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A Note on Terminology

Throughout the course of this book, I have used the word ‘tactics’ as a catch-all term that includes both broader tactical strategy – what a team is generally trying to do with and without the ball – and the details of this strategy – the specific mechanisms through which a team realises its strategy on the pitch. While I did consider making this distinction in the book by referring to ‘strategy’ and ‘tactics’, English usage has dictated that both concepts are referred to by the more generic term and so to avoid an idiomatic clunkiness which I felt didn’t serve the reader, I have stuck with the convention of using ‘tactics’ to cover both. When reading, it is advised that you bear in mind that ‘tactics’ can function as a shorthand for ‘tactical system’ as much as it can refer to ‘tactics’ proper.



Introduction

A spectre is haunting Europe – the spectre of Pep Guardiola.

For most of Guardiola’s career, this haunting took the form of a ghostly presence. The signs were everywhere. If you flicked on a television and found a game of football, the longer you watched, the more you would become aware of another agency at work behind the scenes, no matter who was playing. Here, an inverted full-back. There, an eye-watering high line. At this moment, an emerging positional advantage. And as you squinted at the screen, the pitch shimmered and swirled, and you were transported beyond the limits of the four white lines. The colours merged and eddied. For a moment you might have thought you’d caught a glimpse of an ephemeral figure in the periphery of your vision, suited, booted, arms waving, directing his players towards a crescendo of passes and a cascade of movement. If you watched the screen long enough, the threads of causality would eventually converge onto a singular point. A man.

His influence was undeniable. They couldn’t stop telling you about it. Fabio Capello, who has managed some of the most elite teams in Europe, described the ‘Guardiola era’ as ‘one of the three greatest legacies in the modern history of football’1 after the Dutch school and Arrigo Sacchi’s AC Milan. Or maybe you would prefer to hear it from Bruno Fernandes, the captain of Manchester United? For him, ‘Pep Guardiola is the best coach in the world. Period. He is the coach who has changed football the most. Everyone wants to be Pep; there’s no need to hide that. All teams, everyone tries to play like Manchester City and tries to find the dynamics they have due to their success.’2 Former England manager Gareth Southgate puts it more succinctly: ‘Pep has been an innovator. When I watch kids’ football now … I see them playing out from the back.’3

There was something about Pep Guardiola’s approach to football that raised it above the mundane flow of tactical evolution, giving it a prominence over what had gone before it. Xavi Hernández, one of the most important pieces in Guardiola’s famous Barcelona side, described this phenomenon in quasi-religious terms as something which cuts through the usual passage of time. In his words, ‘[Guardiola] has a way of understanding football which is unique. In one way or another, he lets you understand how the play has to progress, and he changed the way of defending by going forward. It’s something different – it’s not from this moment.’4 Not from this moment. And yet, despite this transcendental quality, Guardiola’s tactical approach completely defined the way football tactics were viewed almost as soon as he arrived on the scene. Pundit and former Manchester United player Gary Neville said it best: ‘the way he has infiltrated countries, dominated football but also influenced others … I don’t think I’ve seen anything like it.’5

But, for some, there was a more sinister underbelly to this haunting. Take Lionel Messi, for example. Messi is one of the few living players who could make a claim to be ‘the best footballer of all time’. He owes a big part of his career to Guardiola – even if his success was inevitable regardless – and has come out in praise of the manager who helped catapult him into the limelight, describing him as ‘the best of all’.6 But his admiration is far from uncritical. Speaking on a podcast ahead of the Copa América in 2024, Messi admitted that ‘The Guardiola era has caused a bit of confusion. Everyone wants to play like that now. They tell six- or seven-year-olds to play with two touches, quickly. At that age, what happened to me needs to happen to these kids. We shouldn’t take [away] their spontaneity.’7 For all its success, then, the so-called ‘Guardiola era’ came at a cost. It became the reference point against which all football was compared.

And after all, why not? Why wouldn’t you want to mirror the manager who had defined the era? Why wouldn’t you want to try to recreate his football at every level in a bid to generate the same kinds of successes that he achieved? But, as Messi pointed out, reproductions are rarely as good as the original. As a youngster, the original Messi was not being academy-farmed into a ‘two touches, quickly’ system but was instead given a ‘spontaneity’ which – at least according to his own version of the narrative – was being taken away from children in the present moment. By trying to arrive at footballing perfection, so Messi’s logic seemed to suggest, we had simply arrived at a paint-by-numbers world of cheap imitation in which the need for success came at the cost of the things that drive us to the game in the first place.

As time went by, these narratives accelerated. Few people have expressed the idea of modern football experienced as ‘loss’ as tersely as the Irish journalist Ken Early, who, writing in the aftermath of a single-goal Manchester City win over Chelsea in January 2022, bemoaned the fact that ‘the gap between football as understood and practised by top coaches like Guardiola, and football as understood and experienced by the fans, has never been wider.’8 For Early, this was typified by the recent decline of long-range shots, as coaches – who can see statistically how unlikely it is that a player will score from distance – increasingly discourage them. And so ‘the long-range screamer – arguably the most thrilling sight in football – is being optimised out of the game. Football evolves, while the fans pine for what’s been lost.’9 There it is again. That concept of loss. With the advent of the Pep Guardiola era, so the arguments went, we had started to experience football as loss. The loss of excitement in Early’s ‘death of the long-range screamer’. The loss of player spontaneity. The loss of talents like Jack Grealish, who in the modern game had become a cautionary tale: an ebullient winger at Aston Villa who transferred to Manchester City and subsequently transformed into a workmanlike possession specialist whose life on the pitch seemed devoid of all joy.

And then there came the homogeneity. ‘A robotic game,’ Cesc Fàbregas called it, speaking to Marca. ‘You watch games and you know what is going to happen … and it becomes very monotonous in many teams.’10 Once again, the protagonist here was Guardiola, whose seemingly absolute success had prompted almost every other football manager to attempt a barely concealed imitation. The result? An indistinguishable world of sameness in which both sides attempted to use replica tactics against one another.

