteel. Her face is scarred, her play violent.

Colombian anthropologist Beatriz Vélez 
describes soccer as a game of antagonisms, 

beginning with the idea of propelling a ball 
without the hands. Women players add another 
opposition. Their participation disturbs a sys-
tem of interpretation geared toward affirm-
ing masculine identity. For practitioners such 
as the Chosen Few Lesbian Soccer Club in 

Johannesburg, football is 
freedom, playing a public 
display of joy. Such play-
ers live “out” in an often 
homophobic society that 
sells the illusion Brazilian 
educator Paulo Freire felt 
was widespread in human 
community—“to be is to be 
like.”

Throughout the world, 
the laws of soccer are fun-
damentally controlled by 
males—specifically, eight 
white men who compose 
the International Football 

Association Board and who judge, in secret, on 
rules affecting women and men. The laws are 
hallowed. The 1863 laws of association foot-
ball were featured, alongside the Magna Carta 
and Isaac Newton’s Principia Mathematica, in a 
recent British television series, Twelve Books That 
Changed the World. In this section, poet and art-
ist Mona Nicole Sfeir examines what might be 
called the shadow side of the male laws.

Edna Pontellier challenged domestica-
tion by swimming. Chopin’s character learned 
through an act of physical rebellion to inhabit 
her body, perhaps for the first time, and to 
claim experience that should have been hers 
all along.

It is not uncommon for women to enforce 
gender norms on themselves and each other, 
a phenomenon confirmed in the story of the 
world’s most transcendent female soccer play-
er, Marta Vieira da Silva of Dois Riachos, Bra-
zil. “I insisted that Marta not dream anymore 
about being a soccer player, because that was 
never going to happen,” Tereza Vieira de Sá, 
Marta’s mother, told journalist Diego Graciano. 
“In addition to this, she would probably get 
seriously injured.” To which Marta replied, “If 
I die of injuries from playing soccer, I want you 
to place a soccer ball inside my coffin, so that I 
will die satisfied.”

Atlanta, Georgia

Since 2003 John Turnbull 
has edited The Global Game 
(www.theglobalgame.com), 

a website of world soccer 
culture. He is coeditor of 

The Global Game: Writers on 
Soccer (2008) and lives in 

Atlanta. His Pushcart Prize–
nominated essay “Alone 

in the Woods: The Literary 
Landscape of Soccer’s ‘Last 
Defender’” appeared in the 

July 2010 issue of WLT.

Author note: I thank all 
contributors, translators, 
Yrsa Roca Fannberg, and 
the Riyas Komu studio in 

Mumbai. I thank Gisele 
Mendonça do Nascimento 

for consultation on 
Portuguese, Julie Gaucher 

for leads to writing in 
French, and Frank Fury for 

insight into Kate Chopin 
at the Sport Literature 

Association conference in 
June 2010. The section is 
dedicated in memory of 

Rev. Buddy Hughes, who 
shared an elevator with Pelé 

and, for love of soccer and 
literature, translated from 

Portuguese portions of the 
only existing biography of 

Marta Vieira da Silva.

Women of diverse 
cultures and times 

have defined 
themselves in relation 
to men’s football. They 

are an implicit and 
often explicit threat in 
both tradition-bound 
and liberal societies.
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ABOVE Footballer # 1 and 
Footballer #2 (Indian Women’s 
Team) by Riyas Komu, 6.5 ft x 
5 ft, oil on canvas, 2010.

T he year 1992 was a watershed for Eng-
lish-language literature about world 
soccer. The Independent in London took 

note of two books in a year-end literary review. 
The first was Fever Pitch, by Nick Hornby. At 
the urging of his therapist, Hornby had collect-
ed chronological meditations on the symbiosis 
between his world-weary psyche and the Arse-
nal soccer club of north London. For its meticu-
lous treatment of both the perils and benefits of 
sporting obsession, Fever Pitch became a classic. 
In the United States, due to Hornby’s reputation 
as a best-seller, it is the soccer book most likely 
to be in stock.

The second title in the Independent’s review 
was Hem and Football, by Nalinaksha Bhattacha-
rya, a Bengali writer who received literary train-
ing while climbing the ladder of India’s civil 

service. In 1995 he published a second novel, 
Hem and Maxine, which continued to track the 
anti-establishment course of Hemprova Mitra, 
the central character. In soccer Hem discovers 
an identity and community that elude her in 
school, work, and intimate relationships. “The 
two Hem novels show a modern, daring, Indian 
female flaunting her sexuality, taking pride in 
her tomboyishness, cocking a snook at social 
norms, playing football of all games,” wrote 
India Today in 1997. 

Bhattacharya evokes a hidden history of 
women’s sport—women have played organized 
soccer in India at least since 1929—as well as 
the place of soccer in Calcutta, especially on the 
Maidan, an open recreation area staked out by 
amateur players and sweet-sellers. For Bhat-
tacharya, in contrast to the saccharine fantasy 

A Conversation with 
Nalinaksha Bhattacharya
John Turnbull
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of the popular 2002 film Bend It Like Beckham, 
women’s soccer is political (“I am trying to 
translate class hatred into my footwork,” one 
player tells her Marxist coach) and violent.

John Turnbull: What was your exposure to foot-
ball and especially to women’s football in West 
Bengal and Calcutta before and during compo-
sition of the novels Hem 
and Football and Hem and 
Maxine?

Nalinaksha Bhattacharya:
Though football was (and 
still is) a very popular 
game in Bengal, particu-
larly in Calcutta (now Kol-
kata), my exposure to the 
game was limited to play-
ing it as a kid with my 
schoolmates or the neigh-
borhood kids. I was not 
good at sports and was 
never picked up for the 
school football team, so 
watching the game from 
the sidelines and clapping 
for my favorite team were 
all that I could do in my 
teenage years. I didn’t 
even know about the exis-
tence of women’s football 
before I started writing 
Hem and Football in the late 
1980s. I recall that I had 
seen a B-grade Italian movie—Lady Football—
and was instantly inspired to write a novel on a 
thin, ordinary-looking Bengali girl from a poor 
family who is attracted to soccer. My choice of a 
south Calcutta suburb as my locale where most 
of the people were refugees from Bangladesh 
came to me naturally as I had once lived in such 
a locality and knew the people from close up.

JT: Did knowing women footballers personally 
help create the unique protagonist that readers 
discover in Hemprova Mitra?

NB: I didn’t know any women footballers per-
sonally, but in those pre-Internet days I tried to 
read everything that was written on them in the 
sports magazines and newspapers about their 
successes and their grim struggle on and off the 

field. I was not surprised to discover that they 
were mostly from poor families just like Hem 
and took up football either for the sheer love 
of the game or in the hope of landing a job in 
a government department or a bank under the 
sports quota.

JT: Is Hem’s irrepressible nature—her deter-
mination not to be con-
quered by the domesticat-
ing influences of normative 
sexuality or India’s civil ser-
vice—an amalgam of true 
characteristics among Ben-
gali women of the period 
or more of a challenge to 
gender restrictions?

NB: Hem is a composite char-
acter, and she has the quali-
ties of many a Bengali girl 
from a poor family—feisty, 
subversive, and determined. 
Her deep attachment to foot-
ball is what gives her char-
acter an extra dimension, 
a foothold that helps her 
to come out of the messy 
domesticity that her parents 
force her to accept. Looking 
back, I am now inclined to 
believe that Hem and Foot-
ball is a coming-of-age novel 
with a protagonist who is 
committed to her game. 

Interestingly, an Indian reviewer observed 
that I had unsuccessfully cloned Catcher in the 
Rye even though I hadn’t read Salinger’s book 
before I wrote Hem and Football.

JT: How did you come to select women’s sport 
as a setting for the “forbidden things” you dis-
cuss in Hem and Football and Hem and Maxine—
homosexual love and rape among them?

NB: I had nothing in my head except an emaci-
ated girl with a ponytail and a scar mark on her 
face, dribbling a ball on a playground. Hem and 
Football was not a planned novel. When I started 
writing the book, I had no idea that Hem could 
have any strong sexual feelings for either sex. 
In the opening chapter, Hem gets punished 
for allowing a local boy to massage her small 

Hem is a composite 
character, and she 
has the qualities of 
many a Bengali girl 

from a poor family—
feisty, subversive, 

and determined. Her 
deep attachment 
to football is what 
gives her character 
an extra dimension, 

a foothold that helps 
her to come out of 

the messy domesticity 
that her parents force 

her to accept.
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breasts in the hope of enhancing her assets. 
Though involved in a sexual act, she is not yet 
aware of her true sexual orientation. This comes 
later, during a sit-out strike when she comes 
into contact with Paromita, a plump but attrac-
tive girl from a rich family.

I had the option to provide Hem a boy-
friend, but her very restrictive social life and 
the milieu she moves in would have diluted the 
realistic framework that I had set for this novel. 
In any case, Hem’s sexuality is mostly dormant 
in Hem and Football and has very little chance of 
asserting itself as she is married off to a mother-
fixated (and later demented) boy whom she has 
to tend like a baby. She did have sex with her 
priapic husband before he went mad, but this 
was because she had no option to avoid her 
husband and maybe also because she was still 
not sure about her own sexual orientation and 
was therefore obliged to behave like a bisexual.

