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INTRODUCTION

Since its humble beginnings with the Calciatori album of 1961–62, Panini have celebrated many thousands of professional footballers in card and sticker form, and it is just over 80 of those who are recognised in Panini Legends.

There are few better ways to reflect upon a footballer’s career than through their Panini sticker history and remembering their transfer movement, the often garish kits they donned and changing hairstyles. For some readers it will also evoke memories of specific Panini sticker designs, and of desperately needing – and sometimes never getting – certain images.

When putting this book together, we felt it was important to reflect the extensive Panini sticker content that now spans more than six decades and countless releases all around the world. While lots of the pictures depicting the biggest names will be familiar to many, of course, those greats appear in Panini albums that only a comparative few have ever clapped their eyes upon. It is fascinating, too, to look back on the players who starred in competitions, but didn’t have stickers to commemorate those performances, and those who were part of collections for tournaments in which they never participated.

Then there are the players who would need a book to themselves to showcase all their Panini stickers. Dino Zoff’s first Calciatori appearance came in 1963–64 and the Italian goalkeeper was still going strong when he lifted the World Cup in 1982. Italy has by far the longest run of domestic league albums, so it is appropriate that many of those with the longest consecutive runs of sticker appearances are Italians: Gianluigi Buffon, Paolo Maldini and Francesco Totti lead the way and all feature in this book.
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As Panini acquired Colecciones ESTE in the 2000s, there is also a 50-year back catalogue of stickers to draw upon for Spanish football. Meanwhile, Panini’s unbroken runs of domestic football albums in Belgium and France go back as far as 1972–73 and 1975–76 respectively. Panini’s pool of players has also grown hugely year by year and decade upon decade thanks to new countries and new leagues being given the sticker album treatment. From the men’s and women’s World Cups and Euros to the African Cup of Nations, Copa América and beyond, the global presence expands all the time.

Then there are those individuals whose careers took in numerous countries, and the clubs within them. The eye-catching collages of their shirts of varying hues and designs contrast starkly with the one-club players. Trevor Francis, Ray Wilkins and Jürgen Klinsmann rank among the most-travelled entrants in Panini Legends.

Historical sections in albums have traditionally helped to educate collectors about a time when Panini didn’t exist, certainly not outside its Italian homeland, and as a result heroes of long ago, such as Alfredo Di Stéfano, Ferenc Puskás and Sir Stanley Matthews, have all featured on Panini stickers, just not frequently enough to merit selection for Panini Legends. However, players from every men’s World Cup-winning team since the first Panini collection for Mexico 70 make the cut, along with stars of all four women’s World Cups since the first release of Germany 2011.
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While there is a comparatively small pool of releases to pick from in the women’s game, with Panini bringing out its first Spanish Liga F collection in 2022–23, followed by domestic league albums for England and Germany in 2023–24, it is clear the options will grow exponentially in the years to come.

Despite celebrating its 60th anniversary a few years back, Panini remains just as relevant as ever to the football industry. When that Barclays Women’s Super League 2024 album came out there was excitement not just among supporters, but also from many of the players who had never seen themselves on a Panini sticker.

With Panini’s FIFA licence going up to at least 2030, there will be 60 years’ worth of World Cup sticker albums alone to look back on by the time of that multi-hosted event.

There are so many Panini World Cup stickers that symbolise not just a key part of a certain player’s career, but also that tournament: Pelé’s Mexico 70; Franz Beckenbauer and Johan Cruyff’s München 74; Diego Maradona’s Mexico 86; (Brazilian) Ronaldo’s Korea/Japan 2002; Kylian Mbappé’s Russia 2018 or Lionel Messi’s Qatar 2022.

With the ever-changing ways in which Panini stickers are being presented and collected, there is also an additionally iconic version of Messi’s 2022 World Cup image from that year’s USA release. While most of Pelé’s stickers from Mexico 70 and Maradona’s Mexico 86 were gleefully stuck into the album, the modern-day Argentine hero’s ‘one of one’ sticker will never have its backing removed, and was instead sold on by the original holder for an auction sale price of US $140,000 (£115,000).
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There are many ways to appreciate Panini stickers, but all are tied up with the way football unites the world. Collectors and investors alike will enjoy this book, it will rekindle happy days of filling in albums while also providing a host of ideas to those keen on picking up rookie and/or rare stickers to boost their coffers. The stories of .1many football greats haven’t begun yet, but when they do you can be sure Panini will be at the forefront of charting their progress. For now, we give you the stars of the moment and yesteryear in all their rectangular-shaped glory.