And there was one final loss – perhaps the ultimate loss: the loss of competition. Up until the 23/24 season, Manchester City had won six out of the last seven Premier League titles, concluding with a previously unmatched series of four consecutive titles. The journalist and tactical historian Jonathan Wilson noted the tension here: ‘superiority of that kind is unhealthy for a league that has historically prided itself on its competitiveness.’11 By the time that season drew to a close – to reappropriate the old adage variously attributed to Fredric Jameson or Slavoj Žižek – it seemed easier to imagine the end of football than it was to imagine the end of Pep Guardiola.

But almost as soon as this point was reached, it seemed as though Guardiola’s influence began to recede. Where previously, his haunting of the modern game had taken the form of a ubiquitous ghostly presence, slowly but surely the spectre of Pep started to fade away, or at least to take a different form. And as is so often the case, this gradual shift passed many of us by until it announced itself through catastrophe. In the 2024/25 season, Guardiola experienced something previously unseen in his career: an annus horribilis – a disaster year. And although he emerged relatively unscathed, the world that he emerged into seemed somehow different. In fact, he did not win another Premier League title with City before departing in the summer of 2026.

It wasn’t that Guardiola had lost his touch as a coach: if anything, his route through his disastrous period showed that he was worthy of the respect he had earned up to that point. What had changed was that it seemed as though Guardiola’s grip on the tiller had begun to slip. Now, rather than steering the ship, it had begun to feel as though the ship was steering him. Yes, his team were still competitive. But it was as if he was having to relearn how to exist in the world: a strange new world that had replaced the one where he had once held complete dominion. In the wake of this shift, European football found itself being haunted by a very different spectre: the ghost of a Guardiola who is still very much present but who has started to feel increasingly absent in spite of this presence.

This is the story that this book seeks to tell. As such, it might be tempting to view it as a purely biographical endeavour: a story about a real person. But it is not. This is a ghost story.

Of course, every ghost is a shadowy version of a real person. But a ghost has the ability to do something that a real person cannot: it has the ability to be present despite being absent; it has the ability to haunt. In Guardiola’s case, this haunting took the form of a complete revolution in the way that people thought about the sport, whether they liked it or not. Anyone living through the last few decades of European football has been subject to this haunting. We think about the game in a way that is almost impossible to separate from his influence and only now are we starting to extricate ourselves from this experience. In telling the story of the spectre of Pep, then, we are not just interested in the man himself. We are also interested in how his ideas about the game were formed, how they reached their apex, and how they continue to linger, even into the present where their influence begins – perhaps – to diminish.

This is a book about the history of modern football tactics, then. But it is not an exhaustive history. Our focus is on the evolution of the European game, although I have attempted to reference non-European sources where I can. Even within this European emphasis, you may notice that some of the influential coaches from the period remain unacknowledged. In part, this is because our focus is not on the history of modern football as a totality, but the history of Guardiola’s influence upon it. No doubt, there are few parts of the history that remain untouched by this influence. But we do not have to touch on every part to tell the story.

There is also a sense in which I have tried to retain a feeling of incompleteness to reflect the reality of history itself. In many respects, this book can be read as a collection of essays, each of which touches upon an important topic in modern football. Any chapter can be read on its own terms, but together they form layers of sediment through which the full story emerges. I chose this approach because all too often the desire of the historian is to smooth off the rough edges of the narrative to attempt to produce a nice, neat interpretation of the events. For the most part, however, history itself resists this desire for completeness. At points in the text, I explore the topic of historiography, touching on some of the underlying ideas about what it means to tell a faithful story in the first place. The conclusions we reach there are that history seldom takes the form of a coherent, linear narrative, but comprises an often-confusing entanglement of different timelines which interact with one another, making the job of the historian akin to that of the archaeologist: carefully extricating these disparate timelines from one another in a bid to make sense of them. Done well enough, this process will give us the best chance of getting the story right. Now, it may seem counterintuitive to begin from this point of scepticism, but I’m confident that the story I end up telling here is the best I can manage about the history of modern football tactics.

So let’s begin.



Part One:

Things past



Chapter 1

A Brief History of Space

Guardiola creates his own precursors when he borrows the ideas of Johan Cruyff and Louis van Gaal to solve the modern problem of space.

In 1905, the scientific journal Annalen der Physik published four papers that had been submitted by an assistant examiner at the Swiss Patent Office in Bern. Each paper was titled with the brusque matter-of-factness that has become the prevailing style within the rarefied field of academic science. While you wouldn’t expect On the Motion of Small Particles Suspended in a Stationary Liquid as Required by the Molecular Kinetic Theory of Heat to become a bestseller, these four papers – running to a combined fifty-nine pages – would completely revolutionise the fundamental scientific concepts of space, time, mass and energy. For an assistant examiner in a patent office to produce this kind of output across an entire career would have been impressive. To do it all within the space of a year led to these essays being labelled the ‘annus mirabilis papers’ in recognition of just how miraculous an achievement this was on the part of their author, Albert Einstein.

History is littered with these anni mirabiles – miracle years. Within the history of science, Einstein’s 1905 was preceded by Isaac Newton’s 1666: the year the apple (supposedly) fell on his head.1 Across the course of that year, he developed and proved binomial theory, invented calculus and produced a theory of colour for good measure.

And of course, there are years of impressive sporting achievements as well. The cricketer W.G. Grace had his own miracle year in 1871, becoming the first player to go past 2,000 runs in a season (2,739 to be precise – over 1,500 more than Harry Jupp in second place) and picking up ten of the seventeen first-class centuries that were made across that period while he did so. The 2016/17 sporting season is also held up as an annus mirabilis. We got a LeBron James masterclass as the Cleveland Cavaliers overturned a 3–1 deficit for the first time in NBA Finals history; saw Tom Brady lead the New England Patriots to an unheard-of comeback from a twenty-five-point deficit in the Super Bowl; and got La Remontada in the Champions League, Lionel Messi and Barcelona turning around a 4–0 loss to PSG in the first leg of a knockout tie to win 6–5 on aggregate.