It’s in Hem and Maxine that Hem, now a 
mature girl of eighteen, comes to terms with 
her true sexual orientation as she meets the 
pretty and voluptuous tea planter’s wife at 
Darjeeling and eventually takes her to bed. Hem 
and Maxine is a tragicomic love story in which 
Hem, now freed from her shackles—marriage, 
familial obligations, etc.—chases a woman even 
though she knows deep in her heart that Max-
ine would never leave her family to live with 
her. Hem’s love for the British woman not only 
exposes her sexual preferences, it also reflects 
on her ambitious character, a woman trying to 
achieve a goal, be it in football or in love, that 
seems almost unattainable.

JT: Gurinder Chadha’s film Bend It Like Beck-
ham had wide impact in the UK and India, 
while averting dimensions of sexuality that you 
address. Is the Hem character too incendiary for 
Hollywood or Bollywood to interpret?

NB: I think an independent director with a small 
budget could do a reasonably good film on the 
Hem story without spicing it up for the so-called 
masses. A couple of years back, Bollywood 
turned out a movie called Chak De India, which 
was based on the true story of a coach who 
helped the Indian women’s hockey team beat 
their rivals in Australia. I guess people want to 
see sports films that show a dramatic, nail-biting 
climax like Chariots of Fire or Chak De India, but 
the everyday struggle of a sportswoman to keep 

fit and take the field, her daily worries about 
food and shelter, and her love life may not be 
the stuff that tempts a filmmaker, primarily 
because it doesn’t appeal to the masses.

JT: For me, one of the novels’ most affecting 
moments is the conclusion to Hem and Maxine. 
Hem finds herself isolated from love and foot-
ball while waiting for a train connection. In 
your own mind, did you leave Hem behind at 
the train station as well, or has she continued to 
move and develop in your imagination?

NB: When I finished writing Hem and Maxine, 
I thought of at least one more book to make 
it a trilogy. In my imagination, Hem would 
leave her sinecure offered by Basak, her lover’s 
husband, and return to football, full time. She 
would have new adventures and relationships 
and might finally end up as a coach. I can still 
write this book if only I get a firm offer from a 
publisher, which, sadly, I haven’t had yet.

JT: What do you observe about attitudes to 
women’s sports and women’s football in India 
today? How would Hem’s development and 
football life be different in 2011?

NB: The social stigma about women playing 
games in skimpy sports outfits is no longer 
there, but I don’t think women in sports are 
still given the financial support—either by the 
state or by the multinational companies who 
spend lavishly on cricket, the elitist game that 
the Brits had bequeathed to their one-time 
colony—or the respect they deserve. When you 
read newspaper reports that women trainees 
in a national coaching institute are being used 
as maidservants to serve tea and snacks to 
visitors, or coaches sexually exploiting them, 
or sportswomen at the national level getting 
stale bread for their breakfast, you know that 
the attitude towards women’s sports hasn’t 
changed much from the days when Hem and 
her friends played bootless football on their 
school ground.

At a personal level, Hem might enjoy more 
freedom and lead a liberated life in 2011 with-
out raising too many eyebrows, but she still has 
to keep fighting for the basic amenities of her 
life as well as her teammates’ dignity.

March 2011

Nalinaksha Bhattacharya 
has published three novels, 
Hem and Football (1992), 
Hem and Maxine (1995), and 
A Fistful of Desire (1997), as 
well as short fiction in India 
and the United Kingdom. A 
civil servant by profession, he 
lives in a township outside 
Delhi. His story “Hissing 
Cobras” was compiled as part 
of Delhi Noir (2009).
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I t was a bright, pleasantly cool January 
morning and the atmosphere in the sta-
dium reminded one of a winter mela with 

plenty of balloons, banners, popcorn, and lots 
of children in bright woollens running all over 
the stadium. In her brief speech Mrs. Dasgupta 
welcomed the chief guest and the spectators 
and emphasized the need for building buoy-
ant health, reminding everyone of the age-old 
principle that sound mind and sound body are 
inseparable. She concluded by quoting from 
Kipling:

There is one lesson at all times and places
One changeless truth on all things writ
For boys and girls, women, men, nations, 

races
Be fit, be fit . . .

Unfortunately the frail Mrs. Dasgupta had 
already run out of breath and was not fit enough 
to finish the poem in one go. She hastily took 
a gulp of water, coughed twice and concluded 
Kipling’s poem as well as her speech in a 
choked, almost inaudible voice:

. . . and once again, be fit!

As the chief guest Mr. Bhowmik made 
a very brief and unconventional speech. He 
addressed the gathering and paused, not for 
words but to inhale the fresh air deeply. Then 
he looked at the sky, smiled, and said, “Pleasant 
weather.” The crowd greeted his observation 
with a thunderous clapping. He waved at the 
crowd and said, “Jolly crowd.” The crowd whis-
tled. Mr. Bhowmik then pointed his finger at the 
ground and observed, “Ideal football ground: 
level, free of holes, turfed, and well-marked.” 
The crowd hooted. “Thank you.” Mr. Bhowmik 
bowed to the crowd and then fished out a penny 
whistle he had borrowed from a child and blew 
it thrice. “Get ready for kick-off, girls!” he shout-
ed and then, stripping himself to his shorts and 
club blazer, he took the field, drawing a mixed 
bag of clappings and catcalls from the specta-
tors. Mrs. Bhowmik later told us that she was 
not at all happy with her husband’s gappy little 
speech for it lacked body and sense. The five-
minute speech he had given the previous year 
at the dinner party thrown by the Prime Min-

Hem and Football (an excerpt)
Nalinaksha Bhattacharya

After!a lemon break, Hemprova Mitra and teammates prove themselves 
"t to experience Calcutta soccer traditions—refereeing incompetence, 
fan violence,!and hand-to-hand combat on the pitch.
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ister of Mauritius after India’s three-goal win 
over the local team was his best. He had even 
quoted from Tagore 
and Wordsworth on 
that occasion.

Amidst cheers 
and wolf-whistles we 
galloped to the field in 
single file doing some 
eye-catching warming 
up exercises such as 
knee-bending, leap-
ing high in the air, 
vaulting, and the like 
which Mrs. Bhowmik 
called “free expres-
sion.” Mr. Bhowmik 
produced a hand-
ful of coins from his 
pocket—a Nepalese 
rupee, a Bangladeshi 
taka, an Indonesian 
rupiah, a Vietnamese 
dong, a Thai bhat, and 
a Taiwanese dollar—
for the toss. It seemed 
he was in the habit of 
carrying these foreign 
coins in his pocket and jingling them to remind 
him constantly of his achievements abroad. He 
stretched his palm before us and asked, “Well, 
girls, choose the toss coin.”

“Dollar!” cried the Chetla captain.
“Dong!” cried Tama.
“Then let’s decide the toss coin with a toss,” 

suggested Mr. Bhowmik and tossed a Bangla-
deshi taka. Dollar won. So he tossed the dollar 
and again Chetla won. Mr. Bhowmik blew his 
whistle for kickoff.

We started in style, displaying our skills in 
trapping, dribbling, and neat back passes. But 
the Chetla girls didn’t care much for style and 
charged straight at us in an aggressive manner. 
Mr. Bhowmik seemed more interested in getting 
his quota of exercise than conducting the game. 
We found him doing a few quick push-ups near 
the sideline while we were being roughed up in 
the midfield by our opponents. And then, sud-
denly awakened to his duties, he came racing 
and turned whistle-happy, blowing it for a goal 
kick, a free kick, and even for a throw-in. Then 
he stopped whistling altogether and ran back to 
the sideline to resume his push-ups.

From the very beginning, Chetla made 
it quite clear that they were determined to 

keep their supremacy 
achieved in the Abha 
Ghosh Memorial 
Cup at any cost. The 
trouble started when 
their halfback pulled 
Tama’s braid as the lat-
ter jumped in the air to 
head a corner kick into 
the net. Tama retaliated 
by slapping the offend-
ing girl. The halfback, 
a broad, hefty girl, 
returned the assault 
with a well-aimed 
punch at Tama’s belly.

“Foul! Foul!” we 
shrieked and rushed 
to our captain’s rescue. 
Drawn by our frantic 
appeals, Mr. Bhowmik 
blew his whistle sharp-
ly to stop the game and 
searched his pocket for 
the yellow card; unable 
to find it, he produced 

his green motorbike licence.
“Warning! he shouted. “Consider this a yel-

low card and no less.”
Mrs. Bhowmik came running, hitching her 

sari right up to her knees. “Stop! Stop the 
game,” she shouted. “I won’t allow this match 
to continue with so much ill-feeling between 
the teams.” She glowered at her husband and 
bawled, “Quit the field if you can’t conduct the 
game properly.”

