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1.

The 2006 film Zidane: A 21st Century Portrait challenged conventional ideas of

character and narrative by directly bringing the art of portraiture to the cinema. The

directors, Douglas Gordon and Phillipe Parreno, both artists, trained 17 cameras on

the footballer Zinedine Zidane for the duration of one match, and apart from a brief

interlude at halftime, nothing in the film exists outside of the game itself and, most

importantly, away from the man himself. The idea, according to Parreno, was to

“make a feature film which follows the main protagonist of a story, without telling the

story”1, an idea which has provoked fascination and consternation in equal amounts,

because, as viewers, we are left to simply watch Zidane as he plays the match in

real-time. When the ball moves away from him, as it does for much of the game, we

are still left watching him, and with the narrative of the game out of our reach ‘the film

has only Zidane, and his movements, to portray’.2

The most basic and recurring criticism directed at the film is simply that it is boring;

the film’s lack of narrative alienating many viewers who, it seems, don’t go to the

cinema to watch one man on screen for 90 minutes. The critic Mark Kermode was so

disgusted by the film he walked out of the screening at Cannes, later managing to

finish it at home on DVD, before delivering a damning rebuke of the film on a BBC

radio programme. Kermode considered it not only to be “incredibly dull”, but

ultimately “a terrible indulgence that has been foisted onto the cinema screen.” This

indulgence, according to Kermode, lies in what he feels is the films lack of cinematic

credentials; not that the film was badly made, but that it is “not a film, it’s an art

                                                
1     www.cityofsound.com/blog/2007/03/zidane_a_21st_c.html
2  Dan Hill, www.cityofsound.com/blog/2007/03/zidane_a_21st_c.html
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installation.”3 Of all the criticisms that can be thrown at a movie, the accusation that it

does not even belong in the cinema has to be one of the more extreme and

provocative.

Kermode’s opinion was far from universal, however, with many critics taking a far

broader view of the film – and his attack on the film should be taken with a large

pinch of salt when seen in the light of his self-professed hatred for both football and

contemporary art. Yet his direct questioning of the films place in the cinema is a valid

one, even if only to make each of us consider and define what constitutes cinema.

My experience of the film was about as polar opposite to Kermode’s as you can get; I

found it utterly transfixing and enchanting, a view I wasn’t alone with: The Guardian

critic Peter Bradshaw described the film as “mesmeric”, recommending it to “anyone

interested in how cinema is capable of stillness and portraiture, how it can do without

the various conventions of fiction or documentary”4. An opinion I share.

I found I was inspired and challenged by the film because it achieved so much of

what I would like to accomplish in my filmmaking, yet did so by ignoring so many of

these supposed conventions of cinema. Here is a film with one character, no

narrative, no exposition, minimal dialogue, yet which is utterly compelling. As a

filmmaker I have become increasingly fascinated by the notion of portraiture in

cinema, in how, as viewers, we relate to the character or characters on screen, and

by the breaking of narrative conventions in documentary filmmaking. Therefore

Zidane has become a very important reference point for me and has raised many

                                                
3 Mark Kermode, BBC Radio 5Live 29.9.06
4 Peter Bradshaw, The Guardian 29.9.06
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questions about how and why I view films, and how I want to approach my own

filmmaking.

*

What I find so remarkable as a viewer of cinema is its ability to produce in me

feelings of empathy towards the character/s I see on the screen. I find it an incredibly

humane art form in that way. And rather than something that distances me from

everyday human experience it brings me closer to it, which is often an incredibly

powerful experience for me. For some, possibly worrying, reason, I often feel a far

more immediate, emotive empathy for characters in films than I do for people in my

personal life. As a result I find myself emotionally engrossed in the film, and often in

deep thought about my own life. Thus cinema becomes a place for engagement and

reflection, and it is the dynamic between these two states of mind that I’m fascinated

by.

Much of the fascination of Zidane for me is in how it achieves exactly this through the

purity and simplicity of it’s central objective: to ask us to look at a man at work for 90

minutes. What is it in this film that makes this a powerful, emotive experience, and

how does it relate to cinema in general? How much is achieved just through looking?

What is our relationship as viewers to Zidane?

During the editing process of my graduation film, Sprinters, I found myself walking a

line between narrative and portraiture and often felt frustrated by the necessities of

what I suppose is a more traditional form of storytelling. I have begun to find editing

and the construction of narrative problematic; I am very aware of the manipulation
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inherent in editing, and although I don’t particularly have an ethical problem with

reconstructing events in the edit, I have questions about the loss of purity that this

results in. Thus, another aspect of Zidane that I found intriguing was the way its

directors relinquished narrative control by placing the structure of the film entirely in

the hands of a structured, real-time event. The game is happening and the cameras

are just there to record it.

