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The pitch is a jungle

By Lothar Gorris and Thomas Hiietlin

Jorge Valdano knows the sport mnside out: As a Real Macdrid plaver: ke won both
the Spanish championship and the UEFA Cup twice in the 1980s. As aninterna-
timal, he scored one of Argentinas three goals in the 1986 World Cup Final against
Germany. As.acoach, he led Real Madvid to the Spanish league title in 1995, Asa
manager; he tormed the club into a global enterprise and invested 200 million curos
in the Mkes of Zinedine Zidane, Ronaldo and David Beckham. And because he de-
seribes his obsession with the sport in newspaper columns and books, happily quoting
Shakespeare and Jorge Luis Borges, he 1s fonly vefevred 1o in South Amevica and
Spamn as the Philosopher of Football. He has just published his latest volume on the
subiect, entitled "On Football.” Valdano, 50, stuelied law ane now works as o cor-
porate consultent in Madrid In October he will be taking up his post as director of
Escuela de Estudios Universitanos, a soccer college estuablished by Real Madnd and
the Ewropean University of Madrid

Senior Yaldano, most employees at your company Make-A-Team are ex-
spartsmen and -women, including Spain’s former goalkeeper Andoni Zu-
bizarreta. What can the world of commerce learn from football?

The idea behind my company is (o apply the principles of football
management to the business world. We show the executives ol major
Spanish corporations how Lo motivate and provide leadership, resalve
confhicts and nunure talent: The analogres between the sport and busi-
ness are [airly obvious. Companies need to earn money and achieve their
targets. Bur the world we live in is full of frustration, anxiety and stress, all
al which subwerts these goals and strategies. In my new, [votball can oller
solunons 1o all of these problems. Ultimately, 11 1s justa memphor lor lite-

That sounds suspiciously like a cliché.

Mot remotely! A company’s workloree is no diflerent [rom a sports
team. Both are microcosms of humankind. Football helps us understand
who we are. It reflects what is happening in our cities: the commercialism
and the competition, the ugly and the beautiful aspects, And why is it s0
compelling as a metaphor? Because it is a world of exaggeration, ol excess
It produces powerful images, Images we can all relute 1o

Changing ends for a moment: What could football learn from business?
First and loremost, the ability (o manage yoursell well. For example
clubs rmght learn 1o spend less than they make

As a manager of Real Madrid, you splashed out over 200 million euros
for stars like Figo, Zidane, Ronaldo and Becicham.

Thats right. But it worked. When we took over backin 2000, the club had
40 professionals in its squad. Their salaties accounted [or 97 percent of its annual
budget. Real was 300 million euros in debt: We sold ¢lub real estate 10 reduce our
debts and introduced a new concept the galicticos, the extraterrestrials. The plan
was 10 buy a world-class player every year, thereby creating a global brand identity
for the club, and simulianeously integrate budding stars om our youth acadeny,
Today, salaries make tp just 50 percent of the budget. and are almost covered by
our merchandising income. Real Madrid accomplished something that ought 1o
be the norm. Today the club has 100 millicn euros in the bank. Last year alone it
earned 50 million. Not in spite of the stars, but because of them

Yet Real Madrid hasn’t won the league title since 2004 and has gone
through four coaches in the process. How long can a club keep raking in
50 million euros profit without picking up any silverware?

Hold your horses. Through 2003, we won seven trophies Whar's
more. in my view, the final scores often cloud the reality. People think its
a disaster whenever a team loses — although the clih might be in sound
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Imancial health. 1 ask you: Isu't the other way around more absurd — when
a team wins title after title but pales up debt in the millions?

You resigned |8 months ago. Why?

Restructuring the club was like running a revolution. It was draining, Back
then | was the clubs only spokesman, | was highly visible, only tog visible. At
the end of the day, | was worn out. And | probably wore oul everyone-around
me as well. Throughout my career —as a professional. coach and manager — |
always have made a point of taking a breather every three or four years.