“Off!” ordered Mr. Bhowmik and blew his 
whistle sharply. “Don’t teach me refereeing. A 
little roughness never does any harm; rather 
it helps the teams to sharpen their aggressive 
instincts and thus improves the game. Now 
girls, get ready. Penalty kick to Champaboti.” 
But Mrs. Bhowmik wouldn’t quit the field till the 
offending girl had apologized to Tama. A small 
but intimidating woman came running from the 
opposite camp, shouting, “The girl who slapped 
Damba must apologize first.”

“Off!” shouted Mr. Bhowmik. “Spectators 
are not required on the field for consultation.”

“I am not a spectator. I am their coach,” 
declared the woman haughtily. “And stop your 
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buffoonery on the field. You haven’t even got a 
proper card to hold up.”

After an acrimonious debate as to who 
should apologize first, Mr. Bhowmik resolved 
the crisis by a toss with a Thai bhat and, as ill 
luck would have it, Tama got the tail. How-
ever, we avenged our humiliation at the pen-
alty kick. Purnima, our top 
shooter, jauntily took two 
steps, dipped her shoulder 
to send Chetla’s goalie the 
wrong way, and blasted 
the ball into the other cor-
ner of the net.

For the next fifteen 
minutes there were no 
more fouls and we kept 
up a sustained pressure on 
Chetla without allowing 
them any scope to build up 
moves. Occasionally their 
midfielders resorted to 
breakaway raids individu-
ally or in tandem, posing 
a threat to our goal, but 
we put up a strong rearguard action to foil their 
attacks. Just before the lemon break, a cleverly 
driven free kick by their inside-right from some 
twenty-five yards slipped past the defense and 
had almost defeated our goalkeeper, Khusi, but 
somehow she managed to tip it over the bar to the 
tremendous applause of the crowd.

“Keep it up, girls,” said Mrs. Bhowmik as she 
distributed the lemons. “I am sure you are going 
to win. But don’t let them provoke you under any 
circumstances. If the referee doesn’t call out the 
fouls, leave the field.”

Mr. Bhowmik came up behind her just 
at that moment and tapped on her shoulder. 
“Where are my after-exercise sprouting beans? I 
couldn’t find them in the dicky.” Mrs. Bhowmik 
whipped around and snarled, “You! You are 
responsible for all this violence. I would never 
have brought you here if I’d thought you would 
turn the game into a farce like this.” She opened 
her bag and brought out a small tiffin box neatly 
wrapped in a polythene bag with a rubber band. 
“Gobble this horse food and do some referee-
ing. For god’s sake don’t humiliate me like this 
before my team.” Mrs. Bhowmik was on the 
verge of tears.

“I’ll do my best in the second half,” Mr. 
Bhowmik assured her. “I just got a bit carried 

away because this is the ground where I have 
been doing my exercise for the last ten years.”

Just before we took the field, I noticed Tama 
slipping something on her finger. Gopa whis-
pered in my ear that Tama expected trouble in 
the second half and had armed herself with a 
spiked ring.

Tama was proved right. 
After five minutes of play, 
Biju dropped back from the 
forward line to report that 
Damba had also armed her-
self with a spiked ring and 
others too had things in their 
pockets.

“Nothing to worry about,” 
Tama reassured us. “If they 
attack, we’ll retaliate. We are 
not unarmed.” She showed 
us her ring and called me up 
from my half-back position 
to join her in the attack.

We flared out in 4-2-4 
formation, avoiding tackles 
as far as possible, but as we 

were about to break Chetla’s defense line, they 
suddenly came at us from all sides. A girl jabbed 
her elbow hard into my ribcage. I shrieked and 
plummeted to the ground. When I opened my 
eyes a minute later I found that a pitched battle 
had broken out between the teams, and, in the 
true Calcutta tradition, the vociferous section of 
the spectators were jumping over the barricades 
to join the fray, brandishing umbrellas and belts. 
Even the children had abandoned their balloons 
and lollipops and were chucking stones without 
caring whom they hit. Armed with short chains, 
the Chetla girls were mercilessly beating up our 
players all around. Only Tama with her spiked 
ring was able to hit back. The rest were merely 
screaming and flailing their arms and dropping to 
the ground with bleeding noses and mouths. Mr. 
Bhowmik was frantically blowing his whistle but 
no one heeded him. My blood boiled at my team’s 
humiliation; I sprang up and sprinted to help my 
comrades, stopping on the way to dodge a chain 
swung at my head. I delivered a good instep kick 
on my attacker’s behind and as she fell to the 
ground with a scream, I snatched her chain.

“Grab their chains and hit back!” I yelled 
and ran towards midfield where a few of our 
players were still locked in a vicious hand-to-
hand battle. On my way I was glad to see Mr. 

Editorial note: From Hem and 
Football (Secker & Warburg, 
1992), copyright © 1992 by 

the author and Random 
House UK. Reprinted by 

permission.

Note: To read more about 
Nalinaksha Bhattacharya, 

see page 33.

 In the true Calcutta 
tradition, the 

vociferous section 
of the spectators 

were jumping over 
the barricades 
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Bhowmik receiving a couple of full-blooded 
blows on his face while trying to separate two 
girls and staggering back with a groan. Fortu-
nately, Mrs. Bhowmik had arrived just at that 
moment with her first-aid box screaming, “Help! 
Police!” and received her husband on her bosom 
with a bleeding nose.

“Just a second, Miss,” I heard a voice on my 
right and turned. It was the dwarfish photogra-
pher from Khela who had been prancing around, 
taking snaps of the fight-
ing from various angles.

“Strike a pose, 
Miss,” he pleaded.

“Maro!” I shouted. 
“Pulverize the goons.” 
And I swung the chain 
high in preattack stance 
for the benefit of the 
photographer. The next 
moment I screamed as 
someone came running 
from my left and whipped 
a chain right across my 
face. I staggered, felt the 
blood spurting from my 
lips and collapsed.

I came round to a 
strong smell of tincture of iodine and Dettol 
and saw Gopa groaning on my right with 
a blood-encrusted nose stuffed with cotton 
wool. On my left Mr. Bhowmik, with a small 
bandage on his nose, was busy cleaning a 
nasty cut on Shukla’s arm with a swab of 
cotton wool. A few parents were hanging 
around making anxious queries that no one 
bothered to answer. I was glad that my parents 
never took any interest in my play or Mother 
would have created a scene. About a hundred 
yards away, in the enemy’s camp, the last of 
the injured was receiving first aid. I felt sad 
when I heard someone saying that only five 
of the Chetla team had received minor injuries 
whereas nine of us needed bandages and out 
of them three, including Tama, had already 
been taken to hospital by their parents for 
their wounds to be stitched up as the bleeding 
couldn’t be stopped. I wanted to express my 
disappointment to Shukla but found that my 
lips had been clumsily sealed by three Band-
Aids. This must be Mr. Bhowmik’s handiwork 
for Mrs. Bhowmik had always been meticu-
lous about dressings. I remembered the neat 

pad she had prepared for me when I had 
messed up on the field.

“Chee-chee-chee!” cried Mrs. Dasgupta 
as she paced up and down agitatedly with 
Mrs. Boral who shook her head and chimed 
in, “Shame-shame-shame! Fighting like street 
dogs.”

“The blackest day of my thirty years’ 
teaching career, Mrs. Boral,” moaned Mrs. 
Dasgupta.

“And this after your instructive speech with 
the wonderful Kipling quote,” said Mrs. Boral.

“But they attacked us first, Miss,” protested a 
feeble Biju, raising her bandaged hand.

“That’s no excuse for you to behave like a 
pack of street goondas,” snapped Mrs. Boral. 
“Didn’t I caution you, Madam, that football 
would bring disgrace to our school?”

“Of course you did, Mrs. Boral. And I assure 
you, football will be banned forever at Cham-
paboti. Thank god we were able to stop them 
before they murdered each other.”

“But that toad-like reporter is going to make 
a cover story out of it in the next issue of Khela and 
damage Champaboti’s reputation.”

“Mr. Bhowmik will take care of that,” 
snapped Mrs. Bhowmik.

A drop of blood oozed out of my bandaged 
lips with a searing pain and trickled down my 
chin. I was frightened and tried to call Mrs. 
Bhowmik but no sound came from my sealed 
lips. I reached out for Gopa’s arm, gave it a tug 
and as she turned, showed her my blood. “Mrs. 
Bhowmik!” cried Gopa. “Rush Hem to hospital. 
She is still bleeding.”
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1. The Field of Play
in a suburb the grass is a supermodel 
across the tracks asphalt licks my ass
reincarnation and I am a believer
movement away from what is not even
ever 

2. The Ball
planets, parties, parties on planets and some 
of us have them and some of us don’t and 
if it bounces we have a ball and if it rolls it 
may leave us behind but we chase it down 
and kick it as hard as we can because we 
love it and need it and can’t live without it 
even if we don’t really remember what it is 
to have one

3. The Number of Players
Why do they always want to know? As if the 
number means anything except opportunity not 
wasted. Yet the number is like a shadow quietly 
breathing in the crooks of our muscles those 
remembered flavors that may keep us warm 
even as we are being touched by someone else.

