UEFA at the Movies: Producing Space in the 21st Century Football Film
This article focuses on the Goal! series of films (2005-2008), with a particular focus on the first two installments arguing for the role they perform in football’s shaping of space and identity in the early twenty-first century. Focusing especially on the importance of the UEFA Champions League competition to these films, I argue that the films serve as part of the competition’s wider status as a sports-media ‘mega-event’. I show in turn how, like the Champions League itself, the films are part of an economic and mediatic project central to the European Union project during this same period, and the importance of specific cities and clubs within these terms. The article concludes with some reflections on how the Goal! series both anticipates and helps usher in the more recent emergence of ‘global cities’ within the European, and indeed world, football ecology.
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Introduction

The idea that football teams provide a reflection of the places in which they play, and are strongly linked to those places, is a commonplace one. Whether they are large or small, the origins, growth, and sometimes demise of clubs and the stadia in which they play, as well as the cultures of a team’s fans, are inextricably linked to geographical, socio-economic and political factors. Talking about a football club as the ‘symbol’ of a particular town or city (or, at least, as is often the case, part of that town or city) is not just poetic fancy. The team, its culture, environment and history, are loci through which the dynamics and fortunes of their locations and histories are interwoven.

In the European context, modern football teams and their respective leagues are largely the consequences of major industrial transformations in the nineteenth century and twentieth centuries, with the attendant patterns of internal migration these entailed. In England, for example, it was the then-rich Northern industrial towns such as Preston and Sheffield that produced the first league champions. Subsequently, industrial powerhouse-cities such as Manchester, attracting workers from around Britain, would produce both the greatest concentration of clubs and, in the form of Manchester United, one of the country’s most powerful teams (Kuper and Szymanski 2014, 201). As Simon Kuper and Stefan Szymanski have shown, this is a familiar story around Europe’s other major football leagues and dominant clubs: Bayern Munich in Germany; Internazionale of Milan, and its city rivals AC Milan; the Torinese club Juventus; and Barcelona, in Catalonia’s industrial heartland. All these clubs, still amongst the richest and most supported teams in world football, were built on the strength of migrations from poorer regions to these emerging industrial hubs. The universality of football for these new urban populations allowed the industrial city-club to become a site of affiliation and belonging (Kuper and Szymanski 2014, 204-205). In turn, the scale of this affiliation allowed the clubs to thrive during football’s twentieth-century expansion, and continue to do so into the twenty-first century.

This is nevertheless a limited understanding of football in its most modern (or, as some would suggest, its ‘post-modern’) contexts. As Richard Giulianotti and Roland Robertson have argued, modern football can no longer be seen simply as a cultural reflection or product of broader socio-economic contexts, since it has ‘penetrat[ed] many commercial spheres’ itself (Robertson and Giulianotti 2009, 63). To this extent, we can go as far as to discuss not so much the globalization of football, as the ‘“footballization” of national and global economies’ (ibid.). In other words, to echo Henri Lefebvre’s famous terms, we need to understand the role modern football plays in the ‘production of space’, especially within the contexts of globalization, instead of seeing it simply as one minor reflective aspect of society’s changing shape. Football is not a reflection of society: it is society, as a production and realization of the given society’s dominant interests, whether these be commercial, or, in some instances, political.

My concern in this article, initially, is with the role football has played in the production of modern European space, and more concretely, how it has worked to produce an imaginary of Europe within the contexts of an expanding European Union project. In particular, I examine the ways that football and the promotion of cities – in the form of European ‘cities of culture’ – have gone hand-in-hand within post-industrial Europe, post-1992: the same period in which the UEFA Champions League came into being and expanded. Eventually, I go on to explore the more emergent sense of the ‘global’ city as one superseding the ‘European’ one, and the significance of football to its production. Specifically, though, approaching this not as a football historian, but as a film studies scholar, I am interested in the particular role film, as a popular media form, has played in this process. Football, as Richard Haynes and Raymond Boyle have stressed, has played ‘an important role… in the evolution of new media modes of delivery and consumption’ around the world, exemplifying ‘the age of convergent, networked media sport’ in which we currently live (2017, 92). My central analysis here of the Goal! series of films (2005-2008), with a specific focus on the first two installments - Goal! The Dream Begins (2005) and Goal II: Living the Dream (2007) – insists on this same kind of approach, since these are films whose production contexts illustrate the interconnectedness of global media and football.
 

As fiction films, albeit drawing frequently on documentary-type footage, the first two Goal! films are actually quite unusual, in that they form part of an explicitly promotional project for the clubs involved in their filming. But also, just as significantly for this article, they also act as promotional vehicles for the transnational entities or organizations underpinning them. The point has already been made that the Goal! films are in part adverts for FIFA and its elite European leagues (see Glynn 2018). The broader point is that these aspects of the films link to the broader and expanding European project around this same time, and what we can call the production of European space – and subsequently a ‘global’ space – with football, and the UEFA Champions League in particular, as its vehicle.