It is my contention that Zidane, far from lacking cinematic qualities, is in fact possibly

cinema at its purest. I strongly feel the need to understand what is at work in this film

in order for it to inform my own work and I will use this dissertation to investigate the

ideas and questions that this film raises.

*



6

2.

a)

“The brutal indifference, the unfeeling isolation of each… is nowhere so

shamelessly bare-faced… as just here in the crowding of the great city… each

keeps to his own side of the pavement, so as not so delay the opposing

streams of the crowd, while it occurs to no man to honour another with so

much as a glance” 5

“Stare. It is the way to educate your eye, and more. Stare, pry, listen,

eavesdrop. Die knowing something. You are not here long.”6

Because film is time-based and because it has the ability to tell stories, are we

distracted from its power as a tool for simple artistic representation? How much of

cinema’s power lies in the chance it offers us to simply look at other people?

Cinema certainly enables us to look at people in a way that is unacceptable in

everyday life. As a lifelong city dweller I am familiar with the contradiction of being

always surrounded by people yet being unable to look at someone deliberately and

at length without causing mild or even violent consternation. To look is an aggressive

act in the city even to the extent where someone can be attacked for looking at

another “in the wrong way”. Even in our private lives there are limits to the freedom of

our gaze. This is due to the reciprocal nature of vision. If we can see we are also

aware we can be seen, something that on one hand concretes our place in the visible

                                                
5 Friedrich Engels describing 1840’s London, “London: The Biography” by Peter Ackroyd
6 Walker Evans, “Many Are Called”
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world, but on the other is the basis for neurosis and existential angst; we place

meaning onto what other people think of us rather than on what we think of

ourselves.

Cinema places us in a completely different position, as illustrated by André Bazin:

“Alone, hidden in a dark room, we watch through half-open blinds a spectacle

that is unaware of our existence and which is part of the universe. There is

nothing to prevent us from identifying ourselves in imagination with the

moving world before us, which becomes the world.”7

Cinema, Bazin states, is an art of identification, of imagination. In this way it differs

from theatre, which “acts on us by virtue of our participation in a theatrical action”.

Fundamentally the theatre audience relates to the actors on the stage as “objects of

mental opposition”: objects with their own life, their own presence and thus must be

confronted and related to as such. Conversely, in cinema they are “objects of

identification”: objects to which we apply our emotion and imagination, because they

are not really there. Bazin compares the reader of a novel to the cinema viewer in

this way, as being “physically alone like the man in the dark movie house… [Feeling]

the same intoxication of illusory intimacy with the hero.” He goes on to describe the

pleasure of both cinema and novel as being based in “a concession to solitude, a sort

of betrayal of action by a refusal of social responsibility”.

Is this ‘responsibility’ the social demand to interact with and respect the individuality

of those around us, rather than objectify them and use their presence as a trigger for

                                                
7 André Bazin,  “What Is Cinema?”
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reflection and the projection of emotions? In this way cinema allows us a completely

different form of visual identification to our day-to-day lives. According to Laura

Mulvey it is this relationship between image and self-image that creates such a

“joyous recognition” in cinema audiences:

“Curiosity and the wish to look intermingle with a fascination with likeness and

recognition: the human face, the human body, the relationship between the

human form and its surroundings, the visible presence of the person in the

world.”8

Often the cinema screen is compared to a mirror, with the viewer’s relationship with

the onscreen figure being manifestly tied to the “fascination with and recognition of

his like”. Here we see something in the base human urge to both look at and be

amazed by ones own image and find recognition in the images of others.

      *

                                                
8 Laura Mulvey,  “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema”
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b)

“That’s all I’m interested in now… a human face.”9

More than any other film I can think of, Zidane is a celebration of this act of looking

and an investigation of the relationship between viewer and protagonist. Both ideas

are established in the film’s opening which begins with TV coverage of the game as it

prepares to kick off, filmed from a TV screen. As the game begins the camera

gradually zooms into the TV footage trying to seek out Zidane’s image while text

appears on the screen:

“Face to Face. As close as you can. For as long as it takes”

The camera continues to zoom in, seeking out the increasingly distorted figure of

Zidane until all we see are fluctuating green and white pixels; until we have got as

close as we can. This desire to cross the boundary of the screen, to actually try and

                                                
9 Sir John Mills in Quatermass, as quoted in Zidane: A 21st Century Portrait
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touch the object of our gaze, to see how close we can get, is in many ways the films

premise.

This is underlined later in the film when we read superimposed fragments of text from

Zidane, in which he describes how as a child he would run towards the TV set when

he heard the sound of his favourite football commentator, to be “As close as I could.

For as long as I could.”