4. The Players’ Equipment
what I have is what you have is what we 
have not to compare or to covet another’s 
equipment and so it was said 

5. The Referee
When things soured they went to a marriage 
counselor who bent over to pick up a pencil 

she dropped and he wondered if she had 
ever lusted after a client and subconsciously 
made sure the couple broke up and then 
did one of them on the carpet which would 
explain the stain under his foot.

6. The Assistant Referees
The lines are drawn early
mainly across the body 
fingers pulled from noses and out of food
tongues pushed from plates and bodily 

noises not excused
voices hushed and eyes diverted
clothes left on even as you brave the 

sprinklers
with your naked squealing three-year-old
whose eyes are as watchful as yours.

7. The Duration of the Match
Scientific data claims it may depend on 
cooking with butter or olive oil, smoking 
inhaled or not, drinking to drown and driv-
ing to get from one side of the field to the 
other. You might also just get hit by the car. 
They will do a breathalyzer on the driver 
who may have walked away from the crash 
thanks to his drowning needs after visiting 
the drive-thru.

8. The Start and Restart of Play
some just start over
pack a bag and disappear
reappear with a new haircut and name

Laws of the Game
(adapted from FIFA 2010 –11)

Mona Nicole Sfeir
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in another town down the road
fresh dreams planted in flower beds
while old ones stillborn
still cry for their mommies
in the middle of the night

9. The Ball In and Out of Play
Her father would appear, jumbo box in 
hand, wide smiles and hugs and whisk her 
away to the land of ice cream and elephants 
only to disappear with a magician’s sleight 
of hand for weeks on end his audience of 
one waiting with bated breath for the act to 
continue. 

10. The Method of Scoring
the art of seduction may include 
an olfactory assault or a liquid potion 
the tilting of a head
legs crossing and uncrossing
the intonation losing years or deepening 
into dusk to wrap around solid and liquid
forms of aching around the little tricks of 
attracting that single moment of 
rapture
hunted for
prayed for
conceived

11. Offside
They had gathered by the thousands, fling-
ing wide their blankets, settling their cool-
ers and weaving a carpet with their bodies 
across the land. They had come to hear him, 
to hear his voice, to catch for a moment his 
spirit and inhale him deep into their lungs 
filling their bellies with his sound. In his 
presence they felt the ancients as if his soul 
had lived and suffered whipped by all the 
foulness of the world and holding it deep 
in the nest of his heart he had found a way 
to tame it with his gentleness gifting them 
a moment to rest in. He stood on the stage 
flooded by their expectant eyes. He closed 
his. His fingers began to play and then it 
was the crowd that began to sing as if they 
knew they too had to carry him sometimes 
and give him back a moment to rest in.

12. Fouls and Misconduct
some say we are born that way as if sin 
were a hair color like yellow or red

13. Free Kicks
just for kicks
they wrapped a rope around his neck and 

dragged him 
then walked scot-free into the sunset of the 

American dream 

14. The Penalty Kick
years later one of them confessed on his 
deathbed worried that god would kick his 
butt

15. The Throw-In
Child thrown in a dumpster, woman 
thrown into the boot of a car, man thrown 
in solitary confinement, acid thrown in a 
face, body thrown in a river, truth thrown 
in doubt, towel thrown in a ring, shoe 
thrown in anger, and one more thrown in 
for good measure. 

16. Procedures to Determine the Winner of a 
Match
Is it the length of the obituary trailing deeds 

and offspring like a falling star?
Is it the number of mourners, eyes knotted 

into moist balls and coughed up?
Is it the volume of those beating their 

breasts and sending their wails into the 
stratosphere to be picked up by alien 
passersby on their way to grand civiliza-
tions where winners R us and whiners 
are not?

Is it the list of awards or the number of 
medals or the lives saved or killed or 
both? 

Is it the number of words written or read or 
the words spoken or kept silent?

Is it the creators or the visionaries, the 
inventors and magicians, those that twist-
ed our reality and coaxed us in to visit for 
a fleeting moment?

Is it the strongest, the fastest, the smartest, 
the bravest, the loveliest, the wisest, the 
maddest?

Is it the one that enters the gates, the 
garden, who steps from the cycle with 
wings?

Or is it the one that realizes there never was 
a match in the space between two noth-
ings just a cry at either end and all that 
dazzling light.
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States and abroad. She 
currently resides in Geneva, 
Switzerland, where she is 
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at the United Nations for 
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B orn in Barcelona in 1947, Ana María 
Moix established her literary reputation 
at an early age: by the time she was 

twenty-five, she had already published two 
highly acclaimed novels, a collection of short 
stories, and three books of poetry. She had also 
been chosen as one of only nine poets—and the 
only woman—in a generation-defining poetry 
anthology, Nine Very New Spanish Poets (1970). 

In those early years of her career, from 
the late 1960s into the early 1970s, Moix was 
a member of the Gauche Divine, Barcelona’s 
avant-garde literary and cultural movement. 
The members of the Gauche Divine were 
united by their opposition to the conservative 
straitjacket imposed by the Franco dictator-
ship and by their general demand for freedom 
of all kinds: artistic, political, and personal. 
Unlike Moix, who has always written in Span-
ish, many of the Gauche Divine writers—
including Moix’s best-selling brother, Terenci 
Moix—chose to write in the Catalan language 
that Franco had tried to suppress. FC Barcelo-
na, which styles itself in Catalan as més que un 
club (“more than a club”), continues to cele-
brate the language and culture of Catalunya to 
the present day. It carries the flag of Catalan 
nationalism despite featuring some of world 
soccer’s biggest names.

Since the end of the Franco dictatorship 
in 1975, Moix has published more sporadically 
but always to great acclaim. She was awarded 
the City of Barcelona Prize both for her short-
story collection Las virtudes peligrosas (1985; 
Eng. Dangerous Virtues, 1997) and her novel 
Vals negro (1994; Black waltz). Her most recent 
collection, De mi vida real nada sé, translated as 
Of My Real Life I Know Nothing (2008), contains 
two stories that focus on soccer. “One Day, Sud-
denly, It Happens” describes the bitter social 
consequences suffered by a man who suddenly, 
inexplicably, loses all interest in the soccer team 
that he and his family and friends have always 
supported. In “A Little Bit of Passion,” another 
man’s increasingly outraged reactions as he 
watches his team lose to its biggest rival provide 
a highly amusing glimpse into the ugly passions 
that may be sparked by fandom. 

Sandra Kingery: What similarities do you find 
between soccer and literature? You recently 
wrote an article in El País comparing the genius 
of writer Ana María Matute and Barça player 
Lionel Messi. Is a great soccer player an artist in 
the same way a great writer such as Matute is?

Ana María Moix: The surrealists said that “art is 
everywhere.” Without going to such extremes, I 

A Conversation with Ana María Moix
Sandra Kingery
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think that any person, no matter his or her pro-
fession, can be struck by a moment of “enlight-
enment” that pervades whatever he or she is 
making (a shoe, a book, a musical score . . .). But 
what I was trying to explain in the article about 
Matute and Messi is the fragility of genius. 
Genius is something one is born with; that’s 
why my article mentions the video of Messi 
playing soccer when he was a child, the stories 
Matute wrote when she was a child, and the 
king of France as a child—in Henri Michaux’s 
quote—who stopped being an artist to be “just” 
a king. A person can be born a genius—and 
therefore, an artist—but their genius can be lost. 
Sadly enough, genius isn’t a lifelong attribute. 
In soccer, when this occurs, the player ends up 
seeming “weak” or “flustered” (for example, 
Ronaldinho). 

But what explanation is there for the whole 
concept of “genius”? I don’t know. I loved the 
movie Amadeus by Milo} Forman. Salieri was 
a great musician in the same way some writ-
ers are great novelists, tremendous novelists, 
without being geniuses. But he knew he wasn’t 
a genius; he knew he didn’t have Mozart’s bril-
liance. A tragedy.

SK: Can you tell us about your relationship to 
FC Barcelona and how you first became aware 
of the team’s presence in your life? Were the rest 
of your family members also supporters? Did 
you always enjoy watching soccer? Were your 
initial exposures at the stadium or on the radio? 
Nowadays do you prefer Camp Nou, the tele-
vision, the radio, or the Internet for following 
matches? 

AMM: My father was a Barça fan. When I was 
little, my family would ask me, “What team 
are you rooting for? Barcelona, right?” And 
I, probably just to be difficult, would answer: 
“Madrit.” I was so little that instead of saying 
“Madrid” with the final d, I would say “Madrit” 
with a t. This trait, my urge to be difficult, didn’t 
last very long. My father, my mother, and my 
second brother would watch the games at the 
Barcelona stadium every Sunday. Those of us 
who didn’t go would listen to the games on the 
radio. To tell the truth, I wasn’t terribly inter-
ested back then.

Miguel, my second brother, died. He was 
eighteen, and I was fifteen. (Terenci, my older 
brother, was twenty.) After Miguel’s death, 

I started taking his spot at the stadium with 
my parents. My father, who was neurotic and 
obsessive, couldn’t stand to watch the game 
live, sitting down, and he would head off to the 
stadium bar. My mother, who was an enormous 
fan, especially of László Kubala, along with a 
lady who sat one row ahead of us, would hurl 
tremendous insults at Luis Suárez, who tended 
to clash with Kubala. Suárez is the only Spanish 
player to ever win a FIFA Golden Ball Award. 
When Helenio Herrera, an outlandish coach 
with his own touch of genius, left Barça for Inter 
Milan, he took Suárez with him.