Goal! And the Champions League Mediascape

Commentators have noted the ways in which the Goal! films represented a new level of economic investment in movies about football. More specifically, they are among the first films of their kind to engage with the idea of football as a global sport, rather than one limited to particular national contexts (Baker 2008). This is reflected as much in the first film’s origins as a co-production of Touchstone and Buena Vista, both companies within the Disney conglomerate fold.
 Seán Crosson, in his book Sport and Film, has noted how Disney in particular has actively encouraged the production of sports movies that embody the ‘American Dream’, and thereby promote the same ideological interests of the company (2013, 163-164). While, as Aaron Baker (2008) argues, the Goal! films represent a somewhat thwarted attempt to capitalize on and increase football’s (or rather ‘soccer’s’) popularity in the USA, our interests here are in their more pointedly European production circumstances and narrative contexts. As Stephen Glynn notes, both Goal! and its first sequel are very much institutionally authorized, as they enjoyed the support of FIFA, UEFA and the clubs depicted in the respective films – Newcastle United of the English Premier League (henceforth EPL), and Real Madrid, from Spain’s La Liga. Both teams provided access to facilities, game footage, as well as (in the second film) actual footage of team tours and training sessions. Both films also enjoyed a very prominent endorsement from Adidas, the German sports goods company, whose logos feature on the players’ kits and boots, as well as on the official UEFA Champions League ball that is used throughout the films (Glynn 2018, 58-63). Indeed, at the time, the Adidas endorsement represented the largest amount of money ever spent on cinematic product placement.

Notably, when Adidas pulled its support from the series after the second film’s disappointing box-office returns (Glynn 2018, 65), the straight-to-DVD third film retrenched to a more Anglo-centric narrative, focusing on the English team’s exploits at the World Cup finals. By contrast, Adidas permeates the first two films in a manner befitting, and striving to ensure, its global brand status. This placement is unsubtly managed in both films: a close-up of the ball placed for a free-kick shows, for example, the Adidas logo placed neatly in the centre of the shot; and even players in American little leagues or Mexican back-street games emblazon the familiar three stripes on their feet. Yet this may not necessarily strike the viewer as incongruous. This is because such branding is entirely familiar from within the contexts of watching football, be this live in the stadium – where advertising or company sponsorship is highly visible in the form of pitch-side digital display panels – or on televised broadcast, both in the form of the players’ shirts and footwear, but also in the product endorsements that form part of top-flight football’s own television presentation. Crude as it is, then, the branding at work in the Goal series essentially replicates and helps perpetuate the same prominent ‘brandscape’ familiar from our everyday consumption of European football’s most visible competitions. 

As a promotionally-driven mass media package, then, the Goal! series specifically offers its own realization, rather than mere reflection, of the sport-consumer complex binding competitions like the EPL, La Liga and, most prominently in this case, the UEFA Champions League, with varied commercial endorsements, global in their reach and aims. Football, as already noted, is of huge significance in terms of the way we understand new media configurations (Haynes and Boyle 2017, 92); but the more profound implications of football are the ways such configurations impact on our awareness and perception of time, place and space more generally. While they are specifically discussing the FIFA World Cup rather than the Champions League – and as I argue below, we can reasonably discuss the two competitions in similar terms – Haynes and Boyle identify such major football competitions as ‘mega-events’, characterized by ‘the merging of sport, culture and communications’ in an all-pervasive sense (2017, 86). For Maurice Roche, what he describes as the sporting ‘megaevent’ is an event that is ‘large scale’, which has ‘mass popular appeal’, and importantly, has ‘international significance’ (Roche 2000, 1). The important point for this article, though, is that such events do not emerge out of nowhere. Rather, these footballing mega-events emerge and evolve out of a ‘sports-media-business alliance’: one that ‘transformed professional sport generally in the late twentieth century’ (Horne 2017, 19).

The Champions League exemplifies this ‘sports-media-business alliance’, and in turn, its emergence as a form of mega-event around the same late twentieth-century period. Evolving out of the knockout-format European Cup in 1992, a European league competition was initially mooted (amongst others, by former AC Milan owner Silvio Berlusconi, at the time still just a media tycoon) as synergistically tying together television and commercial interests; or what the competition’s own publicity would later describe as ‘a sponsorship concept’ in a ‘pan-European package’, that would act as ‘a prestigious platform delivering volume audiences in prime-time programming’ (in Goldblatt 2006, 693). As David Goldblatt summarizes: 

UEFA adopted the FIFA-ISL [the sports-marketing agency created by Adidas founder Adi Dassler] model of centralized TV deals and segmented exclusive sponsorships. Then in 1996 with the design and marketing agency TEAM they reimagined and standardized the European football spectacular… a wondrously blank canvas for the new-minted logos of global corporations (ibid.).

My key point in this respect is that the Goal! films, alongside this marketed packaging of the Champions League, actively participate in the creation of football’s mediatized ‘space’, and especially, the construction of football (via the Champions League) as a European, and eventually global, mega-event. Their status as films, rather than sporting ‘events’ per se – whatever we might understand by that term in the contexts of the media network in which sports exist – hardly limits their significance to the discussion, since they are intrinsically part of the same process of dissemination and consumption. Mainstream cinema itself, in its frequent, utopian appeal to notions of universality, both anticipates and perpetuates the type of ‘mass popular appeal’ and ‘international significance’ that characterizes the mega-event (Billings and Wenner 2017, 5). The Disney company in particular have established their global brand by creating an easily adaptable, apolitical cultural universe (Giroux 1999, 31), one that is equally utopian in its appeal to transcend apparently irrelevant national or cultural divisions or differences. Both football and these movies about football, then, in the early twenty-first century, combine in a form of utopian global project. In the process, they both illustrate and epitomize not so much how football has been shaped by globalization, but rather, how the game has increasingly ‘footballized’ our perception of twenty-first century space.

