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Chance and Control. Photography, Video and the Web. 
Translation by Tim Cooper from the 1st Italian edition 
Luca Panaro, Casualità e controllo. Fotografia, video e 
web, Postmedia books, 2014.

«An open work deals with the task of giving us an image of 
discontinuity: it does not narrate it; it is it.»

Umberto Eco

Since the coming of image technologies (and 
particularly with photography, video, and the Web) 
contemporary culture has lost control over images, 
which became more and more independent from 
their author. Luca Panaro formulates his thesis by 
reinterpreting the works of theorists (Susan Sontag, 
Walter Benjamin, Vilém Flusser), writers (Luigi 
Pirandello, Italo Calvino, Penelope Lively), even film 
directors (Buster Keaton, Michelangelo Antonioni, Wayne 
Wang), and finally contemporary artists (Franco Vaccari, 
Douglas Gordon and Philippe Parreno, Wolfgang Staehle, 
Roberto Cuoghi, Carlo Zanni, Eva and Franco Mattes).
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The profound spiritual, cultural and 
philosophical uncertainness of the twentieth 
century has influenced many artists, driving 
them to meditate on the role of man within a 
universe that appears ever more chaotic and 
no longer ruled by reason as was believed in 
the culture of the past. The lack of control 
and the abandonment to chance have had 
an important role in various artistic currents 
in the last century. It is enough to think of 
Dadaism, Surrealism, but also many later 
trends such as the action painting of Jackson 
Pollock and his spontaneous technique, or 
Informal painting in all its variations.

Probably a better acceptance of chance 
within a work of art can be seen in the 
1960s and 1970s, when artists began to use 
optical technologies such as photographic 
equipment and video cameras with a certain 
frequency and in a «conceptual» way. These 
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cameras are not used as a pure extension 
and enhancement of the human faculty, but 
as autonomous instruments. In those years 
Franco Vaccari maintained that during a shoot 
«everything happens as if the camera was an 
unconscious fragment in action,»1 thus «it 
doesn’t matter if the photographer knows how 
to see, the camera sees for him.»2

By the end of the first half of the twentieth 
century, Walter Benjamin had noticed that 
there was «another nature which speaks to 
the camera as compared to the eye. “Other” 
above all in the sense that a space informed 
by human consciousness gives way to a 
space informed by the unconscious.»3 But 
the changes introduced in the twentieth 
century by the advent of the machine (not 
just the producer of images) had already 
been remarked upon some years earlier by 
Luigi Pirandello in The Notebooks of Serafino 
Gubbio, Cinematograph Operator (1925).4 In 
this novel the narrator, and also protagonist of 
the story, carves out for himself a role of mere 
spectator: for Serafino, to be an operator does 

1 Franco Vaccari, 
Fotografia e inconscio 
tecnologico [1st ed. 
1979], Einaudi: Torino, 
2011, p. 5.

2 Ibid., p. 43.

3 Walter Benjamin, 
Das Kunstwerk im 
Zeitalter seiner 
technischen 
Reproduzierbarkeit, 
Suhrkamp Verlag: 
Frankfurt am Main, 
1955. [The Work 
of Art in the Age of 
Its Technological 
Reproducibility, and 
Other Writings on 
Media, transl. Brigid 
Doherty et al., Harvard 
University Press, 
2008.]

4 Luigi Pirandello, 
Quaderni di Serafino 
Gubbio operatore 
[1st ed. 1925], 
Oscar Mondadori: 
Milano, 1997. [Shoot! 
The Notebooks of 
Serafino Gubbio, 
Cinematograph 
Operator, Dodo Press, 
2008.]
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not mean to «operate» but to impassively 
turn the crank. By now even a trained monkey 
could master the machine, as Buster Keaton 
showed a few years later in the film The 
Cameraman (1928, pic.1). Pirandello’s 
character identifies himself completely in the 
device of the camera, to the point where he is 
reduced to a mere instrument of its function – 
«I ceased to be Gubbio and became a hand»5 
– thus anticipating by several decades Andy 
Warhol’s desire, expressed in his famous 
words: «I want to be a machine.»6 The loss 
of control by man over the machine is also 
evident in the famous film Blow-up (1966) by 
Michelangelo Antonioni (pic.2), where the 
protagonist – a fashion photographer played 
by David Hemmings and probably inspired 
by the British artist David Bailey – becomes 
aware of having photographed a fatal scene 
only after having developed the film and made 
repeated enlargements to obtain a clearer 
picture. As noted by Susan Sontag about such 
episodes, we find that «Photographs don’t 
seem deeply beholden to the intentions of 
an artist. Rather, they owe their existence to 