Zidane attempts to fulfill our desire to gain an intimacy with a figure onscreen: to go

closer, to stay longer to take us “face-to-face” with our protagonist. Of course the

dichotomy is that the situation is still the same: we are still viewers separated from

the reality we are watching; they are still two dimensional images in a screen in front

of us. However, once the film finally takes the leap from the TV images into the actual

“filmed” images the effect is startling, and for the next 85 minutes we are put in a

position of incredible intimacy with Zidane through the relentless scrutiny of the 17

cameras that follow his every move.
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It is the filmmaker’s contention that the visual proximity to Zidane that the film allows,

combined with the duration of that visual engagement, will allow for something to

cross over the boundary of the screen, for something to exist between protagonist

and viewer. It is interesting, then, to analyze what this scrutiny yields to us as

viewers, and what we take from the focus of this scrutiny: Zinedine Zidane.

Zidane is a notoriously self-contained and private character, not given to the flashy

shows of exuberance usually associated with the average modern footballer. He is

known as a quiet, family man, as being tough and serious. But above all, he is known

for his extraordinary sporting ability. On the pitch he was a phenomenon, the finest

footballer of his generation, if not of all time. Of course, a traditional documentary

would relate to us his life story, his achievements, his glories and failures. In Zidane

we are given no context, no back-story. The film exists in a moment of time and we

are simply given Zidane as he exists then, playing the game – as Paul Myerscough

describes in his review of the film for the LRB:
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“Watching Zidane at work in this way is an extraordinary experience. He is in

possession of the ball for only a tiny fraction of the game, a total of perhaps

two minutes or less. Much of what he does in those two minutes is

exhilarating… These sudden bursts of movement – in which Zidane, however

frantic the activity around him, retains an absolute poise – are the only

moments when the action of the game coincides with what we see. Between

times, we watch him as he stalks the field, tracking the ball and waiting.”10

Because so little time in the film is spent watching Zidane in action with the ball, the

film becomes about something else; the brief moments of action like flashes of

lightning in a storm. The vast majority of the time we are forced to simply study

Zidane as he trudges the field, and it becomes about the physical and psychological

study of the man. Myerscough again:

“His cropped hair, his leanness, give an impression of asceticism. His features

are still, his eyes shadowed under heavy brows. There are flickers of

consternation, of irritation, of concern, impatience and contempt… But for the

most part he is impassive.”

There is something impenetrable about Zidane, Peter Bradshaw described him as

being like ‘an Easter Island statue’, and as a protagonist he gives us very little in

terms of access to his inner world. Of course, why should he? He is occupied totally

by the game, by the reality he exists in. But what are the filmmakers trying to show us

through this man?

                                                
10 http://www.lrb.co.uk/v28/n19/myer01_.html
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Douglas Gordon has noted that the film is ‘an exercise in solitude’, and in this sense

the film takes on a metaphysical dimension, and, in Zidane, finds a character that

embodies something of the human struggle. There is certainly a loneliness about him

as he plays, fragility even. It is a cliché in sport that even in a team game you are

alone, confronting yourself, pushing your own limits. What came across to me in the

film was how different it felt in comparison to televised football in which every

emotion is heightened, every moment exaggerated making it a strangely unrealistic

portrayal of a real event. Much television, certainly news and sports coverage, puts

the viewer in the ‘God seat’, feeding them constant information, opinions, statistics,

action replays and images from every angle in a way that is nothing like actually

‘being there’. There is something far more real and personal about what we are

seeing in Zidane, and the use of multiple cameras in the film serves a very different

purpose – by ignoring the action and our need for information it forces us into a very

different mode of viewing: they make us accept the reality of the moment, far more

than TV coverage would ever let us. The film aims to make the viewer feel that they

are there with Zidane as he plays, to put us in his shoes, and it achieves this through

the incredible intimacy of the image and sound, but also, by ignoring the narrative of
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the game, making us feel the frustration and futility of Zidane’s experience, thus

humanizing it. Something that was picked up by Dan Hill in his essay on the film:

“Given Zidane's utter mastery of his particular subject - the ball - what it

reveals most of all is the humbling impotence of the sportsman within the

wider game, how even this greatest of players is incapable of controlling the

result”11

I certainly feel this is true; Zidane’s endless trudging and toiling in front of the intense

glare of the 80,000 Santiago Bernabéu spectators has a powerful, emotive and

metaphoric value. At the start of the film as he receives the ball the noise from the

crowd rises and a pass or a shot is followed by applause and I was immediately

struck by the profound nature of his experience, and equally amazed by his and any

footballers ability to perform under such pressure. As viewers we share his

experience, and one of the films real successes is how it transports us into the

cauldron of the game, particularly through the sound design that gives us an

incredible intimacy with Zidane. We don’t simply hear the cacophony of the fans that

surround him, but also the sound of his breath or the soft thud of the players boots on

the turf. At times the sound becomes totally subjective and we hear only Zidane’s

movements, or even alien sounds – the noise of children playing in the street – all of

which position us clearly with Zidane, and inside his experience. Equally, we often

completely lose sight of the surrounding stadium, and Zidane, shrouded in darkness,

becomes the sole focus of our gaze.