One further observation underpinning this article is that a football competition like the Champions League informs in itself what, after Benedict Anderson (1991), we might call the ‘imagined community’ of twenty-first century Europe. Anderson observes the way that an emerging mass media helped foster a sense of national collectivity amongst otherwise dispersed constituencies within a given nation. In a territory as ephemeral, dispersed and contested as ‘Europe’, European football competition arguably offers the nearest thing to a sense of shared European identity. The Champions League is not just a territorially ‘European’ competition, whatever that slightly imprecise term might mean: it is also a product of the political, economic and infrastructural contexts of transnational organizations such as, in this instance, the European Union. In this respect, the Goal! series’ unexpected place in recent film history is to represent what Philip Schlesinger, at the start of this century, called for in terms of a cinema capable of moving beyond the limitations of ‘national cinemas’. Schlesinger suggests in turn that twenty-first century films might look to represent not nations as such, but rather those broader ‘regional trade groupings’, such as the EU (Schlesinger 2000, 27). Indeed, as I will discuss, the films are distinctively products of, and even promotional vehicles for, the EU in its expanded, post-1992 era, as well as for the expansive ambitions of UEFA and the Champions League itself.

From Goal! to Goal II: European narrative to narrative of ‘Europe’

In terms of its central protagonist’s journey – an aspiring Mexican player, Santiago (‘Santi’) Muñez, battles against adversity, a new culture and his own father to become a professional footballer – the narrative of the Goal! films is quite familiar, especially as its narrative tropes are well-rehearsed from a long, utopian tradition of football and other sports movies; movies in which sport is a means for overcoming obstacles and realizing – pardon the pun – one’s personal goals (Crosson 2013, 7-8). Goal!, in fact, is not distinct in structural terms from one of its most immediate and successful predecessors, Bend it Like Beckham (2002). As Baker notes, the first film’s trajectory, as Santi, an illegal immigrant working in Los Angeles, ends up playing for Newcastle United in the EPL, exemplifies the ideal American narrative of individualist upward mobility (2008, 255-257). For Glynn, Bend it Like Beckham – in which a young British-Asian woman contests her more traditional family’s values – espoused an ‘established [Hollywood] generic model… in presenting sport as an arena of opportunity wherein application and ability overcome socio-structural inequalities’ (2018, 118). In this case, the film allows its protagonist to realize her literal ‘American dream’ of a college scholarship, and potential passage to what was then the US-based Women’s United Soccer Association (WUSA). 

Goal!’s key distinction is to reverse the narrative movement from West to East. In the same way that Bend it Like Beckham follows the money, given the exceptional nature of WUSA at the time of its production, Goal! takes the same path. Since, in geographical terms, it takes an unusual turn for an American-backed sports film, the film is something of an outlier in the wider genre – as well as contributing, perhaps, to its difficult sell and indifferent reception in the US market (Baker 2008, 262). At the same time, the fact that the series sees England and then Spain as inevitable destinations for the football-based movie underlines at once the perception of Europe as the centre of this world game, as well as the desires of the film’s collaborators – both UEFA and  FIFA, as well as the clubs involved – to promote this same point.

Looking at the first two films together, what merits further discussion is the degree to which the protagonist’s individual narrative trajectory is over-determined by the same institutional and wider organizational frameworks that have stakes in the film. Glynn is right to suggest that Goal! works hard ‘to effect… the English Premier League’s own expansion to a global brand’ (2018, 63). In a way, though, this is only part of the story, since Goal! is essentially just the initial step into a more specifically trans-national, continental representation of the game. It is important to note, for example, how the first film ends with Santi scoring a match-winning free kick in Newcastle’s final game of the season, cueing jubilant celebrations. These might be more obviously appropriate for a team that had just won the league; yet in actual fact, Newcastle has merely secured the final qualification place for the Champions League, of which four are currently available for EPL teams. Goal! represents possibly the first time in the history of the genre where finishing fourth constitutes a happy ending.

Goal! in this respect both reflects and productively endorses the economically pragmatic realities of the modern game, in which qualifying for the sport’s most lucrative competition is seen as the ‘goal’ in itself – even if, in this case, an elite group of clubs retain a stranglehold on actually winning it, both in the Champions League era (from 1992) and in its previous incarnation (from 1955) as the European Champions’ Cup.
 The sequel, pointedly subtitled Living the Dream, pursues a similar pragmatism, insofar as it focuses on Real Madrid’s fortunes in the following year’s Champions League rounds, after Santi, though still under contract at Newcastle, is signed by the Spanish side. The detrimental effects of this move on Newcastle, whose subsequent Champions League adventure is never discussed, are not the sequel’s concerns.

It is hardly surprising that Goal II would not question this move, since Real Madrid, in terms of its Champions League success above all, is one of the clubs that has most benefited from player mobility in the post-1992 era. The ability of players to move fluidly between European clubs, as Santi does, is in part an outcome of the European Court’s 1995 ‘Bosman ruling’, as it is frequently termed. This ruling adjudicated that European law – in line with the European Union’s principles regarding free movement of labour – gave footballers the freedom to sell their labour to the highest bidder, rather than be constrained by club contracts. Another consequence of the ruling was that certain national league- or UEFA-imposed restrictions on the numbers of non-national players in any squad were in contravention of these same free-market rules (Goldblatt 2006, 692). Decisively, for the emerging Champions League, this meant that the biggest clubs, their incomes already growing from the expansion of television deals since the late 1980s, could now buy up whichever players they could afford, thereby reinforcing the hegemony of the top European teams (Kuper and Szymanski 2014, 210). The Champions League has made this consolidation of footballing power and success all too visible. Between 1985 and 1993, there were seven first-time winners of the European Cup/Champions League: since then, there have been only two – Borussia Dortmund in 1997, and Chelsea in 2012 – and neither of these has since repeated the achievement. Since Marseille’s victory in the 1993 competition, moreover, only once (Porto, in 2004) has the Champions League been won by a team not from Spain, England, Italy or Germany, the four richest leagues in Europe.