In any case, I couldn’t believe the words 
that would come out of the mouths of my moth-
er and the other lady—a widow who, along 
with her teenage son, traveled to the stadium 
from Sabadell, an industrial city a couple of 
hours away from Barcelona. I remember that I 
would be sitting there eating peanuts and, when 
the match was over, I would get up from my 
seat and look down at the floor that was com-
pletely covered with peanut shells: it made me 
partly ashamed, for getting the floor so dirty, 
but also happy. I went to the stadium for two 
or three seasons when I was fifteen, sixteen. . . .

It wasn’t until later that I became a real 
Barça fan. Nowadays I watch soccer on TV.

SK: How significant a pursuit was watching 
or playing soccer among members of literary 
and cultural circles in Barcelona when you first 
started publishing in the 1970s? What cues did 
writers take from FC Barcelona in formulating 
Catalan identity?

AMM: There was a period of years when I was 
irritated by the connection between Barça and 
Catalan identity. In the 1970s, the intellectuals 
looked down on soccer. Exceptions (as far as I 
can remember): Manuel Vázquez Montalbán, 
the architect Oscar Tusquets, the writer Gonzalo 
Suárez, the publisher Jorge Herralde. Later on, 
Javier Marías, a Real Madrid fan, started writing 
about soccer, and then some other writers like 
Adolfo García Ortega started admitting they 
liked soccer too. But even now, there aren’t too 
many of us.

In Barcelona, there were some writers, like 
the philosopher Eugenio Trías and Josep Ramo-
neda, who declared their support for RCD Espan-
yol (Barça’s rival, the other team from Barcelona) 
as a reaction against the insistent merging of 
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Barça with Catalunya and with Catalan conser-
vatism. A lot of intellectuals and writers were 
against soccer for that reason, because they 
considered Barça the standard-bearer of Cata-
lunya and its nationalist demands. Personally, 
these questions don’t interest me, but they don’t 
destroy my experience with soccer either.

SK: Do you feel your relationship to Barça is 
connected to your identity as a Catalana? How 
has your relationship to the 
team changed from the time 
Barça was explicitly associa-
ted with opposition to Fran-
co and Real Madrid? 

AMM: It doesn’t affect me 
in the slightest. I’m not 
nationalistic, not a Catalan 
nationalist or a Spanish 
nationalist. I don’t believe 
in flags or in demanding 
the rights of one language 
over all others. I only accept the idea of national-
ism in the case of an external attack.

Traditionally, Real Madrid has been the 
team supported by the Spanish right wing and 
ultra-right wing: Franco, his whole regime, and, 
nowadays, the conservative wing of Spanish 
society are anti-Barça and pro–Real Madrid. In 
addition, there is the inevitable conflict between 
the two teams, which are eternal rivals (this 
happens everywhere—every country has two 
bitter rivals) and also sport the best players in 
the Spanish league, of course. 

SK: It seems like soccer literature has been in style 
in the publishing world in the past few years. To 
what do you attribute the popularity of such wri-
ting? Do you agree that soccer is so omnipresent 
nowadays that there is a “footballization of the 
universe”? Is there an insurmountable divide, as 
Borges suggests, between those who are intellec-
tuals and those who enjoy soccer? 

AMM: I don’t think publishing trends make 
much money. The thing is that publishers try 
to fashion new trends in order to sell more 
books. They’ve tried to create a trend of soccer 
literature as well as women’s literature, civil 
war literature, etc.

The footballization of the universe is a 
question of globalization: everything has gotten 

globalized now. Although the reality is that the 
things that get globalized are the worst parts of 
society: poverty, the financial crisis, ignorance, 
mediocrity, political and economic cynicism . . . 

For a lot of intellectuals, soccer is a fascist 
sport: strength, muscle, fouls, ball strikes, etc. 
Maybe Borges was right.

SK: One of your stories, “One Day, Suddenly, 
It Happens,” was included in Jorge Valdano’s 

soccer anthology Cuentos de 
fútbol 2, otherwise domina-
ted by male writers. How 
did you decide to start 
incorporating soccer into 
your work? Some women 
writers (for example, Sonia 
Budassi in Apache) have 
criticized football, as well 
as language about football, 
for its ambiente machista 
(macho atmosphere). Do 
you feel any frisson as a 

woman writing about and supporting “a man’s 
game”? 

AMM: No, I don’t feel any tension when I write 
about soccer. The people who run the world are 
worse than the footballers. There’s machismo 
everywhere: at the office, in people’s homes, in 
politics, in the schools. . . . I was invited onto 
a TV program to talk about soccer. Four men 
and me. The question was: “Is soccer a sexist 
sport?” The four men would barely let me talk. 
“The proof that it’s sexist, gentlemen, is that the 
four of you aren’t letting me talk. But 35 percent 
of the members of FC Barcelona are women.” I 
need to add here that the same thing happens 
on TV programs about literature: the male writ-
ers don’t let you get a word in edgewise, if they 
can get away with it.

SK: Both of your short stories that are related to 
soccer focus, in a humorous way, on the “patho-
logical” side of fandom, the loss of objectivity and 
the extreme emotions suffered when a fan is root-
ing for his or her team. What is it that makes us 
so emotional about our teams? I witnessed some 
moments of real chaos on the Ramblas in Barcelo-
na when Barcelona became European champions 
in 2010. Do you suffer from similar “irrationality” 
when rooting for Barça? Or rather than “irration-
ality,” would you simply call it love?

Ana María Moix’s works 
include children’s literature, 

poetry, novels, and short 
stories, including Dangerous 

Virtues (translated in 1997). 
Julia (1970), translated in 
2004, was her first novel. 

Her story collection Of My 
Real Life I Know Nothing 

(2008) features two stories of 
obsessive soccer fans.

Sandra Kingery, Professor of 
Spanish at Lycoming College, 
has translated Julia and Of My 

Real Life I Know Nothing by 
Ana María Moix and Welcome 

to Miami, Doctor Leal, a 
novel by Cuban author 

René Vázquez Díaz.

For a lot of 
intellectuals, soccer 

is a fascist sport: 
strength, muscle, fouls, 
ball strikes, etc. Maybe 

Borges was right.
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AMM: Fans—and I include myself in the desig-
nation—are pathological, victims of an extreme, 
irrational emotion. When I’m watching a game, 
I become unbearable, especially when Barça is 
playing poorly, when the players let us down. 
Why do we root for one team and not another? 
It’s irrational; it’s pure emotion. Otherwise, we 
would root for the team that objectively plays 
the best game. If there were objectivity, then 
there would be no fans or passion or soccer.

SK: Was your experience of Spain’s victory at 
the 2010 World Cup that of a Spaniard or that 
of a Catalana who savored the exploits of Carles 
Puyol, Andrés Iniesta, Xavi, Víctor Valdés, and 
the Barça players at the core of the team? 

AMM: I was very excited about the World Cup. 
It’s true that there were seven Barça players, 

but in other World Cups or European champi-
onships when there weren’t as many Barceloni-
stas, I also watched and rooted for Spain. I like 
it when La Roja wins.

I also want to mention that there was a 
time when my passion for soccer went through 
a rough spot. During the period when two 
Barça presidents, [Josep Lluís] Núñez and 
[Joan] Gaspart, were managing the club poorly 
and people were saying they were taking 
advantage of their positions to make money on 
the side, I didn’t follow the team for a couple 
of seasons, not Barça or any other team. If a 
club’s financial management is shady, it makes 
me go “cold.”

March 2011

Translation from the Spanish 
By Sandra Kingery

For Further Reading

Jean Williams of De Montfort University 
in Leicester, England, has published 
histories of women’s soccer in Great 
Britain and globally in A Game for Rough 
Girls? A History of Women’s Football in 
England (2003) and A Beautiful Game: 
International Perspectives on Women’s 
Football (2007). Barbara Jacobs in The 
Dick, Kerr’s Ladies (2004) considers the 
best known among dozens of factory-
based women’s teams competing in 
World War I–era Britain. The teams’ 
popularity led in 1921 to the England 
Football Association’s suspension of 
women’s soccer; the ban lasted fifty 
years.