                                                
11 http://www.cityofsound.com/blog/2007/03/zidane_a_21st_c.html
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The cameras use any moment of stillness on Zidane’s part to find close-ups, if not of

his face then of a hand resting on his hip, or his boots as they scuff the grass as he

walks. Zidane’s physical ticks become almost metronomic. We become accustomed

to his physical being, to his way of moving, of walking, of standing, of spitting.

Usually these moments would be used as brief cutaways - someone tapping the ash

from their cigarette, a twitching foot to illustrate nervousness – in Zidane this is put at

centre of the film and we return to them time and time again, the camera almost
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forensic in its study of Zidane’s frame. It is here, in its abundant use of the close-up,

that the film achieves a unique level of intimacy with its protagonist. Yet what are

these close-ups telling us?

“It has always been the convention in Hollywood cinematography that the

close-up guarantees intimacy with its subject; in this, it shares with one

important tradition of portraiture the notion that the image should express

interiority.”12

Parreno and Gordon have stated that they were trying to make a ‘psychological

portrait’, and I would suggest that they achieved this aim. But it’s important to

understand what constitutes this psychological, ‘interior’ element to the film and how

it achieves it, bearing in mind that for much of the film we are simply observing

Zidane as he plays.

*

                                                
12 Paul Myerscough, http://www.lrb.co.uk/v28/n19/myer01_.html
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c)

“It is a myth that the portrait painter was a revealer of souls. Is there a

qualitative difference between the way Velazquez painted a face and the way he

painted a bottom? The comparatively few portraits that reveal true

psychological insight… have the same kind of intensity as self-portraits. They

are in fact works of self discovery.”13

It is interesting here to note that the directors cited Andy Warhol’s films as a major

influence on them during the preparation for Zidane, a s  Warhol’s attitude to

portraiture, in both his painting and film work, in many ways rejected this traditional

idea of ‘interiority’:

“If you want to know about Andy Warhol, just look at the surface: of my

paintings and my films and me, and there I am. There’s nothing behind it.”14

Much of Warhol’s painting was decried for its perceived superficiality, for not giving

us an insight into his subjects ‘inner worlds’. His film work was also incredibly

challenging in this way, and films such as the 8 hour long Empire, (a single,

stationary shot of the Empire State Building), or the 5 hour long Sleep (footage of

John Giorno sleeping), have become bywords for the supposed epic self-indulgence

and inaccessibility of ‘art films’.

                                                
13 John Bergerr, “The Changing View Of Man In The Portrait”
14 Gretchen Berg, "Nothing to Lose: An Interview with Andy Warhol”
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These are extreme examples of Warhol’s ‘cinematic’ output, defined as much by their

duration as anything else, and to many people, myself included, the idea of sitting in

a cinema watching a static shot of a skyscraper for 8 hours equates to a kind of

sensory torture. Yet, I find I am fascinated by the questions about cinema that these

and his other films provoke, in particular the way in which they ask an audience to

engage with them, something I feel relates directly to the questions raised by Zidane.

The artist and theorist Peter Gidal argued that Warhol’s films position ‘the viewer in a

place of seeing, i.e. perception, without conflating that into knowing’15. This idea of

‘knowing’ a character is a vital one to understand. Gidal argues that traditional

melodrama allows us to take possession of characters through a ‘vicarious

identification’ – by imagining we know what the character is feeling. This identification

is made possible through a process of simplification, i.e. ‘the solidly identifiable ‘good’

against the obvious (usually black shirted) ‘evil’.’ This process, Gidal proclaims,

                                                
15 Peter Gidal, “Andy Warhol: Films and Paintings”
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‘leaves no time for thoughts, commitment, or revelation. It is, in practical, human

terms, worthless.’

I will leave melodrama’s broader value to the human race up for debate, but it is

certainly apparent that Warhol’s films do not allow us to make such basic

connections to the characters onscreen. This often has an isolating effect on an

audience. We are left questioning why we are looking at this person, as our usual

route into identifying with the character has been removed. As with Zidane, a

common result of this is that viewers complain that the films are ‘boring’. Douglas

Crimp, in his essay on Blowjob, (Warhol’s 35 minute film in which we only see the

face of a man, apparently on the receiving end of said sexual act), describes the

experience of watching the film:

“…after a very short time, perhaps midway into the second reel, it becomes

clear that we will see nothing more than the repetition, with slight variations, of

what we’ve already seen. We will see only the face of a man, in close-up,

looking up, looking down, looking forward, looking sometimes to one side or

the other… One possible result of the realization that this is all we will see is

that we are freed to look differently.”16

He could easily be describing Zidane. One of the important similarities then, between

Zidane and Warhol’s films, lies in the mode of observation that they ask us as

viewers to adopt, due, fundamentally, to the lack of access that they are willing to

allow us into their characters inner worlds.