1. Buster Keaton, Edward 
Sedgwick, The Cameraman 
(1928).

2. Michelangelo Antonioni, 
Blow Up (1966).

5 Ibid.

6 “Andy Warhol. 
Interview with 
Gene Swenson,” Art 
News, 1963. http://
www.berk-edu.
com/VisualStudies/
readingList/03c_
warhol-swenson-
interview.pdf

http://www.berk-edu.com/VisualStudies/readingList/03c_warhol-swenson-interview.pdf
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a loose cooperation (quasi-magical, quasi-
accidental) between photographer and 
subject – mediated by an ever simpler and 
more automated machine, which is tireless, 
and which even when capricious can produce 
a result that is interesting and never entirely 
wrong.»7

Also for artist Alessandra Spranzi photography 
is «something that has happened in spite of 
us, beyond our expectations […]. Something 
invisible is made visible, photography 
functions as a medium, acts as an 
intermediary between two worlds, captures, 
records what escapes from under our nose. 
The spirit of the things stays there, trapped 
in the photographs.»8 For Spranzi the loss 
of control over the creative act must be 
welcomed and sustained, «laissez-faire is a 
technique, or an art, that contrasts with doing, 
at the end of a project. Chance helps the 
processes of knowledge and revelation to get 
moving»9 (pic.3). Then, as Roland Barthes 
wrote: «The Photographer’s “second sight” 
does not consist in “seeing” but in being 

7 Susan Sontag, On 
Photography, Penguin 
Books: New York, 1977.

8 Luca Panaro, 
Conversazioni 
sull’immagine, Danilo 
Montanari Editore: 
Ravenna, 2013, p. 35.

9 Ibid., p. 38.

3. Alessandra Spranzi, 
Rabdomante (Selvatico o 
colui che si salva) (2008).
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there.»10 This means adopting 
an obsessive behavior when 
shooting, like the one chosen 
initially by Antonino Paraggi in a 
story by Italo Calvino: «the only 
coherent way to act is to snap 
at least one photo a minute, 
from the instant he opens his 
eyes in the morning to when he 
goes to sleep. This is the only 
way that the rolls of exposed 
film will represent a faithful 
dairy of our days, with nothing 
left out.»11 The American artist 
Douglas Huebler (b. 1924 – d. 
1997) seems to have thought 
the same thing when in 1971 
he began a work that was 
interrupted only by his death. 

With Variable Piece #70 (In Process) Global, 
otherwise known as Everyone Alive, the artist 
set himself an impossible task: to photograph 
everyone alive. Huebler did not carry out a 
census, he photographed people in the street 
at random (pic.4).

10 Roland Barthes, La 
chambre claire. Note 
sur la photographie, 
Cahiers du Cinéma, 
Éditions Gallimard 
Seuil: Paris, 1980. 
[Camera Lucida: 
Reflections on 
Photography, transl. 
Richard Howard, 
Vintage Classics, 
1993.]

11 Italo Calvino, 
L’avventura di un 
fotografo, in Gli 
amori difficili [1st ed. 
1955], Mondadori: 
Milano, 1997, p. 53. 
[The Adventure of a 
Photographer, in Art 
On Paper March/April 
2008, p. 43.] See: 
"L’incontenibile delirio 
di Antonino Paraggi", 
in Claudio Marra, Forse 
in una fotografia. 
Teorie e poetiche fino 
al digitale, Clueb: 
Bologna, 2002, pp. 
185-196.