But perhaps the most impressive annus mirabilis in football is one that is seldom spoken about. In 2008/09, Pep Guardiola led Barcelona to a historic treble of La Liga, Copa del Rey and UEFA Champions League titles, being the first manager to achieve the feat with a Spanish team. Barcelona also went on to win the UEFA Super Cup and the Club World Cup, both of which were made possible by their Champions League success that year. Of course, it is easy to downplay this sort of achievement – it was Barcelona after all. But the previous season, the ‘Blaugrana’ had finished third in the league under Frank Rijkaard and were knocked out of the Copa del Rey and the Champions League at the semi-final stage. And yet perhaps the most impressive aspect of this miraculous year for Barcelona often goes underappreciated: it came in Guardiola’s first season of senior coaching.

From this point onwards, the annus mirabilis matured into a vita mirabilis: a miraculous career. In the fifteen seasons that followed, Guardiola only failed to win a league title four times, one of which came during a season where he took a sabbatical from football altogether. In fact, up until the 2024/25 season, the only season in his career where he hadn’t won a major trophy was the 2016/17 season, his first at Manchester City. Add to this the fact that, during this fifteen-season spell, he only failed to win a knockout tournament in two of them, and it’s hard to argue that there has been a more successful coach in elite European football than Guardiola, at least when it comes to trophy haul.

But this meteoric rise creates a slight problem for the historians of football tactics: how do we account for the uniqueness of what Guardiola has achieved? It doesn’t take a great deal of reading around the topic to discover that there is an unavoidably cyclical character to the evolution of ideas about how football should be played. Go back to 1952 and you’ll find erstwhile footballer and writer Ivan Sharpe bemoaning how ‘Foreigners have picked up on our core ideas and the Scottish passing game has now been adopted overseas.’2 In his mind, football in England had devolved into a ‘messy and disorganised’ affair in drastic need of reform. His solution? ‘Positional play is a more highly developed style of the game because of how many passing movements it is based on.’3

That line was written over seventy years ago now but encapsulates a debate about the best way to play football that continues to rumble on in the present day. And this is not an outlier. Wherever you look across the timeline of football’s development, there is always someone ready to point out that an emerging concept has been done before: ‘Pressing? We used to call it closing down!’ Anyone attempting to trace the history of football tactics, then, will be taken on a roundabout route which seems to lead inexorably back to the place where they started.

But equally, the temptation to present this evolution of ideas within football as purely cyclical produces the opposite problem – it now becomes very difficult to speak of the ‘new’ in any meaningful way at all. When Pep Guardiola bursts onto the managerial scene in 2008, produces his annus mirabilis, and then goes on to dominate European football for the next two decades, the cyclical model of history offers very little by way of explanation. By this logic, he is just another coach who is recycling the same old ideas in a different context. New wine in old wineskins. And if we accept this version of events, the explanation for success will generally segue into a different sphere of discussion, more often than not arriving at the fact that Guardiola works with better players because he has more money to spend. Of course, these factors are not to be dismissed: no doubt they play a part in the achievements of Pep Guardiola.4 But they cannot explain everything. Which is to say: there must be some reason at the tactical level for why Guardiola is Guardiola and not just another manager. As a means of explaining the innovative aspect of Guardiola’s rise to prominence, then, the cyclical model remains unsatisfying.

Another option would be to present history in a more linear sense, viewing time as moving forward through a series of discrete events. This would immediately solve the problem of novelty because technically every moment is an unfolding of the ‘new’ and is therefore unbound by the past. But now it becomes much harder to account for the pervasive circularity that we have already described permeating the history of football tactics. However unique Guardiola is, his uniqueness only arises from a very specific historical tactical context. In the end, neither the cyclical nor the linear model seems to help us in our quest to explain the surprising emergence of Pep Guardiola. Both offer us some insight but ultimately both fall short, and in opposite directions.

The German historian Reinhart Koselleck has noted this tension, identifying a tendency among historians to conceive of time ‘in a bipolar manner’.5 He sees history littered with ‘singular events’ without which there could not be any account of historical progress, while also conceding that these events cannot simply be reduced down to discrete moments because they emerge out of more fundamental ‘structures of repetition’.6 In the end, both models are insufficient because ‘every historical sequence contains linear as well as recurrent elements.’7

This raises the question of whether both models can be merged to give a more accurate account of how history unfolds. Perhaps a better way of depicting this intertwining of the linear and cyclical is through the form of the ascending spiral:

[image: A diagram of a conical spiral (with an arrow pointing anti-clockwise at the top) with arrow in the middle pointing upwards.]
We now have a way of accounting for the occurrence of the ‘same’ and of the ‘new’. Here, recurrence is represented by the curve of the spiral while the linear aspect is preserved through the upwards movement as the spiral ascends. Interestingly, Koselleck chooses to describe this model using a geological metaphor: historical progress emerges through a process of ‘sedimentation’ as new layers of history are laid down over what has gone before as we move into the future.8 But as we spiral upwards, we are constantly returning to ideas that have been uncovered before, albeit now sedimented through time. The task of the historian, therefore, is to tease apart these different layers; to engage in an archaeological process of working through the sediments of time in a bid to make sense of the past.

In order to understand the extraordinary rise of Pep Guardiola, we shall have to follow a similar process. By sifting through the sediments of time that make up the history of football tactics and teasing out the various layers that inform his tactical approach, we will be presented with a much clearer idea of what it is that Guardiola has done that has proved to be so surprising and new within the unerringly recurrent history of football tactics. In the rest of this chapter, we shall trace these sediments: the foundations upon which Guardiola has built his own ideas.

Sediment One: The Epoch of Space

When viewed across the broad sweep of history, it’s hard to argue against the idea that the twentieth century was the period which saw the greatest acceleration of technological advancement. If you compare everyday life in 1900 with everyday life one hundred years later, the results are almost unrecognisable. Perhaps unsurprisingly, this technological upheaval brought with it a corresponding upheaval in how we viewed the new world in which we found ourselves. Midway through the 1900s, the French philosopher Michel Foucault noted that, where in the past we had often found ourselves limited by the confines of time, the acceleration of time that these new technologies had afforded us meant that we were now finding ourselves much more limited by space instead. ‘The present epoch will perhaps be above all the epoch of space …’ he wrote, adding that ‘the anxiety of our era has to do fundamentally with space no doubt a great deal more than with time.’9

In talking about how this ‘anxiety’ about space manifested itself in the modern world, Foucault gave two examples. Firstly, he referred to the technological problem of space, highlighting the problem of data storage as a precedent (displaying an impressive level of prescience for someone speaking in the 1960s, given how foundational these ideas are today). The second ‘anxiety’ that Foucault diagnosed, he labelled the problem of ‘demography’. This was not just the question of whether there will be enough space for humans to live in the world, but also the attempt to moderate the relations between these humans to achieve some form of political function. Again, the prescience here is remarkable.