If, then, Santi’s individual passage from club to bigger club exemplifies a neoliberal trajectory of individualist mobility, his own story is inscribed within (and gives its blessing to) European football’s own neoliberal framework and club hierarchies. What happens within European football is largely influenced by what is happening within the free-market capitalist system espoused by the EU, to the point even that its greatest competition draws on its ideologies and imagery. As Goldblatt notes, while EU market laws subtended the movement of players that has made the Champions League what it is today, UEFA’s own model for trans-national expansion adopted the same aims of the EU; notionally, to ‘pool… the potential power of a united continent’:

The logic of the Single European market was that an open competition between firms within the EU would raise standards all round, benefit consumers and create new continental champions who could compete in the global marketplace. UEFA’s Champions League operated in a parallel fashion (Goldblatt 2006, 693).

Indeed, the Champion’s League logo, an abstraction of the multi-starred Adidas ball used in the competition, and seen in Goal II in the form of its pitch-surface flag, borrows both the iconography and also the ‘abstract universalism that informed the EU [flag]’s twelve-star ring’ (Goldblatt 2006, 694). 

As Goldblatt argues, the Champions League’s impact is potentially akin to that of the two main sporting mega-events, the FIFA World Cup and the Olympic Games; with the difference that, unlike those four-yearly festivals, the Champions League, with its league/knockout format stretching from early September to the beginning of June, offers ‘the drip-drip-drip of constant exposure over the entire football season’ (ibid.). As a mediated mega-event, the Champions League ‘compress[es] time-space boundaries’ in the fashion synonymous with postmodern culture more widely (Giulianotti 2019, 195). It brings ‘Europe’ simultaneously and instantaneously to the viewing world, every match day. Alongside this, the first two Goal! films, as globally-reaching media products, effectively sell the ‘dream’ of the Champions League within world football hegemony, serving both to reinforce and realize the global ambitions of UEFA and its flagship competition.

The fact that the final film in the trilogy departs almost altogether from Santi’s storyline, focusing instead on two entirely new characters in the England World Cup team, is on the face of it a peculiar, more limiting deviation from the first two films’ narrative line. As noted previously, though, this seems to be informed by the diminished budget, retracted branding endorsement, and reconfigured audience expectations for the film. The fact that diminished media and branding input also means a more limited framework for the story only highlights further the role mainstream media have in producing our perspectives on a given sport in the first place, in terms of its scale and global reach. 

Goal! and the Cities of Cultural Industry

The first two Goal! films also operate in the service of a broader European project centring around the promotion of cities; but one which also highlights the role of cities’ football clubs within the post-1992 economy. The choice of Newcastle United as the destination in Goal! was, it should be noted, not driven by specific intentions on the part of the film’s producers, who originally wanted to set the film in Liverpool. It was only when Liverpool FC’s chairman Rick Parry rejected this opportunity that Freddie Shepherd, Parry’s counterpart at Newcastle, offered up his club for use.
 This background history points to more pertinent contexts regarding the contemporary place of football, and its spaces, within twenty-first century media and city cultures. Specifically, in this case, Goal! highlights the ways in which football is (re)imagined within the vision of cities not so much as part of their culture, but as a central part of their projection, as John Hughson puts it, as ‘cities of culture’ (2009, 109).

Hughson’s allusion here is to the ways that redeveloped stadiums, or sporting events and the stadiums purpose-built for them, are ‘incorporated into plans for the re-imaging of British cities’ in broader cultural terms, often with an emphasis on ‘regeneration, gentrification [and] economic impact’ (ibid.). More specifically, the ‘city of culture’ as a term connotes the competitions through which European or UK cities bid for recognition, and related benefits in terms of urban development and tourism. The European City of Culture, rebranded as the Capital of Culture in 1999, was an EU initiative, often with a trans-national focus (with two or more cities sharing the annual title), the key goals of which were the regeneration of cities around cultural projects. In itself, then, the Capital of Culture points towards a shift in the strategizing of urban development away from industry, and towards post-industrial models of urban economies based on cultural goods and services. Indeed, while many of the earlier European cities of culture were capitals, or medieval cathedral cities with an already strong cultural identity (Florence, Avignon, Santiago de Compostela, Porto, Bruges), its more recent emphasis since the turn of the millennium has been towards provincial cities formerly associated with heavy industries, or shipping. These included Rotterdam (2001), Liverpool (2008), Istanbul (2010) and Marseille (2013), with Glasgow (1990) being the one industrial outlier during the earliest phase of the competition: cities that, not coincidentally, often have a strong identification with domestic football success or success on the wider European stage.
 It was actually Liverpool’s tenure as European Capital of Culture in 2008 that helped drive the UK City of Culture initiative in 2009, when the first edition of that competition took place. The competition was developed by the New Labour-era Department for Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS), the Department also responsible for London’s successful Olympic bid in 2005. Just as London 2012 had at its notional heart those same themes of ‘regeneration’ and ‘economic impact’, as well as the key idea of cultural and economic ‘legacy’, the City of Culture competition has specifically attracted to its shortlists post-industrial centres removed from the culturally and economically dominant areas of southern England (cities such as Birmingham, Sheffield, Hull, Dundee, Stoke-on-Trent, Sunderland and Swansea).