4. Douglas Huebler, Variable 
Piece no. 4 New York City 
(1968).
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Sometimes then being present is enough, 
the stylistic talent is put aside to extol 
the virtues of the machine. In fact, Calvino 
defines Paraggi as a «non-photographer,» 
a «non- procreative.» In the desire to 
photograph everything one can foresee a 
strong project, such as the one put in place in 
1969 by the Argentinian artist David Lamelas 
(b. 1946) in Gente di Milano. Lamelas placed 
his photographic device on a street corner 
to realize a series of photographs that are 
all alike, given that they were taken at an 
interval of two minutes one from the other 
(pic.5).

The same idea is taken up in the film 
Smoke (Wayne Wang, 1995), 12 where the 
protagonist, Auggie, played by Harvey Keitel, 
has taken four thousand photographs of 
the same place, the corner between Third 
Street and Seventh Street, every day at 
eight o’clock in the morning (pic.6). Four 
thousand straight days in all kinds of weather. 
«That’s why I can never take a vacation. 

5. David Lamelas, Gente di 
Milano (1969).

6. Wayne Wang, Smoke 
(1995).

12 The film is based 
on Auggie Wren’s 
Christmas Story by 
Paul Auster, published 
in The New York Times, 
Christmas 1990.
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I’ve got to be in my spot every morning. 
Every morning in the same spot at the same 
time… It’s my project. What you’d call my 
life’s work. It is the documentation of my 
corner.»13 The photographs realized by the 
film’s protagonist, such as those of Lamelas, 
are all the same but each one is different 
from the other: «they’re all the same, but 
each one is different from every other one. 
You’ve got your bright mornings and your dark 
mornings. You’ve got your summer light and 
your autumn light. You’ve got your weekdays 
and your weekends. You’ve got your people in 
overcoats and galoshes, and you’ve got your 
people in T-shirts and shorts. Sometimes the 
same people, sometimes different ones… And 
sometimes the different ones become the 
same, and the same ones disappear.»14

So the challenge for the photographer is 
to «leave it» to the machine, because, as 
writes Vilém Flusser, «The imagination of the 
camera is greater than that of every single 
photographer and that of all photographers 
put together.»15

13 Transcription from 
the film. 

14 Ibid.

15 Vilém Flusser, Für 
eine Philosophie der 
Fotografie, European 
Photography Andreas 
Müller-Pohle: 
Göttingen, 1983. 
[Towards a Philosophy 
of Photography, 
Reaktion Books: 
London, 2000, p. 36.]
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This reasoning seems to advance a 
revaluation of the beginner, the person 
who uses the machine in an amateur 
way, for pleasure, pursuing a project 
without any expectation. «In the field of 
photographic practice, it is the amateur who 
is the assumption of the professional: for 
it is he who stands closer to the noeme of 
Photography.»16 For Barthes, the inimitable 
trait of this medium (its noeme) consists 
of «was», that is the testimonial power to 
have seen the referent, the person or the 
thing that was put in front of the lens. On 
the other hand for Mario Costa the profound 
intention of the photograph «is not that of 
showing a referent that has been but to show 
an image of what is and what will continue 
to be.»17 However, it is only the camera that 
can do this documentation, therefore the 
one who operates it can but witness the 
«magic» of which the machine is capable. 
Jean Baudrillard spoke in this regard of «the 
irony of the technology,» claiming that «at 
the peak of our technological performance 

16 Roland Barthes, op. 
cit.

17 Mario Costa, Della 
fotografia senza 
soggetto. Per una 
teoria dell’oggetto 
tecnologico, Costa & 
Nolan: Genova-Milano, 
1997, p. 45.
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the irresistible impression remains that 
something eludes us […]. All our technologies 
might, therefore, be said to be the instrument 
of a world which we believe we rule, whereas 
in fact the world is using this machinery 
to impose itself, and we are merely the 
operators.»18