But in spite of his clairvoyance, the Michel Foucault speaking in the 1960s would have had very little sense of just how rapidly the human race would address these modern problems of space through the evolution of technology. The rise of internet culture and the great gains achieved in transport innovation have led to what the British geographer and sociologist David Harvey has termed a ‘time-space compression’:10 a spatial shrinking as the distances between places has narrowed, and a temporal simultaneity as the time needed to disseminate information has reduced to a fraction of a second. In the present day, we are everywhere all at once. And this compression of time and space, Harvey argues, has had such a profound impact on modern life that we have been ‘forced to alter, sometimes in quite radical ways, how we represent the world to ourselves’.11

Unsurprisingly, perhaps, this phenomenon of time-space compression can be traced into football itself. At the fundamental level, football is a game about space. Both teams are looking to protect the space around their own goal, while simultaneously trying to infiltrate the space around their opponent’s. Crucially, any shrinkage of this space on the football pitch will produce ramifications on the game itself. There are two main areas in which we can see this compression taking place, both of which mirror Foucault’s own distinction between the ‘technological’ and the ‘demographic’ problem of space.

When it comes to the technological aspect, there has been an incredible gain within the realm of sports science in recent years that has contributed to a compression of the pitch itself. With players benefiting from an improved understanding of nutrition, general recovery, injury rehabilitation and training techniques, the size of the playing surface has effectively shrunk relative to what was possible in earlier eras. For instance, Paul Bradley has shown that, for the period between 2007 and 2020, although overall distance covered in the Premier League remained static, the distance covered by a team at high intensity (anything above 19.8 km/h) increased considerably.12 There is also a tier-specific quality to this compression, with teams towards the top of the Premier League displaying greater physical and technical evolution than lower-placed sides.13 In fact, this evolution can also be traced by player, position14 or even place of birth.15 Across the last few decades, then, what footballers can accomplish physically on a football pitch has evolved to such an extent that we too must be forced, like Harvey, to radically alter how we represent this world to ourselves.

Beyond this, there is also a demographic compression that has gradually occurred within the more recent history of football. Of course, labelling it a ‘demographic’ compression may seem to be stretching the definition to its limits: since football’s codification, the number of players on the pitch has remained unchanged. What has altered, though, are the boundaries of the pitch that limit these players. At least within the modern history of the game, football players have always been constricted by the four lines of the field. But in time, a fifth was added as a limit to their movements: the offside line.

With the introduction of the offside rule, there was now a means of compressing the players into a smaller area within the confines of the pitch which, on the face of it, may not seem too significant. However, by being able to control the space within which the game was played, the arbiters of the laws of football now had a way of administering the sport in such a way to guarantee its entertainment. If they wanted more goals, they could relax the offside laws, allow space to open out, and make it easier for the attacking team to create chances. If they thought there were too many goals, they could make the rule stricter, reducing space for the team on the ball and making it much harder to score. Inevitably, however, the fans wanted to see more rather than fewer goals, and so the resulting history of the offside law has followed what Jonathan Wilson has termed a ‘process of increasing liberalisation’16 in which there has been a general decompression of the pitch, making it easier for teams to score.

For instance, 1925 saw the major shift from a ‘three-player rule’ to the ‘two-player rule’ that we still use today. The impact of this shift on the game itself was revolutionary. In reducing the number of opposition players required to qualify the offside position, the new rule decompressed the playing area in a significant way. Previously, teams had been able to sit a defender deep and play an aggressive high line, with the rest of the defensive line stepping forward to constrict the available space for the opposition in the knowledge that the sitting defender would be able to cover any attacker who broke the offside trap successfully. With the addition of a new two-player rule, the use of a high line was now much riskier. If the opponent successfully played through it, they would be rewarded with a one-on-one with the goalkeeper. It was only a matter of time, then, before teams started dropping their defensive lines, opening out space for their opponents that could now be exploited by their attackers. Inevitably, the result was an explosion of goals. In the 1924/25 season, 4,700 goals were scored across the 1,848 games in the Football League. The following season, with the new rule in place, that number rose to 6,373 goals across the same number of games.17

What is interesting here is that these periods of decompression are always followed by a process of recompression, as coaches and teams found ways to counter the changes to the offside rule. By the time the 1960s swung round, the offside trap had returned, prompted by a combination of developments in zonal defending and the emergence of pressing as a tactical concept (itself prompted by improved ideas about nutrition and training techniques). Perhaps inevitably, the subsequent history of football tactics is punctuated with periods of ebb and flow where the offside rule is liberalised and coaches and players find ways of responding to this liberalisation. Fast-forward to the year 2005 and we find the International Football Association Board making their most recent major change to the offside rule.18 From this point onwards, a player is considered offside only if they are judged to be ‘interfering with play’ which, by the new definition, can only occur if a player is ‘playing or touching the ball passed or touched by a teammate’.19 Previously, a player was automatically offside if they were in an offside position when the ball was played. It’s the next ebb before the flow of a solution is offered by coaching staff around the world: the next compression problem that needs to be solved.

Interestingly, the mid-2000s is the same point in time when Pep Guardiola found himself emerging as a fledgling coach. As such, he found himself caught in this tension between the compression of the pitch through physical advancement and the decompression of the pitch via the introduction of new laws of the game. In their own way, both aspects changed the way that the modern game was played. With the rise of sports science, the pitch had never been smaller and teams had never been better placed to constrict their opponents off the ball or cause them problems on it. But the new rule changes worked in the opposite direction, making it harder for teams to compress the space their opponents operated within. Guardiola’s success or failure depended on his ability to navigate these issues. But in the end, he proved to be the coach who provided the most radical way of – to borrow David Harvey’s term – ‘representing’ this new epoch of space.