As Hughson qualifies, the kind of ‘buzzwords’ surrounding projects like the City of Culture are uncertain in terms of their presumed benefits to these same cities, or rather the diverse communities within them. For Hughson, the very terms ‘regeneration, gentrification, and economic impact… reflect [the] tension between community and commercial priorities’ (2009, 109-110). These tensions persisted, as is well known, throughout the development of the Olympic stadium complex in London’s East End, while the failures of the supposed Olympic Legacy have been a key target of criticism since 2012 (Giulianotti et al 2015). Returning then to Goal!, we have already noted how the film already exists as part of media-led development strategy for Newcastle FC, and in principle, the wider city. But as such, the film similarly brings into focus these same ‘tensions’ Hughson notes; above all, since the promotion of a city through a film like Goal! raises the question what, exactly, is at stake in such a strategy, and more precisely, who or what exactly is benefiting from it.

The film’s dialogue (by the veteran British television writers Dick Clement and Ian Le Frenais) strives to evoke the centrality of Newcastle FC – more affectionately known, as the film highlights, as ‘Toon’ – to the city. The proximity of Sunderland FC might somewhat belie the notion of Newcastle as a one-club city, yet it is this strong local association the film’s dialogue seeks to assert. Clement and Le Frenais, whose association with Newcastle runs through their prior work in television (in series such as The Likely Lads and Auf Wiedersehen, Pet), show a keen eye and ear for the specifically localized nature of Newcastle fandom, underscored by an emphasis on ‘authentic’ working-class affiliation and history. Arrived in Newcastle, staying at the home of former Newcastle player and scout Glen Foy (who now runs a local garage), Santi’s introduction to the city and the club comes over fried breakfast in a ‘greasy spoon’ café, and via Foy’s own employees, who also reappear throughout the film watching games in the pub. Foy, meanwhile, who lost his scouting job when the new (German) manager brought in a different club infrastructure, harks back to another era of wage-capped professional football long before the Bosman ruling, when contracted players like Foy’s own father earned no more than eight pounds a week (on these contexts, see Imlach 2006).

Newcastle is not a misrepresentative choice in this regard. Unlike many English teams, who in an era of post-Taylor Report safety regulations and increased commercial opportunities, moved from their original stadiums into new out-of-town sites, Newcastle has remained at its historical home, St James’ Park, resisting plans in the 1990s to relocate. In an era in which the ownership of football clubs, both in terms of individual club owners and the spiritual ownership of its fans, has been a subject of contestation, Newcastle has bucked the trends towards outsider influence, gentrification and what we might call fan tourism. According to Goldblatt, for example, 80 per cent of Newcastle’s season ticket-holders around the time of Goal!’s production were ‘born locally’, as compared to the 40 per cent who regularly attended Manchester United’s games (2006, 731). Ultimately, though, this narrative emphasis on a class-based, localized authenticity remains superficial, or at best ambiguous, alongside the film’s wider representational strategies. Goal!, for instance, makes use of sweeping high-overhead and helicopter shots which display St James’ Park – only recently renovated, it is worth stressing, in 1998 – in panoramic terms. As Aaron Baker argues, this indicates the incorporation of a ‘Hollywood blockbuster style’ within the otherwise localized setting of the film (2008, 140), yet while Baker’s observation is aesthetically to the point, this does not sufficiently explain the broader impact in terms of what the film wishes to display, and its motivations or effects within the terms of the city’s cultural strategies. The film, for example, never gets inside the stadium, or gets a feeling for the spaces of sports spectatorship that precede or surround the viewing of the game itself. They are in turn superseded by a focus on the stadium, viewed in its impressive scale from a distance; while the depiction of the games themselves, as Glynn notes, formally reiterate the type of shots and angles fans are already familiar with from television coverage, rather than live viewing (2018, 61-62). 

Just as importantly, though, if we discuss Goal!’s aesthetics within the spectacular economies of the Hollywood blockbuster, then this sense of spectacle pertains as well to its depiction of the city more generally – or rather, the aspects of the city on which it chooses to focus. In this case, similar panoramic and overhead shots feature a series of high-profile cultural spaces that also, in line with an aesthetic of display and urban promotion, become the backdrops for dialogue-based scenes. These sites include the more recent architectural developments at the heart of Newcastle’s culture-led regeneration, such as the Gateshead Millennium Bridge and the Baltic Museum of Contemporary Art, both of which had opened to the public only a few years previously. Within the terms then of what Charlotte Brunsdon (2007) calls the cinematic city’s ‘imaginary geography’, which manipulates actual lived space towards a condensed, sometimes touristic vision of urban space, Goal! offers a view of its promoted city as one shaped by recent regenerative, and above all cultural, projects. The city’s football stadium become just one more aspect of this cultural vision.

Goal II: From European City to Global City

In terms of the ‘footballization’ of the world, though, our discussion at this point needs to consider the limitations of ‘Europe’ as a descriptive category. As much as the Goal! series works to realize the global aspirations of its football competitions, brands and cultural cities, it also works to redefine what we might mean by ‘European’ space in this era and context. As I now argue, the Goal films work to actively revise the European city in global terms.

As Saskia Sassen has argued, ‘global cities’, are linked more by their connection to other similar cities, rather than to their erstwhile regional neighbours (2001). As Thomas Elsaesser suggests, a hallmark of such cities is their capacity to offer up a series of ‘attractions and amenities’, which encompass sites for the consumption of both the arts and sport (Elsaesser 2016, 21). Sassen’s concept refers to those cities which, like London, New York and Tokyo, operate as financial hubs and hosts for the HQs of multinational corporations. While, somewhat paradoxically, these networked cities have persisted as localized centres, the character of the cities is increasingly informed by their globalized circumstances, with its consequent impacts on the kinds of services and suppliers operating within them, ‘from law firms, accountants, bankers [and] traders to fancy restaurants and overpriced real estate’ (2016, 20). Inasmuch as the global city represents a shift away from the ‘modernist’ city of the late nineteenth and earlier twentieth centuries, still identifiable in terms of its industries and localized workforce, the global city is a post-industrial, post-modern space, structured around higher-end consumption, on the part of a more affluent middle-class of tastemakers (ibid.). 