In the novel The Photograph by Penelope 
Lively,19 the entire storyline constructed 
by the English writer revolves around a 
photograph found unexpectedly by landscape 
historian Glyn Peters, while rummaging in his 
personal archive in search of a newspaper 
article. But the photograph that comes into 
his hands is not like those that he usually 
studies for work, discovering centuries-old 
cultural layers. The image he finds is of his 
wife, Kath, who had died some years earlier. 
So far there is nothing unusual, except that 
his wife is portrayed walking with Nick, the 
husband of his sister, who is warmly holding 
her hand. Why did I find this photo? He asks 
himself. When was it taken? Who took it? Why 
is my wife hand in hand with my brother-

18 Jean Baudrillard, 
Le crime parfait, 
Éditions Galilée: Paris, 
1995. [The Perfect 
Crime. The Irony of 
Technology, transl. 
Chris Turner, Verso: 
London-New York, 
1996, p. 71.]

19 Penelope Lively, 
The Photograph, Key 
Porter Books: Toronto, 
2003.
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in-law? Was there anything between them 
or was it just a joke? Did Kath have other 
lovers? These are the questions that jump 
to Glyn’s mind, who immediately forgets the 
document he was searching for before the 
discovery of the indelible proof of treason. 
Now the most important document is the 
photograph that he has in his hand, he 
must apply all his talent to reconstruct that 
event, that scene immortalized by the tell-
tale snapshot. Since the discovery of the 
photograph Glyn’s life has changed, he is 
filled with the ghosts of his past, the man 
found that he had to redefine his affections 
and in particular his relationship with his 
wife. This time-travel by photograph induces 
the protagonist of the novel to meet all the 
players from his past that the image had made 
re-emerge so violently. Oliver for example, 
the photographer. «Why did you photograph 
them?» Glyn asks him with a peremptory tone. 
«Listen, I didn’t even realize until I had them 
developed. I only snapped the photo of the 
group, that was standing there chatting.»20 
Oliver’s answer makes us think again about 20 Ibid., p. 114.
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how the photograph disregards its author, to 
such an extent that it reveals itself only after 
it is taken.

Bringing these reflections back to the art 
world, we come to discover how the function 
of the artist has profoundly changed since 
the advent of visual technologies, its role 
no longer corresponds to the expression of 
one’s inner self, but to «put into shape, each 
time in a unique way, the techno-logic of the 
device.»21 The task of the critic, however, 
should be that which highlights man’s effort 
to master the instrument, or alternatively, 
to emphasize how the technology aims at 
becoming autonomous of the author. This 
essay is aimed at exploring the second 
possibility, placing greater emphasis on the 
lack of control in the creative process and the 
astonishment that springs from it. 

21 Mario Costa, op. 
cit., p. 94.
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In 1963 Ethel Scull, wife of a New York tycoon, 
asked Andy Warhol (b. 1928 – d. 1987) to 
take a portrait of her, but the artist, instead 
of inviting her to his studio as you would 
expect in these circumstances, asked her to 
pose inside a photo booth in Times Square 

(pic.7); «Ethel strokes 
herself, she makes 
faces, she shows her 
teeth, she touches her 
chin, she tidies her 
hair and she strangles 
herself. She poses for 
more than a hundred 
shots showing herself in 
a wide range of moods, 
thoughtful, exuberant, 
seductive, pretty, 

smiling.»22 This is only one of the attempts 
by Warhol to turn himself into a machine, thus 

22 The quote is from 
David Bourdon, Warhol, 
Harry N. Abrams, Inc.: 
New York, 1989, pp. 
158-160.

7. Andy Warhol, Ethel Scull 
Thirty-Six Times (1963).
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satisfying the desire to delegate completely 
his creative gesture to the automatic device.

From that year on until his death in 1987, 
Warhol made over a hundred films, as if to 
give continuity to the flow of images that the 
photo booth had given him. Cinema became 
very important part of the activity of the 
artist, pushing him to the point where in 
1965 he announced his intention to «retire» 
from painting and dedicate himself entirely 
to film production.23 Warhol shot his first 
films with an actor posing in the same 
position for many hours: Sleep and Eat, from 
1963, show everyday actions and situations 
such as sleeping and eating. Empire, from 
1964, was shot from a camera fixed to the 
famous New York skyscraper from eight in the 
evening until half past two in the morning. 
The principal characteristics of the Warhol 
films are the complete absence of narration 
and the coincidence of film time with real 
time. The artist does not intervene in the 
choice of the subject, he abandons himself 
completely to that of the machine that he 