Sediment Two: Positive Tension

There is perhaps an irony in the fact that one of the most perceptive descriptions of Pep Guardiola’s tactical ideology has come from a coach who has so far managed to avoid him in a competitive fixture. ‘People tend to think that [Guardiola’s] greatest skill is in attack but I don’t agree,’ said Ernesto Valverde – a vastly experienced manager who led Barcelona to two La Liga titles and has also managed the likes of Valencia, Villareal and Athletic Bilbao. ‘His positional play resulted in superb attacking but his real genius lay in the way he created and managed his defensive line.’20

Taken at face value, you could be forgiven for reading this quote as making a banal point about Guardiola’s football being motivated by defensive concerns rather than purely attacking ones. But considered within the broader context of modern football’s ongoing struggle with space, there emerges the possibility for a more profound interpretation of Valverde’s words. Key to this reading is the seemingly throwaway phrase ‘created and managed’, two unobtrusive and everyday words which bring us to the fundamental basis of Pep Guardiola’s football vision.

We ended our discussion of modern football’s epoch of space with the offside rule reforms of the 1990s and mid-2000s. But where coaches had previously been able to adapt to offside regulation changes by evolving their tactical approaches and gradually reintroducing some form of offside trap, the 2005 changes had liberalised the law to a point of seemingly no return. Although some coaches have managed to find success at the highest level playing an offside trap in the intervening years,21 using the offside line as a way of constricting the playing field is generally considered a risky approach in the modern game. So when Valverde talks about how Guardiola’s genius stems, in part, from the way he ‘created and managed his defensive line’, what he’s referring to is how Guardiola was able to control the space his opponents operated within in a post-2005 reality. This was no longer a world where space could be managed by simply falling back onto some version of the offside trap to protect you as you looked to constrict your opponent. What was now required was some way of ‘creating’ and ‘managing’ a defensive line by other means. And for Pep Guardiola, that ‘other means’ was possessing the ball.

It’s tempting to label Guardiola as simply a ‘high possession’ coach and leave it at that, but the reality is slightly different. ‘My dream is to shut our eleven opponents up in their area and prevent them from crossing the halfway line,’ Guardiola admitted to his de facto biographer, Martí Perarnau. ‘Marcelo [Bielsa] got it spot-on when he said, “Everyone defends tight spaces and attacks wide open spaces. What I like to do is press forward into small spaces and defend the wide spaces.” Obviously if even one or two of your players can’t handle it, forget it. But if they’re willing and able, then I’d love to force the other team back into their area and not even give them a sniff of the ball for the whole ninety minutes.’22 Although this approach may seem relatively unremarkable in a post-Guardiola landscape, it was a radical reinterpretation of how space is managed in football. At the time, as Marcelo Bielsa noted, the received wisdom was to compact space defensively and create space offensively. This new approach flipped the logic on its head. What was being proposed was to compact the space that you were attacking while leaving space behind you open for you to defend.

Once again, it’s important to recognise that this approach was prompted by the increasing impotence of the offside rule to protect back lines. Without that protection, the obvious solution would be to drop your defensive line back, compact space around your own goal, and look to hit the space around the opponent’s goal when you regained possession. But for Guardiola, this wasn’t enough. He wasn’t happy allowing the opponent to move the ball unopposed deep into his team’s territory. He wanted more control. And to achieve this, he needed to constrict the space his opponent was operating in. So with the offside rule providing his back line with very little protection, he decided to ignore it all together. He would constrict the playing area with the ball and then worry about defending the wide spaces behind his defensive line later. In any case, if you could possess the ball well enough and far enough away from your own goal, then you wouldn’t often be faced with these sorts of defensive headaches.

Of course, controlling space with the ball sounds wonderful in theory. In practice, it is a little trickier. As Guardiola himself warned, ‘if even one or two of your players can’t handle it, forget it.’23 The question becomes: how do you arrive at a point where you have constricted your opponent into their own penalty area through possession of the football?

Juanma Lillo, Guardiola’s long-term mentor and current assistant at Manchester City, has hazarded an answer: ‘If the basic idea is to set up camp in the opposition’s half, then the fundamental thing is to play the ball out from the back in a manner which takes advantage of, and is inherently linked to, the talents and culture of your team. Only if you achieve this clinically and intelligently can you drop anchor in the opponents’ half. Without best practice, this just isn’t possible or practical.’24 The key to being able to play in this way where you constrict space for your opponents, then, is being able to build up from the back in a way which is functional for your players but which is also clinical enough to provide you with a consistent route to, as Lillo so poetically puts it, ‘drop anchor in the opponents’ half’. And for Guardiola, the tactical apparatus that allowed his teams to do this was positional play.

This brings us to the second sediment in our attempt to interrogate the remarkable emergence of Pep Guardiola. Because despite Guardiola’s innovation in applying positional ideas to a modern problem, these ideas belong to what Jonathan Wilson has called a ‘great tradition’ which can be traced ‘in a direct line that reaches back to the very first international, played between Scotland and England in Partick in 1872’.25

In that match, the Scotland team decided to avoid being drawn into a ‘charging game’ – the form of football that was prevalent at the time – considering England to have the physical advantage if they competed on those terms. Instead, they dropped a player out of their forward line and focused on passing the ball, a tactic which was largely unpractised at the time. The game ended 0–0 and the passing game was taken up by Queen’s Park, the domestic side from which the entire Scottish national team was drawn.

From this point onwards, a genealogy can be sketched in which this passing game was passed down through history from person to person all the way through to the present day.26 In 1901, Robert Smyth McColl, a striker at Queen’s Park, signed for Newcastle United, bringing the ideas of the passing game with him. During his time in the North East, he inspired another Scot, Peter McWilliam, who went on to become manager of Tottenham Hotspur around a decade later. Although McWilliam left Spurs to coach Middlesbrough between 1927 and 1938, he returned for a second stint at the North London club, at which point he signed three players who would later take up the coaching mantle: Arthur Rowe, Bill Nicholson and Vic Buckingham.