For Richard Giulianotti, the postmodern character of contemporary sport more generally, and football in particular, is various; typified, for example, by the tendencies towards the manufacturing of sports and sporting arenas as spaces of ‘fantasy’ and ‘consumer activity’ that cater predominantly to this growing middle-class clientele (2016, 149). Other examples of postmodern sporting consumption would be the tendency towards more ‘fluid, neo-tribal transnational’ forms of fan allegiance and identification, such as the wearing of football team shirts, often in conjunction with other markers of fandom (such as baseball caps), beyond the immediate circumstances of the match itself, and in dispersed global contexts (2016, 197-198). 

This notion of the (post-)modern football audience as one increasingly distanced from its local, more working class-based orientation, has become a keen subject in the broader popular discussion around the game. The famous dismissal of spectators in Old Trafford’s hospitality suites chatting over ‘prawn sandwiches’, made by Manchester United’s combative former captain Roy Keane, typified this class-based fan view. Yet the rise of such forms of remote ‘post-fans’ (to use Giulianotti’s phrase) needs to be understood within the contexts of football’s gentrification in line with the broader urban, societal and cultural drifts towards post-industrial city spaces and the new middle classes or ‘service class’: those ‘heavily involved in the sales and marketing, media, and other knowledge or lifestyle industries’. These in turn act as ‘the social engine of postmodern culture, driving cultural tastes [and] habits’, and are in part responsible for the wider production and dissemination of sports media content at the end of the twentieth century and into the digital era (Giulianotti 2016, 199). 

Just as Newcastle was a pertinent choice of club in Goal!, the focus on Madrid in its sequel is even more pointed, inasmuch as the Madrid of the early twenty-first century, at least in the way it is conceived and promoted in Goal II, represents the epitome of modern football in this postmodern phase. The fact that Goal II works essentially as an advertisement for the Spanish club, during an era of its strategic expansion as a ‘global brand’ (Goldblatt 2006, 767), hardly needs remarking upon, so obvious is it to the film’s narrative and representations. Madrid’s president, Florentino Pérez, whose series of high-profile acquisitions in the early 2000s (including Zinedine Zidane, Luis Figo, Ronaldo, David Beckham) shaped the club’s identity as the team of galácticos, even appears in the film, welcoming Santi as his new star signing. The key point here, though, is how Real’s drive towards marketing and commercialization informs the kinds of sporting spaces made visible and prioritized within Goal II. When Foy, together with Santi’s English girlfriend, Roz, visiting Santi in Spain, go to see him play at Madrid’s Santiago Bernabéu stadium, they are ushered into a hospitality suite overlooking the pitch from on high. Both utter comments expressing their amazement and admiration, presumably intended to be those shared by the viewer. What we indeed see of the stadium is also informed as much by the club’s global branding strategies as it is by any sense of capturing the lived, intimate details of football spectatorship: in this case, before a key Champions League tie, in the form of the massive, illuminated David Beckham image displayed outside the ground’s main entrance. Referring to the sequel-promoting scene in the first film, when Santi runs into Zidane, Beckham and Madrid’s captain Raúl González in a chic London bar, Glynn notes how such sequences undermine Goal!’s pretensions towards representing the ‘“traditional” fan-base’, aligning the film more realistically with the exclusive spaces of the St James’ Park executive suites (2018, 62). There is in turn a continuation of this approach in the sequel, which if anything is more assertive in its emphasis on attraction and display, and the distancing of its protagonists from any historical sense of localized support.

In Goal II, in fact, the actual games appear as a form of exclusive invitational event. This is a point reinforced by the fact that actual fan activity in the film centres around alternative, secondary spaces of consumption beyond the game itself, but which for many, represent the only means of access to the players. As shown in the film, these spaces include Real Madrid’s training ground, where supporters wait en masse for a glimpse of the players entering. In an era in which stadium reconfigurations and inflated ticket prices have made football increasingly inaccessible to an often demonized working-class supporter base (Giulianotti 1999, 78-80), the training ground entrance might be the closest many fans will get to their heroes. Equally, and most pertinently in the case of Goal II, the status of clubs like Real Madrid as global brands has created new areas of income generation in the form of pre-season world tours, especially in the large, captive markets of East Asia. As with the training ground footage, Goal II inserts an initial documentary montage of Real Madrid players, together with actor Alessandro Nivola (who plays Real’s English striker Gavin Harris in the film), arriving in Tokyo and browsing in some of its upmarket stores. In a canny move on the part of the FIFA-endorsed film, Santi’s interview with the Real Madrid management takes place in the Japanese capital itself; this just several years after Japan, along with South Korea, had successfully hosted the World Cup finals: the first to be held outside the traditional heartland continents of Europe and America. This is an obvious nod to the importance of the Asian market to UEFA’s expanding brand; as well as to the increasing prominence, since 2002 especially, of talented Korean and Japanese players in many of Europe’s top teams.

Indeed, what we see in Goal II is a striking image of the way clubs like Real Madrid operate not so much as local entities but rather as the transnational corporations (TNCs) they, in reality, are, operating in synergistic partnership with other TNCs such as sportswear manufacturers (Adidas, again, in this case) and telecommunications giants (Siemens, Real Madrid’s sponsors at that time)  (Giulianotti and Robertson 2009, 82-96). As already noted, it is the vested interests of these most prominent TNC-clubs, housed predominantly within western Europe’s richest leagues, that helped shape the modern transnational form of the Champions League – and from which such elite clubs disproportionately earn the greatest additional revenues. 