23 Alberto Boatto, 
“Mangiare e dormire 
al cinema. I film 
underground di 
Warhol,” Art Dossier 
no. 105, October 1995, 
pp. 44-45.
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dreamed of becoming, losing control over 
the work and its fruition. Warhol indeed had 
always thought that watching a very slow film 
such as his could be likened to looking out of 
the window for a long time, a solitary activity, 
sometimes interrupted by other thoughts or 
images generated in the mind of the observer. 
Thus, the device replaces the human eye, 
and technology mediates one's fruition of the 
outside world, but in a way that retraces its 
slowness and boredom, compared with the 
rapid narration characteristic of feature films.

A face to face dialogue between camera and 
subject, with the author taking a back seat, 
will also be at the center of all the research of 
Franco Vaccari (b. 1936), in whose works the 
artist has always favored the abandonment 
to chance, rejecting any predictable result.24 
In the photographic series Isola di Wight 
(1970), although the images show a good 
formal quality, they were taken by shooting 
right and left every hundred meters, without 
pointing the camera at predefined subjects. 
A few years later, taking this method to the 

24 Luca Panaro, 
L’occultamento 
dell’autore. La ricerca 
artistica di Franco 
Vaccari, Apm Edizioni: 
Carpi, 2007.
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extreme, Vaccari realized that it would be 
sufficient to conceal himself as author to 
create a reversal of the normal rules related 
to the artistic function, creating unexpected 
forms of relationship. In Leave on the Walls 
a Photographic Trace of Your Fleeting Visit 
(1972), the artist exhibited a photo booth 
in a gallery dedicated to him at the Venice 
Biennale, then he limited himself to starting 
the process, by himself taking the first 
passport photo, with no further intervention. 
With this work, Vaccari was ready to take the 
«risk,» and the installation did indeed present 
itself as a gamble, without any possibility of 
control. The artist claimed that the galleries 
seemed «to fulfil the function of “niches of 
reassurance,” where one can be sure that 
nothing would ever happen. What interests 
me instead,» continues Vaccari, «is that the 
environments where I work are places where 
things really happen and the “after” is really 
different from the “before”.»25 At the end of 
the exhibition at the Venice Biennale there 
were more than six thousand images. This 
work by Vaccari, unlike that of Warhol, has 

25 The quote is from 
Nicoletta Leonardi 
(ed.), Feedback. Scritti 
su e di Franco Vaccari, 
Postmedia Books: 
Milan, 2007, p. 112. 
Originally published in 
G7 Studio, November 
1976, p. 18.
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the merit of having completely supported 
the autonomy of the machine, resisting 
the temptation to return to the classical 
behavioral logic of the painting.
Since 1969, Vaccari has defined some of 
his works with the expression «real-time 
exposure» (the one in Venice was number 4), 
a term that introduces a new behavior with 
respect to the Happenings or Performances 
that were in vogue at the time. These latter 
expressions of performance obey a precise 
program that is rigidly predetermined, 
however, the exposures in real time provide 
a feedback that works «like a growing 
organism that interacts with all aspects of 
the environment in which it is placed.»26 
The response of the visitor is unpredictable, 
something that the artist cannot plan, thus 
the exhibition will reserve many surprises 
during its realization. In some cases, only 
years after did Vaccari recognize some of 
the leading figures of the art world who had 
entered into the photo booth at the Venice 
Biennale, demonstrating how the machine 
is capable of generating highly personal 26 Ibid., p. 111.



B
ul

le
ti

n 
4

Chance and control. Photography, video and the web — Part I 1.	 20

portraits without the 
knowledge of their 
operator.