                                                
16 Douglas Crimp, “About Face: Andy Warhol Portraits”
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This idea of looking ‘differently’ seems integral to the enjoyment of the films, though

in both cases it seems it is easier to define what we don’t see rather than what this

alternative way of looking reveals to us. Take these two descriptions as an example,

the first from Crimp’s Blowjob essay, the second from Myerscough’s review of

Zidane:

“Warhol’s camera captures this face and the sensation it registers, but

simultaneously withholds it from us; and he does this through a simple

positioning of the light, as if, by chance, a bare light bulb hung from the ceiling

just above and slightly to the left of the scene. We cannot make eye contact.

We cannot look into this man’s eyes and detect the vulnerability that his

submission to being pleasured surely entails. We cannot take sexual

possession of him. We can see his face, but we cannot, as it were, have it. This

face is not for us.”
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“In Zidane, the relentless scrutiny of his face yields little in the way of an inner

self, still less anything that would help us to account for his sublime skill. We

feel for him, but do not identify with him; he is alone, lonely even, and distant,

other.”

Crimp’s observation about the lighting in Blowjob is interesting as Zidane’s eyes are

also predominantly shrouded in darkness by the overhead floodlights in Zidane.

However, I feel this is more coincidence than being a vital component of the films

mechanisms. The important point here is that as viewers we are confronted by an

opacity in our protagonists, and it is here that there seems to be a fundamental

dividing line between those that enjoyed Zidane and those that found it a frustrating

experience. Many viewers found the lack of character development in the film

problematic. It is certainly true that, other than the small nuggets of insight we glean

from the super-imposed text, we do not leave the cinema with anymore of an insight

into Zidane’s thoughts than when we came. When the film culminates with Zidane

being sent off after he suddenly reacts with incredible anger to a foul on one of his

teammates, it comes completely out of the blue, and we have no way of sharing in, or

understanding his emotion.
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For a film that has claimed it will take us as “as close as you can”, we are suddenly

left in the cold, looking at a man we don’t really understand. Thus those that have

come to the cinema to learn something about Zidane will be frustrated, as will those

expecting the usual catharsis that cinema so often brings.

But this film is clearly about a different kind of experience. Again it is interesting to

relate back to attitudes towards Warhol’s portraiture, as exemplified here by Nicholas

Baume:

“Warhol’s interest in people – to which his lifelong pursuit of portraiture attests

– was not a search for inner truths, but an endless fascination with the theatre

of the living.”17

And Douglas Crimp:

“Warhol does not judge the people in his world, he gives us access to them, to

their various shades of beauty, but he does not make them objects of our

knowledge. They simply are.”

Zidane clearly fits into this way of thinking. Yet I feel it’s important here for me to

differentiate between my feelings towards Warhol’s films and Zidane. I recently sat

through a screening of Warhol’s Screen Tests, a 90-minute film consisting of back-to-

back 4-minute portraits of various members of Warhol’s inner and outer circles.

                                                
17 Nicholas Baume, “About Face: Andy Warhol Portraits”
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The subjects were often asked to hold completely still or not blink for the 3-minutes it

took to shoot each roll (the films were then slowed down to 18 fps to give the 4-

minute duration), and often we watch as the sitters struggle to compose themselves,

or slowly let their masks slip. We are left then with a film about being filmed, about

posing, about the ways in which people want to be seen. This is a big dividing line

between Warhol’s films and Zidane, which is a film about a man who is apparently

completely oblivious to the process of being filmed (Zidane stated that he forgot

about the cameras within minutes of the game starting). Zidane is consumed by the

match, by the challenge that faces him. Warhol’s subjects are consumed by the idea

of being seen and as a result I found I was left cold by the experience of watching

them. Zidane is a film that puts us into a ‘real life’ situation and we feel an excitement

and tangibility in experiencing ‘the moment’ with Zidane as he plays. In this way

Zidane is a highly subjective film. We experience the game as he experiences it and

there is something incredibly emotive about simply seeing and feeling this man

existing in time and getting something of his point of view.
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Zidane is simply trying to live, trying to succeed and we get the impression from his

body language that this is a man in thought. Over and over we see Zidane with his

head bowed in solitary contemplation after an attack breaks down. Or sometimes he

gazes up at the lights that beam down on him as if he’s searching for something.

Often these upward motions are actually inter-cut with a point of view shot of the

lights above that then serve as a catalyst to allow us to move into the more

subjective, ‘interior’ moments of the film.
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The idea that there is something more to this man’s struggle than the game itself is

underlined by the way he reacts to the two goals that his team score during the

game: he shows barely a flicker of emotion. We get the impression that this is about

more than simply winning the game.