Alongside Goal II, a film like Zidane: A Portrait of the 21st Century (2006), Douglas Gordon and Philippe Parreno’s experimental documentary about Madrid’s legendary playmaker, provides at once a companion film and an alternative view. This is mainly because the film, shot around the same time as Goal II in the Bernabéu stadium, and filmed over the course of one La Liga game, highlights the type of globalized commercial iconography for which Madrid, and its stadium, are a nexus – and which, in turn, find their wider audience through the game’s global television audience. As Martine Beugnet and Elizabeth Ezra note, like Madrid’s team of international galácticos itself, the advertising panels that form a recurring backdrop to on-pitch action display signs and slogans that ‘are transnational, attempting to transcend national boundaries’ (2009, 84). These include the Siemens mobile logo on Zidane’s shirt, which also has on it the Adidas logo; while the illuminated display shows ads for the Spanish companies Movistar and Fortuna, the US cereals giant Kellogg’s, and the British-Dutch oil company BP. Altogether, as Beugnet and Ezra summarize, these displays comprise the form of ‘multinational hieroglyphics’ that is the image-space of the contemporary European game at its elite level (ibid.). In a sharp moment of irony, meanwhile, a half-time montage of news events from that same match day freezes briefly on the report of a deadly insurgent attack in Iraq. To the left of the frame, we clearly see a boy wearing a replica of Zidane’s Madrid shirt, one of the ‘postmodern’ consumers of the Madrid’s trans-nationally extensive brand.

But there is in turn a final point to make here, which relates to the new type of football city highlighted by a series like Goal!, and especially its second instalment. In her second edition of The Global City, Sassen identifies Madrid as one node in the ‘central urban hierarchy’ characterizing contemporary Europe; part of a dominant southern European cluster along with Barcelona and Milan, muscling out the ancient southern triumvirate of Naples, Rome and Marseille (Sassen 2001, 125). Sassen’s study makes no mention whatsoever of football; yet given the discussion in this article, it is not entirely coincidental that she identifies here three of the cities that have profited most from the expansion and commercialization of European football in the Champions League era.
 This is because, as discussed, the competition itself was very much defined by the emerging economies and cultures of the European Union in its post-1992, expansively free-market phase, and which worked to the advantage of already existing footballing strongholds, reinventing themselves economically and culturally within the post-industrial world system. Sassen highlights in fact the extent to which these new transnational city-complexes, while still ‘reflecting the characteristics of [their region]’, also tend to disconnect from these regions due to their newer status as ‘strategic sites in the global economy’ (Sassen 2001, 125n). Football’s simultaneously local-yet-global, transnational reach exemplifies this push-and-pull between a reflection of, and disconnection from, the historical ‘characteristics’ of a given city or region.

Final Whistle: ‘European’ clubs at the End of Europe?

The Goal! films might at best touch on this issue tangentially, but as a concluding thought, we might note how the second film in particular, in its focus on Madrid, offers a glimpse of European football’s ‘post-European’ future – which is to say, its present. In particular, it highlights the importance of the ‘global city’ in global-financial, but increasingly footballing terms. Most significantly, its gives indications of how European space, into the next decades of the twenty-first century, would become increasingly ‘footballized’; but in this context, increasingly disaggregated from the original, industrial and local foundations of the industrial heartland clubs, and more representative instead of the cultures and financial networks informing the global city.

Transformations to football recruitment laws, as we have seen, mean that top players are ‘free to move clubs almost as they like, [and] to the biggest markets’ (Kuper and Szymanski 2014, 216). Increasingly, it is the input of outside investors that shape this market, and determine who can offer both the highest transfer fees and wages for players. Epitomizing this recent trend is the EPL’s champion in 2018 and 2019, Manchester City, owned by Mansour bin Zayed Al Nahyan, a member of the Abu Dhabi royal family and owner of a UAE private equity company. While still a club, historically speaking, from the older industrial football stronghold, City moved into their Etihad Stadium, named after its UAE airline sponsor, in 2003. Manchester City, moreover, operates as the key part of the City Football Group, co-owned by Mansour and Chinese and American partners. In its franchising of the City brand – there are now a number of ‘City’ teams named in diverse locations such as New York, Melbourne and Mumbai – the logic of the postmodern football club as trans-national company is realized. Commentators have even spoken of the ‘Disneyfication’ of football, wherein the central club is essentially an ‘intellectual property’ to be re-purposed into ‘content’ wherever the market exists (Ahmed 2017). As UEFA president Michel Platini, no less, has griped, Manchester City can’t really call themselves a local club in light of their recent takeover: ‘They should call themselves, I don’t know, Coca-Cola’ (in Kuper and Szymanski 2014, 223).

What Goal II turns out to be prescient about – or equally, what it instrumentally strives to assert – is the shifting terrain of football’s urban spaces away from former industrial powerhouses, precisely towards those financially-networked ‘global cities’ with only a tenuous former link to European footballing hierarchy. While Madrid’s great heritage as a club places them firmly within this hierarchy, as a footballing city its continuing success into the twenty-first century is an anomaly, since Madrid is a state capital, not a provincial industrial hub. As Kuper and Szymanski point out, Real Madrid’s emergence as Europe’s dominant team (it won the first five European Cups, from 1956-1960) owed more to its historical links to General Franco’s dictatorial regime, which saw the majority of human and economic resources concentrated in the capital city (2014, 196-197). During a time of comparative poverty and fragmentation in post-civil war Spain, it was the strengthened madrileño middle classes whose income and input helped to build the team up to its powerful stature during this time. While we are no longer in this era of ‘totalitarian football’, as Kuper and Szymanski call it (2014, 197), Goal II actually points to the more contemporary concentration of resources, and cultural and economic centrality, of these existing or emergent ‘global cities’ over provincial ones; including, in this instance, in the hitherto uncontested domain of football.