Do you still believe in the concept of the galacticos? President Florentino
Pérez, your fellow “revolutionary,” stepped down in February. It seems
like an era has come to an end.

Real will certainly need 1o realign its priovities now. Zidane, for example,
is i the twilight ol his career. Time takes its 1oll on everyone, whether you're
an extraterresirial or a mere monal Right now Real Madnd needs stability Ir's
a not-lor-proft organization that needs to keep its fans happy and stay out of
debt. 100 milllon enros now is being invested in new players [or next season.
Not 1 galacticos, but instead 1 solid mternational quality: Real will be focus-
g more heavily on young plavers, 1oo: As m busimess, the renewal process
never starts until it too laws: And it mevitably takes longer if the old guard
Includes stars like Zidane or Roberto Carlos

In 1975, at the age of 19, you left Argentina to sign for a Spanish team.
Can you remember how much money you were making back then?

Only that it was 10 times as much as in Argentina, To put it in per-
spective: | could have bought [our mid-sized cars a vear with my salary
That wasn1 exactly a lortune, and my 1eam — Deportiva Alaves — was lan-
guishing in the second division to boot. But | was desperate 1o ger away, so
| grabbed the first opportunity that came along.

What made you want to leave?

A need 1o escape [rom the chaos m Argenunean loothall and the chaos
that consumed the whole country: Argentina was preparing to host the
World Cup at the time and — needless to say — that was a big deal lor the
mulitary junta. To move o a [oreign team, | had to sigh a waiver agreeing
1o my exclusion Irom the World Cup squad [ was on the [rnges of the
national team at the time, so it was a tough decision. | spoke to Cesar Luis
Menotti, the teams coach, He said, "Stay, and you can be sure ol being in
my squac [or the Finals ™~ Then he added, "But who knows what the future
holds? Somebody else might be managing the eam nexi week ™ Nothing
was certain in Argentina at the time, The country was falling apart.

Did you leave the country for economic or political reasons?

For professional reasons, first and foremast. [ was a good player, very
adept and quite stallful, although I'd have to describe my playing sivle as dry,
Dry?

Basically, | was methodical — like a German. The Argentinean game
features agilivy and mobilicy, We all know the stock mmage: ulira-imagi-
native, ultra-creative. In a nutshell, just like Maradona. In those days.
everyone was telling me | would make it big in Europe. That was the kind
of praise [ really didn't want to hear. I'm [rom Argentina. [ wanted to be
successhul in my home country, but | was no Maradona. The sad truth 1
that. as a fan, 1 too would have rather watched Maradona than Valdano
Is there really a difference in mentality between Argentineans and Europeans?

I Argentingan sociely, deception is considered an art lorm. Anyone using
stealth and cunning to get somewhere mn life will garner more respect than some-
body who has made it through hanest hard work. At my first professional club in
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Argeniting, Newells Old Boys, cross-cournry runs were on the training schedule
every Tuesday There was a racecourse right next to our pitch. We had to do thiee
futll laps. a lair distance. A unmy thing happened dunng my first rraning session‘at
the cluby: [ was young, fase and athletically built, so I sprinted ot ahead. But much
Loy surprise the teams thive stars overtook me a guarter of the way round, In
a1l A nend of theirs had been waiing for them in hus.cab, and dropped them
off shortly before the home stretch. The traimer had been oblivious. To be a star m
Argenting, you don’ need g [itness triner. You need a taxt driver

Were you involved in politics?

At thar nme [ was studymg law w Rosario. It was impessible 1o atend univer-
sity and not hecome politically aware: Argentina was a police state —ruled by dicta-
tars, Peaplet lived in constant [ear. Even wday the sight of a uniform sends a shiver
clown my spme- But 1 was pever really involved i polltics, let alone as an activist
In the 1970s your former national coach Menotti propagated the idea of
leftist football. You, too, were seen as one of its proponents. Does that still
apply today? After all, you transformed Real Madrid into a global enterprise.

I my view: categonies like vightist and lefust are misleading. T would tend
to think in terms of progressive and conservanive approaches o the game:

And what defines a progressive approach?