Neither Nicholson nor Rowe would coach outside of England – although Rowe was only denied the experience by the outbreak of the Second World War – but in 1959, Vic Buckingham made a decision which would ensure the enduring influence of the passing game: he became the manager of Ajax in Amsterdam. By this point, the principles of passing football had already been disseminated across Europe, largely thanks to the work of coaches such as Jimmy Hogan and Herbert Chapman. But across his two stints at the club, Buckingham would graft the ideals of push-and-run, pass-and-move football firmly into Ajax’s tactical identity, building the foundations for the side that would take Europe by storm, the great team of Rinus Michels. Buckingham was also the manager who gave a debut to Johan Cruyff, and so the genealogical path to Pep Guardiola was made clear: Cruyff moved to Barcelona, building the cathedral that Guardiola would later claim it was his job to maintain. And so, across one hundred years, we can trace the lineage of the passing game that emerged in Glasgow right through to the positional ideology that Guardiola implemented to take back control in Barcelona.

Now, the pass-and-move football that earned Scotland a 0–0 draw against their rivals seems a far cry from the sort of football that Guardiola was looking to implement as a means of forcing opponents back into their own penalty area. But it’s important to consider the way that game of football in Partick in 1872 played a role in Guardiola’s annus mirabilis in 2008/09.

In the charging game that was prevalent at the time, the way that you progressed the ball was by carrying it forward with the ball at your feet. For the defending team to stop this progression, a defender would stand in the path of the ball carrier and try to stop them. Ball progression, then, was dependent upon your players’ ability to carry the ball and dribble around an opponent or to come out on top in a physical duel (which, given the fact the England team of 1872 were heavier, was largely why Scotland elected not to try and take them on in this kind of game).

Introducing passing into this kind of game completely changes the dynamics. In the event of an opponent standing in the way of your charging with the ball, a pass offers an alternative means of progression which renders the defender useless. Of course, the obvious solution for the defending team here is to add another defender preventing the pass from being made.

[image: Tactical diagram: a midfield player can pass diagonally left or make a straight run. Two defenders are in both paths.]
But a football team is made up of a number of players. In this instance, the team in possession of the ball might use a third player to bypass the opposition defenders and achieve ball progression by another means. (These kinds of sequences are often called ‘third man combinations’ in the modern game.)

[image: The player can pass diagonally right to a player who can pass it to the third player, around the defenders.]
Obviously, the defending team will look to prevent this third player from being able to facilitate this ball progression, but from a broader tactical point of view, the game has changed completely. What we now have is one team looking to get their players into positions to be able to pass the ball down the field, and another team looking to position their players in a way that stops them from doing so.

In our final example above, the team with the ball are able to achieve progression because they manage to position their third player to enable a couple of passes to move the ball around a line of opposition pressure. We might say that the team with the ball have achieved a ‘positional advantage’: they have been able to use the position of their players to help them move the ball through defensive lines and closer to the opponent’s goal. This is positional play in its simplest form. And from this basic building block, a football team can look to create increasingly complex positional structures which enable them to possess the ball and progress the ball down the field in a sustainable manner.

It’s worth noting that players perform two very different roles within these kinds of positional systems. On the one hand, teams using positional approaches are looking to create ‘free players’: that is, players who are in space. (These free players are often spoken about using the more technical term ‘superiorities’, which in this case is a shorthand form of the phrase ‘numerical superiorities’ or, more simply, having more players in an area than the opponent.) Ideally, you want to create these free players between the lines of your opponent’s defensive structure in order to progress the ball through these lines and towards their goal. But you also don’t want to lose possession of the ball, and so finding a free player anywhere on the pitch should help with that.

The other role that positional systems require players to fulfil is to attract opponents to them or, to use the more technical term, to ‘pin’ them. By ‘pinning’ an opponent, you are preventing them from being able to move by occupying space near them. If they do move, even if they are looking to close down another free player, they will then leave you in space, making you a free player in the process. What should result from this approach are chains of movement in which the prevention of a free player simply creates another somewhere else. This is how space is constantly being created within a positional system.

In our last example above, the defending team’s players are pinned by the possibility of a ball carry or the possibility of a pass. If either player moves, they will present the team in possession with some way of getting it through the lines to a free player. In this sense, the defensive players are caught in a tension between allowing the third player to pass the ball around them or moving to stop this play and allowing the space behind them to be accessed in a different way. Each option opens up a different possibility for the possession team to progress the ball. Positional systems rely on generating these sorts of tensions to create space all over the pitch.

[image: Diagram: central defender moves to block the right pass. The attacker can now make a straight run into an empty space.]
Here are two other common examples of how you might use pinning to create tensions elsewhere on the pitch. One of the things that you will often see when watching a positional team is their wingers taking a position high up the pitch and tight to the touchline. By doing this, they are able to pin their opponent’s back line, attempting to draw it across the full width of the pitch to create space that can be exploited. You can also add a centre-forward to the mix because, against a back four, that player will then pin the two centre-backs, pulling them towards the striker to prevent them from generating any threat near the goal.

[image: A Centre-Forward is between defenders, whilst two Wingers, either side, have a defender in front of them, too.]
This done, a team can now look to provoke tensions across the back line by attacking the spaces between the pinned defenders.

[image: An additional midfielder can carry the ball into the space between the Right-Back and right Centre-Back.]
If a midfielder looks to carry the ball into the space between the right-back and the right centre-back, they are provoking tensions for both of these players. If the right-back looks to close down the ball carrier, then the left winger they were initially concerned with is now unmarked and the midfielder might find them with a pass behind the defensive line.

[image: The Right-Back closes down the ball carrier, so the Left Winger is now unmarked and receives the ball from the midfielder.]
Alternatively, if the right centre-back steps out, the centre-forward will now have unimpeded access into the box with only the left centre-back tracking them from behind.

[image: A right Centre-Back steps out, leaving the Centre-Forward unmarked to receive the ball.]
In this way, by producing and provoking tensions across the defensive line, a team can look to generate positional advantages for themselves in and around the opposition box.