Above all, the main shift in the contemporary football economy is away from former industrial centres and cultures, and towards clubs whose existence and prosperity owes more to ‘top down’ investment, informed by the commercial and lifestyle opportunities of global city centres. As Sassen’s account shows, cities like London have most recently grown, in terms of population and concentration of resources, disproportionately in comparison to other UK cities. This was mainly because London’s dominant focus on financial services made it a magnet for all related providers and companies, which clustered in the city rather than stay on its peripheries or in the provinces. And as already noted, this has a knock-on effect in terms of the various businesses supporting this concentration of (human) resources. London in turn ‘is the primary location for what are today considered successful sectors in the British economy… [such as] finance, information, general business services, luxury consumption goods and services, and health care goods’ (Sassen 2001, 137). As Kuper and Szymnski argue, it is precisely in this regard that finance-driven global cities are assuming increasing centrality in the ecologies and economies of modern football. Chelsea’s domestic and eventual European success in the ten years between 2005 and 2015 was built not only on the money of its billionaire investor Roman Abramovich, but on the fact that Chelsea happens to be in London, and is one of its more prosperous boroughs, therefore enabling the club to charge more than most for tickets. London is a haven for foreign investment, and the London-based football club – be it Chelsea, Fulham or Queen’s Park Rangers – is the kind of luxury project attractive to investors, drawn more perhaps to the city than (the example of Chelsea notwithstanding) the competitive potential of the club (Kuper and Szymanski 2014, 218). Lucrative development and sponsorship deals, moreover, such as the one between Arsenal and the airline Emirates, after whom their relocated ground is named, have been transforming the landscape of the city: the fondly-remembered, tucked-away stadium of Highbury replaced now by the grander but less-loved stadium visible to anyone entering the capital via Euston or King’s Cross stations.

The Goal! films, as previously noted, are at the very best inconsistent in their regard for football’s luxury trappings and cult of wealth and celebrity. The second film mines some notionally satirical content out of the huge weekly wage Harris has secured, despite his failures on the pitch, thanks to the pull of his agent, and which has acquired for him a vast luxury property in the Spanish capital. Yet just as the film lavishly takes in the gorgeous trappings of Harris’s high-end Madrid lifestyle, Santi’s move to the club, as already seen, is framed as aspirational; appealing, moreover, not just in terms of the team, but in terms of the lifestyle promises of the city itself. This is a point underscored by the glamorous surroundings in which his signing, and his eventual move to Madrid – he initially holes up in a sizeable hotel suite overlooking the centre of the city – take place. Goal II, in other words, only feigns its disregard for the glamour and luxury trappings of the elite footballer lifestyle in the post-industrial, global city. More to the point, such luxuries form a key part of the ‘dream’ that Santi is now ‘living’.

The film in this respect both reflects and reiterates the circumstances of player movement and acquisition in the elite European context; circumstances which, as with the attraction of global cities to billionaire investors, are shaping the balance of football power in Europe and the significance of football to its major cities. Free agency and player-power in the post-Bosman era, along with the lift on non-national player restrictions, has made the multi-millionaire footballer another young, high-end consumer along with the ‘investment bankers and actors’, inter alia, for whom the global city is the most attractive destination (Kuper and Szymanski 2014, 217). Most recently, following Chelsea’s example, a formerly under-achieving capital-city club like Paris Saint-Germain (PSG), that historically played second-fiddle to rugby in the locals’ eyes, has been able to reinvent itself thanks to the influx of Qatari investment. Perhaps because, unlike London clubs, it is effectively unchallenged for football allegiance or stiff competition within the capital city, PSG has emerged as an exemplary club for the era of the global city, with the economic resources and cultural capital to attract players such as the young French superstar, Kylian Mbappé, and Brazil’s Neymar, for whom the club paid a world transfer-fee record. In 2020, after a strong European campaign, PSG reached its first Champions League final, succumbing in the end to a narrow 1-0 defeat at the hands of Bayern Munich. With more clinical finishing from either Neymar or Mbappé, in fact, PSG might well have won, and it seems only a matter of time before the team follow the example of Chelsea by converting money and domestic league success into European pre-eminence. Arguably, this is a prospect that the Goal films were already, in their self-fulfilling fashion, bringing into being.
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� While I discuss it briefly, I have chosen not to focus in specific detail on the third film, Goal III: Taking on the World (2008), mainly because it departs significantly from the narrative focus of the first two films. As I will also touch on, this is partly as a consequence of its reduced budget and lack of theatrical release (the film was released straight to DVD).


� The second film, while not produced by them, still received distribution deals from the same companies. The third installment’s lack of such investment, as I note at a later point, is perhaps reflected in its more retracted focus.


� Five clubs, for example – Real Madrid, AC Milan, Liverpool, Barcelona and Bayern Munich – have between them won the European Cup/Champions League a total of thirty-seven times.


� Mike Ashley, Newcastle FC’s controversial owner from 2007, actually had a small cameo role in Goal III. Given that its production precedes his ownership of the club, though, it is not evident that he had any influence on the first film’s eventual setting.


� Glasgow’s Celtic, in 1967, became the first British club to win the European Cup.


� As noted previously, Marseille won the first iteration of the Champions League in 1993, but neither it, Naples nor any Roman club have won it since. By contrast, in the Champions League era alone, Madrid, Barcelona and Milan have won the competition a combined fourteen times. 