HOW TO COLLECT

Collecting Panini stickers has evolved in recent years and writing about it even five years ago would have been quite different. What has long been familiar to those who participate in the hobby in North America was alien to a large proportion of football card and sticker collectors in Europe, right up until the pandemic of 2020. For a start, although it was a phenomenon that had been creeping in for a while, Panini stickers were still generally being stuck in an album rather than kept loose.
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Spring forward a few years and Panini have reacted to this trend by creating parallel stickers of increasing rarity and therefore increasing value. That means the inveterate sticker fan gets their ‘base’ version to put in an album, while the investors pursue the shorter print run varieties. The first Panini World Cup album to introduce this phenomenon was Qatar 2022, with the USA version of the collection upping the stakes by producing ‘one of one’ stickers for each player. The unique Son Heung-min sticker was stuck into an album, as intended, while Lionel Messi‘s US $140,000 (£115,000) sticker, once opened and located, was subsequently sold at auction.

That sum, while impressive, comes nowhere near to the most expensive Panini sticker to date, however. Examples of Cristiano Ronaldo’s and Messi’s first-ever Panini stickers (at Sporting Lisbon and Barcelona respectively) have both gone considerably higher, although way out in front is Diego Maradona’s Calciatori 1979–80. There are many factors in truly hitting paydirt on a Panini sticker (or, indeed, any football card or sticker). It has to be rare, of one of the game’s all-time greats, and preferably the first, or at least an early, release that is in top condition. Maradona’s sticker ticked all those boxes, including being accorded a ‘Gem Mint 10’ quality rating from a grading company (PSA in this case). As multiple versions of the sticker have since come to light, the $555,960 price accrued at the early April 2021 Goldin auction may well turn out to be the high water-mark for that particular image, though.

Generally speaking, Messi, Cristiano Ronaldo, Pelé and Maradona are the kings of the football collectables at this juncture, but Pelé also has a host of options before you get to his first Panini cards in the Calciatori and Campioni dello Sport albums of the 1960s. Among the chasing pack are a couple of current-day players who still have plenty more to add to their legends: Kylian Mbappé and Erling Haaland.

The curious case of Haaland’s rookie sticker from the Austrian Fussball 19–20 is relayed in his profile later in this book, while Mbappé’s first appearance, in Foot 2016–17, also fetches remarkably huge sums for a recent sticker printed in such huge quantities. Few would have had the foresight at the time to hunt out Mbappé’s first-ever sticker, produced during his final season at Monaco, and, more importantly, not stick it in the album.
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By contrast, Haaland’s first Panini appearance, for Red Bull Salzburg, was the perfect storm for a new age of collectors. The Norwegian’s goalscoring feats were so impressive during the first half of the season that he earned a winter move to Borussia Dortmund, for whom his early form was even more spectacular. Just a couple of months into his time in Germany, people around the world were heading into a covid-enforced lockdown. Many sports enthusiasts in North America had a lot of extra time to assess their collecting habits, including looking into the value of the soccer market.

For decades, one of the key interests among US sports collectors has been the rookie concept, whereby a player’s first or first-season cards (and they generally are cards rather than stickers) are particularly sought after. Should that player’s career begin to rise, those early releases become increasingly popular, ideally with a high grade (a condition rating out of 10) attached to it. While the first collectables of some of the all-time greats were already starting to rise by then, an opportunity to pick up Haaland’s first release on the cheap was too good to resist. If he turned out to be a one-season wonder there was little lost, but things have panned out pretty well so far for both player and holders of his rookie sticker.


[image: A collage of three trading cards featuring football players Kenny Dalglish, Franz Beckenbauer, and Michael Laudrup.]


Women’s football has been hugely popular in the USA for decades, so that country has also helped to swell the interest in women’s football collectables. As with the men’s World Cup for













The checklists for the main Panini Legends profiles featured in this book contain a minimum of domestic leagues, World Cups and international continental tournament Panini album appearances (such as the Euros and Copa América) for playing careers up to May 2024. Examples of other stickers are referenced where space allows. Some numbers may differ depending on an album’s version if there have been multiple releases – but we generally have opted for the standard album issue number. This book only covers appearances in Panini sticker form.
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