While lagging far behind the 
output of male writers, especially in 
Latin America, women’s opinions on 
football have slowly gained literary 
currency, evidenced by publication of 
a compilation before the 2006 World 
Cup, Aus der Tiefe des Traumes: Elf 
Frauen Erzählen Fußballgeschichten 
(From the depth of dreams: Eleven 
women tell football stories). In fiction, 
Le ventre de l’Atlantique, by Fatou 
Diome, born in Senegal, appeared in 

Paris in 2003 and was later translated 
as The Belly of the Atlantic (see WLT, 
Sept. 2010, 38). The novel explores West 
African migration in part through the 
grim realities of soccer players seeking 
professional contracts in France and 
elsewhere in Europe. Dutch author 
Anna Enquist writes on soccer for 
Hard gras, Holland’s journal of soccer 
literature and culture; her collection 
The Injury (2001) examines, in part, the 
undertreated dimension of wounds in 
sport. Ananda Devi of Mauritius and 
Laila Lalami, a Moroccan American, 
both contributed stories to the World 
Cup–themed Enfants de la balle 
(Children of the ball). Cameroonian 
and French writer Calixthe Beyala in 
Les Lions indomptables: Cinquante ans 
de bonheur (The indomitable Lions: 
Fifty years of happiness) pays tribute to 
the national team of Cameroon. Poetry 
and short stories, most from Western 
cultures, feature in Crossing Boundaries: 
An International Anthology of Women’s 
Experiences in Sport (1999), edited by 
Susan Bandy and Anne Darden.

From Brazil, journalist Diego 
Graciano spent four years researching 
and self-publishing a biography, Você 

é mulher, Marta! (You are a woman, 
Marta!), about Marta Vieira da Silva, 
the extraordinary twenty-five-year-old 
Brazilian forward who transcended a 
confined upbringing in the Sertão to 
become, like Pelé and Garrincha before 
her, a national icon. As organized 
soccer for women slowly infiltrates 
Latin America, academic interest 
has followed. In Argentina in 2008, 
sociologist Adolfina Janson published 
Se acabó ese juego que te hacía feliz: 
Nuestro fútbol femenino (The game 
that used to make you happy is over: 
Our women’s football). Beatriz Vélez, in 
Colombia, will soon publish her own 
anthropological study with attention to 
women’s contributions to the “unedited 
text” of world soccer.

Some of the richest and most 
innovative material might be online, 
as at Jennifer Doyle’s feminist soccer 
blog From a Left Wing (fromaleftwing.
blogspot.com) and, from India, at 
Mumbai-based journalist Supriya 
Nair’s Treasons, Stratagems, and Spoils 
(angrynun.blogspot.com).

– John Turnbull
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Y rsa Roca Fannberg’s quixotic blog, art 
versus sport (artversussport.blogspot.
com), is what the title promises, a site 

pulled in these opposite directions. Art seems 
to be winning the battle: in recent years, Fan-
nberg’s entries tracking the emotional highs and 
lows of a Barcelona fan have thinned. 

Fannberg is a documentary filmmaker and 
photographer—the center of her practice is the 
camera. She makes these gorgeous watercolors 
on the side, painting them in the same thought-
ful spirit with which she writes—with a feel for 
mood, posing delicate questions of psychology 
and emotion, with an eye trained not only on 
the sublimity of the sport but on the melancholy 
beauty of its more ordinary gestures.

Since I became obsessed with soccer, peo-
ple around me have struggled for points of 
entry into conversation. It is hard for me to feign 
interest in anything else. It’s a special form of 
belligerence, in which you are so single-minded, 
so actively engaged with one topic, and so 
utterly passive around all others that you drag 
out of your interlocutor whatever they know 
about this one thing. This is how I learned about 
Fannberg’s work. I was at the opening for an art 
show, standing against a wall holding a glass 
of wine and a copy of Jude the Obscure. A nice 
man and woman tried talking to me. Casting 
around for any intersection between our lines 
of interest, the woman (the artist Georgina Star) 
remembered that there had been a woman in 

a class she taught once who was also obsessed 
with soccer. She wrote her e-mail address into 
my copy of Jude and, after a brief exchange, she 
sent me Fannberg’s name and a link to her blog. 
It wasn’t long before I went to Barcelona to meet 
the Barça fan. 

It was a joy to meet a woman similarly 
engaged by the sport—for those of us whose 
identities are primarily bound up in art and 
intellectual life, an absorbing passion in soc-
cer can be quite isolating. Even though many 
women play and become fans, our affection for a 
sport that men all over the world feel is “theirs” 
makes us interlopers. (FC Barcelona is only now 
making overtures to its numerous women fans, 
and one might safely say that this late gesture is 
well in advance of most European clubs.)

Speaking for myself, when I have tried 
to talk soccer with men as a way to, well, talk 
to them, I have come away with the distinct 
impression that I have violated some major rule 
of womanly conduct. For example: one Satur-
day afternoon, I sat on a London-bound train 
with my friend Mandy Merck, an ardent (and 
intensely critical) Arsenal fan. She has followed 
the team since god knows when and is no casual 
expert on this subject. Arsenal had just played—
and lost—a critical midseason match. It was that 
perennial winter game Arsenal loses in order 
to quash illusions built on a promising fall run.

Across the aisle were two men: a BBC 
sports journalist and an American tourist. They 

Jennifer Doyle is Associate 
Professor of English at the 

University of California, 
Riverside, where she teaches 

gender studies, visual culture, 
and American literature. 
She is the author of Sex 

Objects: Art and the Dialectics 
of Desire (2006) and Hold 

It Against Me: Difficulty and 
Emotion in Contemporary 

Art (forthcoming from Duke 
University Press). She writes 
a feminist soccer blog, From 

a Left Wing (fromaleftwing.
blogspot.com), and is 

working on a book about art 
and sport, tentatively titled 

The Athletic Gesture.

Soccer, Art, and Desire
Jennifer Doyle

An interloper in!a male world, Yrsa Roca Fannberg in her Barcelona FC 
watercolors paints the “ordinary gestures” that the experts often ignore.
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were talking football and stuck with this subject 
for a full two hours. They talked about relega-
tion: a fascinating, exotic form of sport brutality 
for us Yanks. Relegation in soccer is the demo-
tion of bottom-finishers at the end of a season 
to a lower division; it presents a crisis for club 
owners, who must cut expenses in anticipa-
tion of lost revenue. As it happens, I had just 
read National Pastime, a comparative economic 
analysis of major-league sports in the United 
States and around the world, focused in part 
on the relegation system and its economics. I 
mentioned this in a casual, conversational way. 
The two men (whom I had interrupted) looked 
at me, said nothing, and then continued talking 
as if I had said nothing. 

Of course, this is not the best example to 
prove my point. Trying to enter any sports con-
versation by talking about an academic textbook 
is probably not the best idea. My relationship 
to the subject of sports is hopelessly dorky. 
My friend had not even bothered trying to talk 
with those guys. Why would she? She knows 
far more about the game than they do. She wel-
comed me back to our discussion with a know-
ing look. It sucks to be shut out of a conversa-
tion because you are a “girl”—and that sense 
of rejection is made worse when a guy looks at 
you like you are stupid. But who needs to talk 
to men about these things anyway?

When men talk soccer with each other—
when they talk in great depth and with enor-
mous intensity of feeling about other men—
those conversations are often not really about 
soccer, but about their relationships to each 
other. It is a socially sanctioned form of con-
versation between men, the last arena in which 
they can pretend women do not exist. Women 
who try to take part in this sort of talk upset the 
delicate balance of tenderness and disavowal 
that allows guys to talk with and about guys 
without, well, thinking about guys.

Fannberg’s work allows us to see what 
is right in front of our faces, but which sports 

media disavow. Most representations of soccer 
players are hyperheroic, hypermasculine. When 
she offers a visual meditation on that ecstatic 
postgoal moment, she literalizes this explosive 
joy as men coming apart in each other’s arms. 
Sports photography tends to amplify the testos-
terone even in failure, when our sports heroes 
are made to look like fallen soldiers. Not often 
do we see them look like the big babies they 
sometimes are, on their bellies, fists pounding 
the grass.

A portrait of Thierry Henry makes the play-
er look like he is weighed down by his own feet. 
If you have ever played ninety minutes, you 
might relate—I know that there are times when 
the ground feels attached to my shoes—like the 
earth itself is grabbing me by the ankles. 

Fannberg’s images are quite plainly made 
out of love. And that love is not filtered by the 
requirements of the macho/heroic tradition that 
sifts out and decides on its own sentimental-
ity. It would be reductive to say that the art-
ist’s gender gives her permission to approach 
Barça with this kind of delicacy of feeling. She 
played in Sweden until she was fourteen (she 
says she was terrible), she is half-Icelandic and 
half-Catalan, she is an artist looking at sport. 
She approaches the subject of Barça and football 
culture with the insight of an insider and the 
perspective of an outsider.

When we met in Barcelona, she took me to 
a bar and spread her portfolio out on our table. 
The waiters stopped, called others over, and 
pointed to the portraits: “Oh, that’s Messi, for 
sure, look at how he holds his head,” and “You 
can’t miss Thuram there.” They shook their 
heads in maternal consternation as they identi-
fied the prodigal son and sighed, “Ronaldinho.” 
Our faces lit up with a kind of warmth—the 
same warmth that animates Yrsa Roca Fann-
berg’s images: these are members of the family, 
and we love them no matter what. 

University of California, Riverside

“For a long time I was trying to combine football and art. In my childhood, I received 
a football shirt (of FC Barcelona), which came to be a symbol of my absent father. 
FC Barcelona quickly became a source of identification with where my father is 
from. The club became my own Oedipus complex. You can see that obsession in my 
watercolours. They want to open with desire onto the fragile, lonely, ghostly and 
moments of the game that otherwise go unnoticed.”