Following the success 
of the Venetian 
exhibition, Vaccari had 
at his disposal about a 
thousand photo booths 
distributed around the 
country. In Photomatic 
d’Italia (1972-1974) the 
devices were operating 
24 hours a day at 

busy pedestrian locations in several cities 
(pic.8); whoever accepted the game could 
for a moment autonomously manage a private 
space immersed in a public space, in which 
«it was possible to unleash your desires and 
dreams.» On every cabin in Italy the artist 
had had a poster put up which read «For his 
next film Franco Vaccari is looking for new 
expressive faces of all ages. To participate 
in the selection photograph yourself in this 
machine, and insert your photograph with 

8. Franco Vaccari, 
Photomatic d'Italia (1972-
1974).
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your name and address on the back into the 
slot outside of the cabin.» A large number 
of images arrived, depicting people in poses 
completely outside the control of the artist, 
but in accordance with the aesthetic taste of 
the time. This casting on a national scale gave 
rise to Film disseminato (Fragmented Film) 
(1973-1976), an unedited work simply made 
up of the individual passport photographs left 
by the improvised actors, who could only see 
their part of the film.

These works by Vaccari were immediately 
distinguished by a focus on spontaneous 
communication and involvement of a 
participating public. This feature denotes a 
certain proximity of the artist with that which 
will be defined as Relational Art27 and with 
virtual interaction, to which Web 2.0 has 
accustomed us today and that is the set of 
online applications that allow a marked level 
of reciprocity between the Website and the 
user (blog, forum, chat, Wikipedia, Facebook, 
YouTube, Twitter, Instagram, etc.).28 Vaccari 
has continued to feed his photographic 

27 This category includes 
all forms of artistic 
expression that, since 
the 1990s, are manifested 
through the notions of 
interactivity, friendliness, 
and that which fosters 
relations between 
individuals. See: Nicolas 
Bourriaud, Relational 
Aesthetics, Les presses 
du réel: Paris-Dijon, 1998.

28 From 21st June 1996 to 
21st January 1997, Franco 
Vaccari invited the artists 
connected to the Internet 
to participate in the 
project Atelier d’artista 
(Artists’ studio), on the 
occasion of an exhibition 
held at Casa del Giorgione 
in Castelfranco Veneto, 
Italy. The novelty of the 
initiative was to focus 
attention on the lives of 
artists, their work places, 
rather than on their 
works. Each artist could 
send to Vaccari’s email 
address a photograph or a 
video of their studio.
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devices with thousands of faces, however 
rarely does he propose the whole exhibition 
in real time that he carried out in the 1960s. 
In 2007, he presented a version made 
specifically to be placed temporarily at the 
entrance to the Palazzina dei Giardini, the 
home of the Galleria Civica di Modena. In 
this exhibition, entitled C’ero anch’io (I was 
there too), by going into a photo booth the 
visitor could obtain two series of images, 
one in color and the other in black and white, 
both identified with the occasion, place and 
date. The first was to be placed in an urn, 
allowing the visitor to leave in the gallery «a 
photographic trace of their passage,» the 
other was given to the person concerned as a 
certificate of participation in the exhibition.29 
In 2010, on the occasion of the Gwangju 
Biennale (South Korea),30 Vaccari proposed 
an installation similar to the one from the 
1970s, with surprising results in terms of 
audience participation (pic.9).

If Warhol and Vaccari have explored the 
degree of freedom resulting from the 

9. Franco Vaccari, Gwangju 
Biennale (2010).

29 The real-time 
exhibition number 
37, C’ero anch’io (I 
was there too), was 
realized during the 
exhibition Franco 
Vaccari. Opere 1955-
1975 (Franco Vaccari. 
Works 1955-1975), 
curated by Luca 
Panaro and Roberta 
Russo at Galleria 
Civica and Fotomuseo 
Giuseppe Panini, 
Modena, 2 December 
2007 – 2 March 2008.

