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The Stadium

Have you ever entered an empty stadium? Try it. Stand in the middle of the field and listen. There is nothing less
empty than an empty stadium. There is nothing less mute than stands bereft of spectators.

At Wembley, shouts from the 1966 World Cup, which England won, still resound, and if you listen very closely you
can hear groans from 1953 when England fell to the Hungarians. Montevideo’s Centenario Stadium sighs with
nostalgia for the glory days of Uruguayan soccer. Maracanã is still crying over Brazil’s 1950 World Cup defeat. At
Bombonera in Buenos Aires, drums boom from half a century ago. From the depths of Azteca Stadium, you can
hear the ceremonial chants of the ancient Mexican ball game. The concrete terraces of Camp Nou in Barcelona
speak Catalan, and the stands of San Mamés in Bilbao talk in Basque. In Milan, the ghost of Giuseppe Meazza
scores goals that shake the stadium bearing his name. The final match of the 1974 World Cup, won by Germany, is
played day after day and night after night at Munich’s Olympic Stadium. King Fahd Stadium in Saudi Arabia has
marble and gold boxes and carpeted stands, but it has no memory or much of anything to say.

The English Invasions

Outside a madhouse, in an empty lot in Buenos Aires, several blond boys were kicking a ball around.

“Who are they?” asked a child.

“Crazy people,” answered his father. “Crazy English.”

Journalist Juan José de Soiza Reilly remembers this from his childhood. At first, soccer seemed like a crazy man’s
game in the River Plate. But as the empire expanded, soccer became an export as typically British as Manchester
cloth, railroads, loans from Barings, or the doctrine of free trade. It arrived on the feet of sailors who played by the
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dikes of Buenos Aires and Montevideo, while Her Majesty’s ships unloaded blankets, boots, and flour, and took on
wool, hides, and wheat to make more blankets, boots, and flour on the other side of the world. English citizens --
diplomats, and managers of railroad and gas companies -- formed the first local teams. The English of Montevideo
and Buenos Aires staged Uruguay’s first international competition in 1889, under a gigantic portrait of Queen
Victoria, her eyes lowered in a mask of disdain. Another portrait of the queen of the seas watched over the first
Brazilian soccer match in 1895, played between the British subjects of the Gas Company and the São Paulo
Railway.

Old photographs show these pioneers in sepia tones. They were warriors trained for battle. Cotton and wool armor
covered their entire bodies so as not to offend the ladies in attendance, who unfurled silk parasols and waved lace
handkerchiefs. The only flesh the players exposed were their serious faces peering out from behind wax-twirled
mustaches below caps or hats. Their feet were shod with heavy Mansfield shoes.

It did not take long for the contagion to spread. Sooner rather than later, the native-born gentlemen of local society
started playing that crazy English game. From London they imported the shirts, shoes, thick ankle socks, and pants
that reached from the chest to below the knee. Balls no longer confounded customs officers, who at first had not
known how to classify the species. Ships also brought rulebooks to these far-off coasts of southern America, and
with them came words that remained for many years to come: field, score, goal, goalkeeper, back, half, forward,
out ball, penalty, offside. A “foul” merited punishment by the “referee,” but the aggrieved player could accept an
apology from the guilty party “as long as his apology was sincere and was expressed in proper English,” according
to the first soccer rulebook that circulated in the River Plate.

Meanwhile, other English words were being incorporated into the speech of Latin American countries in the
Caribbean: pitcher, catcher, innings. Having fallen under U.S. influence, these countries learned to hit a ball with a
round wooden bat. The Marines shouldered bats next to their rifles when they imposed imperial order on the region
by blood and by fire. Baseball became for the people of the Caribbean what soccer is for us.

Choreographed War

In soccer, ritual sublimation of war, 11 men in shorts are the sword of the neighborhood, the city, or the nation.
These warriors without weapons or armor exorcize the demons of the crowd and reaffirm its faith: in each
confrontation between two sides, old hatreds and old loves passed from father to son enter into combat.

The stadium has towers and banners like a castle, as well as a deep and wide moat around the field. In the middle,
a white line separates the territories in dispute. At each end stand the goals to be bombed with flying balls. The
area directly in front of the goals is called the “danger zone.”

In the center circle, the captains exchange pennants and shake hands as the ritual demands. The referee blows his
whistle and the ball, another whistling wind, is set in motion. The ball travels back and forth, a player traps her and
takes her for a ride until he gets pummeled in a tackle and falls spread-eagled. The victim does not rise. In the
immensity of the green expanse, the player lies prostrate. From the immensity of the stands, voices thunder. The
enemy crowd emits a friendly roar:

“¡Que se muera!”

“Devi morire!”

“Tuez-le!”

“Mach ihn nieder!” 

“Let him die!”

“Kill, kill, kill!”

Tears Do Not Flow from a Handkerchief

Soccer, metaphor for war, at times turns into real war. Then “sudden death” is no longer just a name for a dramatic
way of deciding a tied match. These days, soccer fanaticism has come to occupy the place formerly reserved for
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religious fervor, patriotic ardor, and political passion. As often occurs with religion, patriotism, and politics, soccer
can bring tensions to a boil, and many horrors are committed in its name.