It’s interesting to note, however, that this positional approach has a marked impact on the role of the players within it. Where in the past, wingers were generally assumed to have a largely unrestricted creative role, in a positional system, a big part of a winger’s function may be to provide a pinning role for their teammates. Guardiola has addressed the difficulty of selling this task to his players, emphasising the fact that it should offer them benefits in the long run:

We’ve come up with this whole strategy so that you, the winger, only have to dribble past one man and sometimes there will be nobody in your way. On the other hand, if you stop paying attention and drift into the middle, how many will you have to get past? Four!27

By helping to create tensions in the opposition, so the logic goes, pinning wingers are actually helping to create space for their teammates to exploit. And in turn, their teammates should be able to help create space for them.

Another way of creating these kinds of tensions on the pitch is by using an ‘inverted’ full-back. An inverted full-back is a full-back who moves from their regular channel in the wide areas of the pitch to take up a more central position on the field. There are a number of advantages to this sort of movement. Not only does it bring an extra player into the midfield area, which can help a team generate an ‘overload’ – a situation where they have more players in an area than their opponent – it can also afford them the ability to push their more creative midfielders towards the opposition goal, safe in the knowledge that, should they lose the ball, there will be cover behind them. But there is also another positional advantage produced by inverting your full-back: it creates another kind of tension in the opposition’s defensive structure.

Let’s imagine that a team is building up with a back four and the opposition are pressing in a 4-4-2 shape, so that the two players in the first line of the press match up to the build-up team’s centre-backs and their wide midfielders match up to the build-up team’s full-backs. If the left back of the team in possession inverts in this situation, the opposition’s right winger is posed a problem: do they track the full-back inside or stay in their wider position? If they don’t track, then the possession team now have an extra player in the centre of the pitch. But if they do track, then the coverage they’re offering in the wide area, stopping easier passes into the opposition left winger, is now gone.

[image: A Right Winger tracks a Left-Back moving centrally to leave space for Centre-Back to pass to Left Winger.]
In this instance, the inverted full-back is pinning the opponent to keep them narrow, opening up the possibility of a free player in the wide area and relatively easier ball progression into that channel. Once again, a tension has been generated and provoked, allowing the team in possession the ability to create and exploit space through the position of their players.

This is the essence of positional play. In the words of Guardiola’s long-time assistant coach Domènec Torrent, positional play is little more than ‘how you place yourself in relation to the others on the field when you have the ball …’28 Place yourself well enough and you create tensions around the field which will allow you to move your opponent around, generating space that can then be exploited. Do that well enough and you can progress the ball down the field without the opponent taking the ball off you. Viewed in this way, it isn’t hard to see how positional play provided Guardiola with the tool he needed to implement his ideal strategy: forcing the opposition deep into their own penalty area without allowing them a sniff of the ball. Positional play would enable him to take back control.

Our second sediment has carried us from nineteenth-century Scotland to twenty-first-century Spain, showing how a great tradition of passing football gave Guardiola a valuable tool in his attempt to regain control of space in the wake of the various offside rule reforms of the time. But there is another sediment that needs teasing out here. Because Domènec Torrent’s definition of positional play does not end where the above quotation ends. For Guardiola, positional play is not just about where you place your players when you have the ball. Torrent continues: it is also about ‘where you should be so that you can continue pressing when you lose it’.29 For there is another tradition here which Guardiola takes up in his attempt to solve the modern problem of space. To explore that, we need to head to the Netherlands.

Sediment Three: The Rest is Defending

In many respects, football fandom is little more than a complex oral tradition; a series of stories handed down from person to person about what it means to support their team. These traditions generally comprise a complex web of narratives which set out the origin stories, the highs and lows, the protagonists and the antagonists and, more often than not, some sort of account of how their team should perform on the field of play. These play style directives are usually presented in the form of a pithy phrase: ‘the [insert team] way’ or ‘the [insert team] DNA’ or you could even go with some Latin phrase about how it is audere to facere. Most of the time, the enshrined play style is based on a time when the team were good and therefore a time when the team were playing exhilarating football.

And there have been few more exhilarating forms of football than the Total Football played by Ajax in the second half of the twentieth century: ‘relentless attack; pressing and squeezing space to make the pitch small in order to win the ball; spreading play and expanding the field in possession,’ as David Winner described it in his book Brilliant Orange: The Neurotic Genius of Dutch Football.30 But when Louis van Gaal arrived at Ajax as their coach in the early 1990s, he was about to commit the cardinal sin: he was going to make the club’s play style less exciting. Sjaak Swart, who played out his whole career at the Amsterdam club between 1953 and 1973, was scathing in his criticism. ‘Many games you are sleeping!’ he bemoaned. ‘On television, they say “Ajax seventy per cent ball possession”. So what? It’s not football. The creativity is gone.’31

As van Gaal saw it, as modern football had evolved, the Total Football approach, at least in its original guise, was becoming harder and harder to enact on the pitch. But what is Total Football?

Well, the ‘totality’ that is referenced in the name is a concept that, as Winner has argued convincingly, found a precedent within the world of architecture. For Michel de Klerk, one of the founding architects in the Amsterdam school of the early twentieth century, it was fundamental to view the individual elements of any city-building project as a single unified concept. This concept of totality would become pervasive within the various strands of the Dutch creative industries. Renowned graphic designer Wim Crouwel set up his Total Design studio in the 1960s and Aldo van Eyck, one of the most influential protagonists of the structuralist school of architecture, would emphasise how important the interrelation of the parts with the whole was when he wrote, ‘All systems should be familiarised, one with the other, in such a way that their combined impact and interaction can be appreciated as a single complex system.’32

This concept of ‘totality’ found its way into Dutch football at around the same time. One of the major catalysts behind this development was Rinus Michels, who took up the managerial reins at Ajax in the late 1960s. Applied to football, the principle of totality took a similar trajectory to the one it took in the creative arts. ‘Total Football’, as former Ajax defender Barry Hulshoff defined it, ‘means that a player in attack can play in defence – only that he can do this, that is all. Everything starts simply. The defender must first think defensively, but he must also think offensively. For an attacker it is the other way around. Somewhere they meet.’33 What resulted was a fluid interchange of players with one player moving out of position to allow another player to step into it. ‘It was coming out, going in, coming out, going in …’ Hulshoff continued. ‘You make space, you come into space. And if the ball doesn’t come, you leave this place and another player will come into it. This movement flows down the sides of the team and also in the middle.’34

This is the totality of Total Football: every part is intimately connected to the other parts. It’s not the case that the defender does defensive things and the attacker does attacking things. The team defends and the team attacks. And the idea is that this positional interchange gives rise to a whole that is greater than the sum of its parts. The opposition struggle to deal with this fluidity and are left chasing shadows. When done successfully, a team using the principles of Total Football should feel as though they have more players going forward and more players coming back.

