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Football 

THE TEAM USING A PACK OF CARDS 
- AND NOT FOLDING LIKE CHELSEA
AS Velasca are an 
amateur team playing 
in the ninth tier of 
Italian football. They 
were founded in 2015 
by Wolfgang Natlacen, 
an artist. Natlacen 
produces egg-shaped 
funerary urns, for the 
storing of ashes, 
among other projects. 
And his club, a ten-
minute walk from 
Milan’s San Siro 

Stadium, are most 
definitely a project. A 
different artist designs 
the kit each season — 
the present one is the 
work of sculptor Nada 
Pivetta — and 
Natlacen’s mission is to 
meld the worlds of 
sport and art.

Velasca could not 
have started lower — 
they are at the last step 
of the pyramid from 

which it is possible to 
reach Serie A – but 
even so, Natlacen 
thought that this 
season his players 
have not been getting 
enough enjoyment 
from the game. So he 
came up with a plan. 
Last Sunday, against 
Vighi 1967, he decided 
that the entire game 
should be played using 
Brian Eno and Peter 
Schmidt’s Oblique 
Strategies.

In 1975, Eno and 
Schmidt came up with 
a deck of cards 

offering suggestions 
designed to cure 
artistic block. 
Examples include, 
“Listen to the quiet 
voice” and “Give way 
to your worst impulse”. 
As a musician, Eno 
directed many 
commands towards 
the recording studio: 
“Imagine the music as 
a moving chain or 
caterpillar.” He used 
them during the 
recording of David 
Bowie’s three albums 
from Berlin, Low, 
Heroes and Lodger. 

Coldplay and David 
Byrne of Talking Heads 
were also fans.

During a football 
match, not so much. 
One of the strategies 
reads, “Give the game 
away.” Unhelpful. 
Anyway, Natlacen 
assembled the deck of 
103 cards and, every 
five minutes, 
presented it to his 
manager to select one. 
This resulted in the 
instruction “Don’t build 
a wall, build a brick” 
coming out just before 
an opposition free kick. 

Eno’s card-
based 
method for 
promoting 
creativity, 
“Oblique 
Strategies”, 
was used by 
the Italian 
amateur 
side Velasca 
in their 
entertaining 
match 
against 
Vighi last 
Sunday 

Vighi hit the bar. Other 
picks included, “What 
would your best friend 
do?” — shouted at the 
referee after a harsh 
call — and “Throw the 
best thing away”. 
Velasca lost 2-1 – Vighi 
are 27 points superior 
this season – but 
Natlacen insists their 
goal was the best they 
have scored all year 
and their performance 
the strongest this term.

It won’t catch on, but
it may explain some of 
the decision-making at 
Chelsea.

Soullessness of the Messi project 
at PSG shows City’s real success is 
in giving fans a sense of belonging 

Martin Samuel
The voice of sport

A LEAGUE OF VESTED INTERESTS

Proof, if any were 
needed, has emerged 
that international 
football is becoming an 
unwieldy, complex 
mess. 

The newly minted 
women’s Uefa Nations 
League is going to 
provide the two 
remaining qualifying 
spots at the 2024 Paris 
Olympics.

Yet England’s 
qualifying group 
includes Scotland. If 
either country 
progressed, it would 
then compete as part 
of Team GB, with a 
squad that could 
include players from 

the eliminated nation. 
So a player could be

knocked out, yet stay in 
– indeed a player could 
have a vested interest 
in her own team losing 
if she stood a chance of 
being picked by the 
opposition. 

Either a different 
method of qualifying 
should be found, or 
one home nation alone 
should play under the 
flag of Team GB. 

This risks corrupting
the competition.

Lionel Messi’s numbers for Paris 
Saint-Germain this season are not 
actually bad. He leads the Ligue 1 
table for assists with 15 — four ahead 
of second-placed Neymar — he’s the 
eighth-top goalscorer with 15, and his 
combined total for goals and assists 
in the Champions League puts him in 
the top five, despite PSG’s exit in the 
round of 16. Plus he won the World 
Cup. For club and country in 2022-23 
he has 41 goals in 50 matches.

So to have 400 angry ultras 
outside the club headquarters 
demanding his dismissal over an 
unauthorised trip to Saudi Arabia 
must have come as a shock. Same 
with Neymar, except the protests 
took place outside his home. It seems 
the galactico era is over in Paris, 
despite a five-point lead at the top 
and probably a fifth title in six 
seasons, which is what Manchester 
City are going for over here.