Some believe men possessed by the demon of the ball foam at the mouth, and frankly that image presents a fairly
accurate picture of the frenzied fan. But even the most indignant of critics would concede that in most cases
violence does not originate in soccer, any more than tears flow from a handkerchief.

In 1969 war broke out between Honduras and El Salvador, two small and very poor Central American countries
that for more than a century had been accumulating reasons to distrust one another. Each had always served as
the magical explanation for the other’s problems. Hondurans have no work? Because Salvadorans come and take
their jobs. Salvadorans are hungry? Because Hondurans mistreat them. Both countries believed their neighbor was
the enemy, and the relentless military dictatorships of each did all they could to perpetuate the error.

This war was called the Soccer War because the sparks that set off the conflagration were struck in the stadiums of
Tegucigalpa and San Salvador. The trouble began during the qualifying rounds for the 1970 World Cup. There
were tussles, a few injuries, several deaths. A week later, the two countries broke off relations. Honduras expelled
a hundred thousand Salvadoran peasants who had always worked in that country’s plantings and harvests;
Salvadoran tanks crossed the border.

The war lasted a week and killed four thousand people. The two governments, dictatorships forged at a U.S.
factory called the School of the Americas, fanned the fires of mutual hatred. In Tegucigalpa the slogan was
“Honduran, don’t sit still, grab a stick and a Salvadoran kill.” In San Salvador: “Teach those barbarians a lesson.”
The lords of land and war did not lose a drop of blood, while two barefoot peoples avenged their identical
misfortunes by killing each other with abandon.

The End of the Match

The ball turns, the world turns. People suspect the sun is a burning ball that works all day and spends the night
bouncing around the heavens while the moon does its shift, though science is somewhat doubtful. There is
absolutely no question, however, that the world turns around a spinning ball: the final of the '94 World Cup was
watched by more than two billion people, the largest crowd ever of the many that have assembled in this planet’s
history. It is the passion most widely shared: many admirers of the ball play with her on fields and pastures, and
many more have box seats in front of the TV and bite their nails as 22 men in shorts chase a ball and kick her to
prove their love.

At the end of the ’94 Cup every child born in Brazil was named Romário, and the turf of the stadium in Los Angeles
was sold off like pizza, at twenty dollars a slice. A bit of insanity worthy of a better cause? A primitive and vulgar
business? A bag of tricks manipulated by the owners? I’m one of those who believe that soccer might be all that,
but it is also much more: a feast for the eyes that watch it and a joy for the body that plays it. A reporter once asked
German theologian Dorothee Sölle, “How would you explain happiness to a child?”

 “I wouldn’t explain it,” she answered. “I’d toss him a ball and let him play.”

Professional soccer does everything to castrate that energy of happiness, but it survives in spite of all the spites.
And maybe that’s why soccer never stops being astonishing. As my friend Ángel Ruocco says, that’s the best
thing about it -- its stubborn capacity for surprise. The more the technocrats program it down to the smallest detail,
the more the powerful manipulate it, soccer continues to be the art of the unforeseeable. When you least expect it,
the impossible occurs, the dwarf teaches the giant a lesson, and a runty, bowlegged black man makes an athlete
sculpted in Greece look ridiculous.

An astonishing void: official history ignores soccer. Contemporary history texts fail to mention it, even in passing, in
countries where soccer has been and continues to be a primordial symbol of collective identity. I play therefore I
am: a style of play is a way of being that reveals the unique profile of each community and affirms its right to be
different. Tell me how you play and I’ll tell you who you are. For many years soccer has been played in different
styles, unique expressions of the personality of each people, and the preservation of that diversity seems to me
more necessary today than ever before. These are days of obligatory uniformity, in soccer and everything else.
Never has the world been so unequal in the opportunities it offers and so equalizing in the habits it imposes. In this
end-of-century world, whoever does not die of hunger dies of boredom.
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For years I have felt challenged by the memory and reality of soccer, and I have tried to write something worthy of
this great pagan mass able to speak such different languages and unleash such universal passion. By writing, I
was going to do with my hands what I never could accomplish with my feet: irredeemable klutz, disgrace of the
playing fields, I had no choice but to ask of words what the ball I so desired denied me.

From that challenge, and from that need for expiation, this book was born. Homage to soccer, celebration of its
lights, denunciation of its shadows. I don’t know if it has turned out the way soccer would have liked, but I know it
grew within me and has reached the final page, and now that it is born it is yours. And I feel that irreparable
melancholy we all feel after making love and at the end of the match.

Excerpted from Soccer in Sun and Shadow. Copyright © 1997 by Eduardo Galeano and Mark Fried,
translation. Published in paperback by Nation Books, 2013. Published in ebook by Open Road Media, 2014;
available wherever ebooks are sold. By permission of Susan Bergholz Literary Services, New York City and Lamy,
New Mexico. All rights reserved.
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