As viewers we are left with huge gaps to fill. One of the remarkable things about the

film is how much space it gives us to think. The film actually serves as a catalyst for

contemplation, as illustrated by Phillipe Parreno:

“The most beautiful images are those that come from dreams. The trick is to

make sure a film has the means to achieve this imaginary or dream-like quality.

Like when you’re on a train, looking out of the window at the unfolding

landscape, at one point you get into a sort of trance or hypnosis.”

Interestingly this idea again echoes Warhol:

“When you sit and look out of a window, that’s enjoyable. It takes up time.

Yeah. Really, you see people looking out of their windows all the time. I do. If
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you’re not looking out of a window, you’re sitting in a shop looking at the

street. My films are just ways of taking up time.”

The idea that you purposefully provoke the audience to drift into daydreams and to

lose focus on the screen goes against everything that mainstream, Hollywood

filmmaking stands for. Yet I have always found that the films I love are often ones

that manage to initiate this meditative or trance-like state of mind while keeping an

audience within the world of the film and the story they are telling. A good example

being Martin Scorsese’s Taxi Driver:

“Much of Taxi Driver arose from my feeling that movies are really a kind of

dream-state, or like taking dope. And the shock of walking out of the theatre

into broad daylight can be terrifying.”18

It is said that a great film should stay with you when you leave the cinema. However,

I feel there is a distinction to be made here. There is a difference between films that

demand an intellectual involvement once the lights come up – i.e. “what was that film

about”? – And films that reverberate inside you for hours or even days afterwards.

Films that draw you into another world and make – as Martin Scorsese states –

returning to the real world a shock. Something that was underlined by Stanley

Kubrick:

“The feel of the experience is the important thing, not the ability to verbalize

it.”

                                                
18 Martin Scorsese, “Scorsese on Scorsese”
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Zidane certainly fits into this category. Of course it contains the potential for

intellectual investigation – as this dissertation hopefully proves – but fundamentally it

is a film that needs to be experienced; and it is the experience that stays with you

once the credits roll – not necessarily what happened in the film, but what you

experienced as you watched it. This idea is alluded to in the film itself when, during

one of the sequences of super-imposed text, we read some of Zidane’s thoughts:

“The game, the event, is not necessarily remembered in ‘real time’.”

This is certainly true of the experience of watching the film. We are there, yet we are

not there – just as Zidane is involved in the game yet apparently somewhere off in his

mind. The film uses this juxtaposition repeatedly, when we are brought back from a

musical, introspective moment with a sudden jolt by proceedings on the pitch.

d)

“There are links always between the imagination and reality”19

We should remember here that we are talking about a documentary. It would, I

suppose, be classified loosely as an “observational documentary”, though it seems

mildly bizarre to do so, as the term is usually connected with a far more austere,

grounded form of filmmaking.  Documentary’s capacity for more cinematic, or poetic,

forms of expression in some ways fights against its perceived role as an objective

recorder of reality, as a servant of “the truth”. Of course now, perhaps more than any

                                                
19 Nicolas Philibert, http://www.bfi.org.uk/features/interviews/philibert.html#influences
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other time in history, people are aware and suspicious of the manipulative nature of

the documentary. Nonetheless, documentary filmmakers are often by default tied to a

responsibility to their subjects when they make a film: to tell their story, rather than to

use their story to explore preoccupations of their own.

Perhaps inevitably I find I am drawn to documentary makers who manage to steer

their films away from the constraints of this more journalistic approach to filmmaking.

Werner Herzog, who’s film The Great Ecstasy of the Woodcarver Steiner was as big

an influence on me as Zidane, has rallied against this idea of the documentary as the

voice of truth or reporter of facts – labeling it as the “accountants truth”. Herzog

seeks what he calls the “ecstatic truth” – the search for an illumination, “a truth

beyond the facts and much deeper than facts”20.

The French filmmaker Nicholas Philibert makes quiet, observational films that,

despite their everyday subject matter, manage to be uniquely cinematic. Philibert

achieves this through a sense of space and rhythm that, like Zidane, encourages

reflection, but also, importantly, through a faith in the human contact that cinema

allows. Philibert states that he makes film with people rather than about people, and

as viewers we are allowed a simple intimacy with the characters onscreen. We are

not there to learn about them, or be delivered a message by Philibert, but rather to

experience something with them.

                                                
20 http://www.timeout.com/film/news/901/
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His 2002 film Étre et Avoir took a small rural school in the Auvergne as its subject,

and we simply watch episodes of the daily class life over the space of a year; they

learn to spell, they draw, they argue, they do homework. But through these simple

moments we observe the joys and hardships of children trying to grow up. We are

encouraged to relate to them, to put ourselves in the classroom with them, to

remember when we were children and to think about the adults we have become.