Yet, while PSG’s success has 
turned toxic, only the most blinkered 
see City as a soulless vanity project. 
They have their problems, obviously, 
with Premier League charges 
hanging over them, but Pep 
Guardiola has very much built a 
team, and the executives a modern, 
forward-facing club. Indeed, even if 
City had bought Messi it would still 
have been viewed as a planned 
strategy, cleverly reuniting him with 

Guardiola, the dream team back 
together again. It’s different at PSG. 
The Messi-Neymar-Kylian Mbappé 
triumvirate has been met with 
scepticism, as geopolitics linked to 
Qatar 2022 and soft global power. 

In many ways, PSG’s descent into
antagonism and disarray shows how 
smartly constructed the City project 
has been. City’s fans still think they 
follow a club like the one they used to 
know, but now with money and 
success. There is a sense of belonging 
that is missing at PSG. It is why the 
supporters are chasing a living legend
out of the club.

This is about more than a recent 
dip in form, or even a perennial 
failure to win the Champions League. 
There are plenty of fine clubs that 
have fallen short there. The modern 
City, Arsenal, Atletico Madrid, Roma, 
none have been champions of 
Europe. PSG reached the final in 
2020, during the Covid lockdown — a 
strange match, in strange times — 
losing to Bayern Munich by a goal. 

So what rankles is not the failure,
but its manner. PSG are not a club set 
up to conquer Europe. They are not 
balanced, or stable. They are Real 
Madrid in 2003, after the sale of 
Claude Makélélé to Chelsea; another 
galactico scheme that fell short on 
Europe’s grand stage until 
equilibrium was restored.

Real were the champions of 
Europe in 2002, with Makélélé the 
defensive heart of a diamond 
midfield. They topped both of their 
early-round groups and eliminated 
Bayern and Barcelona on the way. 
Then the club bought David Beckham 
and rejected Makélélé’s requests for 
an improved contract. This was the 
full-blown galactico era and Real did 
not appear in another final until 
2014, when Sami Khedira and Luka 

Modric gave the midfield a stability 
that previous editions had lacked. 
Similar frustration surrounds PSG. 
They are set up, not as a team, but as 
a fantasy XI. 

When Argentina and France 
contested the World Cup final in 
Doha, the Qataris got all they wished 
for. Whoever won, through Messi or 
Mbappé, they could claim 
ownership. Yet PSG supporters do 
not care for that, do not care for 
Messi on stage in a bisht robe. They 
want a real club and a real team — 
and, for all their domestic success, 
feel they have neither. That is the 
opposite to what has been built at 
City, or even to what is being created 
at Newcastle United. There is no local 
sense of ownership.

And there should be. Much is 
made of the hotbeds of urban talent 
in England — Merseyside, south 
London, the North East — yet there is 
no production line greater than the 
working-class outskirts of Paris.

Mbappé is from the northeastern
suburbs, as are William Saliba and 
Randal Kolo Muani. In the past year 
France has called up 15 players from 
Paris or its suburbs yet only five of 
them came through PSG’s youth 
system. PSG, of all clubs, should not 
be relying on lavish imports.

Messi was supposed to be apart 
from that, supposedly humble 
enough to be a team man, first and 
always. The unauthorised trip to 
Saudi Arabia, for which he was 
suspended for two weeks, sparking 
this schism, has exposed the myth. 
Messi has been revealed as little 
different to Cristiano Ronaldo, 
cashing in at the end of his career. So 
he’s not alone, but it isn’t what PSG, 
or their supporters, need. They wish 
to be a real club: a little less bling, a 
little more City.

The problem with TV 
rights at the women’s 
World Cup is simply 
one of economic 
reality. Fifa puts up the 
prize money by 300 
per cent and expects 
broadcasters to foot 
that bill. Broadcasters, 
rightly – particularly 
those with public 
funding like the BBC — 
do not see Fifa’s 
largesse as their 
problem. And some 
have lowballed, true. 
Even so, you can’t buy a 
round with somebody 
else’s money.
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‘PSG’s success 
has turned toxic,
but only the 
most blinkered 
see City as vain’

It seems a pity if a 
player as gifted as Jude 
Bellingham is lost to 
English club football. 
Yet if Manchester City 
were going to benefit 
from his signature, as 
seemed likely, maybe it 
is better if he chooses 
Real Madrid. City are 
going to be hard 
enough to catch as it is 
next season. Recruit 
Bellingham and the 
Premier League may 
have had to consider a 
draft system.

PEP AND JUDE SHOW 
WOULD BE TOO MUCH

TOMORROW
Read Martin Samuel’s 
football column in 
The Times

Wolfgang Natlacen


