
I have spent the past two 
days sightseeing, along 
with groups of fans who 

are waiting for connections 
home or travelling to the 
final rounds of matches.

This 45-metre shiny 
titanium monument to 
cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin 
was built in 1980 for the 
Olympic Games. At its foot 
is a replica of his “Vostok” 
descent vehicle that stands 
like a football about to be 
kicked into space. 

It rises above the busy 
traffic intersection of 
Leninsky Prospekt. I am 
surrounded by the noisy 
visual language of traffic 
control and information 
signs about how to 
navigate the city. But this 
monument like, the World 
Cup, has the ability to 
engage our imagination 
beyond the mundane and 
takes us to a place that rises 
above all that.
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Back of the nyet

Everything is measured 
in football these days, so 
it is with great pride that 
Swiss broadcaster RTS 
has calculated that 
Neymar – fouled no fewer 
than 23 times in this 
World Cup so far, more 
than any other player – 
has spent a total of 13min 
50sec lying on the floor 
– so far. 

After four matches, 
that is nearly four per 
cent of the dramatic 
Brazilian’s tournament 
wasted on writhing 
around in agony – actual 
or simulated. 

In his defence, the turf 
in the Russian stadiums 
does look particularly 
lush this year.

Football, you may have 
gathered, is in the process 
of coming home. En route, 
the internet is obliging 
with increasingly 
convoluted cross-cultural 
reminders of its 
cominghomeness: Baddiel 
and Skinner’s Three Lions 
has now been dubbed over 
the top of such sacred 
artefacts as Casablanca, 
The Shawshank 

Redemption and The 
Matrix. And it is still only 
the quarter-finals...

It is perhaps the most 
exquisite example of 
perceived home nations 
sour grapes thus far. On 
Tuesday evening, Tory MP 
Douglas Ross accused 
members of the Scottish 
National Party of “pathetic 
theatrics” and being 
deliberately slow in voting 
just as England had kicked 
off against Colombia. 
Deputy Speaker Dame 
Eleanor Laing responded 
to complaints with a 

rather stinging comeback: 
“I just have a fervent hope 
that one day Scotland will 
be playing an important 
football match.”

England’s World Cup 
feelgood factor only 
extends so far, and that 
apparently does not 
include Titanic: The 
Musical. 

One enraged 
performer at the 

Nottingham Theatre 
Royal on Tuesday 
night spotted two 
audience members 
who were not 

quite invested in one 
poignant lifeboat scene: 
“To the two women in the 
front row tonight who not 
only followed the penalty 
shoot-out on their phone, 
but also said ‘yesss’ on 
each goal scored, you are 
the most ignorant 
audience members I have 
ever had the misfortune to 
perform in front of.” 
Magnificent.
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