This, Philibert states, is achieved through establishing a “way of looking”21 – and it is

this that makes his work purely cinematic: where TV explains, cinema gives the

space to look and reflect, to contain mystery:

“Cinema for me is both what you show and what you don't show; what you see

and what you guess; what's in light and what's in shadow; what's in the

foreground and what's in the background. This is cinema, unlike television."22

                                                
21 http://www.smh.com.au/articles/2004/04/29/1083103606289.html?from=storyrhs
22 http://www.indiewire.com/people/people_030603phili.html
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Philibert manages to make us truly feel for the characters in his films. We like them.

We care about them. We even love them. In his book Watching, Thomas Sutcliffe

discusses this phenomenon in particular reference to the scale of cinema:

“We do suppose the giants of screen to be objects of love because it is in the

nature of cinema to allow them both immensity and emotion… It may be that

there is a biological component in our emotional responses to the faces we see

onscreen and particularly to those seen in extreme close-up. I have in mind

here not our inherited reactions to expressions of joy or grief or terror, but the

rather subtler question of how much territory a face occupies in our visual

field. Cinema close-ups offer a visual experience that is otherwise only

encountered in conditions of true intimacy.”

I find this a remarkable and illuminating statement. Sutcliffe is suggesting that our

emotional response to cinema does not come simply from our connection to stories

and the emotions being portrayed onscreen, but rather from a base human reaction

triggered by the unique visual intimacy that cinema allows us (reminiscent of the way

in which a child relates to the face of it’s mother, for example) – an emotional release

brought about by our urge to be close to other people. Sutcliffe goes on to

differentiate between cinema and other art forms in the way it achieves this:

“This is achievable in no other visual art form that I can think of, partly because

most alternatives are static but also because the sheer physical mass of a

statue is likely to invoke feelings of inferiority in us. A statue of a person that

was thirty-five feet high would be monumental, intimidating a coercive

argument for power. It could not express the vulnerability that is essential to
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any convincing depiction of love. But the screen gives us size without mass,

and immensity here arouses quite different feelings in us.”

Cinema allows us to see people as vulnerable, as unthreatening, and because of this

we do not confront them – we associate with them – and thus we are allowed to drop

our defences and share something with them, and in that way it is a uniquely humane

art form – or at least has the capacity to be so. I feel that Zidane: A 21st Century

Portrait stands as testament to this simple idea. I love to watch people onscreen and

I want to make films that encourage this act of looking. I feel that, as in photography,

there is an emotional level to film that comes purely from the process of recording

people, and life, as it passes. Something that was described by Susan Sontag:

“Most subjects photographed are, just by virtue of being photographed,

touched with pathos… to take a photograph is to participate in another

person’s mortality, vulnerability, mutability. Precisely by slicing out this

moment and freezing it, all photographs testify to times relentless melt.”23

Of course where photography offers appearances – a frozen moment in time –

cinema moves in time and has the ability to narrate, and, as Sontag states, “only that

which narrates can make us understand”. Cinema often pulls us away from this

engagement with the world of images by telling us a story – into “understanding”.

With Hollywood style, mainstream film, the story is so coercive, so closed, that often

my imagination is disengaged and I am forced to see the world on screen in far

simpler terms than is possible – I am led along. With less mainstream, or “art-house”

cinema, the audience is often given less in terms of story, but far more space to

                                                
23 Susan Sontag, “On Photography”
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breath and share in an experience. We are required to respond more personally to

what we are seeing – we participate.

The 2002 film Uzak stands as a great example of this. Set in Istanbul, the film tells

the simple story of a man coming to the big city in search of work. While he is there

he imposes himself on a relative who allows him to stay in his spare room. The

relative is a photographer with fading dreams and a fading relationship. There is a lot

of silence in the film – often the characters are in thought, wrapped up in their own

quiet depression, unable to communicate with each other, “distant” as the translated

title suggests – and in terms the story, very little happens. One character tries, and

fails, to get a job, while the other says farewell to his ex-wife who is emigrating to

Canada, and the two men co-exist uncomfortably together.

The film drifts along and simply asks us to observe and relate to the characters, who,

through the incredible acting and poise of the direction, appear to be truly existing up

on screen. This is a film that revels in the minutia of everyday life – the pauses, the

silences, the gestures, the strained conversations – and makes them feel important,

vital. Small moments of interaction become huge, dramatic. Like Zidane it is a film
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that lets us see that there is something under the surface of these characters that we

can’t have total access to, yet that we are aware of, and that seems somehow

familiar. Both films attest to the idea that we are all constantly, in our own way,

involved in an internal dialogue – that there is an inner and outer world. As a result

there is a dreaminess and a magical quality to them, yet also something astutely

recognizable and true.

3.