It rejects the mamsteeam beliel that organization takes precedence
aver freedom; that the collecuve counts for more than the individual: that
rejects the notion that the coach’s ideas outweigh those of the players, and
fear peutralizes attacking Instinets. [vs a face, though, that fear has been the
drving loree behind every [botballing revolution in the past 30 years,
Were you also motivated by fear as coach of Real Madrid?

Thats inevitable, because your jobiis always on the line, For coaches
today, though, every match means another series ol (hreats; in their sum,
they encourage defensive thinking, Ulnmately, [votball 1= a beautilul game
that the mediocre turm ugly in the name ol pragmansm

Does Real Madrid play progressive football?

Absolutely Thats the essence of the galacticos vision, 1deally, imagina-
uon should always overcome predictability w this 1eam. Real plays pro-
gressively Chelsea doesnl. The London club has adopted a very intense,
very physical game. | like a lot of the Chelsea players, but Idon't like the
teams style. [[ Chelsea played Juventus m the Champions League, 1'd
rather spend the ume m the backyard.

You are a paradox: a romantic and a capitalist.

Maybe Yo see, in my eyes, the pitch is a jungle: And what happens
i that jungle has hardly changed over the past 100 years The thoughts
that Hash through a sirikers mind roday as he bears down on goal are the
same ones thal Maradona, Pelé. and Di Stefano had in their day. What has
changed is what surrounds the jungle. A revolution has wken place there,
an Industry has sprung up In votball, wo, homo sapiens and wild beasts
exist side by side. We humans need 1o play: Its primeval urge i each ol
us, antd we need Lo tike that seriously. But the industry is big and power-
ful- We need to proteet the jungle, 1o defend it from civilization and all of
s rules. Cvilizanon should be kepr out of the game: Keep oll the grass!

In 2003 you signed David Beckham for 35 million euros, a player who
seems to have crossed this line long ago.

Thats not the way | see |1, As 4 player he has incredible elan and out-
standing potential. Off the held be behaves like a modern-day danty, bu
an It ke 15 awarrior. It would be very tmfair not to differentiate here.

Does that make Beckham the ideal footballer because he combines both
fields? The sport and its marketing?

He 1s the ultimare modern player. Bur that 1o can email nisks. Beckham
s a Beatle, a Rolling Stone. a role model, an advertising icon, a hero of the
globilized game, a symbol o commercialism, There are a lot of things going
orvaround hum, but he seems able w deal with them pretty well The question
is. Can his club and teammates cope o7 All of a sudden, you have young
players admiring his halrstyles and his clothes rather than his free kicks.
Is Beckham your ideal modern-day footballer?

1 chdnt say [ approved | grew up with a romantie notion of the spert, and its
something I'm happy to champion. But thae works only if these 1deas retam some:
conmection to weality. Toclay the game has become a part of imermational com-
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merce. | stispect we are al the very begmning of this process.and things that are
new always prompt resistance. AL Real Machrid we had (0 ask ourselves: What does
a team needl 1o (o 1 rematn a major global lorce? We live m the age of globaliza-
tion, hut we can concquer this market only from withm our jungle, by explotting
the beauty and lascination of the game. Maybe Real Madrid faced up to these new
realities earlier than others —andl, in doing so, tried (o find & compromise between
romance and busmess, the jungle and cviliznon

The kind of adulation enjoyed by Beckham in Asia has nothing to do
with his playing skills. The fans in China and Japan just want a glimpse
of their fair-haired knight in shining armor.

Tharts not true: Peaple love good lootball around the world = m the
mature markets of Europe as well as in the emerging Asian markets. Filty
years agp Real had a bond with the Spanish capital. Today it has relation-
ships with the whole world. And that makes ita Rirly complex husiness

Which television has long since taken over.

Television finances football. [t generates its image. It globalizes the spon
It metamorphoses players into supersiars. And TV is killing the game? Inmy
view, Its reviving the game —as a spectacle. This is obviously a marriage of
convenience. but the game itsell hasn been forced 10 change

So despite being a romantic at heart, you have come to accept television?

