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B Library of the FIFA World Football Museum 

The brain in the foot 

Jesús Castañón Rodríguez (*) 

The FIFA World Football Museum in Zurich (Switzerland) opened its doors on 28 February 
2016. On the occasion of its first anniversary, Idiomaydeporte.com has travelled to Zurich 
and paid a contemplative visit to one of its halls: The Library. 

This brightly-lit reading space has a reception counter, six workstations, several areas with 

shelves, where the books are arranged according to subjects and languages, display cases 
showing periodical publications in various languages and an archive section for the 

consultation of European magazine collections. In this singular space the editor of 
Idiomaydeporte.com held a pleasant chat with the librarian, Michael Schmalholz. 

 

 

Facade of the FIFA World Football Museum. Photo: Jesús Castañón. 
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A new sporting context for a global society  

As the Council of the European Union recognised in 2014, sport has become the largest 
non-governmental movement in Europe, an economic driving-force and an element for 
innovation. 

In the twenty-first century sport constitutes a social need that has leapt from the sports 

grounds to the avenues and streets, defining contemporary life and establishing a global 
phenomenon, the study of which brings together cultural history and the media and includes 

dimensions of a political, cultural, emotional and aesthetic nature. Its social value is associated 
with aspects of internationalism, interculturalism, education, health and quality of life. 

This complex reality has led many sports clubs to set up museums aimed at strengthening 
positive emotions, although few of these include a library. 

The four floors of the FIFA World Football Museum include spaces filled with a succession 

of thousands of objects, pictures and symbols that highlight the festivity and joy of football 
over the years. They envelope the visitor with the sounds of the field and the terraces and 
offer audiovisual stimuli on large screens and tactile screens that make an impact on the 

mind, exalt emotional links, provide knowledge regarding all kinds of curiosities and trigger 
the best sensations. 

This panorama is complemented by an innovative and highly entertaining games area and a 

section where people of all ages and from all backgrounds share their experience of living 
with football as a social activity with no exclusions: from Pope Francis to stamp collections, 
from FIFA executives to the volunteers who participate at the FIFA World Cup, from 

children to the games for grow-ups, from table football to videogames, from the rainbow 
created with the shirts of all the associations to the language of football, from the gallery 

dedicated to the history of football and the different FIFA World Cup tournaments to the 
smile provided by the vision of cartoonists… 

In this total football experience, the function of the Library is to connect football with society 
and to generate spaces for reflection, knowledge, the relationship with sports sciences, 

university education and research, Schmalholz comments. It becomes a pitch for thought 
and a rational playing field that goes beyond the cliché of sport as a topic far-removed from 
the academic world. It seeks a meeting point for users interested in the wealth of football, its 

emotional force and its impact on society. 

Since football is an Olympic sport, the Library of the FIFA World Football Museum 
maintains a close collaboration and exchange of information with the Olympic Studies 

Centre (and its Library) of Lausanne, which  was  recognised  with  the Council of Europe’s 
European Museum of the Year Award in 1995, while its promotor, Juan Antonio Samaranch, 
was awarded an honorary degree by the University of the Sorbonne (France) in 1995 and 

granted  the  condition  of  Honorary  Academic of  the  Real  Academia  de  Bellas Artes de  
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San Fernando (Spain) in 1998. It follows the model developed by the Olympic movement 
since 1993, with an innovative union of tradition and avant-garde in the cultural and 
educational dissemination of the sport, some of its keys being the combination of great rigour 

with regard to the collections housed and modern forms of presentation, together with the 
divulging of multimedia products while benefitting from the possibilities offered by new 
technologies and modern communications in spaces devoted to cultural expansion and 

leisure. 

 

 

Panoramic view of the Library. Photo: Jesús Castañón. 

 

Characteristics 

The Library of the FIFA World Football Museum was inaugurated in March 2016 and is 
open to the public, although it is necessary to arrange an appointment in advance and to fill 

in a registration form. 

Once there, visitors can discover its mission to preserve and disseminate the historic heritage 
of football, as well as being able to benefit from the use of technology in the service of 
information and knowledge. The Library is especially intended for users who are interested 

in the history of football in general, the history of FIFA, in existence for more than 110 years, 
and the study of the sport. 

According  to  Schmalholz,  the  Library  is  not  a  mere  spectator  of  history but, rather, it   
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conserves, interprets and expands it and makes it available to researchers, students and the 
public attracted by football. It stores 4,500 volumes, including contemporary works and 
antiquarian books, and more than 70,000 digitised documents relating to various types of 

collections: books, magazines, official documents of the associations and confederations that 
belong to FIFA, photographs, records, videos, sound archives, conferences, meeting 
minutes, official publications, rules, working documents of the different plenary sessions, 

university theses and research papers…   

The collection covers very varied subjects. Predominant among them is a very interesting 
repertoire on the memory of the institution with official FIFA publications, the history of 

the member associations and confederations and a detailed account of the FIFA World Cup 
and the continental tournaments. And, together with these, it houses numerous 
bibliographical exhibits relating to the historical, political and social aspects of the sport: year 

books, competitions, tournaments, histories of organisations, associations and clubs, 
biographies of the figures of the sport (players, trainers, referees, managers…), cartoons, 
journalism, psychology, sociology… and also language and literature. 

 

Dominik Peterman, Jesús Castañón and Michael Schmalholz. Photo: Julian Rieck. 

 

The presence of the Spanish language 

The Library staff emphasise that Spanish is one of the official languages of FIFA together 

with German, French and English and they stress the increasing importance of Portuguese  
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and Russian in recent times. Although the majority of the collections are in German and 
English, documentation is recorded in the various languages of the institution’s 211 member 
associations. 

This tradition, since Spanish has been an official language since 26 July 1946 at the proposal 

of the Uruguayan Football Association, means that the presence of collections in Spanish is 
especially ample in all the internal and working documents of this organisation and its 
presence in other types of collections originates on both sides of the Atlantic. 

 

 

Cover of FIFA multilingual dictionary, published in 1998. 

As for linguistic works, it is possible to consult dictionaries, encyclopaedias, glossaries and 
multilingual terminological works, in addition to collections dedicated to the journalistic 

language of the media, as well as theses and research papers. Also included are studies on the 
metaphoric use of sports language in fields such as economics, education, politics, religion, 
health and tourism, or on the presentation of reality using sports terms with emotional 

reinforcement to generate trust, create easily remembered messages, give new meaning to 
data in order to influence their interpretation, synthesise states of mind, classify experiences 

and create opinions 
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In the literary field the library offers creative works (novels, poetry, stories, plays…), a 
prominent section for cartoons and comics and works for reflection such as literary studies 
and anthologies. It recognises the value of modern language and literature for their capacity 

to create symbols that propagate values and generate images that endure over time. 

 

Michael Schmalholz and Jesús Castañón during the interview. Photo: Dominik Peterman. 

 

Epílogo 

In short, the Library of the FIFA World Football Museum constitutes a cultural asset that 

preserves the indelible marks of the sport and its meaning, it records its different types of 
manifestations in various formats and centralises information and documentation on the 
heritage of football knowledge throughout the world with its different voices that interweave 

and strengthen each other. 

If the Spanish humourist José Luis Coll, during the 1982 FIFA World Cup tournament, 
defined football as the activity in which two teams fight to score the most goals “with the 

brain in the foot”, this library would create new meaning. The brain in the foot would be this 
unmissable venue for intelligent surprises owing to its great capacity to connect passion with 
reason, to twin the reality of football and its history with society and to create an ideal playing 

field for thought, culture and research in its zeal to facilitate the understanding of the global 
phenomenon of football.  
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