At the heart of my desire to make documentary films is a wish to breakdown the

boundaries I feel exist between myself and other people – to feel closeness to, and

recognition of, other people lives. I’m in love with the way the camera allows me to

look at and spend time with people in a way that is otherwise impossible – and the

way that this is then transferred to the viewing audience who are then allowed to see

and experience something of what I did. But I also feel strongly that, as a filmmaker, I

am not here to dictate anything to an audience, but rather to provoke a state of mind

and a way of seeing – I feel cinema, while being concerned with identifying with

others, should also be a trigger for the imagination.

Thus, what makes Zidane: A 21st Century Portrait a fascinating and important film for

me is the way it places its belief in the power of looking; in taking a fascination in

another’s experience and building a profound connection between the viewer and the
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protagonist, while ultimately seeing the cinema as a space for thought, reflection and

dreams, and it is this that I want to bring to my own filmmaking.

All the films that I mentioned in this dissertation have a total grounding in reality and

are astute observations of character; yet they still manage to transcend the reality of

the worlds they portray into more abstract, subtle, poetic, and expressionistic areas.

In my graduation film, Sprinters, I attempted to achieve something similar. The film

follows of a group of athletes as they train towards competition, and much of the film

is simply observational. But as my interest in the sprinters themselves was in trying to

portray how it felt to be them, we discovered that the film had to take on a subjective

mode, to put us inside their experience as much as possible. In that way the film

becomes expressionistic instead of literal. Discovering what constituted a “subjective”

shot, or scene, or cut, was one of the biggest things I learnt making the film.

The final cut of the film runs at 17 minutes and I am now keen to see how I could

take the film further and to a longer duration. How I could balance narrative and

sustain an audience’s interest while drawing them into these more abstract,

meditative areas. I feel it would be a particular challenge to achieve this on television,

which doesn’t usually allow the space for such things, but I feel that the subject

matters accessibility and familiarity would allow me to push it further.

Because I am fascinated with the way in which the camera and especially the cinema

allows us to look at each other, I am keen to explore this idea further in my work. I

am intrigued to see what would happen if I applied my documentary approach to

video art – to strip away the constraints of narrative and duration and place the work
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in a gallery setting. One thing that researching this dissertation has taught me is that I

am not ready to draw clear lines between different art forms or genres, quite the

opposite; the crossover excites me.



36

Bibliography:

About Face: Andy Warhol Portraits – Nicholas Baume, Douglas Crimp, Richard

Meyer, The MIT Press, 1999

About Looking – John Berger, Vintage Books, 2002

Andy Warhol: Films and Paintings – Peter Gidal, Da Capo Press, 1991

Film and Theory An Anthology – Edited by Robert Stam and Toby Miller, Blackwell

Publishers, 2000

London: The Biography – Peter Ackroyd, Chatto and Windus, 2000

Many Are Called – Walker Evans, Yale University Press, 2004

On Photography – Susan Sontag, Penguin Books, 1979

Scorsese on Scorsese – Edited by David Thompson and Ian Christie, Faber and

Faber, 2003

The Look of Things – John Berger, Penguin Books, 1972

Watching – Thomas Sutcliffe, Faber and Faber, 2000

What Is Cinema? Volume 1 – André Bazin, University of California Press, 1992

Websites:

http://www.cityofsound.com/blog/2007/03/zidane_a_21st_c.html

http://www.lrb.co.uk/v28/n19/myer01_.html

http://arts.guardian.co.uk/filmandmusic/story/0,,1882767,00.html

http://www.smh.com.au/articles/2004/04/29/1083103606289.html?from=storyrhs

http://www.indiewire.com/people/people_030603phili.html

http://www.bfi.org.uk/features/interviews/philibert.html#influences



37

Filmography:

Blow Job

(USA, 1963, 35 mins)

Dir/Prod. Andy Warhol

Empire

(USA, 1964, 485 mins)

Dir/Prod. Andy Warhol

Étre et Avoir

(France, 2002, 104 mins)

Dir. Nicolas Philibert

Prod. Gilles Sandoz

Sleep

(USA, 1963, 321 mins)

Dir/Prod. Andy Warhol

Taxi Driver

(USA, 1976, 113 mins)

Dir. Martin Scorsese

Prod. Julia Phillips, Michael Phillips



38

The Great Ecstasy of the Woodcarver Steiner

(West Germany, 1974, 45mins)

Dir. Werner Herzog

Uzak

(Turkey, 2002, 110 mins)

Dir. Nuri Bilge Ceylan

Prod. Nuri Bilge Ceylan, Feridun Koc

Zidane: A 21st Century Portrait

(France, Iceland, 2006, 90 mins)

Dir. Douglas Gordon, Phillipe Parreno;

Prod. Sigurjon Sighvatsson, Anna Vaney, Victorien Vaney