Of course, the problem is that the opposite holds true: when done badly, a team using the principles of Total Football might feel as though they have fewer players in attack or – the much more likely occurrence – fewer players in defence.

Rinus Michels himself admitted that ‘the most difficult thing is not to teach a full-back to participate in attacking – because he likes that – but to find someone else who is covering up.’35 This word ‘covering’ – doordekken in Dutch – would become an important one within the broader tactical outlook of van Gaal. In their book detailing the complexities of the relationship between van Gaal and his predecessor Johan Cruyff, Chris Willemsen and Rob Siekmann present the concept of ‘covering’ as a distinguishing factor between van Gaal’s tactical approach and that of the high priest of Total Football, Rinus Michels.

As Michels saw it, ‘compared to his total football, van Gaal’s approach had less room for opportunism and changes of position,’ which Willemsen and Siekmann then clarify ‘meant changes of position in possession of the ball’.36 Michels himself had identified positional switching as a potential source of defensive weakness within a team’s structure. But for van Gaal, this risk often outweighed the advantages. ‘He wanted all positions to remain occupied, because the space to be defended was already so large due to Ajax’s attacking aspirations.’37

In the football of Louis van Gaal, then, we are starting to see a subtle shift in the way positional ideas are being interpreted. Where previously player positions had been largely conceived of in terms of the advantages they could offer a team when they had the ball, van Gaal was now using them as much for the benefits they presented when his team lost it. In other words, positional rotations may have been an effective way to open up an opponent and achieve ball progression, but they were also a sure-fire way of making your own team less solid defensively in the event of a turnover. For van Gaal, a balance had to be struck: how do you position your players in such a way as to achieve better ball progression without those advantages coming at the cost of your defensive structure?

We can divide van Gaal’s answer to this question into two broad parts. The first we have already touched upon: the concept of ‘covering’. In modern parlance, van Gaal’s idea of covering is generally spoken about using a different term: ‘rest defence’. It’s worth dwelling on the etymology of this phrase because it does come with the risk of misdirection, especially to English speakers.

Rest defence arrived in English by means of a couple of German-language cognates, Restverteidigung – which literally translates as ‘rest defence’ – and Restversicherung – which would be represented by the more clunky English phrase ‘rest insurance’. But the trickiness of this phrase in English stems from the first part of these portmanteau words, the word ‘rest’, which obviously directly translates into English. The problem is that, to an English speaker, the face-value meaning of the word ‘rest’ puts them in mind of the concept of ‘relaxing’ or ‘taking a break’. However, the intentional meaning of the German word Rest in the two phrases above is to indicate ‘what is left over’ or ‘the remainder’. So the ‘rest’ of rest defence refers to the players who are left over to defend when a team are attacking.

Of course, speaking of ‘defending when a team are attacking’ may threaten to stretch language to its limit. But the reality is that a team attacking can become a team defending through the simple act of losing the ball; something that happens many times over in the course of a game. The phrase ‘rest defence’ seeks to encapsulate this tension by posing the question: how well are you set up in possession to deal with the possibility of defending this situation if the possession switches sides? It poses the same question that Louis van Gaal is answering with the concept of ‘covering’.

What does this look like in reality? Well, let’s use the example of van Gaal’s classic Champions League winning Ajax side from the mid-1990s. During his time at the club, van Gaal followed in Cruyff’s footsteps, implementing a flexible system that allowed the team to segue between different shapes depending on what was happening in the game. Generally, this might be described as a 4-3-338 that becomes a 3-4-3 with a diamond in midfield but you could also explain the shift in terms of covering.

The two key players here are Frank Rijkaard and Jari Litmanen. With Ajax in possession, Rijkaard could step up into the midfield to add an extra body there. This provided Litmanen with the ‘cover’ to push on into the front line, adding an extra attacking player for Ajax. Now, if they lost the ball, they still had three players in the midfield area to enable decent coverage of the field for a counter-press.

[image: Rijkaard moves into central midfield; Litmanen can move further forward without leaving space in the midfield.]
Alternatively, if Ajax failed to win the ball back in this counter-pressing moment, they could fall back into a more defensive block which saw Rijkaard drop back into the defensive line, with Litmanen returning to the midfield line to ensure the three-man setup.

As Willemsen and Siekmann put it, ‘These two players, “the 4” and “the 10”, had a linking function in the team. They ensured continuous occupation of the midfield and an extra man in defence and attack. Loosely translated: if you executed van Gaal’s 3-4-3 system well, you actually played with thirteen, because you occupied important positions twice.’39 Van Gaal went beyond Cruyff though in the extent of his use of covering. The players themselves had a responsibility for the coverage provided by their rest defence. Willemsen and Siekmann recount how Edgar Davids ‘ensured the balance in midfield. He always counted how many players were playing in front of the ball. If there were more than four, he called one back.’40 It was clear, then, that the players were made aware of the fact that a player going forward was potentially weakening them if they had to go back at any point. Van Gaal also introduced ‘pendulum’ movements into his team: if a player on one side of the field stepped up to press an opponent, his counterpart on the other side of the field should drop in to account for the potential of the press being broken.

But van Gaal was not only interested in constructing a rest defence through covering. He also realised that the way his team used the ball was an important factor in making sure they could withstand a turnover. Given that Ajax wanted to possess the ball high up the pitch, constantly threatening the opponent’s goal, van Gaal wanted to develop an in-possession system that allowed them both to protect the ball and, just as importantly, help them to prepare themselves for those moments when they lost it. The phrase van Gaal used to describe this system was balcirculatie: ball circulation.

The principle underpinning the concept of ball circulation was tempo. This wasn’t just about building up with the ball. It was about building up with the ball in such a way as to give yourself time to
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