—Yrsa Roca Fannberg, “Artist Statement,” www.yrsarocafannberg.info
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John Turnbull: You dedicate the book Football 
Stories to your sons, Kristjón, Garpur, and Jökull. 
What is the relationship between their careers in 
soccer and your writing the book?

Elísabet Jökulsdóttir: They all taught me how to 
watch football and how to love football, actu-
ally. And I really love football—I always forget 
myself when I watch it. I sometimes have an 
argument with people, especially if they are too 
intellectual, who act as if they are surprised: 
“Why do you like football?”

[My sons] taught me how to watch some-
thing I don’t fully understand, like the ocean. I 
don’t understand the ocean, but I like to watch 
it and it gives me a lot.
JT: Do you remember playing or watching foot-
ball as a young person?

EJ: No, no. I hated football. As a child, a teen-
ager, and a young woman—I absolutely hated 
football. I had a husband for some years. He was 
always lying on the sofa watching football on 
Saturdays. I was thinking of divorcing him, get-
ting divorced, because of all this time watching 
football on the sofa, not being with the family.

He didn’t listen to me. One fine day he 
walked out and didn’t come back. Even so I 
took his place on the sofa and started watching 
football.

I remember watching some European foot-
ball on TV once when my son came home and 

said, “Hey, mom, you really are watching foot-
ball by yourself.” And he was quite surprised 
and proud of me.

JT: Do you regularly watch the European match-
es, or just football from Iceland?

EJ: I like to watch Brazil, football from South 
America and from Italy and Spain. When I was 
in Ireland I lived with a landlord from Texas, 
and he taught me a little bit about how to watch 
American football. So I’m getting better.

JT: Your sons are very good players. Two of 
them played for the best-known team in Ice-
land, KR.

EJ: One of them, he made the main team and 
was Icelandic champion for two years. He 
was on the national team, not for adults but 
for youngsters [under 21]. . . . He tried out for 
Everton in England. I see him as an artist, but 
he doesn’t like this artist talk. He just wants to 
play football.

JT: Jökull?

EJ: Yes, Jökull. His name actually means “gla-
cier.” I think they call him J-Cool or something.

JT: Why doesn’t he want to be artistic as a soc-
cer player?
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F ollowing the country’s economic collapse in 2008, Icelandic musician Björk referred to an 
indigenous spirit of creativity that takes its cue from raw island nature. Elísabet Jökulsdóttir 
of Reykjavík embodies this fearlessness in storytelling. Already a known playwright and 

poet, in 2001 she published Football Stories (Communicate Lads), in Icelandic and English, having 
decided to write about soccer from the perspective of a team’s physical therapist and thus infiltrat-
ing a male domain that traditionally worked to keep action and feeling separate. Avoiding the obvi-
ous perspective of player or coach or fan, she approached the gods of twenty-first-century life—elite 
male soccer players—from the eyes of one privy to their wounds and anxieties.

To know the unknowable, football, it is not surprising that Jökulsdóttir seeks analogy, in the 
following interview, in the Icelander’s appreciation for the sea. Soccer and nature meet in her writ-
ing. She invokes island weather and the unpredictability of the elements and sport in “A Match That 
Was Not Postponed,” one of the collection’s paragraph poems. The incident is based on Jökulsdót-
tir’s following of Knattspyrnufélag Reykjavíkur (KR), which one year survived a relegation match 
in a downpour—a game that could have demoted Iceland’s most established team to the second 
division. 

Two of Jökulsdóttir’s sons played for KR. One of her sons, Jökull Elísabetarson, played colle-
giately in the United States and was drafted by the Chicago Fire of Major League Soccer. 
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EJ: He’s very straightforward. He wants to have 
things as they are. Sometimes he finds it annoy-
ing when I mix things together. I was always 
learning something about life by watching foot-
ball. . . . I would watch football and say to 
myself, “I can learn from football when they are 
trying to score. I can try to score in life, in my job, 
or in my friendship.” You know what I mean?

I was always mixing things up, and [my 
sons] said to me, “Mom, you are always looking 
at football as life. You’re always trying to learn 
something about life by watching football. But 
football is only football. It’s a game.” That’s also 
an attitude, a point of view.

JT: Maybe their point of view will change as they 
get older?

EJ: Maybe, maybe. But it was good to hear that 
and to have a little argument and talk about 
things. In football you can do many things that 
you cannot do in life. For example, in the West-
ern countries and the United States, things are 
going very fast. But when you watch a football 
match, it’s stopping all the time, and that’s amaz-
ing. Out of ninety minutes, the game is stopped 
for maybe twenty minutes. Everything stops. 
If you’re in a traffic jam and the traffic stops, 
everybody goes crazy. But in football everybody 
is just waiting for the game to go on. They are 
blithe about it.

You can do many things in football that you 
can’t do in life, and that’s amazing. And neces-
sary, I think, that you can do it there and perhaps 
apply it to normal life. Maybe I’m getting too 
philosophical here.

JT: Football Stories is a collection of very short 
stories or prose poems told by the team’s physi-
cal therapist. How did you choose a physical 
therapist to represent all the different parts of a 
football team?

EJ: I was talking to this therapist, and he was 
asking me, “How do you write? I want to write.” 
People are asking me all the time, because I’m a 
writer. Everybody seems to want to write. I told 
him, “You should write about what you have in 
your hands, not look for the meaning of life or 
the big issues. You should write about what’s 
in your hands.” And he had the football guys in 
his hands because he was massaging them. He 
didn’t seem to understand me.

Then I went home and wrote two stories. 
Then I brought them back to him and said, “You 
should write like this.” He said, “These are nice 
stories.” He had forgotten about his writing 
interests, so I just went home and finished the 
book. . . .

I started to get more language from football. 
I started trying to bring everything in—like the 
red card, the corner kick—to have the whole pic-
ture. It was amazing for me to write it because I 
never imagined I could write football literature.

JT: The subtitle of Football Stories in English is 
Communicate Lads. Is it true that men communi-
cate in large part through talking about football?

EJ: I think so. Communication—it’s a good ques-
tion. We communicate in different ways. I was 
doing an essay about football, and I was inter-
viewing many players. They said, “This is about 
emotion.” But men are not supposed to have 
feelings. They said, “I’m an emotional person 
when I’m playing.” They didn’t have any shame 
in mentioning feelings and emotion.

We have a similar phenomenon in Iceland. 
When we are trying to help the team play bet-
ter, we say, “Hey! Communicate, lads!” When 
I heard this the first time, I thought it was 
so funny because everybody was playing and 
playing and playing. Then, all of a sudden, 
somebody shouted, “Communicate lads!” And I 
said, “What?” I expected everybody to sit down 
and start talking. That was my idea of commu-
nication, but [communication] is not always in 
words.

JT: I hear coaches say, “Talk to each other.”

EJ: That’s the same thing. We had a little trouble 
translating [the phrase] into English; I remember 
that.

JT: How was Football Stories received in Iceland? 
Did soccer players seem interested in it?

EJ: I was really pleased because the football play-
ers loved it. They had given me so much, so I 
wanted to give them something back. I was very 
happy that they liked it. And I was so afraid. I 
was really afraid in my body. . . . I was afraid 
what they would say. [Soccer] is such a big thing 
in the world, which is a man’s world. So for me 
as a woman entering this world, I was so afraid. I 

Elísabet Jökulsdóttir’s first 
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got so codependent [about] what they would say. 
I was so afraid that maybe I didn’t get it right. But 
they loved the stories. There is a company spon-
soring the national team in Iceland. They wanted 
to translate the book so the national team could 
give it to other teams as a gift.

There were a lot of people that, although 
they didn’t hate football, didn’t really like it or 
had some attitude against it. And they read the 
stories with joy. I was very happy about that, too. 
Then they had something to tell other people, 
that although they didn’t know football or didn’t 
watch it they could read the stories and get some-
thing from it.

JT: Your story “A Match That Was Not Post-
poned” incorporates Iceland’s weather and con-
cludes with God’s judgment: “There was a score-
board that told the meaning of life or God’s 
answer to humanity: 2–1.” Did you know this 
is the most common score line in the history of 
international soccer?

EJ: Maybe in five thousand years, when we are 
all gone from this planet, maybe some aliens will 
come and find this score, 2–1. And then they’ll 
say, “They were beaten 2–1.”

JT: Elsewhere you relate Icelandic history to 
missed opportunities in a soccer match. You write 
about Icelanders having “let all the opportunities 
pass by. . . .” Do Icelanders feel that their history 
is one of missed opportunity?

EJ: We were a colony for eight hundred years, and 
we only became independent in 1944. We also 
had volcano eruptions, icebergs coming from the 
North Pole, and diseases. We had a bad king and 
we were bad fighters. We didn’t have food, so 
our self-image broke down, and we didn’t see the 
opportunities around us. We didn’t see the posi-
tive aspects of this country.

It’s almost like this now, because the govern-
ment here is selling our glacier river to big com-
panies, like Alcoa, and they’re building dams. The 
tourists—they just want to come and enjoy these 
rivers, to watch their beauty. And we want to do 
it ourselves. So there is a split between the nation 
and the government, and maybe it is the same 
now—perhaps we are not fighting enough.