Yes, That’s the way of the world. [ts money—mnot Ideas or beauty — that ulti-
mately calls the plays. During my term as directing of sporting activities in Madnd,
Lalways said | was a bit like the gatekeeper at Jursssic Park. The jungle may sill
exist but —in end effect — it has become linle more than 4 theme park

How did you get into sport?

For children i our village, tootball was all we had. Wi cidn have
computers, we didnt have TV | played every single day. | hstened 10 games on
the radio. In my generation, the action was relayed in words, fot pictures. Let
me tell you astory, Alter we had beaten the Germans m the 1986 World Cup
Final in Mexico City: some of the players broke down and staned sohbing
the dressing room. And | thought o myself: This has been the highlight of my
entire lile: The culmination of everything I've ever workedl lor So | thoughn
wreally might be-a good time o cry But try as [might, Tcoulddn shed »
single tear Eight years later. after my career had ended, my brother sent me a
cassette. He often made tapes for me 1 slipped it into my WalkMan and went
Jogaing, All of a sudden, between two songs, | heard the voice of 4 famaus
Argenunean commentator —a voice that had been my constant companion
during childhood. And as 1 ran, 1 heard him describing my goal thar day, Ar-
gentina 2. West Germany 0! 1 slumped down on a bench and cried like a baby

Doesn’t it seem strange that there’s a fortune to be earned in the sport
= by coaches, players, agents, the federations - but that the clubs, the
actual entrepreneurs, rarely make a profit?

That depends on what you mean by profit. For example, as president
of AC Milan, Silvio Berluscont defimtely profited. He used the sport 1o
demonstrate his model for success 1o the ltahans, He acquired a level of
visibility and attention that was quite extraordinary, that would have heen
virtually impossible otherwise: Without this high profile, he could never
have achteved hus political goals. There are leaders like Berlusconi in al-
most every country. Spamn has Jesus Gil v Gil, who owned Atletico Madrid
and lounded his own political party. Argentina has Mauricia Macri. the
chairman of Boca Juniors. He has just been élected to parliament for the
province of Buenos Aires. Someday he Is even hopmg to become president
ol the country. That kind of wisibility 1s:an asser i 1ts own rght.

And which rewards does the Russian oligarch Roman Abramovich expect
to reap from Chelsea?

The sums he 1s mvesting there may seem crazy, but o him s like buy-
ing a bottle of water 15 to us. It may look as though his patronage of the
club is just a billionaire’s quirk, a hobby. Paradoxically. though. he may he
lvoking for the visibility and attention that will let im blend in and hide.

So you think his compatriot and fellow billionaire Mikhail Khodorkovsky
- who is currently doing time in a Siberian prison camp — should have
bought a club, too?

Yes. A few weeks back the Zapatistas —a Mexican guerrilla force, freedom
fighters or whatever you want o call them = approached several players
They contacted Maradona and me. too. They wanted to organize 4 big charity

51




match, I the end it didnt materialize. But what were they trying to achieve?
They didn't want money They wanted peoples attention, They've dropped off
the media radar since giving up kidnappings and assassinations: So what do
they do? They simply slip on a new mask, hide behind it and organize sport-
ing events, Berlusconi and the Zapatistas both want the same thing — power,

Would you have taken part?
Why not?
Why did the game fall through?
They couldnt get enough people together.

Could it be that the Zapatistas were too radical for most?
Possibly. Maybe they were satisfied with the publicity they got just by
announcing their plan.

Maradona is a friend of yours. Why did he fail? Because he broke out of
the theme park?