30 8th edition of the 
Gwangju Biennale, 
10,000 Lives, curated 
by Massimiliano Gioni, 
3 September – 7 
November 2010.
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spontaneous relationship between a subject 
and a camera, in the work of Douglas Gordon 
(b. 1966) and Philippe Parreno (b. 1964), 
Zidane: A 21st Century Portrait (2006),31 
everything is rigidly programmed, the loss of 
control over the image is not sought by the 
two artists, but occurs as a result of the live 
filming and the impossibility of repeating the 
action. In common with Warhol's experimental 
films and Vaccari’s Film disseminato, this work 
by Gordon and Parreno has no narrative and 
is filmed in real-time, despite the months of 
editing that were required to obtain the final 
version of the film. The original idea is to 
make a portrait of the twenty-first century, 
a video that follows just one actor, as in the 
film by Hellmuth Costard, Football As Never 
Before (1970), in which George Best was 
followed during the match by eight 16mm film 
cameras (pic.10). Visually the reference to 
this film is strong, but Gordon and Parreno 
claim to have been inspired by Warhol’s film 
Most Beautiful Woman (1964-1966), in which 
the artist asks some models to stare into the 
camera without blinking, until the tears run. 

10. Hellmuth Costard, 
Football as Never Before 
(1970).

31 The film Zidane: A 
21st century portrait 
is available from the 
studio Artificial Eye. 
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«It is a very emotional video, it clearly shows 
how hard it is to be an image, how a normal 
person becomes an icon,» said Philippe 
Parreno.32

Zidane: A 21st Century Portrait is the portrait 
of a footballer, Zinedine Zidane, filmed by 
17 cameras during the game Real Madrid vs. 
Villareal, played in the Bernabéu stadium in 
Madrid on the 23rd April 2005 (pic.11). The 
images show Zidane on the field, who moves 
like a water dowser in search of the ball. The 
two artists directing the film initially try close-
ups, but often limit themselves to a wider 
view, in which Zidane seems to dance without 
ever losing concentration on the game. 
Despite being under the eyes of the public and 
the cameras, the French-Algerian star seems 
to play alone, caught in all his exertion. The 
film was conceived as an up-to-date version 
of a historical portrait, the artists Gordon and 
Perreno were indeed inspired by the portraits 
of kings, princes, leaders and generals painted 
by Goya, Velázquez or El Greco exhibited in 
the Museo del Prado in Madrid.

32 The quotation 
is taken from an 
interview between 
Ilaria Bonacossa and 
Philippe Parreno, 
published in the 
International version 
of Label Magazine, 
The Bed Issue no. 23, 
2006.

11. Douglas Gordon, 
Philippe Parreno, Zidane: 
A 21st Century Portrait 
(2006).



B
ul

le
ti

n 
4

Chance and control. Photography, video and the web — Part I 1.	 25

However, this video is interesting for the 
purposes of our discussion, more than 
anything for what happens a few minutes 
before full time, that is the red card shown to 
our hero. Zidane accepts it without getting 
upset, he unbandages his wrist and takes 
his shirt out from his shorts. The protagonist 
of the film is sent off. A surprise ending that 
no one could have anticipated, despite the 
control orchestrated to make the footballer 
into history. «At the end what we got was 
nothing like what we had expected»33 said 
the artists. Zidane leaves the scene, however, 
to the applause of the public who stood up 
to hail him. It could have been worse, if the 
expulsion had happened before half time the 
work of the artists would have been badly 
damaged.

«The idea was to play a match and to see what 
would happen» said Zidane, «if something odd 
had happened or if I were injured the game 
would have been over.»34 The acceptance 
of chance seems to be the real strong point 
of the film, the unpredictable was in some 

33 Ibid. 

34 The statement 
by Zidane is taken 
from an interview 
by Frédéric Hermel 
contained in the dvd 
Zidane. Un ritratto del 
XXI secolo. 
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way considered by the protagonist. The 
resulting portrait later showed itself as a 
premonition of what happened the following 
year in Berlin during the World Cup final in 
2006. Zidane, yet again, in an evening that 
he could have celebrated as a hero of French 
football, left the field with his head bowed 
in the fifth minute of extra time. Sent off for 
the historic head butt of the Italian footballer 
Marco Materazzi, an event immortalized in 
a bronze sculpture by the Algerian artist 
Adel Abdessemed (Coup de tete, 2011-2012). 
However, the red card of that evening would 
be his last, Zidane had already decided to 
finish his sporting career with that match.

This art paper continues next month on 
Bulletin 5
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