JT: How does soccer mirror the landscape of 
Iceland?

EJ: Maybe it fits with the landscape everywhere. 
If I imagine a volcano that suddenly erupts, it 
can be like a player—he is suddenly blooming 
in the game. Or like a waterfall that is constantly 
falling—a game can be like that, with a lot of 
energy.

Football has this strong aesthetic. It has 
certain rules. It has this pitch that has had a long 
evolution. It’s a strong aesthetic, but inside this 
aesthetic you can move so much; you can do so 
much within these strong rules. That’s amazing. 
You can do some improvisation. That reminds 
me of a landscape, because a landscape has 
strong forms, it wakes your imagination.

JT: Do you regret not having played earlier in 
life, because Iceland now has a good women’s 
national team and a women’s league?

EJ: I can tell you I’m a very good goalkeeper. I 
have been trained by my sons as a goalkeeper, 
and that absolutely suits me. I’m quite content 
with that. I have learned some tricks, inside kick 
and outside kick, how you use the inside and 
outside of your foot. I almost broke my nose 
when they were training me as a goalkeeper. I 
learned to use my head and my body. I think I 
would  die if I had to run a lot.

JT: Iceland has a reputation of having great sto-
rytellers and writers, back to the tradition of the 
sagas. Is that true, or is that a cliché?

EJ: It’s a little bit of a false legend in many ways. 
We have good writers, but not every one of them 
is a good storyteller—and being a good story-
teller is a real gift. Authors are talking a lot and 
writing some fine texts, but they’re not really sto-
ries. We have one Nobel Prize winner, Halldór 
Laxness, who was a very good storyteller. . . . A 
lot of writers are doing something experimental 
with their texts and ideas. Maybe the story is 
sometimes missing.

JT: Have other current Icelandic writers taken up 
football, or were you one of the first?

EJ: I think I’m one of the first. . . . This was very 
amazing, because no one expected that a woman 
could write such stories.

August 2008
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T he title could have turned out much 
better, but it wouldn’t have fit in a 
single line.

I don’t read the columns of Armando 
Nogueira every day—although I do glance 
rapidly at them every day—because “my soc-
cer,” what I know about soccer, is insufficient 
to understand all he writes. Armando writes so 
beautifully (I don’t say just “well”) that at times, 
unable to understand the technical part of his 
column, I only read it for its beauty. And it must 
have been in one of the columns I missed that 
there appeared a phrase quoted in the Correio da 
Manhã,1 among phrases of Robert Kennedy, Fer-
nandel, Arthur Schlesinger, Geraldine Chaplin, 
Tristão de Athayde, and several others, and that 
was read to me over the telephone. Armando 
said, “I would gladly trade the victory of my 
team in an important game for a column . . . ,” 
and at that point comes the surprise: he com-
pletes his sentence by saying he would trade all 
that for a column of mine about soccer.

My first impulse was that of sweet ven-
geance—to say here that I would trade many 
1 A newspaper of Rio de Janeiro. Lispector also wrote for 
this paper.

things that are worth a lot to me for a column 
of Armando Nogueira about, let us say, life. 
In addition, my first impulse, but now without 
thoughts of vengeance, continues. I challenge 
you, Armando Nogueira, to lose your modesty 
and write about life and you, yourself, which 
would end up being the same thing.

But, if your team is Botafogo, I can’t pardon 
your giving up one of its victories, even if you 
are just kidding around, not even for an entire 
novel of mine about soccer.

Let me tell you about my relationship with 
soccer, which justifies the “poor thing” of my 
title. I’m a Botafogo fan, which already begins to 
be a bit of drama that I don’t make even greater, 
because I always try to hold back, like reining 
in a horse, my tendency to exaggerate. It’s like 
this: it’s not easy for me to get involved in soc-
cer—but how could I isolate myself to such an 
extreme from the life of Brazil?—because I have 
one son who’s a Botafogo man and another 
who’s for Flamengo.2 And I feel like I’m betray-
ing the Flamengo son. However, it’s not all 
2  Named after neighborhoods in south Rio de Janeiro, 
Botafogo and Flamengo are two of the four heavily sup-
ported Rio-based teams.

Editorial note: “Armando 
Nogueira, futebol e eu, 

coitada,” published on 30 
March 1968, is one of Clarice 

Lispector’s columns (crônicas) 
from Jornal do Brasil. Her 

columns between August 
1967 and December 1973 

were later collected in A 
descoberta do mundo (1984; 

Eng. Selected Cronicas, 1996). 
Published by permission of 

Agencia Literaria Carmen 
Balcells, Barcelona.

Armando Nogueira, Soccer, and Me 
(Poor Thing)
Clarice Lispector

Journalist, novelist, and short-story writer Clarice Lispector was one 
of Brazil’s most admired authors of the twentieth century. Armando 
Nogueira (1927–2010) was a famous Brazilian sports journalist.
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my fault, and there I have a complaint against 
my son. He used to be for Botafogo, and just 
like that, perhaps only to please his father, he 
decided one day to go over to Flamengo. Well 
by then it was too late for me to resolve the 
situation, even making a great effort, by not 
being for either team. I had already devoted 
myself completely to Botafogo, even dedicating 
my impassioned ignorance of soccer to them. I 
say “impassioned ignorance” because I feel that 
I could come, someday, to understand soccer 
passionately. 

And now I’m going to tell the worst part. 
Apart from the times I’ve watched soccer on 
television, I’ve only attended one soccer game 
in my life—where I’ve been physically pres-
ent, that is to say. I would even go so far to 
say that this deficiency makes me a defective 
Brazilian.

What game was it? I know that it was 
Botafogo, but I don’t remember against whom. 
The person with me never took his eyes off 
the field, like me, but he understood every-
thing. And, every once in a while, although 
feeling I was intruding, I couldn’t keep from 
asking questions, which were answered with 
the greatest possible speed and brevity so I 
wouldn’t keep interrupting.

No, don’t think I’m going to say that soc-
cer is truly a ballet. As I remember, it was a 
battle of life and death, like two gladiators in 
combat. And I—“poor thing” again—had the 
impression that the battle didn’t go beyond the 
rules of play and become bloody only because 
an official was watching and didn’t permit it, 
and he would send off the field anyone who 
did the things I would do if I were playing (!). 
Well then, no matter how much love I might 
have for soccer, it would never occur to me 
to play it. . . . I would prefer ballet itself. But 
could soccer be compared with ballet? Soc-
cer has a beauty of movement of its own that 
doesn’t need to be compared with anything.

As far as watching games on television, 
my son who’s a Botafogo man watches with 
me. And when I ask questions, probably very 
silly questions, being the layperson I am, 
he responds with a mixture of pious impa-
tience, which later becomes barely controlled 
patience, and a little tenderness for the mom 
who, if she knows some other things, needs to 
depend on her son for those lessons. He also 
answers very quickly, in order not to lose any 

of the details of play. And if I continue asking 
questions every once in a while, he ends up 
saying, although without irritation, “Mom, 
you just don’t understand this business, you’re 
not getting anywhere.”

This is humiliating for me. So then, given 
my avidity for participating in everything, is it 
true that soccer, which is Brazil, is something 
I’m never going to understand? And when I 
think about everything in which I don’t take 
part, Brazil or not, I end up dispirited by my 
smallness. I’m too ambitious and voracious to 
admit calmly that I don’t share in everything 
that life holds for us. But I feel that I haven’t 
given up. As far as soccer goes, someday I will 
understand more—even if that turns out to be, 
if I live long enough, when I’m an old woman 
who by then can only walk slowly. Or do you 
think that it’s not worthwhile becoming one 
of these modern old women who so many 
times, purely on account of our unpardonable 
preconceptions, arrive at the edge of ridicule 
because they take an interest in things they 
should have left in the past? The thing is, I 
didn’t want to have only a past, and not only 
in soccer, but in many other things, as well. 
I always wanted to be having a present, and 
even a little part of the future.

And now I repeat my friendly challenge: 
Write about life, what would be the meaning 
of your existence in life. (If you were not a 
soccer columnist, you would still be a writer.) 
In this column that I’m requesting, it doesn’t 
matter that you begin by talking about soc-
cer. That would make it easier for you to 
break through your modesty about speaking 
directly. Additionally, to make it easier, I’ll 
let you write a complete column about what 
soccer means for you, personally, and not only as 
a sport, which would end up revealing what 
you feel about life. Is this theme too general 
for someone who is used to a specialization? 
But the thing is, it seems to me that you aren’t 
aware of your own possibilities. Your way of 
writing assures me that you could write about 
any number of things. Let me know when you 
decide to respond to my challenge because, as 
I say, I don’t read your material every day, in 
spite of the true pleasure it gives me to be your 
colleague at the same newspaper. I’m waiting.

Translation from the Portuguese 
By Richard V. McGehee

No, don’t 
think I’m 
going to say 
that soccer 
is truly a 
ballet. As I 
remember, 
it was a 
battle of life 
and death, 
like two 
gladiators in 
combat.
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