He didn't break out, he was dragged out. He became a global celebrity,
and his life was being tumned into a spectacle — with or without his consent.
Being as famous as Maradona is an awful burden. The mantle of stardom the
Argentineans have draped on Maradona’s shoulders is so heavy that he has
never been able to struggle free. The history of Argentina in the past 30 years
charts a decline that continues to this day; a military putsch, a coup d'état,
hypermnflation, the impoverishment of millions of mddle-class lamilies, state
bankruptcy And there was only one man who could save the day: Maradona,
To this country he is a hero, a modem-day St. Martin. It is difficull for a single
man to come to terms with the fact that he is expected to compensate for the
harsh realities of an entire nation, even though he himsell only ever came alive
on the football pitch—as part of a game. a fictional world. That is the cause
of a terrible misunderstanding, Maradona has come a long way: He has risen
{rom abject poverty to the pinnacle of fame, and that several times over.

Do you have any contact with him?

Occasionally. We talk on the phone. There are two very distinct
Maradonas: the public one and the private one, who can be absolutely
delighttul We spoke just recently, as a matter of fact. He had tried to call
me several times. When he finally got through he said, “Jorge, you sure are
hard to get hold of. Who do you think you are? Maradona?”

How is he doing!

He's lost weight. His 1alk show is the country’s most popular TV
program. He is an eccentric personality in an eccentric football universe m
a very eccentric age. Everything about Maradona is big. Even his enemies:
Menem, the Pope, George W. Bush. That takes real guts. He never backs
down, he never gives up, no matter how desperate things seem,

A romantic figure?

Well, you know, even during his playing days; television was already dictating
the kick-off times. On the other hand, Maradona himsell was art. He was a naive
artist who couldn' explain what he was domg, When we were sitting n the dress-
ing room before the 1986 World Cup Final, there was a deathly hush. No wonder:
the higgest moment of our entire lives was waiting outside for us. All of a sudden
Maradona started to ery out to his mother, “Tota,” thats her name, “Tota, come an
help me. I'm afraid: 1 need you to protect me." His message to us was clear: Dont
worry if you're afraid, because Maradonat afraid, 100, He was foothalls greatest
geniius, and the only place he was happy was on the pitch, in the jungle. Withouta
ball, he$ just 2 man who can't live off memories alone.

Is Maradona’s rags-to-riches story a leftist or a capitalist dream?

It was an exception, which is precisely the kind of trap that capitalism sets.
Donald Trump s the same kind of role model for the 50 million poor Americans
who will never make i1 good, whose faces you'll never see on TV, Football isa fic-
tion) that society needs to survive, just like literature or the movies. There only one
problern: In the fiction of football, real games still need to be won.

Who's going to win the World Cup?

Brazil. Or Germany:.
Germany?

They will make it to the Final. When you're watching the game and
you start 1o yawn, that’s when the Germans are at their most dangerous,
when you can be sure they will score.

In the Final 20 years ago, you, too, nearly fell foul of the Germans. You
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were two goals up, then they clawed their way back and equalized.

There are occasions in our lives that we can never lorget because they seem 10
last an eternity or [lash by in seconds. Your brain stars to function as it does after
ani accident. The pace of what you're experiencing changes. We were leading 2.0,
and all of a sudden there was a kind of hiatus. [ started to take in the things around
me: the game, the stadium, the spectators —as though | were an onlooker, watch-
ing everything from afar, rather than a player caught up n the emotions of the
match. It was a great, thrilling game and a wondlerful day: even the light seemed
different to me. In my view the pictures of the match bear that out as well. Sa |
was watching the game and —maybe 10 help mysell grasp the momentousriess of
the occasion — telling myself: Yes, Jorge, you've won the World Cup. And before |
knew it. Germany had scored twice.

A rude awakening from a wonderful dream?

After the Germans had equalized, we were lining up in the center circle,
Maradorna, Burruchaga and T And [ said: “Just now we had the World Cup
in our pockets. Now we have to start front scratch again.” Maraclona didn'
respond. But Burruchaga, who never opened his mouth, suddenly started
talking. “I'm leeling good,” he said, as if he were m a bar, sinking a beer, "We're
feeling good. arent we?™ And then he saic: “No problem, this one's in the bag "

Just minutes later he slotted in the winnet. It was very strange, as if he had had

some sort of premonition. And (hat isn't hetion. Thatsa fact

The preceding interview was first published in SPIEGEL Magazine
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